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Introduction

You are attracted to the King of Instruments and have wanted to play one, but you have thought it is just too scary. All those pipes, more than one keyboard and, especially, those foot pedals have kept you from trying to play the organ. It is a difficult instrument to play, but it certainly can be mastered and provide you with a lot of fun.

To become an organ student, you should first learn to play the piano. The piano doesn’t have all the gadgets that the organ does, so it is a little easier to start with. You will learn to read music, strengthen your hands, and develop agility and coordination. All of these will make playing the organ much easier. 

When you have a solid piano background, find a good organ teacher. If no teacher lives near you, purchase a good instruction manual and follow it religiously. You do not want to develop any bad habits, as they are very difficult to undo later. Be patient and take your time; learning the organ is a slow process. Remember how you learned the piano and the practicing you had to do? The same will be true of the organ.
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Getting Started

The first thing you should do when you try to play the pedals is the purchase or use a good pair of shoes. I went to my first lesson in tennis shoes as I didn’t know any better. There are several important points to know about proper shoes. They should give you a firm fit, not too large. They should have leather soles and heels in order to allow your foot to slide on the pedal. Make sure the shoe is not too wide or heavy. Men, don’t wear wing tips; women, use a shoe with a low heel. Dance shoes work very well. Search the Internet for companies that sell organ or dance shoes.

Now, you are ready to play. There is no substitute for practice; it is the only way to learn to play. This is a lonely endeavor, so seek out other organists and organ students. There are likely to be some church organists in your area. Get to know them and learn from them everything you can.

There are also organizations for organists: The American Guild of Organists, The Organ Historical Society and The American Theater Organists Society. They have chapters around the country which you can join. They also produce good magazines and a subscription to any of these will teach you much about playing the organ.

Attend any organ concerts in your area. In addition to hearing the music, you can meet other organists. Also, listen to recorded organ music. CDs, along with their linear notes, can be very educational.
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Organ Stops

It’s time to start making music. You have in front of you a bunch of tabs or draw knobs and they all have words on them. These are called stops. Tabs move down and up, or they may rock back and forth. Sometimes they even light up. You pull out and push in the draw knobs and some of these light up. The words on the stops tell you what they are going to sound like.

These words can vary from one organ to another, even when they are the same basic sound. These stop names are usually in English, German or French, depending on the style of the organ or where it was built. The pipes are made of wood or metal and are either a flue pipe or a reed. Air rushes through the flue pipe, like a recorder or flute, while a reed pipe has a little tongue that vibrates when air rushes by it. The longer the pipe is, the lower its sound and conversely, the shortest pipes produce the highest sound.

There are four basic families of stops: Diapason (or Principal), Flute, String, and Reed. 


•  The Diapason is the basic or fundamental stop on an organ. It is pitched like the human voice. 

•  The flute is a lighter sounding stop, similar to the instrumental flute. 

•  The string corresponds to the stringed instruments of an orchestra. 

•  The reed can sound like an instrumental reed instrument (clarinet, oboe, krummhorn, or English horn) but is more often like a brass instrument (trumpet, trombone or tuba).


Usually the stop name will be one of these or one that looks similar. For instance, the Flûte may be written as Flûte, Flauto, Spitzflute or Flöten (open stops); Bourdon, Gedeckt, or Stopped Diapason (closed stops). A closed stop means there is a lid on the pipe (a stopper); an open pipe has no lid.

String stops usually are written like the instruments they imitate: Violin, Viola (or Viol), Violincello (or cello), Viola da Gamba, Viola d’Amore. These stops can have a little bit of a buzz or raspiness to them but are generally a warm stop. There are variations on the names of all four of these families of stops, but when you listen to them, you will be able to place them in the right group.

There are two other kinds of stops: Mixtures and Mutations. A mixture uses more than one pipe to make its sound. You will likely only encounter the Roman Numerals II through IV to indicate how many pipes (or octaves) are sounding at one time. A mutation may also use two pipes, but they are not tuned equally at the octave but the second one is tuned at some pitch within the octave. These may be indicated as 1-2/3rds, 1-1/3rd, or other combination. Try playing a mixture or a mutation by itself and you will hear the difference. 

There is also a céleste stop made with string or flute pipes tuned slightly sharp. The slight waviness (or out of tune) sound will be a very warm sound when combined with another stop. The other stops also work in combination, some better than others. Your ear will be the best judge. Be aware that the most important stop on the organ is the room in which you are playing. 

The acoustics of rooms are different and will require a different playing style: faster or slower, legato or detached.

You will also find some “stops” that don’t have an instrumental name on them. One of these is tremulant or tremolo. This causes the sound to waver. The most common stop without a name is a coupler. Stops are generally assigned to one or other keyboard (known as manuals). However, the coupler allows you to play the stops assigned to one manual on the other manual or pedals. There are usually “buttons” below the manuals that have a number of them. These are called pistons. You can choose certain stops to be assigned to one of these pistons. They are very useful when you need to change the stops but don’t have the time while playing. At the appropriate spot when your hands are lifted, you can press the piston you have set up and the stops will change for you. Setting these pistons will vary with different organs. Generally, you can move the tabs down or pull out the knobs, press a set button and then the piston. With some other organs, you can hold the piston and then choose the stops.
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