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Preface

Two publications provided the starting point for the present work. There
was, on the one hand, C. W. Pearce's Notes on English organs (1912) which,
together with the earlier Notes on old London city churches, their organs, organists,
and musical associations (1909) represented a partial transcription of Henry
Leffler's manuscript collection of organ specifications compiled between
1800 and 1819. The instruments he described possessed strong family
likenesses. Few had more than twenty stops, the specifications were repeti-
tious and the keyboard compasses invariably began at GG or FF. Pedals
were seldom mentioned, pedal pipes almost never. Noting the dates of the
various instruments (some of them apparently untouched since the late-
seventeenth century) one was left with an impression of deep conservatism,
even of stagnation. Subsequent research has modified this view, but the
initial reaction was significant. Then, turning to a second volume, the
prospect was transformed. Hopkins & Rimbault's The organ, its history and
construction was published thirty-six years after Leffler's death (1855). I t s

appendix of specifications is a record of dramatic change. True, there are still
many older instruments with long compasses and limited pedal arrange-
ments, still plenty of sesquialteras and cornets, but the catalogue of English
organs includes a large number of instruments utterly unlike any noted by
Leffler earlier in the century. There is one organ with 100 stops and many
with thirty-five or more. Most of the instruments by builders like Hill and
Gray & Davison have C-compasses and ambitious Pedal divisions strongly
reminiscent of other parts of northern Europe. The variety of stops has
increased enormously: novel strings, flutes and reeds abound. Swell divi-
sions have expanded and there are even a few references to the use of
pneumatics to assist the organ's action. A transformation has taken place:
one that is totally unexpected after the comfortable, slightly musty predicta-
bility of Leffler's record.

What follows is an attempt to understand the reasons for this transform-
ation and to describe its character. Some may object that the title is
misleading: the period under review (1820-70) is scarcely coterminus with

xvn
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xviii Preface

the reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901). It is, though, the author's belief
that just as the adjective 'Victorian' is useful in other spheres to define a
distinct school or type (Victorian architecture, the Victorian novel) it may
appropriately be attached to a distinct approach to organ design which
flourished in the nineteenth century and which had effectively come to
maturity by about 1870 when most builders had shed the remaining vestiges
of an eighteenth-century technology and tonal ethos, and adopted in their
place methods and principles more in keeping with the new era. The
intention was not to write a history of the Victorian organ but rather to study
the origins of a style.

A further justification for this approach is the fact that the period 1820 to
1870 effectively embraces the working life of the man who probably made the
greatest contribution to the transformation of the English organ during the
nineteenth century, William Hill (1789-1870). His work will prove to be a
thread running through the somewhat diffuse narrative that follows, and
will, it is hoped, impart a coherence which it might otherwise be felt to lack.

It is more difficult to put up a defence against a second criticism which
might be levelled at this book's title. The 'making' of the Victorian organ is
bound to arouse expectations of a detailed technical study of the instru-
ment's manufacture. The text includes much information about the con-
struction of organs during the nineteenth century, as well as diagrams
illustrating their layout and tables recording selective (highly selective)
scalings, but it would not claim to be a technical study in the sense of, say,
David Wickens's excellent monograph on Samuel Green (1987). There are
various reasons for this. One is sheer lack of space. In a book endeavouring to
give an overview of English organ-building during the most innovative fifty
years in its history there simply is no room for definitive technical studies of
individual builders or particular instruments. There is, though, another
difficulty. Of the 180 British organs whose stop lists are recorded in the
appendix to the third edition of Hopkins & Rimbault (1877) only five have
survived to the present day without major alteration; another dozen or so
remain in an altered but still recognisable state. The rate of destruction has
been deplorable. Sometimes the losses were unavoidable: fire, for example,
has taken its toll. The advent of new forms of action, at the end of the last
century and the beginning of the present one, promoted the reconstruction of
existing organs at a time when the Victorian organ was at its most unfashion-
able. But much of the destruction is more recent. The redundancy of many
large Victorian churches has posed the often insuperable difficulty of finding
homes for their large Victorian organs. Indifference led first to vandalism
and then to the total destruction of Hill's organ of 1841 in the Great George
Street Chapel, Liverpool, and although this highlighted the problem, there
have been many losses since: Hill organs at St Stephen's, Lambeth (1861)
and St Mary's, Hulme (1858), the 4-manual Willis in St Peter's, Blackburn
(1872). All too often losses have been the result of ignorance or philistinism.
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Preface xix

The re-ordering of churches has not infrequently led to applications to
remove organs in order to make way for something useful like a coffee bar.
And then, those who should be the organ's protectors are sometimes its
worst enemies. Despite the best endeavours of (some) diocesan organ
advisers, and the work of bodies such as the British Institute of Organ
Studies, there are still organists who are not content to preserve an historic
instrument as they find it and organ-builders who are only too ready to
indulge their whims. A blight of balanced swell pedals, electro-pneumatic
actions, detached consoles and neo-classical upperwork has made deep
inroads into the surviving stock of nineteenth-century organs during the last
forty years. As a consequence, our heritage is impoverished and the number
of organs available for study is sadly depleted. If the present work only
succeeds in increasing awareness of the value of these instruments, it will
have served some purpose.

