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Buzard façade drawing for Trinity Lu-
theran Church, Sheboygan, Wisconsin

John-Paul Buzard Pipe Organ 
Builders announces the commissioning 
of an organ for Trinity Lutheran Church, 
Sheboygan, Wisconsin. The instrument 
of 41 stops, 53 ranks, across three manu-
als and pedal, will be the 41st pipe organ 
from the builder’s workshop in Cham-
paign, Illinois. Scheduled for delivery 
and completion during fall 2012, the new 
organ will coincide with Trinity Church’s 
160th anniversary. Brian Heinlein is the 
parish’s director of music, teaches in the 
church’s school, and conducts six choirs.

The organ will incorporate black wal-
nut organ casework from the church’s 
extant 1920s instrument, modifi ed to 
feature façades of speaking polished tin 
Principal pipes. The organ will utilize 
electrically operated slider and pallet 
windchests, a steady winding system, 
and Peterson solid-state switching equip-
ment. For information: 800/397-3103; 
<www.Buzardorgans.com>.

In July 2011, after eight years in the 
old Summit Thread building in the town 
center of East Hampton, Connecticut, 
J.H. & C.S. Odell moved its shop to a 
newer, more suitable facility seven miles 
away in nearby East Haddam, Connecti-
cut. The new shop is located in a small 
industrial park in the village of Moodus, 
directly opposite the post offi ce on Falls 
Road. This new facility, built originally 
in 1955 as a movie theater, has a much 
larger working area than the previous 
shop and much greater capacity for stor-
age. With this new facility, the fi rm has 
gained much-needed ceiling clearance 
for erecting. The new building also fea-
tures a wider fl oor plan, which allows for 
a better layout for the mill, cabinet shop, 
pipe shop, fi nishing room, and erecting 
area. Pictures and further information 
can be found on the company website at 
<odellorgans.com>.

Allen Organ Company has installed 
a custom fi ve-manual Quantum™ pipe 
and digital combination organ at the 
Friendswood United Methodist Church, 
Friendswood, Texas. The two-tone 
cherry fi nish on walnut console controls 
149 speaking stops over seven divisions. 
Much of the pipework is from a smaller 
M. P. Möller instrument that the church 
acquired. The console features tracker 
touch, Ivora naturals and rosewood 
sharps, rosewood drawknob stems, rose-
wood pedal sharps, and maple overlays 
on tab stops, along with the Vista Sound-
module that further enhances the organ’s 
capabilities. The audio components are 

divided among three main chambers be-
hind the working pipe façade, as well as 
a fl oating Echo division and Trompette 
DeFete that speak through separate au-
dio in the ceiling of the church.

Hal Leonard Books has published 
Instrumental & Vocal Recording (344 
pages, paperback, $39.99) by Bill Gib-
son. The book is an updated second edi-
tion of Book 2 in the 6-book Hal Leonard 
Recording Method series and includes a 
DVD-ROM and online media. Follow-
ing Book 1 in the series, Microphones 
& Mixers, this book moves the reader 
into recording instruments and vocals 
to make their own audio productions. 
Gibson explains the general concepts 
of acoustics before discussing specifi c 
instruments and vocals. Each chapter 
includes photos, diagrams, charts, and 
audio examples. 

This second edition addresses new 
equipment and software concerns that 
affect the way recordings are made, with 
updated text, illustrations, photos, and 
video examples, along with new tech-
niques and considerations. For informa-
tion: <www.halleonardbooks.com>.

Allen fi ve-manual console
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 On Teaching 
by Gavin Black

Continuo, Part 2
This month I am following up on the 

discussion of continuo playing, offering 
more specifi cs about how to read and un-
derstand continuo parts. I will wait until 
next month to describe my approach to 
the teaching of actual continuo playing at 
the keyboard to students who are not yet 
experienced in it. A combination of the 

approach outlined here to understanding 
the notation, and the approach that I will 
outline next month to drilling the playing 
can enable a keyboard player to begin to 
feel comfortable playing continuo on an 
improvised basis after something that 
could be described as “several hours” of 
study. Of course no one is fully accom-
plished at it after that little work, but 
many students are ready to apply what 
they have been working on to real music 
in that sort of time scale.

