
The Theatre Organ and .its Tonal Design 

W EN THE RUDOLPH W RI :::TZER anufa -
turing ompany bought out th bu in . and patent 
of the bankrupt Robert Hop -Jone in April 1910, an 
inter ting hapt r in the hi tory of American organ 
building wa op n d. either party could fore ee ju t 
how and wh n it would end , much 1 what would b 
contained in th pag betw een. But in 1943, when 
Wurlitz er liqui lat d it pip e organ lepartm ent , ov r 
two thousand of it in trument all over the world gave 
evidence that om thing had inde d b en tarted in 
1910. Mor over , ev ral other builder had taken up 
th tonal mantl e of Hop e-Jon e . Thouo-h non of the e 
ver eriou ly threatened Wurlitzer va t output :fio-

ure , man y- uch a Marr & olton, Kimball , Barton, 
and Rob ert Morton , a w 11 a ompton and hri ti 
in England - built oro-an of xcellent quality. How 
ev r, it wa the Wurlitz r company whi h mo t thor
ouo-hly exp loit ed th n w tonal id a . 

Th e many ing enious in ntion of Rob rt Hope-Jone . 
are too well-known tor ount in letail h re; but amono· 
th m may be mentioned countl f eat ur , of the m d-
rn lect ro-pn eumatic organ action econd and pizzicato 

tou ch, th unit y t m of tonal de ign , th e exte n i ve u 
of p rcu ion ton in th organ , and a whol family of 
radi cally-voi ed top on high wind pr sure . At any 
rate , almo tall th di tin tive f atur of the Wurlitz er 
theat r or u·an wer e the vmrk of thi man - not to men
tion al o a number of developm ent in th e communi~a
tion field , a n ew type of ·torm warning ignal usecl h:,· 
th Canadian Government, and a cl ver new method of 
committing suicide , which he him elf unfortunat ely 
aw fit to u in 1914. 

'\Vhile Hop e-Jon e 's invention wer originally con
·eived a improv ement in th :field of legitimat e organ 
on truction, it was left to th Wurlitz r company to 

adapt th em to th n d of a vviftly-o-rowing n w mar
ket : the motion pi ctur e th atre . ovi , in tho e day 
wer all of the il nt variety (ind ed, th e app aran ce of 
talking pi ctur in 1927 ound d th death knell of th e 
th atr oro·an ) . Or h tral mu i to a company th m 
had been tried and found wantino ·, an l it wa left to 
th e v r atil unit organ to fill the gap. Aft r all , an 
orch tra wa ti d to it core, but not o the re ourc -
ful organi . t who wa fr e to irnprovi a running a -
ompanim ent alway in keeping with the mood of th e 

flick ring imag on th e creen . Lat r the organ wa 
used ext n iv ly a a olo iu . trum nt and o found it 
"a y into th movi pala e of the lat tw enti e , a w 11 
a into radio tation ballroom and oth r pla of 
ent ert ainm ent. 

Artistic Value 

It i unf rtunat that th pr ent -da organi t u u
all ha a low r eo-ard f r th arti i merit of the 
theater organ and it mu ic. Whil , to be sure in man y 

TIBIA • FALL, 1955 

. . . (}. GJ<Jar (}re:M 

ase u h opm10n were mor e than ju tified we ven
ture the ob ervation that ev n today too much arti ti -
ally va lu ele mu i i heard - in many case played by 

the very am critic who con ider th theatre organ 
beneath their dignit . To b ur e, the latter instrument 
wa u ele for the p rformanc of mo t of th tradi 
tional organ lit eratur e, which beino- largely polyphonie 
in textur and not r lying so heavily on the element of 
tona l color , requir e an in trum nt de io·ned on the 
ba i of contra ting manual and pedal flute and prin
cipal choru e . But c rtainl y the careful tonal work of 
Wurlitz er and le yet th xcellent playing of uch 
m n a R ginald Foort , J es e Crawford, tuart Barri e, 
Richard Leib ert, Qu ntin Maclean and many other 
an not o lightly b a t a id . Ent ertaining , often 

highly orche tral, and yet more often extr emely roman
tic it wa to be ure , but neverth le s alway carefu lly 
thought out and minently mu ical. rro hear u h an 
arti t a Emil Velazco ( who had tu died ompo ition 
with Leo owerby ) improvi e an accompaniment to a 
ilent pi ctur wa aid to be a r evelation , and w ar 

fully prepar d to believe it . 
Now xa tly what were the tona l r e our d mantled 

by thi new chool of organi t . Th ey an be um 
mariz ed a follow : 

1. Highly hara t eristi c primary ton e olor apabl 
of being fr eely mix ed to provid a w alth of 
ubtl e :ff cts. 

2. Th e extr m fl xibility offered by the unit y tern. 
3. Rapid and r espon ive key, top , and expres ion 

contro l. 
4. e ond-tou ch keyboard , making po · ibl hith-

erto impracticabl e u of ounter-melodic ef-
f e t . 

