The Re‑Discovery of the Small American Organ 

Bruce Case

In the following article, Case invites us to an understanding of how less can be more.

Many churches looking for a new organ concede that they would prefer to have a pipe organ but can't because of the cost. Shopping for a new organ has become even more of a complication because of the apparent value that electronic organ manufacturers are claiming for their latest inventions. For about the same money, a congregation can buy either a two-manual electronic organ with all the accessories (a million stops, couplers, chimes, expression pedals, modulators) or a one‑manual pipe organ‑the author prefers tracker instruments, but that is best left to another article‑of about six or seven stops.

Will a pipe organ that small meet the needs of a congregation? I feel that there has been a real mindset over the years on the part of organists to think only in terms of big stop lists. Part of this may be due to the influence of organ merchandising in pretending that an organ has to have fistfuls of stops to be musically useful. I learned to play the organ on a three-manual Austin of 27 stops with two swell pedals, a crescendo pedal, toe pistons, thumb pistons, and enough indicator lights to make the music readable during a candlelight. service. The first time I approached a ten‑stop organ designed and built by the late Walter Holtkamp I was distressed. Where were all the fistfuls of registrations that I was accustomed to using? Yet when I started to play that instrument in a room that sat 150 people, I was surprised. This organ was putting out more musical sound than I had ever heard! It turns out that this small organ was well thought out musically and had a very good Principal chorus which supported congregational singing. If we can approach a stop list from a lean view and explore some historical models for small instruments, I think that the option of considering a small, long‑lasting pipe organ might take on some new perspectives.

Small organs have historic precedence. The famous German builder Arp Schnitger is known to have built at least 13 organs of 16 stops or fewer. The English also built instruments with relatively small stop lists. The English chamber organ (one manual, no pedal), which reached its heyday by the 1750's, typically had fewer than six stops. This type of organ was generally used for chapel services or for home use. A typical specification is as follows:

Manual

8' Stopped Diapason (Bass)

8' Stopped Diapason (Treble)

8' Dulciana

4' Principal (Bass)

4' Principal (Treble)

22/3' Twelfth (Treble)

2' Fifteenth

The sound of one of these instruments was not by any means necessarily small. The organs could speak with a strong emphasis on fundamental pitches, which are so important to supporting congregational singing.

The English in general preferred to build one-manual instruments rather than spreading resources across two manuals. Some of their reasoning was economic. A two‑manual instrument with a given number of stops costs substantially more than the same number of stops on one manual due to the extra keyboard, action, windchest, and couplers. Most organists today would comment that a one‑manual instrument is just not very useful. It's true that a one-manual organ cannot play all of the organ literature, but a small instrument can be made very versatile through the use of divided stops. In an organ with divided stops, each stop is separated into bass and treble registers controlled by two stop knobs. One controls the pipes from middle C (sometimes tenor B) to the bottom; the other controls the treble pipes from middle C# to the top. This type of registration technique seems alien to us today because we have lost touch with this type of instrument. Yet in a large amount of organ literature the right hand doesn't stray much below middle C and the left hand doesn't intrude above middle C. In the above specification it is possible to have a completely different sound above middle C than below, thus allowing the right hand to play solos and to be accompanied by the left, achieving a two‑manual effect.

It is just such an early English instrument as described above that inspired an organ recently completed in my shop. The requirements were for an organ that would be able to accompany a group of about 80 in a good room for hymn singing, as well as providing continuo backup for instrumental work. The specification is as follows:

8' Stopped Diapason

4' Open Wood Flute

2' Principal

II  Sesquialtera (from Middle C)

This organ, while having only four stops, has worked quite well in its intended function. The two flutes provide a good dynamic range for continuo work and the 8+4+2 chorus is very supportive of group singing. The Sesquialtera from middle C allows the right hand to play solos and to be accompanied by the left hand. The 8+4+II is the classic Comet registration that works well for solos. The Open Wood Flute 4' has a sound much different from the 8' Stopped Diapason, which is a stopped flute. Two very different 8' sounds can be obtained by registering each separately and playing the 4' an octave lower.

The following stop list is for a more complete one‑manual concept which would work in a much larger room.