A continuo part is, as discussed last 
month, a bass line that is meant both 
to be played, in itself, and to be supple-
mented by other notes. A combination of 
the ordinary musical notes of that bass 
line and the numbers and other symbols 
written above or below that line (the 
“fi gures” in “fi gured bass”) guides the 
player in choosing what notes to add to 
the written line. (It makes no difference 
whatsoever whether the fi gures are writ-
ten above or below the notes. Below is 
much more common, and I will use that 
style in my examples and assume it in 
this discussion. But everything that I say 
here applies equally to a continuo part in 
which the fi gures happen to be written or 
printed above the notes.) The fi rst step 
in learning how to play a continuo line is 
to learn what that combination of notes 
and fi gures means. Continuo or fi gured 
bass notation is essentially simple, but 
it is open to various misunderstandings, 
and is, like so much in music, capable of 
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seeming more complicated or mysteri-
ous than it actually is. 

The musical notes of a continuo line 
are, of course, normal musical notes and, 
being in the tradition of tonal music, 
have a key signature. The fi gures written 
below any note point to the pitches—or 
really the pitch classes—that you fi nd 
by counting up from the written note 
by the number of steps indicated by 
the fi gures, counting the printed note 
as “1”, staying within the key signature. 
Here are some examples:

1) If there is a key signature of no 
sharps and no fl ats (that is, what we 
sometimes call “no key signature”), the 
printed note is C, and the fi gure is “4”, 
then the additional pitch being indicated 
is F-natural.

2) If there is a key signature of one 
sharp, the printed note is C, and the fi g-
ure is “4”, then the additional pitch being 
indicated is F-sharp.

3) If there is a key signature of three 
fl ats, the printed note is C, and the fi g-
ures are “6” and “3”, then the additional 
pitches being indicated are E-fl at and 
A-fl at.

4) If there is a key signature of one fl at, 
the printed note is B-fl at, and the fi gure 
is “4”, then the additional pitch being in-
dicated is E-natural.

5) If there is a key signature of two 
fl ats, the printed note is B-fl at, and the 
fi gures are “4” and “5”, then the addi-
tional pitches being indicated are E-fl at 
and F-natural.

This way of describing what is go-
ing on with the fi gures is accurate and 
straightforward. Students sometimes 
ask, however, why we don’t describe the 
same thing using the terminology of in-
tervals: that is, by saying that the fi gures 
point to the notes that are that interval 
above the printed note—again within 
the key signature. This would also be a 
valid way of describing what is going on. 
However, it is not necessary that the in-
terval be one that we often or normally 
deal with as an harmonic interval, and 
sometimes describing it that way is just 
confusing or ineffi cient. For example, 
in 4) above, the harmonic interval is a 
tritone, or an augmented fourth. There 
is certainly nothing wrong with noticing 
this, or with describing it that way. But 
in practice, experience shows that it is 
more direct and in the end both easier 
and quicker—even if it is counterintui-
tive to some students at the beginning—
just to notice that it is four steps above 
the printed note. (To put it more accu-
rately, most players use some combina-
tion of these two ways of thinking about 
it—“this note is four notes up from the 
bass” and “this note is a fourth above the 
bass”—but it is useful at the beginning 
at least to emphasize the former way of 
describing it. It is important not to be 
misled, in incorporating the concept of 
intervals, by a sense of what an interval 
should be, when that is different from 
what the interval is. For example, in a 
piece in A Major, a G# with the fi gure 
“5” under it will give rise to a diminished 
fi fth. Some students who are looking at 
continuo through the lens of harmonic 
intervals will be at least fl eetingly tempt-
ed to raise the D to a D#, since the fi gure 

“5” looks, at fi rst glance, like it should 
refer to a perfect fi fth.)

