A SMALL PIPE ORGAN FOR A SMALL CHURCH

By Bruce Case

I want to give you some insight as how I came to build Paul Prange's organ at Risen Savior Lutheran Church in Austin, Texas.  This organ was not built as is usually the case for a specific contract but rather as a sample of something new that I wanted to investigate.  Like most organists and organbuilders I used to be of the mind set that unless it had at least 20 stops it wasn't a pipe organ but in 1989 that all changed for me.

1989 was the year that I had a chance to go overseas for a year and work with an English organbuilder.  The first myth that crumbled for me after I arrived on British soil was that all those beautiful country churches that we see on postcards were staffed by resident boychoirs singing major works of Purcell and Stanley on a weekly basis.  The reality is that the typical English country church is just trying to remain in existence.  All those quaint stone churches were in actuality built by rich land barons as a testament to their wealth.  Most of the land barons have decided that supporting the church is not the way to spend money anymore so the faithful parishioners that stay with the church are strapped with maintaining 200 year old buildings on very little budgets.  In the face of this I was surprised and yet delighted to find out what the English would do when faced with a major organ project in their parish.

Several things were apparent in observing organ projects at typical English churches.  In no way was any instrument considered that was not going to stand the test of time.  In other words, whatever happened with an organ project, whether it was rebuilding an existing instrument or buying a new organ, whatever happened, the solution had to last a least another 60 years.  To make sure that this happens in England there is a panel of organ advisers whose only job is to approve or disapprove any work that is performed on an organ in a church.  These advisors are employees of the church of England and are assigned geographic districts to patrol.  Any church contemplated work on an existing organ or the purchase of a new instrument must first have approval from the organ advisor from their district.  After an organ has been rebuilt or a new organ constructed, the organ advisor must review the work and sign off on it before the organ builder is paid.  Exceptions to any work being done may also result in penalties being paid by the individual church.  Now this system, while not entirely popular with local churches, ultimately means that a very conservative stand has been adopted by the church of England with regard to organs as church property.  The bottom line of any organ work is that whatever work is done in a parish must stand the test of time.

What type of organ activity does this translate into in the typical parish church?

First, there are virtually no electronic organs sold in England.  Because no electronic organ can be expected to last 60 years without being replaced in entirety.

Secondly there is a tremendous amount of activity in the rebuilding and recycling of old instruments.  It was not unusual for the English shop I was working in to have 40% of our work related to rebuilding old instruments.  And why not.  If an organ is well built to begin with much of organ restoration consists of a good cleaning, the re-leathering of action parts and possibly the refinishing of the casework.  The result is a virtually new organ at 1/4 the cost of a new one.  You must realize that because of the conservative stand among organbuilders most old organs in England are of very good quality and generally speaking worth rebuilding.

And thirdly where new organs are being built, there is a tremendous amount of emphasis, of course, on topnotch quality, but physically small instruments, that could really perform on a limited number of stops.  It was this emphasis that really caught my attention.

The bulk of the production from that English shop were organs under ten stops destined for small churches.  Organs that I would have termed to be almost toy like before I actually got to see them perform in their intended setting.  I think before I had this exposure to English organ building I had the opinion that small organs meant small sounds.  This is definitely not the case!  After returning from England I starting researching what had been done in America where money was limited, namely the typical country church of the late 1800's or early 1900's.  It turns out that the bulk of organ manufacturing was centered around organs of under eight stops with one manual and possibly a pedal.  Organs today that we might tempted to label as unworkable or unable to perform the literature.

A stock one manual organ sold by the Hook and Hastings Organ company in 1871 were offered from a catalog and

were the solution to churches who wanted the real thing on a limited budget.  Interestingly enough if you take the average median income of the day and apply it to the 600 dollar cost of the organ it turns out that organs in 1871 were no more expensive than a similarly sized organ built today.

