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Abstract 

This paper consists of the following topics: 

1. A short introductory information about organ sources and the development of the organ 

in ancient Israel. 

2. Information about selected organs built in the relatively modern times, with their 

disposition, building history, and stylistic features. 

3. Information about the Israeli organ builders with descriptions of some of their 

instruments. 

4. Information about Israeli organists. 

5. Information about the Israeli composers who have written for organ, with a list of their 

compositions, and for selected representative composers, a short description of 

musical style in their organ works. 

6. A short description of current organ-related events in Israel. 

7. A list of all known organs in Israel and Palestine. 



Organ Culture of Israel and Palestine 

Sabin Levi 

The country of Israel, with its important archeological sites and historical traditions, has 

many rich sources of information about music through the ages. Those sources have been 

explored in connection to ancient liturgy, ancient organology and iconography, tradition and 

ethnomusicology. However, the history of the organ in Israel, both ancient and new, has only 

been scarcely reviewed in a number of short studies in music journals. 

Organ culture in this region is only beginning to develop. Although there are some 

valuable 19lfa century instruments, the organ is practically unknown to the general population. 

The new wave of European immigration which started in the early 1990s brought to Israel some 

organists and organ connoisseurs. Concert organs started to appear, and the First International 

Organ Festival was held in 2003, in Jerusalem, Haifa and Tel Aviv. Slowly, the organ is 

becoming more and more popular. 

One of the oldest citations about the organ in ancient Palestine is in Talmud Bavli1, which 

describes a musical instrument called a magrepha that supposedly had "ten pipes and its ten-

times-ten various notes." It was located inside the Herodian Temple, and dated from around the 

beginning of the common era. There is more than one theory about the look and function of a 

1 Tractate Arachim, fol. 10, col. 2, and fol. 11, col. 1. 
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magrepha. Based on iconographic evidence, Joseph Yasser2 theorizes that the magrepha was in 

the shape of a shovel (the meaning of the word "magrepha" in ancient Hebrew), did not have any 

keys, and had a signal/ritual function. Joachim Braun3 claims that the magrepha's presence in the 

Temple, together with a 14th century graphic of what the magrepha supposedly looked like, 

caused a renaissance of the organ in Jewish worship during the 18-19th centuries. Clearly there 

was a belief that an organ of some kind was a part of ancient Jewish worship tradition. 

The earliest extant remains of an organ in Palestine appear to be the 14th century organ 

pipes discovered during construction work at the Franciscan Monastery of St. Catharine in 

Bethlehem. The pipes are currently on display at the Museum of Biblical Studies of the 

Flagellation in the Old City of Jerusalem. 

In 1615, the Head of the Custodianship of the Holy Land, Basilio Caprarola, is said to 

have bought an organ from Venice for the Church of the Holy Sepuleher.4 Another early source 

which mentions an organ is by a monk who wrote about an organ at the Franciscan Monastery of 

the Holy Savior in Jerusalem in about1639,5 It was evidently very small and mobile, because it 

2 Yasser, Joseph, The Magrepha of the Herodian Temple: A Five-Fold Hypothesis, Journal of the 
American Musicological Society, Vol. 13, No. 1/3, 27. 

3 Braun, Joachim, The iconography of the organ: Change in Jewish thought and musical life, 
Music in Art, International Journal of Music Iconography, Vol. XVIII/1-2, 2003, 36. 

4 Taboada, Fray Delfin Fernandez, Historia de los Organos y Organeros en Tierra Santa, 2. 
This is an undated Spanish manuscript, probably written in the early 1950s, discovered in the 
archive of the St. Savior monastery in the Old City of Jerusalem. It was written by one of the 
major organ builders active in Israel (see page eight for further information about Taboada). It 
mentions two references, one from the 17lh century and one based on the monastery's archives. 

5 Ibid. p. 2. 
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could be tuned easily, and was used for religious ceremonies in numerous places. 

According to the testimony of Juan Mariti, a French pilgrim in Jerusalem,6 two Spanish 

monks from Valencia, Antonio Monton and Francisco Xibiach, built a substantial organ at the 

Franciscan monastery of the Holy Savior around 1755. It seems that this organ was originally 

intended for the church of the Holy Sepulcher site, but the Greek Orthodox church, which then, 

as now, occupied a part of the Holy Sepulcher, was successful in opposing this project. The 

German organist Eleazar Horn describes this organ and tells us that it had t wo keyboards, a 

pedalboard and 32 stops. 

Horn also mentions an 8-stop instrument made by the organ maker Domenico Mancini 

from Naples and installed in Nazareth's Basilica of the Annunciation in 1734. This is one of a 

long line of instruments located in the older Palestinian churches that remain undocumented. The 

archives of the Holy Savior monastery, for example, mention an organ brought from Spain in 

1826 and installed at the monasteiy by the monks Pedro Rebollo and Vicente Marquenza, but 

this organ now nowhere to be seen. 

Currently, there are roughly fifty-three organs in Israel and Palestine* Some of the 

instruments are very hard to access, due to the political atmosphere in the region. 

The oldest playable organ in Israel is an 1847 instrument built by Agati, Nicomede e 

Fratelli of Pistoi'a. This is a ten-stop, one manual instrument with a pull-down pedal, which 

6 Ibid. 5. 

7 Ibid., 7. 

* See chart in Appendix I. 
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currently resides in the Christian Information Center in the Old City of Jerusalem. It was rebuilt 

by Taboada, who also added an electric blower to it. The organ has a short octave (scavezzci) in 

the manual and pedal, and a built-in mechanical piston called a ripleno which permits the 

simultaneous deployment of three stops. The manual has a divided keyboard. 

There are a number of extant 19th century instruments, like the 26-stopped Dinse organ 

(Berlin, Germany, 1893) in the Lutheran church in Bethlehem, rebuilt by the American organ 

builder Roland Rutz in 1999, and the 14-stop Mauracher (Salzburg, Austria, 1893), at the St. 

John Church in Ein Karem. This very interesting instrument, although not in good mechanical 

condition, has a remarkable sound quality. There are no mutation stops, and the German 

Romantic 8' Trompet is particularly striking - one of the best reeds in the country. Another 

interesting 19th century organ is the 16-stop Mader (Marseille, France 1893) twice rebuilt since 

that time (Rieger, Austria in 1935, and Dubay Ltd., Canada In 1994), located in the church of 

Ecce Homo in Jerusalem. 

, One of the most beautiful playable org ans from the beginning of the 20th century is the 

23-stop Sauer (Germany, 1910) in the chapel of Augusta Victoria Hospital, Mount of Olives, 

Jerusalem. It was rebuilt by Schuke in 1991, who respected the original specifications of the 

organ and did not change it. This Sauer instrument has all the characteristic features of a German 

Romantic organ of the highest mark - for example, being a two-manual instrument, It has twelve 

8' stops, five 16's, and only two reeds! The organ can be blown with a hand-pumped mechanism 

or with an electric blower.9 

9 See stop list in Appendix III 


