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event.” (I’m taking all my defi nitions of 
English words from the American Her-
itage Dictionary published by Hough-
ton Miffl in Company in 2000.) By ex-
tension, annual is synonymous with 
yearly. So when I fi rst heard someone 
refer to the “fi ve-year-anniversary” of 
something, I thought it sounded funny. 
Considering the root meanings of those 
words, isn’t that something like saying 
“fi ve-year-year?” I think it’s correct to 
say fi fth anniversary. It’s clear, concise, 
and it’s not redundant. But I guess I’ll 
lose that battle. Even commentators 
on National Public Radio routinely get 
this wrong—according to them we’ve 
just had the sixty-seven-year-anniver-
sary of the attack at Pearl Harbor. (If 
you agree with me about this, help me 
start a revolution.)

Any specialized fi eld has its own lan-
guage. My brother is a scientist and uni-
versity professor working in genetic re-
search. During his last visit, he was busy 
with a student’s dissertation—I glanced 
at a couple pages and knew instantly that 
if those were the secrets of the universe 
they’d be safe with me. I couldn’t under-
stand a single sentence. 

The organ is one of those specialized 
fi elds rife with jargon. My spell-check-
er lights up like the proverbial Christ-
mas tree when I type a stoplist. (In fact, 
it doesn’t even approve of the word 
stoplist.) My brilliant brother would be 
just as lost trying to understand what I 
wrote as I was with his student’s paper. 
As I’ve gotten to know the pipe-organ 
jargon—thirty-fi ve years in the vine-
yards will at least get you started—I’ve 
realized how specifi c and how misused 
it can be. For example, a drawknob 
marked Prestant 4′ means something 
very specifi c, and if I fi nd one on an 
organ installed in a chamber with no 
façade, I consider it a misnomer.

The name Prestant comes from the 
Latin prestare, which translates roughly 
as “to stand in front.” So by defi nition 
a Prestant comprises the pipes of the 
façade. If you take the name literally 
(and I suggest we should), a Prestant 
does not stand behind anything. If the 
layout of the windchest has other stops 
in front of that four-foot Principal, call 
it something else—there are plenty 
of choices. But wait! If the division in 
question has a Principal 8′ you can’t use 
Principal 4′ because Principal implies 
the principal pitch of the division, and a 
division can only have one Principal. If 
there’s a Principal 8′ you call your four-
footer Octave because that’s what it is. 
Sometimes a rose by any other name 
isn’t quite a rose. Or more accurately, 
a rose is a rose is a rose, but to equate 
with this organ-babble, horticulturists 
would need different words for the rose 
in front and the rose in back, even if 
both were red.

Werkprinzip is a precise organ term 
that describes an organ that explains 
itself. In such an organ you can tell by 
looking at the façade what the various di-
visions are, where they are located, and 
what their principal pitch is. In the Pedal 
you might have Principal 32′ and Octave 
16′, in the Hauptwerk (literally “main 
work” or principal division) you would 

What’s in a name?
or,

Say what you mean.

JULIET:
O Romeo, Romeo! Wherefore art thou, 

Romeo?
Deny thy father, and refuse thy name;
Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,
And I’ll no longer be a Capulet.

ROMEO [Aside]:
Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?

JULIET:
’Tis but thy name that is my enemy;
Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.
What’s Montague? It is not hand, not foot,
Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part
Belonging to a man. O, be some other name!
What’s in a name? that which we call a rose
By any other name would smell as sweet;
So Romeo would, were he not Romeo call’d,
Retain that dear perfection which he owes
Without that title. Romeo, doff thy name, 
And for that name which is no part of thee
Take all myself.1

This might be one of the most recog-
nizable moments in all of Shakespeare’s 
plays. What childhood is without some 
recognition of Romeo’s wherefores? And 
how many times has the sweet-smelling 
rose been misquoted?

I spend a lot of time writing. Each 
month I spend most of a day writing 
this column. Before I start, I’ve settled 
on a subject and have rattled it around 
between my ears for several days. 
In my work with the Organ Clearing 
House, I spend considerable time writ-
ing to describe the scope, details, and 
terms of proposed projects. The com-
mittee of a church might ask me to 
write up a description—I wonder how 
many committee members realize that 
the exercise might take a couple days 
of desk time.