The specification is as follows:


MANUAL


8' Unison Bass

(bass)


8' Open Diapason
(treble)


8' Stopped Diapason
(treble)


8' Viola Bass

(bass)


8' Violina

(treble)


4' Octave Bass

(bass)


4' Flute

(treble)

PEDAL

Pedal Coupler

An important hallmark of this style of one manual organ building is the use of dividing stops into treble and bass.  As an example the "Unison Bass" stop can be drawn for the left hand to play and any number of different or combined stops could be drawn for the right hand to play.  Very easily the left hand can be made to accompany a solo or cantus firmus played in the right hand.  This division or stops results in a tremendous versatility for registration as well as allowing many two manual organ pieces to be played on a one manual instrument.  As we shall see later this technique will be used just as effectively on organs built today.

These small organs were produced in tremendous quantities to fill the needs of small country or city churches that wanted something more powerful than a reed organ. 

My wife is the organist at an ELS church.  The organ will be ninety years old next year and has been re-leathered once.  At this point it really should be re-leathered again but it is such a simple organ that the expense will be minimal.  I have to tell you that the congregation loves this organ.  They talk about it as being their organ and clearly see the incredible value that they have in this old instrument and the lack of maintenance is has required.  Let me tell you this is a Norwegian congregation and Norwegians are know for being very thrifty.  My wife routinely uses soloists or instrument players to play the cantus firmus on hymn introductions.  Unfortunately this organ does not have a divided stop action for the principals although all the flutes and strings have divided bass and treble.

The 1895 organ at First Presbyterian, Waunakee, WI was built in Milwaukee by William Schuelke, a well known builder in his day, building organs I think that were every bit as good as a Hook and Hastings, the big name at that time.  The organ was moved from Texas and rebuilt two years ago.  The congregation paid a total of $40,000 for this instrument and located it in their brand new sanctuary.  I am happy to report the room has very good acoustics and the organ sounds phenomenal, in fact, this is one of my favorite organs in the state.  There can be tremendous value in rebuilding worthy old organs, the problem usually being that these old organs were spacious and take up a lot of floor space.  If room is not a problem they can be a good solution.

With the validity of all these old organs staring at me, I decided I needed to make an emphasis of building organs for churches with limited budgets and with the additional emphasis building for churches with limited space.  The result was that I built the organ we are talking about at Paul Prange's church, Risen Savior Lutheran, as a project without a buyer.

This organ is pure 1700's English in sound and utilizes all that I observed in England and America to achieve the best quality possible.  It is only four stops and when it was first completed it was moved to Trinity Lutheran in Watertown, WI as an interim instrument in a church that seats 350 people.  Four stops for 350 people!  A phenomenal concept.  Now I will be the first to tell you that the organ was too small but if you ask Franklin Zabell, the director of music, he will tell you it performed very well and supported singing.  Part of the reason small organs like this can work so well is that they are put in rooms where attention has been paid to acoustics.

If there is anything else you take out of this talk today, besides the application of small organs, it is that you really need to put heavy emphasis on room acoustics.  The reason all those small English organs work so well is that they sit in very nice rooms.  Unfortunately the average architect in America has no clue as to what is needed to produce a good worship space musically or for the spoken word.  If you wish to have successful church music, you must have a good room in which to perform.  There is no way around this.  I was on a church building committee once where we were interviewing the architects for a church expansion project.  I asked the architect about his approach to the room acoustics.  He replied that he hadn't seen a room yet where any acoustic problems couldn't be solved by better microphone placement.  Needless to say I didn't recommend him for the job.

We have looked at little bit at the tonal approach of these small organs and their use of divided stops.  Another key ingredient to the ultimate success and longevity of these types of organs is the use of pure mechanical key and stop action.  One of the ways to make organs last for a long time is to build them very simply.  So simply that when they eventually do need some attention, there will not be a temptation to just throw them out because they are obsolete or difficult to work on.  The way to do this is to build organs that are all mechanical in their playing mechanism.