Along with numbers, the fi guring of 
continuo lines will sometimes include ac-
cidentals. These are used to take the re-
alization of the continuo part out of the 
constellation of notes that are in the key 
signature. Here are some examples:

1) If there is “no key signature”, the 
printed note is C, and the fi gure is “4#”, 
then the additional pitch being indicated 
is F-sharp.

2) If there is a key signature of two 
fl ats, the printed note is B-fl at, and the 
fi gure is “4#”, then the additional pitch 
being indicated is E-natural.

3) If there is a key signature of two 
fl ats, the printed note is C, and the fi g-
ures are “3”, “5”, and “7#”, then the addi-
tional pitches being indicated are E-fl at, 
G-natural, and B-natural.

4) If there is a key signature of 
three sharps, the printed note is E-fl at 
(achieved with an accidental, of course) 
and the fi gures are “2”, “4#”, and “6b”, 
then the additional pitches being indicat-
ed are F-sharp, A-sharp, and C-natural.

5) If there is a key signature of two 
sharps, the printed note is F-sharp, and 
the fi gures are “3#” and “5”, then the ad-
ditional pitches being indicated are A-
sharp and C-sharp.

In 3) and 4) above, the pitches indi-
cated, taken together, do not add up to 
a normal, or common, chord. This does 
not matter. Of course, in most Baroque 
chamber or vocal music, the prevailing 
harmonies are—most of the time—quite 
normal and recognizable. However, the 

Example 1

Example 2

Example 3

Example 4

Example 5

notation of continuo parts works com-
pletely independently of any assump-
tions about what harmonies do or don’t 
make sense. Looking at it this way saves a 
lot of time and worry. A note in a contin-
uo line that looked like Example 1 would 
indeed be inviting you to play all of the 
natural pitches. It wouldn’t matter that 
this, in some way, doesn’t make sense. I 
have never quite seen anything this ex-
treme in the repertoire, but there are 
examples of fi guring that are almost this 
unexpected, the chordal nature of which 
is hard to fi gure out quickly. What chord, 
for example, is indicated by the fl at 9 and 
the natural 3 in this Bach cantata bass 
line? (Example 2)

This might take some sophistication 
or even inventiveness in harmonic analy-
sis to fi gure out. (It is probably part of 
a diminished seventh chord combined 
with the dominant note of the tonic 
towards which that dominant seventh 
chord wants to resolve.) However, for 
the purpose of continuo playing, there 
is no need to answer the question, and 
the time taken to fi gure it out would be 
wasted as far as playing the continuo 
part was concerned. The notation is tell-
ing you that the notes available to play 
along with the G on the third beat of the 
measure are B-natural and A-fl at. That is 
what you need to know.

I mentioned above that we are really 
talking not about pitches, but about pitch 
classes. Thus Example 3 is directing us 
towards E’s and G’s, not towards any spe-
cifi c E or G, in particular not towards the 
ones that are closest to the printed note. 
In the following example, the printed 
notes and their numbers are directing us 
towards any of the pitches where I have 
placed x’s. (Example 4)

It is important to remember that noth-
ing about the notation tells us which of 
all the possible notes (x notes in the 
above example) actually to play. The de-
cision to play any, some, most, or all of 
the possible notes at any give moment in 
a continuo accompaniment is made on 
the basis of a host of interpretive con-
siderations, including texture, volume, 
accent, and more. Right now we are 
concerned just with the reading of the 
notation. Reading the notation fl uently, 
and then learning to play from it equally 
fl uently, are the prerequisites to making 
those interpretive decisions.

One good way to work on becoming 
fl uent and comfortable at reading the 
notation—that is, just looking at it and 
knowing what it means—is to take a se-
ries of random bass notes and random 
fi gures and talk out in your head what 
those notes and fi gures are telling you. 
Here’s a place to start (Example 5).

