On Teaching

Organ Method IX

This excerpt begins the section on man-
ual playing, in which I offer guidance to
the student who has already played piano
or harpsichord, on how to adapt that play-
ing to the organ. This is, as I wrote in the
Preface to the method—which appeared
as the October 2012 column—mostly
about how to practice. One model for
an approach to learning organ (manual)
playing for a student who is already a
keyboard player is this: sit down at the
organ, play around, and see what you
notice. Of course, this is potentially inef-
ficient. There is no reason that a student
should lack the advantage of some guid-
ance from someone more experienced, in
person or through writing. However, this
hands-off, unguided approach is in fact
the essence of what a musician/student
should do. The way to learn what sounds
and touch on the organ are like is to play
the organ, notice everything that you hear
and feel, and respond to what you notice.
Although I think that at least on grounds
of efficiency it is a good idea for a student
to accept guidance from teachers (or for
that matter from method-writers), I also
think that such guidance should remove
as little autonomy and initiative from
the student as possible. The opening of
the section on manual playing—the part
included this month—is a general guide
to starting the process.

I should mention that, whereas in the
column from last October I wrote that
the work on playing manuals and pedals
together would form part of the section
on pedal-playing (the section that was
printed in several columns ending last
month), I have since decided to shift it
to after the section on manual playing.
This seems to me to make more sense,
although of course in the end students
can uses chapters of this book in any
order that they want.

Position

Take a seat on the organ bench. If you
have already begun to work on pedal play-
ing, then remember to position yourself
on the bench—and to position the bench
itself—in the way that you have found
best for pedal work. It is not a good idea
to get accustomed to a different bench
position for manuals-only music, pedals-
only music, and the large segment of the
organ repertoire that uses hands and feet
together. (Though once in a while, later
on, it might be a good idea to change
position for a particular piece that pres-
ents some sort of unusual challenge.)
If you are coming to this section of the
book without yet having begun to work
on pedal playing, then position the bench
at a height that allows you to relax your
legs completely either without depressing
any pedal keys, or only depressing them
lightly with your toes. Of course, while
practicing manuals without pedal, you
should rest your feet in whatever way that
the organ you are playing provides. Usu-
ally there is a bar low down on the bench
that is meant to accommodate the feet
when they are not being used to play.

Since the vast majority of organs have
at least two—often three—manuals,
there is no way to sit that gives you one
position in relation to the manual keys.
The higher manuals are both higher and
farther away. In trying to work out the
right distance from the manuals at which
to sit, it is important to make sure that
you do not feel cramped. If you are too
close to a keyboard, it is extremely dif-
ficult to play without tension. You should
never feel that your shoulders need to be
drawn upwards or back in order to give
your hands and arms room to address the
keyboards. Your shoulders should also,
however, not be hunched forward. Your
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posture on the bench should be as relaxed
and comfortable as possible. As you get
accustomed to playing, you may make
changes in the exact distance from the
keyboards that you choose to sit. There is
no “correct” posture for your arms while
playing the organ. That is, your elbows,
for example, do not have to be in one par-
ticular place or one particular alignment
with your torso; your wrists need not be
consistently above, below, or even with
your forearms or hands. These things will
vary with your own physique and habits.
Once you are seated on the bench,
notice where on each keyboard each of
your hands most naturally falls—the place
on the keyboard at which your forearms,
the middle three fingers of each hand,
and the keys themselves line up straight,
while your shoulders and elbows are in a
comfortable place. This will probably be
roughly an octave below middle C for the
left hand and an octave above middle C
for the right hand: a bit farther out from
the center for players who are particularly
broad-shouldered or who prefer to keep
their elbows out from their sides. This is
the place on the keyboard where it is easi-
est to play without tension. Therefore, it is
the best place to use as a sort of laboratory
for learning or trying out various aspects
of organ touch and various fingering skills.

