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D E A R U N C L E M A X 
The fol lowing questions were sent to 

me by participants i n the Pipe Organ 
Encounter groups. 

What is a "ventil"? 
The short answer to this is that a ven

t i l is a separate chest into w h i c h air is 
directed by a pedal so that stops already 
drawn can be activated. The indications 
are most frequently found i n 19th- and 
early 20th-century French music i n the 
fol lowing manner: 

Great, Choi r , and S w e l l : Foundat ions 
1 6 , 8, 4 ; Reeds 1 6 , 8, 4 prepared (GPR: 
F o n d s 1 6 , 8, 4 ; A n c h e s 1 6 , 8, 4 
preparee). In other words, it was a way 
of g a i n i n g c o n t r o l over r eg i s t r a t ion 
when pistons, etc., were few. Of course, 
it need not say 1 6 , 8, 4 , but it worked 
this way: the reeds and foundations be
ing drawn, one could , say, begin on the 
S w e l l w i t h o u t the reeds s o u n d i n g , 
move to the Choi r or Great coupled and 
effect a crescendo, then by the addi t ion 
of first the S w e l l reeds, then Choir , and 
f i n a l l y Great , an enormous b u i l d u p 
cou ld be achieved without moving any 
stops. It goes w i t h o u t s ay ing that a 
bui lder cou ld b u i l d a ven t i l chest for 
anything. Franck ' s vent i ls con t ro l l ed 
more than reeds! 

The pedals that control led the cou
plers and vent i ls were p laced conve
nient ly where we now w o u l d expect to 
f i n d expres s ion pedals . If y o u get a 
chance, look at some pictures of o l d 
Cava i l l e -Col l consoles. 

One other observation is important. 
W h e n the a i r was a l l o w e d in to the 
chests, the bu i ldup of air pressure pro
duced a very musica l effect and under
l ined the stop additions. Some organs 
today have "ventils ," accomplished by 
elect r ical swi tch ing . W h e n done this 
way, the rush-of-air effect is not dup l i 
cated. In general, A m e r i c a n organists 
have preferred adequate pistons to ven
tils and w i t h the advent of solid-state 
and mul t ip le levels of controls, it seems 
un l ike ly the system w i l l be m u c h used 
except for historical copies. 

What is good advice about how to mark 
the difference between general pistons 
vs. manual pistons in my music score? 

Personally, I mark the manual piston 
numbers enclosed i n a circle and the 
general pistons i n a square (I once used 
triangles!). Th is has worked for me. I 
have no idea from w h o m I f i lched the 
idea, can't believe I made it up; it may 
even be w ide ly used. A n y system that 
works for you is fine. Some people vary 
the color, w h i c h I have done on a d i 
v i d e d organ to d i s t i n g u i s h be tween 
front and back. Colored pencils tend to 
break easily and sharpeners, for some 
reason, are next door. 

/ am trying to learn the first trio sonata 
by Bach. What are some practice 
suggestions? 

Y o u may w e l l beg in on the p iano 
w i t h the parts d i v i d e d by an octave or 
more. P lay it through enough to get the 
sense of i t , then by a l l means get a 
good fingering; try different things un
t i l y o u have proved what is best. Write 
it in. Y o u w i l l save t ime and end up 
m u c h more secure. Y o u may also want 
to try the pedal l i ne alone, then s low
l y w i t h a l l three parts to check for the 
best pedal ing. Write it in. In wr i t i ng i n 
the fingering, there is no need to no-
tate the o b v i o u s , bu t a n y t h i n g y o u 
need to keep y o u on the r ight track 
shou ld be noted. 

The classic instructions go l ike this: 
P lay the R H and L H alone; play the R H 
and P D alone; play the L H and P D alone; 
try them a l l together. Be able to sing one 
part and play one part, then two parts 
singing the third. The first part of the i n 
structions are excellent and should be 
done and redone as needs and problems 
arise. The singing bit I was never able to 
buy. A s undergraduates we were ex
pected to try. Attempts were occasion
al ly successful for as m u c h as two bars 
w i t h either pathetic or hys ter ica l re
sults. If you want to sing and play, look 
to Frescobaldi or stick w i t h the hymnal! 

lama pianist who is interested in learn
ing how to play an organ. What is the 
difference between a rank and a stop? 

