
James and Marilyn Biery are two very 
active composers, performers, and 

church musicians. Husband and wife, 
they share leadership of the music pro-
gram at the Cathedral of St. Paul in St. 
Paul, Minnesota. They met at North-
western University, where both studied 
organ (that organ department, as most 
know, no longer exists). 

Marilyn Biery, who holds bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees in organ and 
church music from Northwestern, and 
a DMA from the University of Min-
nesota, served as director of music at 
First Church of Christ in Hartford 
from 1986–96; she is now associate 
director of music at the Cathedral of 
St. Paul. James Biery, who also holds 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in organ 
and church music from Northwestern, 
served as director of music at Holy Trin-
ity Church in Wallingford, Connecticut 
from 1982–89, and from 1989 until 1996 
as organist and director of music at the 
Cathedral of St. Joseph in Hartford, as-
suming the position of director of music 
at the Cathedral of St. Paul in 1996. 

Both Bierys are prolifi c composers 
(see the complete list of their works 
on their website, <http://home.att.net/
~jrbiery/>. Their works are published 
by MorningStar, GIA, Oregon Catholic 
Press, Boosey & Hawkes, Alliance, and 
Augsburg Fortress. Marilyn has also 
been a contributor to The Diapason 
(see “The Organ in Concert,” January 
2005). We visited with the Bierys in St. 
Paul in July 2007.

Joyce Robinson: How did you get 
into this? Marilyn, you were a pas-
tor’s kid, so you had that early expo-
sure. James, how about you?

James Biery: I was a kid of parents 
who went to church! (laughter) Actually, 
my grandfather on my mother’s side was 
a minister, so that’s in my blood. We went 
to church, a fairly little church in Platts-
mouth, Nebraska, but it was fortunate 
enough to have a pipe organ, a fi ve-rank 
Reuter. It could shake the pews, in its 
own way, and it made an impression. 

JR: How old were you when you got 
on the bench?

JB: Eleven, maybe ten.
Marilyn Biery: I was eleven. I looked 

through my diaries and I had the date of 
my fi rst organ lesson! Isn’t that cool.

JB: It’s a funny thing, but you get the 
bug somehow. And it was pretty strong. 
After I’d seen a real music program in 
Omaha, and started studying with a real 
organ teacher, then I really got hooked.

JR: I fi nd it interesting that you, Mar-
ilyn, have a doctorate in organ, and 
James, you went the route of getting 
a master’s and then the AGO’s Fel-
low and Choirmaster certifi cates.

JB: I went through a little period when 
I thought it was fun to do that. Schooling 
is not my cup of tea.

MB: But I like school. James reads 
books and does all these things on his 
own—like the [AGO] Fellow and the 
Choirmaster; he did that all on his own. 

JB: That’s not really true. We had gone 
to New York at that point, to study with 
Walter Hilse, improvisation and various 
things. I enjoyed that. 

MB: But he still reads books. I only do 
if I’m taking a class.

JB: Everyone has their motivators.
MB: So I needed a class—a regimen 

and a schedule. Actually, I started my 
doctorate in conducting; I didn’t want an-
other degree in organ. I started it in Con-
necticut; then we moved, and I thought 
that I was going to fi nish it in conducting, 
but at that time they didn’t have a doctor-
ate in conducting in Minnesota, believe it 
or not. The state with St. Olaf and such 
places, yet a conducting doctorate just 
didn’t exist! So when I moved here, I was 

for one very short semester looking at the 
orchestral program, but decided pretty 
quickly that I wasn’t interested in being 
an orchestral conductor. I switched back 
to organ. It was a good thing. It was fun. 

JR: You’d both been in Connecti-
cut in separate positions. When you 
came to Minnesota, was it just you, 
James, taking this job? 

JB: Yes.
MB: He was nice. I said I’d be happy 

to move if I could just go and not have to 
work, because I was in the middle of the 
degree, and at that point I had decided 
that I was going to be a director of choral 
activities in a college. That was my career 
goal. I wasn’t thinking “church job.” We 
agreed that we would move and fi gure 
out if we could live here on his salary, 
and I’d go to school and fi nd something 
else. There was a budget for an assistant 
position, which they had before, so he 
started interviewing people as soon as 
he got here; and along about November, 
said, “let’s just hire Marilyn.” So it was a 
temporary thing and I just never left.