Because I spend so much time work-
ing with words, I’m sensitive to (of-
ten annoyed by) their misuse—espe-
cially when that misuse fi nds its way 
into what might be called the offi cial 
lexicon. Here’s an example. The word 
anniversary is defi ned as “an annual 
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fi nd Principal 16′ and Octave 8′, and in 
the Positiv, Principal 4′ and Octave 2′. In 
all three divisions, you could replace the 
name Principal with Prestant if the pipes 
were in the façade.  

If the Positiv division is located on the 
balcony rail behind the organist’s back, 
you could call it Rückpositiv (German) or 
Rugwerk (Dutch) as rück or its variations 
means “back.” A German hiker carries a 
Rücksack. (The German language has 
some exquisite precision in its nouns—for 
example, a Handschuh (“hand shoe”) is a 
glove.) The hole in this theory would be 
the organ with a Positiv division on the 
balcony rail and a detached and reversed 
console. In that instance the organist 
would be facing the altar and therefore 
Positiv, with the bulk of the organ behind 
him. In that case I suppose we’d coin the 
name Vorpositiv.  

The photo above is a postcard from 
our daughter, whose travel plans includ-
ed a layover in Reykjavik, Iceland—such 
a good girl to go into a church and buy 
a postcard! It shows the Klais organ in 
the Hallgrímskirku in Reykjavik, a great 
example of a Werkprinzip organ. As-
sume that the door beneath the organ is 
about eight feet tall and use it for scale. 

With that, we know that the tallest pipes 
in the side towers are the Pedal Prestant 
32′, the three towers of the upper case 
house the pipes of the Great (Haupt-
werk) Prestant 16′, and the façade of the 
Rückpositiv is the Prestant 8′. 

After I wrote the previous paragraph 
I went to the website of Klais Orgelbau 
in Bonn and found the specifi cation of 
the organ (http://www.orgelbau-klais.
com/m.php?tx=86). I’m proud to say 
that I got it just right, except that Klais 
publishes that the name of the division 
played by the lowest manual is Positiv 
(correct, although Rückpositiv would 
have been more explanatory), and 
those out-in-front Principals are called 
Praestant, also correct—simply a varia-
tion on Prestant. 

In a three-manual American Classic 
organ such as those built in the mid-
twentieth century by Aeolian-Skinner 
or M. P. Möller, we expect to fi nd two 
enclosed divisions, Swell and Choir. Can 
we have Swell shutters in front of the 
Choir division? I think we should call 
them Choir shutters. Or if it’s bulky to 
have two different kinds of shutters in 
the organ, let’s simplify it and call them 
all expression shutters. I’m reminded 
of a succinct comment made to me by 
friend and mentor George Bozeman in 
1976. I was preparing to play a recital on 
the Bozeman-Gibson organ in Castleton, 
Vermont, and George was coaching me: 
“If they named the division after hearing 
you play, they’d have called it Crush, not 
Swell.” His simple comment still informs 
my playing.

Individual organs are conceived and 
designed based on national and historic 
styles. We easily recognize the differ-
ence between a nineteenth-century 
French organ and a seventeenth-cen-
tury Dutch organ. A stoplist that be-
gins Prestant 16′, Octaaf 8′, Roerfl uit 8′ 
implies something different from one 
with Montre 16′, Diapason 8′, Flûte 
à Cheminée 8′. Both describe Princi-
pals at sixteen and eight and an eight-
foot Chimney Flute, but one is Classic 
Dutch, the other romantic French. In 
this context it would be technically cor-
rect to have Montre 16′ and Roerfl uit 8′ 
in the same organ, but in my opinion it 

In the wind . . . 
by John Bishop

Klais organ, Hallgrímskirku, Reykjavik

John Bishop
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would be a messy cross-reference that 
could imply stops that don’t belong in 
the same organ.  

In French, haut means “high” and bois 
means “ wood.” Haut also implies excel-
lence. Haute cuisine is food cooked to a 
high standard, haute école (literally high 
school) refers to expert horsemanship. 
And by the way, the English word haughty 
(“Scornfully and condescendingly proud”) 
comes sarcastically from the French haut. 
Hautbois is literally the “high wood” of 
the orchestra—in English we say Oboe. 
We wouldn’t be surprised to see Hautbois 
and English Horn on the same stoplist, 
but Hautbois and Cor Anglais would be 
more linguistically precise.

As I write, I’m checking myself by fl ip-
ping through various stoplists, and as I’m 
in a literal frame of mind I fi nd many in-
consistencies—instances of multiple lan-
guages used in the same instrument—
and I realize that it is often intentional. 
After all, many organbuilders work hard 
to instill eclecticism in their instruments. 
They mean to imply the French charac-

teristic of the Hautbois with the original-
ly American invention of French Horn or 
English Horn (both invented by Ameri-
can organbuilder Ernest Skinner). They 
mean to have both Swell and Positiv divi-
sions in the same instrument, though the 
names imply differing origins.