Begin to play

Now draw a stop or two (you can revisit
the Introduction for a reminder about
drawing and combining stops) and play
some individual notes in the region of
the keyboard described above. What do
you notice? What is the touch like? How
does it compare to the instruments with
which you are most familiar—piano,
harpsichord, or others? Is it heavy or
light or in-between? Try playing a few
notes with your fingers as far out on the
keys as possible—almost slipping off to
the front—and then with your fingers in

the middle of the keys. Do these differ-
ent positions feel different? Try playing
notes in this same region of each of the
different keyboards of the organ at which
you are seated. Do the keyboards feel
different from one another? Try engag-
ing a coupler. Does this change the feel
of either of the keyboards involved? If
you depress a key very slowly, with as
little force as possible, does that seem
to sound or feel different from what you
experience if you strike a key with more
force? The answers to these questions will
vary—sometimes a lot—from one organ
to another. Whatever you notice or learn
at the first organ keyboard at which you
sit and play is, of course, only a beginning.

Next play some simple note patterns,
one hand at a time, along the lines of
these, the first for the right hand, the
second for the left (Examples 1 and 2).
I have located these short exercises in
the region of the keyboard that I have
identified as the most natural for your
arms and hands to reach. However, if
for you that region is a little bit higher
or lower, then start out playing the same
four-note pattern using whatever specific
notes seem most comfortable. (Stick to
natural notes for the moment.) Try the
following  different fingerings—right
hand: 2-3-4-5-4-3-2 or 1-2-3-4-3-2-1; left
hand: 5-4-3-2-3-4-5 or 4-3-2-1-2-3-4.

What do you notice about the differ-
ent fingerings? Do they seem to result in
differences in hand position or in where
on the key you play each note? Does one
feel more comfortable or more natural
than the other?

Next, try the same exercise about
a fifth closer to the center of the key-
board. If you started on the notes that I
pictured, move to this (Examples 3 and
4). Try the same different fingerings,
and look out for the same things. Then
play the same pattern near the middle
of the keyboard, perhaps with each hand
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crossing or including the note middle C.
Try this on all of the keyboards of the
organ that you are playing.

In playing this short exercise bear the
following in mind:

1) Keep everything relaxed: hands,
arms, shoulders, and your entire body.

2) As long as you are physically
relaxed, do not worry for now about
the shape or position of the hand: the
relationship between the fingers and the
rest of the hand; the height of the wrist;
the height of the wrist or hand in rela-
tion to the arm. All of these things are
individual and flexible. There might turn
out to be right and wrong ways for you to
approach these things, but they will be
right or wrong for you specifically: they
will emerge in the course of your learn-
ing—they can’t be dictated in advance.
There are aspects of sideways hand posi-
tion—that is, how the hand is turned or
cocked side-to-side—that are important,
and that tend to work out the same way
for most players. You will begin to work
on this a bit later on.

3) The fingers need not always be
parallel to the keys. It is fine for the
finger playing a note to be at any angle
to that key, as long as the part of the
finger actually playing the note touches
the key solidly.

4) Keep the tempo slow, and listen
to the sound of each note: savor each note.
There is nothing to be gained by speed.

5) Try different articulations. Some
of the time, make the exercise legato:
release each note as you play the next
note. Other times, try an exaggerated
legato: let notes overlap to such an extent
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In the wind...
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that you hear adjacent notes sounding
together, perhaps for nearly the full
length of the latter note, even though
this will sound odd. Then try it detached:
release each note long enough before
playing the next note that you hear a gap.
Then also try it very detached: release
each note as soon as possible after you
play it, only making sure that you do
really hear the sound of each note. (Even
these very short notes should be played
without extra force or tension.)

6) In trying out all of these articula-
tions, do not worry about precision or
making everything come out the same.

2) Mix and match these fingerings
between the two hands. Sometimes
use the thumb-based fingering in both
hands, sometimes use the second-finger-
based fingering in both hands, and some-
times use one of those in each hand.