A rank is a set of pipes that normal ly 
runs the length of the keyboard w i t h 
one pipe per key. It may not have pipes 
i n the lowest octave, or it may have 
pipes w e l l beyond its 8' range. A stop is 
a means of getting a set of pipes or sets 
of pipes to sound. 

For instance, a Gedackt stop is often 
extended downward to a 1 6 ' p i tch level 
to supply a pedal or manual 1 6 ' as w e l l 
as extended upward to supply 4 ' , 22A\ or 
2' pitches. Thus the one rank of Gedackt 
pipes might have stops to control it at 
1 6 ' , 8', 4* , 22/3\ and 2' pitches. 

It is customary to mark on the stop tab 
i f the stop controls more than one rank. 
Thus, Flute Celeste II (Roman numerals 
u s u a l l y e m p l o y e d here) means two 
ranks w i l l be used; Mix tu re III, IV, or IX 
(whatever) tells y o u h o w many ranks 
w i l l be sounded w h e n y o u draw the 
stop. Note, it does not tel l you the exact 
pitches of the ranks or where the pi tch
es used break back and mix . 

What is meant by a "pulled cornet"? 
Let's deal first w i t h the cornet part. A 

ful l cornet is composed of the fol lowing 
pi tched ranks (see above): 8', 4 ' , 2%\ 2', 
V/5\ or the unison, first octave above, 
second fifth above the 8', second octave, 
and f inal ly the thi rd above that. These, 
as dist inct from mixtures, should run 
the entire range of the keyboard without 
a break back i n pi tch. The thi rd gives 
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point to the tone and makes it ideal for 
melodies to soar through the accompa
n y i n g texture. The ranks s h o u l d be 
matched i n tone color. 

The control of this five-pitched uni t 
may be done i n several ways. First, one 
stop (see question above) may control 
a l l five, one stop may control the top 
three pitches or merely the off un i son 
ones—a characteristic of the sesquial-
tera w h i c h is related—or it may be a 
"cornet separe," w h i c h means a sepa
rate stop for each rank. I am assuming 
that the expres s ion " p u l l e d cornet" 
refers to this and w o u l d mean that each 
rank might be p u l l e d separately, thus 
8', 8' + 4', 8' + 22/3\ but note, those are 
useful , but y o u w o n ' t have a cornet 
sound without at least the presence of 
the fifth, 22/3\ and the th i rd , 1%\ Th i s 
may then be f i l led i n (pulled?) to enr ich 
a basic 8', 22A\ 1%' by the addi t ion of the 
4' and/or 2', The cornet complements 
reed stops especially and is often com
bined w i t h them. A sesquialtera may 
have the same pitches as a cornet but is 
often a bit more subdued. 

Some experimentation is needed on 
any unfamiliar instrument to see exact
ly what the cornets w i l l do and what 
their timbre is. 

I play a two-manual instrument with 
only four generals. How can I bring va
riety to different hymn stanzas without 
using pistons? 

Four generals for a two-manual seems 
pretty good to me! But you want to use 
generals for other things than hymns. 
O K . This is off the top of m y head since 
1 k n o w not what y o u l i v e and w o r k 
with. 

1. W i l l each keyboard support singing 
uncoupled? Try changing manuals. Do 
you have or need super couplers? Try 
having something on the S w e l l different 
from the Great, i f possible, l ike a S w e l l 
to Swe l l super (4') there but not on the 
Great. 
2. Omi t the pedals on one stanza. 
3. Mos t important, learn to rearrange 
the last chord of each stanza, i f needed, 
so that it can be played w i t h one hand 
as w e l l as the first chord of the next 
stanza. If they are singing, the congrega
tion may not be able to analyze that you 
have transposed by an octave the tenor 
part; they won' t care any way. Get the 
o ther h a n d m o v i n g ; y o u h a v e the 
breathing break between stanzas to add 
and subtract stops i n any way you l ike , 
reeds on and off, mixtures, 2s, whatev
er the organ a l lows. Y o u w i l l be sur
prised how rapidly y o u can learn to do 
this! Very l ike ly , w i t h a little practice 
you won't have to rearrange anything. 

M a x M i l l e r , f a g o 

S e n d ques t ions to Dear U n c l e M a x , 
A G O Nat ional Headquarters, 475 River
side Dr . , Sui te 1260, N e w Y o r k , N Y 
10115. 
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