':Phe tonal palett e of th th atr organ may b con
veniently divided into two di tinct clas e : foundation 
top , and color-produ ino· top . rrhe foundation top . 

provid a smooth, sonorou uh-structure with which 
the variou regi ter of th color-producing group blend 
to produce the rich , many-voi ced n emble effect typ
ical of the theatre organ. 

At thi point it mu t be 1 arly understood that the e 
diver e lem nts ar e per£ tly capable of blending into 
a homogen eou whol e, previou writ r t o the contrary 
notwith tanding. Th tona l glue whi ch mak e th m 
oh r e i the free u of th tremulant or mor e or

r ctly, many tremu lant b ating again t each other in 
uch a way that the r gular, mechanical pul of each 

ar lo t to th ar in the vibrant ound re ulting. In 
th atre playing, the normal u e of the tr mulant i to 
k p th m on all the time, taking th m off only for p -
ial eff t . Mor ov r , ev ry rank in the organ will b 

affect d by on tremulant or anoth r and many of the 
mor important top will hav e one of th ir own. 

Thi fr ee u of the tremulant may not eem quite o 
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vulgar when it i ob erved that many other in trument 
-for example, the violin or the human voi e-dep nd 
to a large xtent on th vibrato for their mo t beautiful 
-trina- bovv l without the vibrato, the 0 -reater part of 
and chara ·teri ti tone . Like a high-pitched violin 
th theatr oro·an' voi e tend to ound quite metallic 
and un ympathetic without a fairly h avy tremu lant. 

'With thi factor in mind , 1 tu no-w proceed with our 
cla ification and l cription of the in trument' tonal 
re our e . vV e hall th n be in a position to consider 
ju . t how they ar e di po. ed hetw n the variou divi ion" 
of th organ. 

Class I. The Foundation Stops. 

A. Th Tibia family. ' obbinO' ':ribia' tone i to th e 
theatre oro·an what principal choru are to th legiti
mate organ. It c:m be de cribe ·d a extrem ly hollow 1 

smooth and p n a lino· flute tone. 
B. Th e Diapa on fa mily . The theatr e diapa on i much 
full r and mooth er than the traditional principal. U u
ally the range below i compo d of diaphonic (valvu
lar reed ) pipe , which peak mu ·h mor promptly than 
low-pit hed flu pip e . 

. The Flid e family. 'J.1his group al o i1L lud th e dul
ciana and quintadena, and pr vid neutral fou 1da
tional accompanim nt tone . 
D. The mooth R ed .family : Tuba b Horn, 
] ren h Horn . The e top ar hara teri zed b :-;onor u 
horn tone . 
E. Th Fiill-Ton ed P rcii ions: Piano , Marimba, and 
Harp hry oglott. 

Class 11. The Color-Producing Stops. 

A.. Th tring .family : 'J.1 h atre trina- are o· n rally of 
v ry keen intonation. 
B. Th Bra s family : Trumpet and Eng-Ii h Po t Horn. 
Th th atr orO'an trumpet has re onator of pun bra . , 
and i a clo imitation of th orche tral trumpet played 
mf. The Po t Horn i a development of the Hope-Jone 
'' Double Eno ·li h Horn'' producin°· a loud, tearing 
ound clo ly r e embling that of the orche tral trumpet 

played ff. It i con tru tel with larg ''duckbill'' bal
lot and thin tongu , and erv . a a dominating olo 
reed. 
C. The Orche tral R eed family : 
Oboe, or ngla i axophon e. 
voicer turn l out ome amazina-ly haracteri ti top 
in thi O'roup. Their larin t wa pretty mu h tan lard. 
The , a opbone wa a quarter-length Bra ':rrumpet. 
'J.1he Or he tral Oboe wa. ! {eno·th, of v ry . mall cale , 
and ha l I\.inura type tongue and hallot . 'J.1 he or 
Ano·la ·i wa like the Orch e tral Obo , but of larg r 
cal and of-¼ length . An example appear at the Fi her 

Theatre, D troit, and i an ex llent top ind ed. 
D. The Piqiiant R eed family : Kinura, Krum t, and 

u ett . 'J.1he e bear a trikin O' re embl ance to the 
schnarrwerk of th e old German baroque organ. 'J.1he 
Kinura, having thin tongue and shallot and almo t 
no re onator , produ e a harp, buzzing ound not un
like that of th j ws '-harp. The other two top are 
modification of th fir t. 'J.1he Krum t ha full-1 ngth 
medium- cale cylindrical r onator and emit a hollow, 
wailinO' ton ; th Mu ette ha ighth-length cylindrical 
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re onator and i probably the be t bl nder of the three. 
E. Th e Vo x Hurnanas. 
F. Th e Thin-Ton ed P ersussio ·n : Xylophone B 11 and 

him . 
G. Th e Non-Tonal I' rcus ion : Drums , Trap and 
variou ound ff ct for ilent picture ac ompaniment. 