3) Note that when the notes are
parallel, the fingerings are mir-
rored, or nearly mirrored; when the
notes are mirrored, the fingerings are
parallel or nearly parallel.

4) Before you play through an exercise,
be absolutely sure that you know what
fingering you are about to use. If it
would help, write the fingering in—but
lightly, in pencil. When you want to try a
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Just keep relaxed and listen. This will
lead to the most control—and precision
when it is desired—Ilater on.

Next, add some raised keys—sharps
and flats—to the exercise. Start with one
of the following, and take it through all
of the steps described above (Examples
5 and 6).

Two hands together

These simple exercises are meant to
be played one hand at a time. The next
step is to put the two hands together,
keeping the note picture simple. As
always, you the student can construct
such exercises yourself. Here are a few
possibilities derived from the exercises
above (Examples 7, 8, 9, and 10).

Concerning the fingering for these
exercises, bear the following in mind:

1) Use the same sorts of fingerings
for each hand of these exercises that you
used for the separate-hand exercises
above; that is, sometimes 1-2-3-4, etc.,
sometimes 2-3-4-5, etc.

different fingering, erase what you have
written and write in the new fingering.

Keep these exercises slow: it is not
useful to practice this sort of material
if, in doing so, you feel that you have to
scramble to find the next note, or if you
actually make wrong notes, or if you have
to hesitate in order to get it right. There
is no disadvantage to keeping the notes
very slow indeed. Listen to the sounds,
and to the intervals. Savor the sounds of
the registrations that you use.

Continue to try different articulations,
as described above. If you feel comfortable
doing so, you may try different articula-
tions in each hand. In doing this, again
don’t expect for the results to be measured
or precise: just keep the feel of the hands
relaxed and natural, and listen carefully. ll

Gavin Black is director of the Prince-
ton Early Keyboard Center in Princeton,
New Jersey. He can be reached by e-mail
at gavinblack@mail.com. He writes a
blog at www.amorningfordreams.com.
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The magic machine,
The power of Aeolus,
Combined for worship.

Recently I've spent a couple long
days in my car traveling to visit
churches that are working to acquire
pipe organs. It’s fun to talk with people
who are excited about the future of
their churches, and who are devoted to
the power and beauty of great music in
worship. I'm energized by those con-
versations. They are great opportuni-
ties to review what led me to spend my
life with the organ, and to refresh my
own philosophies about the majesty of
our instrument, its origins, its purposes,
and its uses. I love going into a building
for the first time, learning how the local
musicians and clergy use their building,
and imagining how a new organ could
enhance the life of the place. Yesterday
I drove more than 600 miles for two of
those meetings.

Yesterday was also the day that Boston
and surrounding communities were on
alert because of the massive hunt for the
surviving suspect in the bombing at the
Boston Marathon. This story was per-
sonal—thankfully not because anyone I
know was directly affected, but because
it was our city, our neighborhood. Cov-
erage on television showed the roads we
drive, places we shop, places we take
recreational and exercise walks, even
trees I recognized. My son Mike and his
girlfriend Nicole live close to the site of
the horrific firefight in which one of the
suspects was killed. A dog that’s afraid
of thunder sure doesn’t like gunfire, and
their household was up in the middle
of the night experiencing all that terror
first hand.

Being something of a news junkie, as
I drove I fired up my iPhone to stream
coverage from WBUR—the excellent
NPR news station in Boston—whose
reporters predictably droned on all day,
whether or not they had any new infor-
mation to share. There may have been
fighting in Syria, protests over gun con-
trol, even a horrible deadly explosion in
Texas, but you would have thought that
Boston was the only city in the world for
that one day. Having listened to that for
the first 300 miles, after my first meet-
ing I changed gears and switched to a
great collection of organ music I keep
at the iTips of my iFingers, and hurtled
through the Poconos savoring the great
heritage of our instrument.

