Rebuilding a Great Cat

A graphic recounting of some
of the problems involved with
enlarging the noble instrument in the

Cathedral of St. John the Di vine

H[GH on Morningside Heights in New
York City, the Cathedral of St. John
the Divine soars magnificently heavenward
above the mean slums of Manhattan’s upper
West Side. Begun in the early years of this
century as an Episcopal cathedral to rival
the famous cathedrals of Europe, the build-
ing is a little more than half-finished today.
The long groin-vaulted nave is roofed
over; sealed up with masonary are the im-
mense arches that will one day form the
transept. Nowhere is there any sign of
haste. The huilders, like the men who took
hundreds of years to erect the cathedrals
of Notre-Dame and Milan, are huilding for
the future. -

In the long years of bringing the
Cathedral of St. John the Divine to ils

nt stage of partial completion. there
E;?:hmn regular services of worship in
the unfinished edifice. The organ, an im-
mense four-manual Aeolian-Skinner, after
many years of use, is now being rebuilt by
G. Donald Harrison of the Aeolian-Skinner
Company.

Enough work already has been done Lo
make it clear that the completed instru-
ment will be one of the great organs of
America. There are, 1o be sure, larger in-
struments, the one in Atlantic City, for
example; that in the Mormon Tabernacle in
Salt Lake City is in a class by itself; never-
theless the St. John's Cathedral organ is one
worth going miles out of one’s way to hear.

Mr. Harrison's first problem in rebuild-
ing was learning to “know his building.”
The organ must be adequate for one of
the largest buildings of its type in the
world. The immensity of the cathedral is
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difficult to grasp even when one is standing
al its center. The nave is six hundred feet
long. It is topped by an enarmous dome
which is nearly as big as that of the
Capitol in Washington. Sound dissipates
itself unpredictably in the vast reaches of
the cathedral., echoing and rebounding
from the stone walls and pillars.

The reverberation time, the time during
which a note of music will continue t*:'lllli“,'_'
after it is first sounded. in this cathedral
is at least five seconds. This i= five times
as long as the reverberation time of a fine
“live” concert hall. Carnegie Hall. in New
\:urk. has a reverberation time of a frae-
tion over one second.

To attain clarity in such a laree,
reverberant building has been an immense
problem. And clarity is escential. both for
rf':‘llull-'- and for the organ™s prime fune-
tion, that of accompanving the serviees of
the cathedral with all their
pageantry and pomp,

In the interest of clarity, Mr. Harrizon
has made much n_1: the tone stringier. from
tenor C :!uwll. When reverberation e
great as it is in this cathedral, the
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The great has forty-one ranks of pipes,

including some of the lovely low-pressure
stops which all of us would like to have
for the accompaniment of chants, and
several types of ensembles in the 167, 8 and
&’ series. Some of the light “positiv’ or
secondary ensemble stops, useful in play-
ing the development sections of contra-
|.|u||l;||. works, are as line as any I have
ever heard,

The choir has twenty-five ranks. includ-
ing solo stops, lesser ensembles and accome
paniment stops, The Solo Bombarde has
twenty-four ranks of pipes. topped with
a tremendous group of reeds and a nine
rank mixture,
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REBUILDING A GREAT
CATHEDRAL ORGAN

(Continued from Puage 24)

never heard anything quite like it
As D, Norman Coke-Jepheot, or-
ganist and choirmaster of the cathe.
deal, played the organ for me, |
wat about hallway down the nave,
Dr, {:lrLiHanlll'utl lmjlru'.rint'{f ELI
simple theme (he s o master ol
improvisation ), adding one stop alier
another aml working up to o tre
mendons climax,

At this moment he played a fan-
fare on the State Trampet, The
soumd of the trumpet stops, above
the rolling, reverberating sounmd ol
the full organ, pealed out with
brillianee and resonanee absolutely
beyond deseription, It was a thrill.
ing sound, | was so moved that |
had ehills along my spine and tears
in my eyes,

It is said that when Arture Tos
canini heard the State Trumpet he
exclaimed: “These are golden trom-
bones made by God!™ No visitor to
the cathedral can fail 10 be awed
and moved by the sound of this
noble instrament, The organ is worth
a trip 1o New York City 1o hear.

The superl State Trompet is the
result of careful planning and dili-
genl rescarch. [t was inspired by
the trumpeters who play for high
festivals of the church ot Westmin-
ster Abbey. Mr. Harrison had a
great deal of trouble, however, in
achieving the same result with organ
pipes. To decide on the proper locas
tion, he had the first trompeter of
the  Boston  Symphony  Orchestra
play for him again and again in
varions parts of the cathedral,

Alter the location was selected,
there  remained  many  mechanical
problems 1o be solved, One of these
was keeping the pipes in place. The
pipes of the State Trumpet are so
far above an observer on the floor
of the cathedral that they appear
to be pointing upward. Actually they
extend straight out above the heads
af the eongregation. Becanse of the
tremendous wind-pressure ar which
they operate, the pipes if left 10
their own devices would be hlown
elean out of the wind-chest and sent
sailing down the nave,

To obviate this, each pipe is shack-
led o a steel-wire guv, which in turn
i= bolted o a metal plate set into
the stome wall of the cathedral,

A few thousand other problems,
mechanical as well as musical, were
solved by Mr. Harrison, with results
that now can be heard on Morning-
side Heights. 1 doubt if there has
ever before been anything in the
world quite like this organ. No se-
~rious organist should miss the op-
~ portunit whm:humpuhlmtm-