Manual

8' 
Open Diapason

8' 
Gedeckt (divided Bass and Treble)

4' 
Octave

4' 
Flute (divided Bass and Treble)

2 2/3' 
Twelfth (divided Bass and Treble)

2' 
Gemshorn

1 3/5' 
Seventeenth (Treble only)


coupler: manual to pedal

Pedal

16' Subbass

This one‑manual instrument has many two-manual sounds. As in the previous instrument the 8' Gedeckt and 4' Flute can be drawn in the left hand and played against the 8' Gedeckt, 4' Flute, 22/3'

Twelfth, and the 13/5' Seventeenth in the right hand. This gives a Sesquialtera solo registration in the right hand with a flute accompaniment in the left hand. A second useful registration is drawing the 4' Flute in the left hand and the 8' Gedeckt in the right. The result is two 8‑foot flutes of different tonal characters when the left hand plays an octave lower than notated. The Twelfth would be voiced and scaled to work not only as a solo stop but also in the Principal chorus as a simple mixture. In this instrument the Principal and Flute choruses are well represented. The sound would be substantial for congregational singing as well as having a good degree of dynamic range for accompaniment work. A very useful addition to this organ would be an 8' Trumpet on the manual, which could be drawn independently in the pedal for solo work.

A duplexed organ is another approach to a small stop list which gives great versatility and yet is generally only slightly more expensive than a one-manual instrument. In this type of instrument there are two manuals which share almost all of the stops on the organ. Any one stop can be drawn from either manual but only in one manual at a time. A simple mechanical technique causes a stop to be cancelled on one manual when it is pulled from the other manual. Here is a stop list for such an instrument which utilizes seven stops and distributes them over two manuals and pedal with substantial registration possibilities. I have included a pipe count so that the reader may understand where the various stops are coming from.

Manual I

8' Open Diapason 
61 pipes

8'
Stopped Flute 
61 pipes

4' 
Principal 
61 pipes

4' 
Harmonic Flute 
61 pipes

2' 
Flageolet (from Cornet) 
Duplexed


Mixture III
183 pipes


Coupler: manual II to manual I

Manual II

8' 
Stopped Flute 
Duplexed

4' 
Principal 
Duplexed

4' 
Harmonic Flute
Duplexed

2' 
Fifteenth (from Mixture) 
Duplexed


Cornet III 
183 pipes

Pedal

16'
Bourdon 
32 pipes

8' 
Bass Flute (extension) 
12 pipes 


coupler:
manual I to pedal 



manual II to pedal

In this organ there is a complete Principal chorus for supportive singing as well as a complete Flute specification, including a Cornet for solo registra​tions. With the exception of later French literature this specification is quite capable of performing the bulk of organ literature; as well as being a good instrument for accompaniment work.

To expand on the above concept, it is very possi​ble in eleven stops to build an organ capable of doing justice to all the organ literature and offering a wide range of registration possibilities.

Manual I

8' Open Diapason 
61 pipes

8' Salicional 
61 pipes

8' Stopped Flute 
61 pipes

4' Principal 
61 pipes

4' Harmonic Flute
61 pipes

2' Flageolet (from Cornet)
 Duplexed

    Mixture IV 
244 pipes

8' Trumpet 
61 pipes

Manual II

8' Salicional 
Duplexed

8' Celeste (tenor C) 
49 pipes

8' Stopped Flute
Duplexed

4' Principal 
Duplexed

4' Harmonic Flute 
Duplexed

2' Fifteenth (from Mixture) Duplexed

    Cornet III 
183 pipes

8' Trumpet 
Duplexed

Pedal

16' Bourdon 
32 pipes

  8' Flute (extension) 
12 pipes

16' Bassoon 
32 pipes

Although the above specification might be push​ing the concept of small organs, the pricing on such an instrument can be quite affordable for smaller congregations.

I hope that some of the small organ ideas put forth in this article will lead churches to consider a pipe organ as an alternative before ruling them out on a basis of cost. There has been a renewed emphasis in America in small instruments; their versatility is real​ly only just coming to be re‑understood. The longev​ity that a well‑built organ offers certainly makes them the best value available today. [For further informa​tion on these instruments, contact the Case Organ Company, 3559 Pioneer Road, Verona, WI 53593, telephone (608) 833‑0050‑ed.]
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