JB: It worked out nicely because we 
went through the process—we adver-
tised the position, we were interviewing 
and auditioning, and I had a committee. 
We reached a certain point where one of 
the people on the committee said “Why 
aren’t we just hiring your wife?” But it 
was better that it didn’t come from me; 
rather, it came from the parish.

MB: So I did that part-time for three 
years; when I fi nished the degree in ’99, 
the pastor said, “please put in a propos-
al to increase your hours to 20 hours a 
week.” At that point it was perfect to just 
keep it at 20, because our daughter was 

ten. It was so nice to work in the same 
place. We knew we could work together, 
and in fact we’ve done things together al-
most our whole married life. The build-
ing needs two people; in fact, more than 
two people. 

JR: But you knew that working to-
gether would succeed. 

MB: Oh, yes. We’ve done it for years. 
When we were students together, we’d 
do things together, and then before I fi n-
ished my degree we were in one church 
and we used to do some things together. 
We’ve been together for 30 years. I’ve al-
ways helped out at his churches, and he’s 
always helped out at mine. I always knew 
we’d enjoy working together. I just like 
being in the same room with him all the 
time! (laughs) I like to hear him play the 
organ and we like to do things together.

JR: James, you are director of music 
at the cathedral, and Marilyn, you 
are associate director. Are you the 
entire music staff?

JB: Well, yes and no. We have music 
staff at the diocesan level too. Michael 
Silhavy is in charge of diocesan events. 
We are also fortunate to have Lawrence 
Lawyer as our assistant in music, helping 
with a multitude of musical and adminis-
trative duties.

JR: Who does what?
JB: In order to cover everything that hap-

pens in the building, there really are four of 
us who are regularly employed here.

MB: Who are actual musicians and 
not administrative. 

JB: We’re talking about organists and 
directors.
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MB: For diocesan events, where the 
bishop comes, we have Michael, who’s 
next door, who does those, with our help. 
But he can ask anybody in the diocese, 
so if he knows that it’s a really busy time 
for us, he can ask someone at the semi-
nary to come in and play for an ordina-
tion Mass. Michael doesn’t get involved 
with anything on a parish level. There is 
a separate choir he conducts, which is 
mostly volunteers, about 60 or 80 peo-
ple. We do the day-to-day work, but we 
get involved when he asks us. Michael 
used to work at GIA years ago, then he 
moved to the cathedral in Duluth, then 
moved down here as the worship center 
director. We’ve known him for almost 
twenty years. 

He said, she said: 
A conversation with James & Marilyn Biery Joyce Johnson Robinson

Marilyn and James Biery, May 2006

Cathedral Choir, Christmas 2003

The Bierys in 1989

Bierys in Hartford, September 1993

Grigg Fountain and James Biery, 
Northwestern University, 1974

Cathedral of St. Paul
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We do four weekend masses with 
organ; there is another one with can-
tor only, just a sung Mass. Right now all 
three of us are going to be at the choir 
Mass, which is our high Mass. We both 
play the organ, we both direct; Lawrence 
Lawyer, our music assistant, at this point 
doesn’t do any directing, but we’re hop-
ing he will. We have the Cathedral Choir 
at the 10 am Mass and we both switch 
off and do everything—if we’re not play-
ing, we sing. I do another weekend Mass, 
and we rotate, and he’ll do two Masses 
a weekend and Lawrence does one. The 
St. Cecilia Choir is the kids’ choir, and 
all three of us do that. You can listen 
to sound bites of that on the web. (See 
<www.cathedralsaintpaul.org/calendars/
sounds.asp>.)

JR: What’s the size of your main 
adult choir?

JB: 30–35.
MB: It fl uctuates. There are nine sec-

tion leaders, and then we have 20 or 25 re-
ally good volunteers. The main core is 30.

JR: How many children’s choirs are 
there?

JB: One.
MB: We started branching off by using 

the older girls for some things, so we’ve 
developed a group of six or eight older 
girls that we call the Schola. We also in-
vented something new for the boys, be-
cause a lot of them are home-schooled 
kids. So they come with their families.