Organization 

No,,, that we 
t nt of our tona l paintbox, th n xt tep i to ee how 
they are oro·anized into a u eable patt rn . Aft r an ex
amination of ev ral hunclr 1 in trum nt. , th writer 
beli eve that a unit oro·an i. b . t balanc d tonally if it 
pipe work is cli tribut l a follow : 10 p r cent Tibia. , 
JO per c nt Dia pa on , 10 per cent Flute , 20 per cent 
, trin°'. (half. uni. on and half c le te ) , 10 per cent 

mooth Reed , 10 per cent "Bra , ' 15 per cent Or
he tral Reed , 5 per cent Piquant R ed an l 10 per 

c nt Vox Humana . Of cours few in trument will fol
low the percentage exa tly; but an ideal scheme of 
20 rank will be given below. 

In the o-called '' traight ' organ, each manual con
trol a eparate department; if nclo ure in well boxe 
is le. ired , no problem. ari e a to what hould be con
tain d in each. Howev r, in the ca e of th unit organ, 
in whi h the ntir in trument i treated a a ingle 
pool of tonal material made pla able from everal 
manual and pedal, any Evi ion of thi material into 
eparate chamb r mu t perforce be an arbitrary one. 

In hi early organ , IIop e-J one u ed a y tern of five 
chamber pattern d aft er the in trumental ection of 
the orche tra: Foundation, tring·, Woodwind , Bra , 
an l P rcu ion . uch a . chem , however , had two eri
ou lefect . In th fir t pla ·e, it wa impo ible to con
trol eparately the volume of olo and ac ompaniment 
part when both w re played n voi e of the ame tonal 
family. 0 ond ly, the in trument pretty much had to 
ue lo ated in one pla e, wherea mo t th atre orO'an 
were in "tallecl divid d on oppo ite ide of the pro-
cenium. It woul l not do to have the li ten r near one 

. ide of the auditorium h ar nothing but tring and 
woodwind tone, while tho on the oth r ide w re bom
bard l with all th foundation bra , and p rcu ion 
stop . The logi al olution was to provide a repre enta
tive election of voice at each id e of the theatr . This 
oon became tandard practic . 

Probably nin out of t en Wurlitzer organ are 
found divided fairly equally into Main and olo cham
b r located on oppo ite ide of the bui lding 1 and in 
the few in . trument large enouO'h for a more laborate 
cheme two mor hamb er are added-a Foundation 

t go with th e Main, and an Or he tral to hare the 
ether id with the Solo. Although . the t ndency wa to 
plac the mor colorful voice in the Solo and Orchestral 
chamber and the tone of the a companimental mate
rial in th Main and Foundation, the di tinction wa. 
n ver very 1 ar-cut. 

Sample Specification 

At thi point in our di ., u ion a ample topli t may 
profitably be pre ented. 

Follo·win°· the above principle in an organ of medium 

( Continued on page 16) 
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TONAL DESIGN OF 
THEATRE ORGAN 

(from , page 12) 

ize- 20 ranks - we arrive at thi cheme a a fair x
amp le of balanced design: 

Chamb er Rank 

S Solo T ib ia 
Clausa 

M Tib ia Clau sa 
M Diaph on ic 

Diapa son 
M Horn Diap ason 
M Conc e rt Flut e 
M Flut e Celes t e 
M Sa licion al 
M Voi x Ce les t e 
S V iolin 
S V iol in Ce lest e 
S Tuba Son ora 
S Trumpe t 
S Engli sh Post 

Horn 
M Oboe Ho rn 
S Saxop ho ne 
M Clari net 
S Ca r Angl ais 
S Mu set te 
S Solo Vax 

Humana 
M Vax Hu ma na 

W ind 
Pressure 
( inch es ) 

Borrow ed 
At : 

15 16'-8'-4' 

l 0 Tc l 6 '-8'-4'-2 2/ 3' -2' 
l 5 l 6' -8 -4' 

10 Tc 16'-8'-4'- 2 2/ 3'-2' 
10 16'-8'-4'-2 2/ 3'-2' - l 3/ 5' 
10 Tc 8'-4' 
l O Tc 16'-8'-4' -2 2/ 3'-2' 
10 Tc 16'-8'-4' 
10 16'-8' -4' 
10 Tc 16'-8' -4' 
15 16'-8' - 4' 
10 Tc 16'-8'-4' 
15 Tc l 6 '-8' 

10 8' -4' 
10 Tc 16'-8'-4' 
10 16'-8' 
10 Tc 16'-8' 
10 Tc 16'- 8' 
10 Tc 16'-8'-4' 

6 Tc 16'-8'-4' 

Percuss ions : 

M : Chry so glott and Vibraph one; se t of trap s and effects .1 

Numb er 
of pipe s : 

85 

85 
85 

97 
97 
61 
85 
73 
85 
73 
85 
7 3 
6 1 

73 
73 
73 
61 
61 
73 

73 

S : Ch imes, Xyloph one , Glock ensp ie l an d Orch . Be l Is, Sle igh Bel ls, 
Marimba and Harp . 
Unenc losed : Piano & Mand olin, Master Xyloph one. 