This allows the organist the fl exibil-
ity to play baroque or romantic music 
with authentic registrations, assuming 
of course that the skill of the organ’s 
voicer provided a roster of stops that 
blend well with each other even if they 
are representing different historical and 
geographical styles. The rich harmonic 
development of the baroque Roerfl uit 
would not blend well with the creamy 
Skinner Diapason, but both stops can be 
modifi ed in character to approach each 
other in style.

The purist will say that this diminishes 
the quality and effect of the organ. If an 
instrument tries to cover too many styles 
it may fail at all of them, following the ad-
age Jack of all trades and master of none. 
Conversely, installing a singularly spe-

cialized instrument in a modern church 
may not be serving well the needs of a 
congregation. After all, there is more to 
life than Sweelinck and Scheidemann, 
and while the modern churchgoer may 
be happy to hear one or the other once in 
a while, too much and too often will start 
to wear. Reminds me of A. A. Milne’s 
(1882–1956) touching reference to the 
haughtiness of assuming that someone 
likes something:

What is the matter with Mary Jane?
She’s crying with all her might and main,
And she won’t eat her dinner—rice pud-

ding again—
What is the matter with Mary Jane?

What is the matter with Mary Jane?
I’ve promised her dolls and a daisy-chain,
And a book about animals—all in vain—
What is the matter with Mary Jane?

What is the matter with Mary Jane?
She’s perfectly well, and she hasn’t a pain;
But, look at her, now she’s beginning again!—
What is the matter with Mary Jane?

FEBRUARY, 2009  13

IN PERFORMANCE

At Goulding & Wood, we understand that an instrument must serve the musicians who play it.  Every aspect of our 
design is focused on providing the resources for the varying roles organists must fill.  Our tonal designs offer creative 
and comprehensive resources for the authoritative performance of literature, the nuanced accompaniment of choirs, 
and the imaginative leadership of congregational singing.  Our exclusive slider chest design, with our full ten-year war-
ranty, ensures an unsurpassed reliability and effective musical response to the organist’s touch.  Our visual designs 
sensitively complement the surroundings of the instrument while giving the musician ergonomic, intuitive control of the 
organ’s resources.  In all aspects, the instrument creates an ideal setting for the musician’s inspiration to excel, both in 
worship and performance.

823 Massachusetts Avenue     •     Indianapolis, Indiana 46204
Voice: 800.814.9690      •     Facsimile 317.637.5236

www.gouldingandwood.com

EXCEL.

IN WORSHIP

What is the matter with Mary Jane?
I’ve promised her sweets and a ride in the 

train,
And I’ve begged her to stop for a bit and 

explain—

What is the matter with Mary Jane?
What is the matter with Mary Jane?
She’s perfectly well and she hasn’t a pain,
And it’s lovely rice pudding for dinner again!
What is the matter with Mary Jane?

Have I gone off the deep end, equating 
Scheidemann with rice pudding? I hope 
you get my drift!

These refl ections on terminology may 
seem fussy, but pipe-organ jargon is a 
highly developed and precise language. If 
organbuilders use it thoughtfully as they 
create new instruments (or rebuild old 
ones), they provide insight for the musi-
cians about how the organ is laid out in-
ternally. If the musicians use and under-
stand the terminology well, they play their 
instruments with a deeper understanding 
of what’s going on inside—of how the 
sounds are made and how they blend.
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Practicing I
When I was a graduate student at 

Westminster Choir College in the early 
eighties, there was a piece of graffi ti writ-
ten over the door leading to the base-
ment corridors where the organ practice 
rooms were found. It said: Take Re-
sponsibility: Really Practice! I was al-
ways impressed by that. For one thing, it 
was the only graffi ti that I had ever seen, 
or have ever seen, that had practicing 
music as its subject. But also it seemed to 
point to a real truth about practicing and 
about the act of being a musician. Un-
less you do what it takes both to develop 
your overall skills to the fullest and to 
learn—really learn— the pieces that you 
are working on, you haven’t really taken 
responsibility for your contribution to 
the world of music, or for your contribu-
tion as a musician to the world. 