JB: We just really didn’t have the heart 
to turn them loose when their voices 
changed. One family, just the sweetest 
people, asked if there was something we 
could do. My fi rst answer was no, I’m 
sorry, it’s a treble choir. Then I thought 
about it for a week or two, and talked to 
the person who was then running it with 
me, and we decided to fi gure out a way 
to deal with this. We’re doing the Voice 
for Life program, the RSCM program, 
which is very nice. So at fi rst we occa-
sionally had them sing on some things,  
but it’s gone even beyond that now. We 
had three of these boys with changed 
voices last year, and they were doing 
some things on their own, too.

MB: We had them ring handbells—if 
you listen to one of our pieces that’s on 
the website, his O Come Divine Messi-
ah—that’s everybody. That’s our daugh-

ter playing the oboe, and the main cho-
rus singing the whole thing; the Schola 
sings the middle section, and the boys are 
ringing the bells. We’re doing two pieces 
this year where we taught them the bass 
line—I’m sure one of them’s going to be 
a tenor—but James taught them how to 
read the bass line.

JB: Another wonderful thing as you 
know with Voice for Life—they have 
some musical skills, rudimentary, but 
in some ways, better than some of our 
adult singers. 

MB: They learned the bass part of an 
Ave Verum of Byrd, and then of the Tallis 
If Ye Love Me, and With a Voice of Sing-
ing. The girls who were trebles sang the 
soprano part with the adult choir, and the 
boys—I put them in with the basses, and 
the basses loved it. Some day, some choir 
director in some church somewhere is 
going to thank us because she’ll have 
these three boys who then, grown-up, 
will still have it in them. 

As cathedrals go, and I could be wrong 
about this, we have one of the more ac-
tive parishes in the United States. But 
it’s just like any kind of city church—the 
parish, for the children and for the par-
ish choir in a building like this, is usually 
smaller than in suburban churches. We 
have 30 kids in the choir, which we think 
is really good. I’d love to have 50! 

JB: The parish tends to be more sin-
gles and folks who move in and out—a 
large turnover; some families too.

MB: For a while, our biggest parish-
ioner group was the 29 to 39 single fe-
male. We had a lot of young professional 
women in the choir.

JR: How do you divide the conduct-
ing and accompanying tasks?

JB: One thing that we discovered 
along the way is that for the most part 
it doesn’t work to switch off conduct-
ing and organ playing in the middle of a 
concert. (chuckling) We used to do that, 
and it just makes things harder. There’s 
something about the continuity and how 
to budget time and that sort of thing. So 
we did stop doing that a few years ago. 
Working backwards from that, the one 
concert that we do every year is around 
Advent/Christmas. It will work out that 
whoever is conducting that concert will 
do a lot of the rehearsal through Novem-
ber–December. But that’s the exception. 

James and Marilyn at the Cathedral of St. Paul

Your international investment fi rm.

www.ruff atti.com     Via Facciolati, 166 • 35127 Padua, Italy     organs@ruff atti.com
Telephone (39-049) 750-666         Telefax (39-049) 850-483     In the U.S.  330-867-4370

Fratelli Ruffatti invests its time and money 
in research to make a better pipe organ.

We’ve been working for years with noted institutions in 
Italy and Germany, inventing and testing new ideas for 

making better and more effi cient pipe organs.

Considering that your new pipe organ is 
one of the biggest investments you’ll ever make, 

what does that mean to you?

During most of the year, we just split 
things up—sometimes it’s back and forth 
in a rehearsal, sometimes she’ll take half 
of the rehearsal and I’ll take the second 
half—it depends what we’re doing.

MB: He sings baritone, and I sing so-
prano. You know the Allegri Miserere, 
the one with the high Cs—right now we 
only have one person in the choir who 
can sing the high Cs. So it means that 
he has to conduct, because I have to 
sing those. My voice tends to be better 
for the Renaissance things; I don’t have 
much vibrato, and it’s a small, light tone. 
During Lent I do more singing with the 
choir, because we do more Renaissance 
works then, and he’ll do most of the con-
ducting, whereas we need him more for 
pieces of other periods, so then I’ll con-
duct more of the things we need him to 
sing on; if we have brass and such and 
it’s a big celebration that needs improvi-
sation, we’re more comfortable having 
him at the organ and me conducting. 
The things needing a lot of fi lling in or 
improvisation—he tends to get those. 
The last deciding factor is whoever’s not 
sick of something. Sometimes I’ll say, “I 
conducted that last time, you do it”— it’s 
more a matter of what would be most 
fun to do next time.