In a mechanical action organ there is relatively little that comes between the organist and making music.  Simply pushing down a key activates some simple mechanical levers to directly open the valve which lets wind into the pipe or pipes.  Very little to go wrong, and very little to wear out.  A rebuild of this type of organ consists of replacing any felt that may have worn thin or replacing the leather on the face of the pallet valve.  You should be aware as anyone can tell you who plays a tracker action organ that this type of playing mechanism seems to come alive underneath ones fingertips.  Because the organist is in direct contact with the musical making parts of the instrument there is a great degree of control over the way the pipes speak.  Play aggressively and the pipes sound differently than if the organ is played with a very legato touch.  The wind is literally under ones fingertips as it is in any classical wind instrument.

The same cannot be said for an electro-pneumatic action organ.  Playing this type of instrument is akin to ringing the doorbell on your house.  The organist is merely completing a circuit which initializes a chain of events ultimately resulting in the pipe or pipes playing.  The way the pipes speak have nothing to do with the way the organist has played the note.  If it were not for this musical fact alone that mechanical action organs excel, it is the ultimate impact of the cost of rebuilding these types of organs, that we have to question the concept of good stewardship of our money.  Rebuilding the playing mechanism of this type of organ is very time consuming and very expensive.  It is a known fact provided by electro-pneumatic organ builders that a realistic budget figure for rebuilding this type of organ is that 1 % of the cost of the organ when new be set aside per year for eventual rebuilding expenses.

As you can see I have placed somewhat of an emphasis on building one manual instruments.  One manual mechanical action organs are much simpler to build than two manual organs from the standpoint of eliminating the extra mechanism associated with another keyboard and the related couplers.  For the price of the second manual I can probably add almost two extra stops to a one manual instrument.

As we have seen previously a way to gain versatility on one manual instruments is to use divided stop actions which essentially allows the right and left hands to be registered completely differently.  This allows the left hand to be an accompaniment and the right to be a solo or vice versa.  Here is an organ that I have proposed to a WELS church in Wisconsin which utilizes divided stop action as well as a novel placement of the organist.

MANUAL
8'  Stopped Flute
(bass and treble)

4'  Octave

4'  Rohrflute

(bass and treble)

2'  Fifteenth

     Sesquialtera 11 
(from middle C)

     Mixture 11

PEDAL
     Manual to Pedal Coupler

Of course not all one manual organs are necessarily small.  Here is a one manual instrument built in England which also utilizes divided stop action.

MANUAL
8' Principal 
(from bottom F) 

8' Flute 

4' Spire Flute 

2' Fifteenth

8' Trumpet       (bass and treble)

PEDAL
16' Subbass

Manual to Pedal Coupler

In summary I feel that my company is going to continue to develop small organs which will be available in a variety of stock configurations.  I think this type of organ offers tremendous versatility and cost effectiveness for small churches who want quality on a very limited budget.  A simple checklist to be applied to your organ search might be as follows.

KEEPING COSTS LOW AND QUALITY HIGH

· Consider a one manual instrument

· Consider a stock organ, not custom designed for the room

· Don't skimp on materials, minimize the use of manmade materials.

· Mechanical action of course.

· Don't even consider not using a case. The case focuses and directs the sound.  Use only solid wood in the casework.

· If space allows, consider rebuilding an older mechanical action organ, they can be a tremendous value.
CASE ORGAN COMPANY

616 South Madison Street       

Stoughton, WI. 53589
Telephone (608)-873-4805    
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This article was part of Mr. Case’s workshop presentation at the 1996 National Conference on Worship, Music & the Arts, Carthage College, Kenosha, Wisconsin.
JULIE, PUT THE PHOTO (tif.) OF THE ORGAN HERE OR SOMEWHERE IN THE ARTICLE, and label it: 

Risen Savior (WELS), Austin TX

Opus 1, Case Organ Company