In acknowledging the many debts that I have incurred in the course of my
research I must first express my thanks to all those organists, clergy and
custodians of organs who have responded willingly to my requests for access
to the instruments in their charge. In fifteen years I have encountered only
one absolute refusal and have generally met with nothing but kindness and
cooperation.

Another general acknowledgement is to the staff of the various libraries
and record offices in which I have worked; I am grateful for their help, and
for permission to quote from the manuscripts in their care. I would like
though to record the particular assistance I have received from the British
Organ Archive (Birmingham Central Library), Hereford Cathedral Library
(Miss P. Morgan), the Royal College of Music, the Royal College of
Organists (Mr Barry Lyndon) and the University Library, Cambridge.

This work began life as a doctoral dissertation. I was greatly encouraged
at that time by Peter le Huray and Peter Williams (a constant source of
inspiration in matters of organ history). My supervisor, George Guest, was
tireless in writing to support my requests for access to particular instruments
and I remain grateful for his interest and help.

Three special debts must now be acknowledged. The Reverend B. B.
Edmonds possesses an apparently inexhaustible fund of knowledge concern-
ing English organs and organ-builders. He has been generous beyond belief
in making available the results of his own work on William Hill and in
passing on information and hints which have proved of the greatest value.
He was probably the first to appreciate the musical importance of the organs
built during the Hill—Gauntlett collaboration, and if more of us have now
come to recognise their qualities, and if, indeed, there is even a certain
fashion for praising and imitating these instruments, it is largely due to him.
It is Michael Gillingham whom I have to thank for first giving me access to
the working records of an English organ-builder. Having rescued the Gray &
Davison archive when the firm ceased to trade in about 1970, he allowed me
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xx Preface

unrestricted access to these fascinating documents so redolent of the days
when John Gray and Frederick Davison embarked on their partnership in
the works on the north side of the New Road. He has been equally generous
in sharing his profound knowledge of case design, and whilst the errors in the
sections dealing with this topic remain my responsibility, there would have
been many more had it not been for his guidance. My third special debt is to
Stephen Bicknell who kindly agreed to wade through my manuscript, doing
his best, as a practising organ-builder and historian of the organ, to alert me
to solecisms and inaccuracies. I am deeply grateful for his assistance.

Many organ-builders have contributed directly to my work by allowing
me access to their records, by being prepared to spend time answering what
were to them elementary questions, and by helping me in my study of
individual instruments. Among them, I would wish to mention: Ian Bell,
John Budgen, Bill Drake, Frank Fowler, David Frostick, Dominic Gwynn,
Peter Hopps, William Johnson, Roger Pulham, Martin Renshaw, John
Mander, Noel Mander, Maurice Merrell, Bob Pennells, Eric Shepherd,
John Shepherd, Dennis Thurlow, Mark Venning, John Sinclair Willis and
Peter Wood.

I am similarly indebted to other writers and players who have been kind
enough to help me in a variety of ways: James Berrow, John Bishop, John
Bowles, Douglas Carrington, Cecil Clutton, Donald Davison, Laurence
Elvin, Paul Hale, Bryan Hughes, Francis Jackson, Malcolm Jones, Christo-
pher Kent, Betty Matthews, Colin Menzies, Timothy Morris, Austin
Niland, John Norman, Nicholas Plumley, John Rowntree, Michael Sayer,
Gerald Sumner, James Thomas, David Wickens and Donald Wright.

In the nature of things, I must have omitted the names of some people who
ought to be included in the two preceding lists: I hope that they will accept
my apologies.

My colleagues at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, have offered
advice on various technical matters outside my immediate province, and I
ought particularly to thank the staff of the Tutorial Office, and Michael
Prichard, formerly Senior Tutor, for their help in elucidating the mysteries of
word-processing and for forbearance when photocopying machines were
mysteriously out of order.

I am grateful to Stuart White for advice on the execution of the technical
drawings accompanying the text, and to all at Cambridge University Press
who have been involved in the production of this book, especially Penny
Souster.