JB: One thing that sets us apart from 
99% of the rest of the world is that 
neither of us likes to have an anthem 
marked—with all the breathing, and the 
interpretation. And then everybody has 
it marked, we sing it the way we did last 
time, and the time before that, and the 
ten times before that! That just drives us 
both nutty—because every time we bring 
out a piece, you have different singers, 
things are always a little different, you 
have a little different idea of how the 
piece should go, or maybe you’ve actu-
ally even learned something about it! 
Part of it sometimes is boredom—you 
know, “I’ve done this piece fi ve times in 
a row, it’s time for you to do it.” It drives 
our singers nutty, because most of them 
come from other choirs where you have 
markings in your part, and you can ex-
pect that the conductor will do it that 
way. And people who have sung with us 
for 11 years will say, “But I have marked 
a breath there”—well, we don’t want a 
breath there this time! (laughter) 

JR: Since both of you are composers, 
how do you handle pieces you’ve 
written? If you wrote an anthem, do 
you play it, do you conduct it? 

JB: That’s a great question, because 
sometimes if you’ve written a piece, you 
learn more if you’re not the one who 
conducts it. I think frequently we might 
do it that way. If it’s a piece that I’ve writ-

ten, that I want to try out, I will have her 
conduct it, because then I’ll fi nd out how 
clear I have been in the notation—there 
are written indications that somebody 
else will interpret totally differently from 
the way I think it should be. 

MB: He tends to write more choral 
things right now, and I tend to do a few 
more organ pieces. So he tends to play 
my organ pieces, more than I do.

JB: Another thing I like is if it’s a 
piece that we’re trying out, I would pre-
fer to just listen, or if it’s accompanied, 
just sit at the piano or organ, and not be 
in charge.

MB: I generally tend to do more of the 
conducting in his pieces, too. When we 
celebrated our tenth anniversary at the 
cathedral, we had decided that I would 
do all the conducting. In fact, the pro-
gram says that I did all the conducting. 
But then there were two pieces, which 
aren’t marked in your program, that at 
the last minute we decided Jim should 
do, partly because of the makeup of our 
sopranos—he always conducts the Ubi 
Caritas—and they’re more used to him.

JB: It kind of breaks the rule of what I 
was just saying. In that case, they’re kind 
of used to doing it in a certain way. We 
had to do all these things in a short re-
hearsal time, so—

MB: It was easier. The other piece 
was Ave Maria, and the sopranos needed 
me, so at the last minute we decided 
to switch, and he conducted those two 
pieces, and I did the rest of the conduct-
ing. We have a recording of that. We also 
have done hymn festivals, with Michael, 
where we put our two choirs together.

JB: Michael is very interested in hym-
nology. He has a gift for being able to put 
things together in interesting ways, and 
he can also write a really nice script for a 
program like that. 

MB: For one of our Christmas pro-
grams, we had a set of poetry commis-
sioned, Near Breath, which is really won-
derful, from Anna George Meek, one of 
our section leaders. The whole program 
was based around that, and she inter-
twined the music we were doing. 

JR: The cathedral is quite a pres-
ence—for instance, you’ve had the 
Minnesota Orchestra playing here, 
doing the Bruckner symphonies, 
and those were conceived for a ca-
thedral-type ambiance.

JB: We are really excited about that. 
Osmo Vänskä, that’s his baby.

JR: Is that something you originated?
JB: No, he was behind the whole 

thing. He came to us with his proposal to 
do this. The performance is done two or 

Marilyn in Connecticut, 1987 1981 Toledo competition winner
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three times, only once in the cathedral, 
but the cathedral one is the “main” per-
formance—it’s the one that gets broad-
cast, and so forth. 

MB: There are organizations that use 
the building a lot—Philip Brunelle uses 
it a lot for VocalEssence. Every time they 
bring over a boy choir group, they use 
the cathedral; I’m not sure why not the 
Basilica of St. Mary in Minneapolis, ex-
cept that probably we seat more people.

JB: I think also he has sort of a Minne-
apolis group, so it’s an outreach to come 
over to “this” side.

MB: It’s just too much of a cavern for 
a small sixteen-voice group. We’ve had 
other groups like the National Lutheran 
Choir try it, and they ended up over at 
the Basilica of St. Mary too, because the 
room’s too wide, too big. You can have 
too much acoustic.