Failure to practice enough or in the 
right way can have a number of conse-
quences. The most basic one is that a 
given piece will be learned only partially 
or with inadequate security, and will fall 
apart in performance. The lesser case 
of this is that a piece will be insecure 
enough that it can only be kept from re-
ally falling apart by a kind of tense focus 
on getting the right notes. This will in 
turn make the performance sound tense 
and will rule out, or at least limit, any 
freedom or spontaneity. Inadequate 
practice can both force the performer 
to fall back entirely on consciously cho-
sen interpretive gestures—rather than 
allowing those gestures to be modifi ed 
on the spur of the moment to refl ect the 

conditions of the particular performance 
or a new feeling or idea—and make the 
execution of those interpretive gestures 
tentative and unconvincing.

Learning a piece extraordinarily 
well—by practicing it well and practicing 
it enough—greatly increases (perhaps 
paradoxically) the chance that the per-
formance of that piece can have the feel-
ing of an improvisation to it. One hall-
mark of good improvisation, in music, 
public speaking, conversation, or any-
thing, is that the next thing that happens 
comes without hesitation. This is what 
practicing makes possible in playing an 
already-composed piece. Furthermore, 
practicing, even if it is primarily aimed 
at making the practical side of the mas-
tery of a piece as secure as it can be, also 
involves repeated exposure to the whole 
picture of what is going on musically in 
the piece. The performer who has the 
ability to play a given piece accurately 
without having really practiced it (that 
is, someone who is a really good sight-
reader) always runs the risk of giving an 
offhand and superfi cial performance of 
that piece. (I hasten to add that this cer-
tainly does not always happen, but it can 
happen and sometimes does.) 

Analysis and study of the musical con-
tent of a piece can happen before, during, 
and after the process of rigorously prac-
ticing the notes. The particular kind of 
contrapuntal analysis that I wrote about 
in several recent columns is intended to 
take place for the most part before the 
practicing of the complete note-picture 
of the piece with appropriate fi ngerings 
and pedalings. However, since it is car-
ried out largely through playing, it is also 
a form of practicing, and part of its pur-
pose is to make the subsequent practic-
ing both easier and more effective. 

Analysis along other lines—melodic 
analysis of non-contrapuntal (melody-
and-accompaniment) passages, har-
monic analysis, etc.—can be done prior 
to the start of nitty-gritty note practicing, 
and also ought to make that practicing 
easier and more effective. This happens, 
of course, because if the mind already 
knows to some extent what is coming 
next—and if that is also, according to 
some musical logic, what ought to come 
next—then the fi ngers will tend to fi nd 
it more directly, with less hesitation or 
fumbling. Then, during practicing, the 
sound and feel of the notes will reinforce 
whatever was learned by analysis, if that 
analysis was sound, or perhaps suggest 
ways in which to modify it.

Real practicing also ought to be (most 
of the time) fun and (always) absorbing. 
It should also be the case, as much of the 
time as possible, that a player fi nds ef-
fi cient, effective practicing to be deeply 
satisfying because it so clearly leads to 
real accomplishment. A teacher can 
greatly help a student to feel this way by 
making the relationship between prac-
ticing and real learning very clear, and by 
teaching practice techniques that work.

Indeed, practicing that does not seem 
to be working—where there is a goal 
but that goal is not getting any closer, or 
where there isn’t a clear goal and over 
time nothing much seems to be hap-
pening—is so discouraging and demor-
alizing that experiencing too much of it 
will often lead to a student’s giving up, 
discovering that he or she isn’t really 
that interested in the instrument after 
all. This is a shame, because without the 
experience of practicing well, a student 
actually doesn’t know what the instru-
ment is, what the repertoire is, what the 
experience of playing music can be.

So, what is good practicing? What 
works under what circumstances? Part 
of the answer, as it applies to organ and 
harpsichord, comes from J. S. Bach. He 
said about organ playing that:

“All one has to do is hit the right notes 
at the right time, and the instrument 
plays itself.”

When I fi rst read this comment, I as-
sumed that Bach was being fl ippant, ei-
ther in a way that was meant to be dismis-
sive to whomever he was speaking with, 
or in a way that was meant to be funny 
and modest. However, I have since real-
ized that he probably meant something 
specifi c. In most musical situations, the 
performer has to create aspects of the 
content of the musical sound directly. 
This is obviously the case with singing, 
since the performer creates and controls 
everything about the sound, both sonority 
and intonation. With non-fretted string 
instruments, the performer has complete 
responsibility for intonation, and with 
bowed string instruments, responsibility 
for shaping the sound of the note over its 
entire duration. With blown instruments, 
the player likewise has the job of creating 
and sustaining the sonority, and has some 
responsibility for intonation. 