Console Layout 

One matter yet remain : that of the organization of 
manua l and register at the con ole. The Wurlitzer 
cheme, from bottom manual to top, wa a follow : 

I. Accompanim ent-providing an equipment of top , 
principa lly at ' and 4' pitch, for accompanimental 
purpo e . The drum and trap play xclusive ly 
from thj manua l and the pedal. A number of olo 
regi ter at ' pitch app ar on the econd touch. 

II. Great-the en emble manual, commimding the en
tire tona l contents of the organ, and u eful for olo 
or accompanim nta l purpose as well . A wide elec
tion of top. appear at 16', ', 4' , 2' and mutation 
pitche ; al o the full comp l ment of tonal p r u . -
ion. 

III. B ombard e-p laying th e dominating olo voice of 
the in trument at 16' , ', and 4' pitch. 

IV. ala-provid ing a collection of the olo po ibili
ties of the organ, chi fly at ' pitch, a well a a 
group of percu ions. 

1 Th e writ r look ·with disfavor on the u ual practice of locat 
ing all the non -tonal percu ion in th olo chamb r . After all, 
the e top are u ed chiefly with th e accompanimental part in 
pla ying and are more eas ily controlled if locat ed in th same 
wellbox a the accompanimental flute , trings, et . 
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V . P edal- equipp ed with a group of appropriate 16' 
and ' tops u eful in playing th e ba line of a 
composition, and al o operates exclusively the Cym
bal , Ba Drum, and Ket tle Drum on either fir t 
or second touch. 

In a thre e-manua l instrument th e Bombard e would 
be omitt ed, and in a two-manual or 0 ·an the olo would 
al. ·o b left out the Great , however , taking it name . 
Thus a two-manual' keyboard are named Accompani
ment and olo, though the Solo i r eally mor e lik e a 
Great. 

A mu t be obvious, coupler are of litt le use in an 
in trument in whi h virtually every voice plays at ev
era l pitch e on each manua l and in the pedal, and o 
even in larg e theatre oraan few of them ar e really 
needed except for heer playing convenience . 

And o we com to the end of our di cu ion. vVe have 
traced the development of the th eatre organ, denned 
and clas ined it tonal equipment, and een how it re
our e ar e organiz ed for action . 

'l1he writer hope that thi brief treatment will be of 
u e to de igner of unit instrument and will aid them 
in ach ieving well-organiz ed tonal scheme . rrhe import
ance of uch organization cannot be over -e timated. 
On them dep nds whether an organ will easily do what 
it p layer want it to do, or whether it will be an indi
vidua li t with a one-track mind, uitable for specialized 
use only and constantly fru trating the attempt of an 
organi t to u e it e:ffe ·tively in the performance of all 
type of mu ic. 

FATHER OF THE 
THEATRE ORGAN 

(f roni page 7) 

alitie mi 0 ·ht expect . Hop e-Jon e wa hired a a ale -
man accordino- to Mr. Skinner , but that tit le could 
' arcely hav e de ·cr ibed Hop e-Jon es ' estimat e of him-
elf. One incident will illu trat e. Skinner wa cho en 

to bui ld the organ at St. John' Cathedral, New York, 
but on the under tandina that Hope-Jone would have 
no part in the project . Technicalitie held up delivery 
to kinner of th e contract, but he wir d the good new 
to the factory and then took the train to Bo ton. When 
he arrived the next day he read in the paper that the 
contract had been given to the Skinner Company be
cau e of the admiration of th e cathedra l authoritie for 
th e ork of Hope-Jon e . kinner wa not wi lling to 
concede any virtue whatever and very litt le orio-inality 
to Hop e-Jon e ', work . According to him the Skinner 
magn et and electric action were taken over by Hope
J one who claimed them for hi own, and the u itable 
bas was invent d by kinn er to comply with one of 
Hope-Jones' contract . 

Hope-Jone brought in thr ee contract whi le with 
kinner . '1.1he last wa for Park hurch, E lmira, . Y . 

and with it, the curta in goe up on the rea l story of 
the Hope -Jone organ, and of hi own colorfu l, fasci
nating and high ly controver ial career in the United 
State . 

( To be continued) 
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