The idea is to look at the fi rst note and 
say “F”, the second note and say “A, C, 
and E”, the third note and say “F and C”, 
and so on. It is best to do this as quickly 
as possible without getting any of them 
wrong, and not to worry about what 
chords are made by the notes. Anyone 
can write out an infi nite number of exer-
cises like this. (If you write it out quickly 
enough, you can then do it as an exer-
cise yourself, because you won’t have 
concocted them deliberately enough to 
have fi gured out the answers.) The next 
step is to do the same thing with vari-
ous different key signatures. The point 

is very simply to train the mind to know 
instinctively what any combination of a 
note and some fi gures means. Since we 
already know what the notes themselves 
mean, this really amounts to becoming 
adept at quickly counting up from the 
note by the amount indicated by each 
fi gure. Most students will need to do 
only a small or medium amount of this, 
but it should be done until it seems trivi-
ally easy. This approach to drilling the 
notation ties in directly to the way of 
drilling the act of playing from that no-
tation, which will be the subject of next 
month’s column.

Continuo notation in real life—as it 
was used every day in the Baroque pe-
riod—involved a very large amount of 
abbreviation. That is, in order to save 
time and ink, certain conventions grew 
up about what fi gures could be left out 
or assumed. It is important for a student 
learning continuo notation not to worry 
about this phenomenon at fi rst. How-
ever, once anyone has a clear and com-
fortable understanding of what the nota-
tion system means, the following things 
should be thrown into the equation:

1) Since the ordinary triad above the 
bass note is the most common note pic-
ture, the fi guring for that note picture—
8,5,3—was usually simply omitted. 
Therefore, when a note has no fi gures 
associated with it, it is assumed to be 
“8,5,3”.

2) Since most harmonies include the 
third, the fi gure “3” is often omitted and 
can usually be assumed. It is only incor-
rect to assume “3” if “4” or “2” is present. 
Thus, the fi gure “6”, for example, usually 
means “6,3”.

3) As a natural extension of 2), an ac-
cidental by itself means “3” plus that 
accidental.

4) It is usually acceptable to double 
the bass note itself unless the fi gure “6” is 
present. Thus the fi gure “8” is rarely used, 
and it is clear when it can be assumed.

5) If a note in the bass line is meant to 
be considered a passing tone and should 
not have any realization associated with 
it, or if the prevailing harmony from the 
previous note is meant to continue, it is 
“offi cially” supposed to have a dash writ-
ten under it. This is often omitted, leav-
ing the identifi cation of such a passing 
tone to the judgment of the player.

Here is a fragment of a Handel Flute 
Sonata, fi rst with fi guring from the com-
poser’s own time, then with a version of 
complete fi guring (Examples 6 and 7). 
Anyone who has learned to understand 
the bass line and fi guring from the sec-
ond of these examples will, in the normal 
course of working on the actual playing 
of continuo parts, come to feel comfort-
able playing from the fi rst. The two are 
identical in what they suggest or imply or 
require in performance.

In teaching the actual playing of con-
tinuo at the keyboard—the next step 
once the notation is basically under-
stood—I do not ask students to write 
anything out, not even as a sort of tran-
sitional stage. A written part is antitheti-
cal to the art of continuo playing, even if 
it is an unimpeachably good realization. 
The whole point of continuo is fl exibil-
ity, including last-minute fl exibility. And 
the good news is that effi cient learning 
of the art of continuo playing actually 
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Personal settings
Not long ago Wendy set the wallpa-

per-screensaver option on her PC so it 
would scroll randomly through her fi les 
of photos. Her machine often sits on the 
desk in her home offi ce, which is next 
to our bedroom, so as it lazes through 
her photos I can see a travelogue of the 
vacations we’ve taken, family holidays, 
special parties we’ve hosted. Because 
our daughter Meg lives in Greece, we’ve 
been there several times, Wendy many 
more times than I, so there are lots of 
photos from islands in the Aegean and 
Ionian Seas and ancient archeological 
sites. It’s fun to see them casually as I 
dress, pack and unpack suitcases, and 
move around the house.