JR: Did either of you formally study 
composition? James, you reportedly 
taught yourself—studying organ lit-
erature and orchestral scores.

JB: Marilyn thinks that’s how it started 
out, and I think she’s right!

MB: We used to play duets. When we 
started out as players, we wanted to play 
organ duets and we still do—we do two-
organ things now too—but there isn’t 
much repertoire out there that’s really 
very interesting.

JB: We got bored in a hurry. So I 
just started looking around for different 
things to do, and the transcription idea 
was appealing, and it ended up being in-
tensive score study.

MB: I’ll never forget his very fi rst 

piece—his parents had died and he was 
in a situation where the church was full-
time but it didn’t take up his whole day. 
And we lived nearby and I was gone most 
of the day.

JB: At times it was very, very busy, 
but then there were other times when, 
frankly, there wasn’t that much to do. 

MB: I remember coming home, and 
he had said to me earlier, you know the 
famous Make Me a Channel of Your 
Peace—he said, kind of on a dare to him-
self, “I think I could write something on 
that text and I think I could get it pub-
lished.” He’d never written anything 
before except little choral sentences or 
whatever. I came home from Hartford 
one day, and he said, “I wrote a piece 
today.” And that kept happening for a 
while. I’d come home and say, “What 
did you do today, dear?” “Oh, I wrote a 
piece.” (laughter) 

JB: One day, she came home, and I 
said, “I wrote a Christmas piece, only it 
needs words. No hurry!” 

MB: “—but I want it for my rehearsal 
next week.” (laughter) He said “I want 
to do it for our Christmas program,” 
and could I do some text? He showed 
me the tune, and I sat right down and 
wrote something, and we got that pub-
lished pretty fast. He always says “I don’t 
need it right away—but could you do it 
tomorrow?”

JR: Do you have any compositional 
process, or do you just hear a tune 
going through your head and take it 
from there?

JB: Grief.

MB: Grief and angst and paranoia—
both of us. He’s just as bad.

JB: Everything’s a little different. So 
I don’t know if there really is any “pro-
cess.” Choral music is different from or-
gan music.

MB: We do things without the key-
board, sometimes. But I always use it, as 
I need to. 

JB: I have found that the things that 
I’m most proud of and happiest about 
are pieces where the bulk of the whole 
thing has been done at one session—like 
in one day. It takes weeks or months to 
fi nish it and fl esh out all the details, but 
I do fi nd that the best things are done at 
one sitting. 

JR: Do you have a keyboard hooked 
up to “Finale” at home?

JB: We do.
MB: He just built us a “virtual organ.” 

He ordered the pedalboard and the key-
boards, and he has it hooked up—which 
organ are we playing right now, whose 
is it?

JB: It’s a Casavant organ, from Cham-
paign, Illinois.

MB: It’s a great little practice in-
strument. Our basement’s small. It 
beats an electronic. It sounds just like 
a real organ.

JB: I can play that thing for hours 
on end and not get sick of it, which is 
saying a lot. I never have run into any 
electronic where I could do that. It has 
the advantage of being connected to 
the computer.

MB: We can compose on it. I’ve just 
started using it. I’m not as computer-
happy as he is; I love to use it once it’s all 
set up, but he has to show me and then 
I’m fi ne. 

JB: It has been interesting to grow 
with this technology, because I always 
used to write things out, paper and pen-
cil, fi rst, and then gradually move to the 
computer program. I found as the years 
have gone by that the computer portion 
of that has crept in earlier and earlier in 
the process. In fact, it’s right at the be-
ginning now; even if I do write things 
on pencil and paper, generally there’s a 
computer fi le to start with. 

MB: It looks nice, and my handwrit-
ing’s terrible, and for me I just put ev-
erything in after I plunk away, and then I 
can fi ddle with it. 

JB: We have our laptops, and once you 
get a piece to a certain point, you can 
just sit there and listen to it, and change 
things around, and you don’t have to be 
anywhere near a keyboard. 

MB: I’ve been doing more words late-
ly—organ music and more texts. The one 
I’m happiest with is my setting of the Be-
atitudes—everybody wants to sing them, 
and there just are not many choral set-
tings that don’t get pretty redundant.

JB: It’s a hard text to set. The form 
doesn’t really lend itself too well. She did 
a strophic hymn that’s inspired by the 
text, to get around that problem. And I 
think it’s really very nice. 