My outstanding debt is left until last, and is in any case expressed in the
dedication of this volume to two people who probably never again want to
see or hear a Victorian organ.

Cambridge Nicholas Thistlethwaite
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Explanatory notes

1 TECHNICAL DATA

All the diameters of pipe bodies were taken with callipers around the middle
of the body; they may therefore reflect that 'bellying out' of the pipe practised
by most pipe-makers. At best, they give a general indication of the scaling
patterns. Few of the instruments investigated have been dismantled in
recent years and detailed studies must await a future restoration when the
pipework can be readily inspected. For the same reason little data relating to
reeds can be given. The measurements recorded for wooden ranks are
internal; the thickness of the timber sides of the pipe is also noted, but this is,
again, indicative rather than definitive: most wooden pipes employ timber of
slightly different thicknesses for the front and back panels and the sides.

2 FIGURES

The figures showing the internal layout of organs are drawn to scale. The
details of the action and soundboards are simplified for the sake of clarity
(e.g. pallet springs are not always shown) and sometimes enlarged (e.g.
squares). Some details are conjectural (e.g. the design and arrangement of
the pallets inside a chest). The drawings of organs are based on the author's
own researches; most of the drawings of action components are taken from
other sources which are duly acknowledged.

3 REFERENCES

The author-date system is used in the text for secondary sources; these are
then given in the List of References. Manuscript sources are numbered, and
are identified in the List of References. In order to reduce congestion in the
text, references are not given there for sources of the stop lists of individual
instruments nor (usually) for details of their original design or subsequent
reconstruction. All instruments mentioned in the text are listed in the third
section of the List of References with accompanying notes on sources.
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xxii Explanatory notes

4 SOURCES OF STOP LISTS

The specifications of many of the organs discussed in the earlier part of the
text survive only in manuscript. The principal sources are the Leffler
notebook (partly transcribed in: Pearce 1909, 1912), the 'G. P. England'
notebook (a copy of which belongs to Noel Mander), Organographia (RGM MS
1161) and the Sperling notebooks (RC O). These sources, their relationship
and reliability are discussed in: Thistlethwaite 1977. The establishing of
accurate stop lists for later instruments poses fewer problems on account of
the survival of organ-builders' records (though these are by no means an
unimpeachable source) and the proliferation of musical journals containing
details of organs after the middle of the century.

5 COMPASSES

Much confusion is caused by a diversity of systems for describing compasses.
Here, the following scheme is adopted:

C C ( i 6 / ) - C ( 8 ' ) - » c ( 4 ' ) - c I ( 2 / ) - c 2 ( i / ) - c 3 ( 1 / 2 / ) - c 4 ( 1 A / )

These refer to the keys (or pedals) of the organ, not to the pitch of the
registers.
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Abbreviations

I ABBREVIATIONS IN TEXT

ABG
B1OSJ
BIOSR
BMB

BWJ
Buckingham
CR
CMR
DNB
Eccl
EE
EMG
E.S.
GJ
G P E

HR1/2/3

LCC

LJA
MG
MO
MP
MSt
MT
MW
NG
n.p.

A ris s Birmingham Gazette
BIOS Journal
BIOS Reporter
Brown, J. D. and Stratton, S. S. British musical biography

(i897)
Berrow's Worcester Journal
See List of references: Buckingham, A.
Christian Remembrancer
Choir and Musical Record
Dictionary of National Biography
Ecclesiologist
Edinburgh Encyclopaedia
English Musical Gazette
Enlarged series (journals)
Ga w th rop 's Journal
The 'G. P. England7 Notebook
Hopkins, E. J. and Rimbault, E. F. The Organ, its history and
construction (1st edn/1855; 2nd edn/1870; 3rd edn/1877)
Liverpool Corporation: Law Courts Committee Minute
Books (MSS 45 and 46)
The London Journal of Arts and Sciences
Musical Gazette
Musical Opinion
Morning Post
Musical Standard
Musical Times
Musical World
New Grove dictionary of music and musicians (1979)

no pagination
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xxiv Abbreviations

N.S. New series (journals)
00D The organs and organists ofDoncaster (c. 1970)
PA Patents for inventions: Abridgement of specifications (see List of

References)
PMA Proceedings of the Musical Association
PMEM The Practical Mechanic and Engineer's Magazine
PC Parish church
QMMR The Quarterly Musical Magazine and Review
RA M The Repertory of Arts and Manufactures
RC O Royal College of Organists
VCH Victoria County History
YG York Gazette

ABBREVIATIONS IN SPECIFICATIONS AND TABLES

m
n.a.
n.o.
wd
8ve
*

metal
not available
not original
wood
octave
approximate measurement
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