Not to be left behind, I went to System 
Preferences/Desktop, then screensaver/
iPhoto/Photos. I clicked “change picture 
(every minute),” “random order,” and 
“translucent menu bar” so I could keep 
working. Perfect. Worked like a charm. 
There’s a beautiful photo of our friend 
Michael by the shipwreck at the south 
end of Monhegan Island in Maine, there’s 
one of the Maxim Gorki Theater in Ber-
lin, but oops, there’s one of the engraved 
data plate on the old Century motor of a 
huge organ blower. How romantic.

And there’s one of the interior of an 
expression box that I don’t recognize. 
I’m pretty sure it’s a Swell box (not Choir 
or Positiv) because there are a couple 
strings, Trumpets at sixteen, eight, and 
four, an Oboe, and Vox Humana.

I take hundreds of photos in the usual 
routine of my work, and my hard-drive 
says there are around 24,000 in fi les. 
Lots of them show beautiful places, love-
ly buildings, and spectacular organ cases, 
but most are intended to show details 
about the dozens of organs I visit every 
year. It’s not very good casual amuse-

ment, but it might be fun to spend a 
couple hours writing about what I see as 
random photos appear.

Here’s a photo of members of the 
Organ Clearing House staff loading a 
dumpster in front of a church on Cen-
tral Park West in New York City. We’re 
a few blocks from the Dakota, the snazzy 
residential building where John Lennon 
lived, in front of which he was murdered, 
and where Yoko Ono still lives. Just across 
the street, immediately inside Central 
Park, is Strawberry Fields, the memorial 
to Lennon dedicated by Mayor Koch in 
1985. It’s pouring rain, and some scrap-
metal scavengers have shown up asking 
if they can take stuff from the dumpster. 
Sure, why not—so they load a couple di-
lapidated vans with galvanized windlines. 
There’s something poignant about dis-
carding pipe organ parts. We don’t take 
it lightly, but there are some times when 
it’s best to give the heave-ho to material 
of poor quality that we feel doesn’t merit 
the effort of renovation.

George Taylor and Barbara Owen 
share a laugh in front of the organ built 
by David Tannenberg in 1800, restored 
by Taylor & Boody, and installed in a 
new recital hall at the Museum of Early 
Southern Decorative Arts in Old Salem, 
North Carolina. Paula Locklair, director 
of the museum, is sharing the joke. This 
was taken during the dedication sym-
posium several years ago. Peter Sykes 
played the dedicatory recital, which 
included the premiere of the commis-
sioned work, Salem Sonata, by Paula’s 
husband Dan Locklair, composer-in-res-
idence at neighboring Wake Forest Uni-
versity. This was a showcase restoration 
and I discussed it in detail at a recent 
conference in Montreal, where several 
colleagues and I were talking about the 
conundrums of restoration.

There’s a hair-raising catwalk across 
the top of the Newberry Memorial Or-
gan in Woolsey Hall at Yale University. 
You walk across just behind the façade 
pipes, occasionally bridging deep abysses 
and looking through the gaps between 
the pipes down into the vast auditorium. 
It’s one of hundreds of special views the 
organ-guys get that are diffi cult to de-
scribe and not for the faint of heart. It’s 
a little like the suspension bridges made 
of rope found in the Himalayas, strong 
enough to support a yak. There are thou-
sands of wooden seats in Woolsey Hall, 
and this photo shows that quite a few 
have been replaced or refi nished.

Lobster boats moored in Muscongus 
Bay off Medomak, Maine are bobbing in 
fl oating sea-ice. When we think of a dif-
fi cult day at work in the organ chamber, 
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Example 6

Example 7

takes place best at the keyboard and at 
the keyboard alone. Also, oddly enough, 
it is possible to practice the art of con-
tinuo playing just as effectively whether 
you are reading the notation correctly or 
wrongly, and whether or not you fully 
understand the conventions about ab-
breviation. Therefore, once a student has 

a basic understanding of the notation, it 
is time to go on to playing, and we will do 
so next month.  ■

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>.

In the wind . . . 
by John Bishop
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