MB: That took a year. But anyway, Jim 
has a piece based on it, too, with descant, 
and middle stanza parts.

JR: Tell me about Stir Up Thy Power, 
O Lord, which is a nice anthem for a 
small choir.

JB: That anthem is almost entirely in 
unison. In fact, it could be done in uni-
son. It’s kind of surprising. We have a 
composer friend who heard the premiere 
of that, and he has a very sophisticated 
ear, and one of his comments at the end 
was that he wasn’t really quite aware that 
it was almost all unison! I thought that 
was a very nice compliment. 

JR: Congratulations, you got ASCA-
PLUS awards in 2006 and 2007. 

JB: Yes. It is really a nice little pro-
gram, because it recognizes composers 
who have pieces that are actually be-
ing performed, but in places that don’t 
generate performance fees, namely in 
churches. I fi ll in an application, then I 
Google my name and try to fi nd all these 
places where things are being done, and 
it’s amazing! But they’re all at church ser-
vices, or occasionally recitals and things.

MB: College choirs do his O Sacrum 
Convivium a lot, and O Holy Night.

JR: Marilyn, let me ask you about 
your new music championing. You 
wrote an article for The Diapason 
about MorningStar’s Concert Organ 
series, and last I looked it has three 
dozen titles in it. Is it doing well?

JB: The publisher is not pulling the 
plug on it, so I think that’s a good sign.

MB: I’ve been so disappointed all 
along in the way people are NOT inter-
ested in new music—we’ve noticed it in 
our own things, and I’ve noticed it a lot 
with organ music. I am disappointed in 
the lack of widespread interest in simply 
supporting these composers. 

JB: My theory is that the problem is 
that there was a period where there was 
so much avant garde music and music 
that was just plain hard to listen to, and 
so many people got turned off to the 
idea of new music. It’s too bad, because 
many composers are writing very easy-
to-listen-to music now. If anything, I’d 
say that’s the preponderance of what’s 
being written.

MB: I think it’s coming back.
JB: I don’t think the market has caught 

up with the new trend yet. 
MB: And it’s hard to get things pub-

lished.
JB: And organists—well, churches—

tend to be on the conservative side, so 
that enters into the picture too. 

MB: I think that the more original 
you are as a composer, the harder it is 
for your piece to get published. One 
composer I was working with for so long 
wrote this incredible organ duet and 
other pieces that were so amazing, and 
one response from a publisher was, “it’s 
a magnifi cent piece of music, but it sim-
ply won’t sell.” 

The Bierys in Connecticut, 1985

James Biery, age 13, playing his sister Jane’s wedding, 1969

1184 Woodland St. SW, Hartville, Ohio  44632
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Biery ad (artwork by Tom Colletta)
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JR: How did you get into writing 
texts? 

MB: We took a hymnody class togeth-
er at Northwestern. After that hymnody 
class, and feeling “gee, I’d like to do 
this,” I would do a few a couple times a 
year, and I had maybe a dozen, but in my 
mind I felt that I’d written a hundred in 
my life. All of a sudden I thought, “wait 
a minute, I’m in my forties, I write one a 
year—how am I going to get up to a hun-
dred? This is not going to work.” 

At that time my dad died. And—I 
think you have to have suffered a little 
before you can write any kind of hymno-
dy. And I had quite a bit of suffering. My 
dad had Alzheimer’s, as his father did, 
and I was there at the end. His pastor 
said this wonderful prayer over him as 
he was dying, about how he knew that Al 
was in two wonderful places: he was very 
present on earth, that he can feel all his 
family’s love, and yet he’s one step into 
heaven and he can see the glory. It set 
off a hymn, which I knew was inspired 
from that. So I wrote a bunch of hymns; I 
must have written three, four, fi ve dozen. 
I’m not quite up to a hundred, but I’m 
not dead yet! 

JB: For a while, Marilyn was doing 
it as a daily discipline. You were going 
through the meters—sitting down and 
writing one every day. 

MB: That was hard to keep up every 
day. It’s like practicing an etude every day, 
after a while you have a certain amount 
of technique. But I miss the discipline 
of it; I’ve gotten out of that habit. I did 
that for about a year or two. Now I do 
things on request, or if he has something 
and he wants help. And this year, do you 
know the Eric Whitacre piece that ev-
eryone sings—Lux aurumque—he had 
this piece that he’d written, which was in 
English verse that he had translated into 
Latin. I wrote a text, and then a woman 
in the choir translated it into Latin for 
us. That one will be published in a little 
bit. It’s a cool thing to have somebody in 
your choir who can translate something 
into Latin for you.