The powerful music in my ears com-
bined with reflections on the day’s great
conversations and as I drove I thought
about various aspects of the world of the
church organ.

Is tracker action
Or electro-pneumatic
Better for good sound?

I grew up in Boston during the
height of the revival of tracker action in
pipe organs, and was sure that a good
clear tracker-action instrument was the
one true form. I was in my twenties and
working on renovating an Aeolian-Skin-
ner organ when I started to understand
the merits of a first-rate electro-pneu-
matic action. Later, when I was curator
of the mighty Skinner/Aeolian-Skinner
organ at Trinity Church in Boston—a
few hundred feet from the finish line of
the Boston Marathon—I had the rich
experience of hearing a different artist
play the same instrument each week on
the popular “Fridays at Noon” series.
I was amazed to realize how many
different ways there are to approach
a single instrument, and how different
the organ could sound from one week
to the next.

Today I'm not able to name a favorite
type of organ. I'm interested in good
organs that are well chosen and effec-
tively designed to meet the needs of
the congregations that buy them, and to
enhance the buildings into which they
are installed.

Good registrations,
Not formulaic, better
Chosen for their sounds.

Give the same collection of tubes
of paint to a succession of different
artists, and you’ll get a succession of
approaches to color. Place a succes-
sion of musicians on the same organ
bench and you'll get a wide variety of
approaches. T've written before, and
recently, about my dislike of formulaic
registrations. Why do so many different
people play the same piece with similar
registrations? Why does one organ-
ist draw the same list of stops for a
given piece, no matter what organ he’s
playing? “I can’t play that piece here,
there’s no two-foot.” Baloney. Learn
to listen. And learn to hear. Find stops
that sound good. If you have good taste
and you listen, you can’t go wrong. The
ghost of Frangois Couperin is not going
to rattle chains in your bedroom if you
add a Principal, an Oboe, or a colorful
flute to the Grand Jeu.

Choruses of reeds
Add color, pizzazz, beauty,
Bring music to life.

“When they are good, they are very,
very good, and when they are bad, they
are horrid.” I care for an organ in Boston
that has lots of beautiful flutes, terrific
well-developed Principal choruses, rich
Cornets, and lousy reeds. They are thin
and harsh sounding. They resist tuning,
and will hold pitch until my car leaves
the block. The variety is disappointing—
the Oboe sounds like a Trumpet—and to
my ears they detract from the effect of
the organ. It sounds great until you draw
a reed.

A good chorus or two of Trumpets, a
powerful Trombone, a contrasting softer
sixteen-foot reed, and a couple colorful
solo reeds like Oboe, Clarinet, or Eng-
lish Horn can transform an organ from
ordinary to magical. Well-made reeds,
well maintained, dominate the personal-
ity of any great organ.

The great organbuilder Charles Fisk
left us an apocryphal definition for a
reed: “An organ stop that still needs
three days of work.” Reeds are tricky.
They're expensive. They can be moody.
And they're wildly affected by outside
forces like humidity and cleanliness.
They're the Venus Fly Traps of the pipe
organ. Because they’re shaped like fun-
nels, hapless flying creatures often their
way in and can’t get out. And the leg of a
moth or common housefly is more than
enough to leave a hole in a melody.

If you love pipe organ reeds and
haven't heard the terrific organ at Walt
Disney Hall in Los Angeles, you're nuts.
Get there. Reed tongue magician Man-
uel Rosales has festooned the instrument
with the most exciting and colorful col-
lection of reeds in captivity. Everywhere
you look on those stop jambs there’s
another cool-sounding Spanish word
that translates to “fire.”

Ernest Skinner gave American organ-
ists a new vocabulary of reeds. He
listened to the symphony orchestra and
tinkered in his voicing room to create the
Orchestral Oboe, the Flugel Horn, and
his signature contribution, the French
Horn. Boy, does a Skinner French Horn
ever make an instrument special.
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