Organ and harpsichord come much 
closer to fi tting the following description: 
if anyone or anything pushes the key 
down, the note will sound. (This is also 
true of the piano except in the very im-
portant area of volume, and it is surpris-
ingly untrue of the clavichord, but that’s 
a subject for another day.) Of course on 
some organs and most harpsichords, the 
player can infl uence subtleties of the 
beginnings and ends of notes—attacks 
and releases—by subtle variations in 
technique. This can be very important 
artistically, but it does not defi ne as big 
a proportion of what the player has to do 
or to think about technically as similar 
subtleties do with some of the types of 
instruments mentioned above. I believe 
that Bach was pointing to this distinc-
tion: other musicians have to create their 
sound and tuning, we keyboard players 
just have to push the keys down and the 
instrument does the rest!

This means, fi rst of all, that the physi-
cal act of playing—the thing that we are 
practicing when we practice—can be 
thought of in simple mechanical terms, 
more so with keyboard instruments than 
with most others. This leads to another 
fruitful paradox. The more we approach 
the act of practicing as if it were a simple 
mechanical task, the more artistic con-
trol we will end up having over the end 
results of that task.

Also, and most fruitfully of all, the 
physical act of playing organ or harpsi-
chord can be slowed down to any extent 
whatsoever without changing its essen-
tial physical nature. This, again, is not 
true of most means of producing music. 
A singer or wind player can only slow 
down a little bit without changing the 
relationship between the musical note-
picture and the act of breathing. This 
is a crucial change. A player of a bowed 
string instrument cannot slow down too 
much without changing the relationship 
between the note-picture and the bow-
ing. This is almost as crucial. An organist 
or harpsichordist can slow down any pas-
sage any amount and still be executing a 
genuine slow-motion version of the fi nal 
desired result, however fast that result 
might be intended to be.  

In general, any physical gesture that 
someone can execute at a given speed, 
can be learned to be played faster: much 
faster, if the process of learning is ap-

But accurate use of the jargon is not 
the most important thing. I refer back 
to this column in the October 2008 issue 
of The Diapason in which I urged my 
fellow organists to listen. Listen to how 
the stops blend. Build your registrations 
because they sound good. You can and 
should be informed by knowledge of 
various historical styles of organs and 
organ music, but if you always and only 
play by established rules of registra-
tion, you’ll likely be dipping back into 
the rice pudding. A composer may have 
specifi ed a list of stops, or research may 
tell you that a Cornet is the combina-
tion of stops of fi ve pitches (8′, 4′, 22⁄3′, 
2′, 13⁄5′). But does it tell you that all fi ve 
should be fl utes, or can you substitute 
a principal at 2′ for a brighter sound? 
If the fi ve stops together produce a 
dark and heavy sound, try the various 
combinations. Leave out the four-foot. 
Try substituting something else for the 
eight-foot fl ute. No one will clap you in 
irons. It has to sound good.

§

With all this huffi ness about precise 
language, a glaring error in the Decem-
ber 2008 issue of this column (page 12) 
sticks in my craw. I wrote about riding 
the subway in New York listening to 
a woman with an electronic keyboard 
grinding out some of the great classics 
of church music, and I referred to the 
Broadway Express as the “1” train. In 
fact, the Express trains are the “2” and 
“3.” The three lines run on the same 
tracks up and down Broadway, but the 
“2” and “3” stop only at express stops 
(42nd, 72nd, 96th, 168th), while the 
“1” fi lls in the blanks. If you want to go 
from the Church of St. Mary the Virgin 
(marvelous Aeolian-Skinner organ) on 
46th Street to the Cathedral of St. John 
the Divine (a great ride for the orgo-
tourist), you can take the “2” or “3” 
from 42nd (Times Square) to 96th and 
transfer to the “2” or “3” for two stops 
to Cathedral Parkway (110th Street). 
The transfer is easy—you get off one 
train, walk about fi fty feet across a 
platform on to the express train. Then 
you walk two blocks north on Broad-
way, turn right onto 112th and walk a 
quiet block past housing for Columbia 
University, facing the façade of the ca-
thedral the whole way. I hope my mis-
speak didn’t lead anyone astray. ■

Notes
 1. William Shakespeare (1564–1616), Ro-
meo and Juliet, excerpt from Act II, Scene II.

 On Teaching 
by Gavin Black
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