JB: So she did an English text, and 
then Maryann Corbett did a Latin trans-
lation, and then I wrote a piece on the 
Latin, Surge inluminare, for choir and 
harp. The next step was that the pub-
lisher wanted an English translation—
an English text that could be sung. So 
then they had to go back and recre-
ate another thing, so it was like going 
around in a circle back to the English. 
It was interesting!

MB: We like to do a lot of different 
things: we both like to sing, to play, to 
conduct, to write, and I like to do the 
hymn texts. It keeps us from getting 
burned out. So right at the moment, I’m 
writing general things.

JR: What about your duets? You 
sometimes perform as a duo, is this 
just occasionally?

JB: Not so much recently. 
MB: We used to do two-organ 

things, and we got a little tired of that, 
because we’d done all the repertoire 
multiple times.

JB: Two-organ repertoire, you just 
can’t take it on the road. Every situation 
is totally different. We did do a two-or-
gan program in Milwaukee last year. That 

James Russell Biery, age 15, in Cape-
hart Chapel, Offutt Air Force Base, 
1971
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I.   Manual C – f 3

1. Bourdon 16 '
2. Principal 8 '
3. Gamba 8 '
4. Dolce 8 '
5. Gedeckt 8 '
6. Octav 4 '
7. Flûte harm. 4 '
8. Octav 2 '
9. Mixtur 4f. 2 2/3 '

10. Trompete 8 '

II.   Manual Å  C – f 3

11. Liebl. Gedeckt 16 '
12. Geigenprincipal 8 '
13. Flauto dolce 8 '
14. Salicional 8 '
15. Aeoline 8 '
16. Voix céleste 8 '
17. Fugara 4 '
18. Flûte d‘amour 4 '
19. Oboe 8 '
  Tremulo

P. Pedal C – d 1

20. Principalbass 16 '
21. Harmonikabass 16 '
22. Subbass 16 '
23. Flötenbass 8 '
24. Violoncello 8 '

Å  swell

Couplers: II-I, I-P, II-P
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5 permanent combinations

PDF-download with more 
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conechest

CD for free
Ask for the tonal documen-
tation on CD free of charge.

German-Romantic
cone chest organ
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Kuhn Organ Builders Ltd.
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CH-8708 Männedorf
Switzerland

James and Marilyn in Milwaukee, 2006

James Biery, mano a manual

was fun, but there are limits to what you 
can do with that.

MB: The registration time is im-
mense. It takes a good fi ve or six 
hours just to register pieces, and then 
if you’re lucky you’ve got four or fi ve 
hours the next day to work all the bugs 
out. It takes a lot of time. So we tend to 
play duets here, simply because it’s eas-
ier—it’s our instrument, we can register 
them over a period of a couple months, 
or whenever we feel like it. We’ve given 
up on the touring because it takes so 
long. If we were going to do something, 
we would have to allow three full days 
of just practicing. We can do it in two, 
but it’s hard. 

JR: One last question—how do you 
keep a general balance in life, physi-
cal health along with everything 
else? 

JB: I bike ride. It helps.
MB: I’ve been riding a couple times a 

week. And the Y’s right down the street.

We walk a lot—walk and talk. In winter 
it’s hard to get out, because the wind is 
so bad and it’s hard to walk. That’s when 
we’re better about going to the Y. But 
we eat as healthfully as we can, so we 
try to do as much as we can. The mental 
health—I have no clue!

JB: Neither of us has ever fi gured out 
how to be well rounded!

MB: Well, we’re two perfectionists, 
and we tend to be very precise, and it’s 
not easy to work with that. Our choir 
does really well with it, but in an office 

situation that can be hard for people 
who aren’t as interested in getting de-
tails done.

JR: Do you have any other hobbies? 
MB: I’m the parent organizer for our 

daughter’s swim team, so other than that, 
no, just exercise and eating right, and 
wine! And keeping up with our daugh-
ter. When she leaves, I don’t know what 
we’ll do. Internet stuff. 

JR: Thank you!
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