
THE THEATRE ORGAN IN BRITAIN 

I "OULD, fir t of all, like to extend my incer 
greeting · to all of you . It i heartening to know that at lea t 
an organization such as your ha been founded in the land 
of the l\Iighty Wurlitzer, and I wi h it e, ery ucce . 

THE TIBIA i , of course, primarily concerned with new 
of th nited tate , where there are more theatre organ 
than in the re t of the world put together, but a few of 
you have had the opportunity t vi it G1·eat Britain, it i. 
po ible that . ome detai l of t.he type of theatre organ in -
talled there mi 0 ·ht be of intere ·t . It i. my intention to dc
cribe the individual characteri tic . and peculiaritie of 

British-built or 0 ·an whose maker s will be unknown to you 
but I propo . to di cu the matter genc-l'nlly. 

Organ · wer intr duced to cinemas in Britain prior to 
the 1914-191 war, though they were very differ nt from 
the amazin g ·wurlitzer-Hope Jon e. nit Orche tra which 
had by then appeared in the United tat e . Hope-Jone. bad 
built hurch organ in Eng land with electric action and 
movable con ale. with top tablet . a earl y a · 1 6, but 
builder · were ·low to adopt hi s modern idea s, and invariably 
the early cin ma organ · were of " trai 0 ·ht" order, with pneu 
matic action and draw top c n ale . A time went by ornc 
enterpri ·ing firm perfected pneumatic topkey - onach r 
(of Rudder field) and Fitton & Haley (of tanning ley, 
Leed ) u. ed nothin° · el e-and Jardine (of Manche ter) 
were pioneer · in the adequate provi ion of pneumatically 
operated tonal percu s ·ion and trap , and by the beginning 
of the twentie.- everal firm s had tumed to electric action 
and tiltin° · tablet. . co1·e of church orgnn bEilder . up and 
down the country made organ for cinema in their time, 
and th number in , talled mu st have run into man y hun
dred , tho1wh ·we hall never know exactl y a the majority 
have by now been removed. 

In 1923, John Compton made hi tory by building a re
markable 4-manual exten ion organ for the hepherd' Bu h 
Pavilion, London, and this really tarted the era of the 
mod rn cinema or 0 ·an. In January 1925, the fir t Wurlitzer 
wa opened at V\Tal ·al l, tafford hire, and thre month . 
later one appeared in London . Several British builder im
mediatel y turned th ir attention to the new idea, and thence
forth unit organ became the ~ tandard in trument for 
cinema . . 

I e. timate that by 1939 around 4 0 unit organ had been 
in stalled in cinema in the British I le , all but about 40 
of them in England itse lf . Exact number are hard to quote, 
a · the record .· of the two leading Briti h builder were 
de tro yed or eriou ly damaged by enemy action durin° · the 
war, and the following figure mu ·t be taken as approxi
mate. mpton head the li. t at 260, Wurlitzers come next 
with 100 imported or 0 ·an , and Chri tie . are third with 0. 
The balance i made up of in -trurnent by the maller build
er , each with le than ten 01·0 ·an to their credit-Conachel', 
Jardin , Hil don, purden Rutt, Fitton & Haley, and In
gram. ( The number would be increa ed if one took into 
account the " traio ·ht" cinema or 0 ·an by ·ome of the e 
builder but here we are only con idering their unit work). 
There were a few organ imported from the Continent; 

tandaart and Dekkar from Ho lland, and a solitary Bar
bieri from Italy and finally we mu t not forget to mention 
Reginald Foort' famou Moller (now the B .B.C . Theatre 
Organ) which arrived from the United States in 1939. 

Of the 4 0 organs mentioned, evera l, including the 
B.B. .' uperb Compton, were de ·troyed by bombing in 
the war, and quite a number of other have been old since, 
ome following damage by floodinO' and o on. But even 
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The author at the console of one of the Comptons in England . 

This make of organ holds the same distinction in Britain a s 

t he Wurlitzer does in t he U.S. 

taki1w into account tho e in trument which are beino· al
lowed to rot away through lack of ervicino ·, it seem · prob
able that today there till remain more playable organ in 
Britain than in the nited tate , which i n't bad going , 
con idering the va st number in talled there! 

The Relay 
(from pag e 3) 

"Spotty Journalism" 

Ther e wa no ' 'featured'' organ olo openi1w night at th e 
Fox Th eatre in an Franci co, opening night, June 2 , 1929. 
. . . 'l'h re wer oth er featur ed organi t ( oloi t ) at the 
theatr e befor e Georg e Wright, nam ely: H nry LeBell, anti. 
Floyd Wright (t each r of Georg Wright ) .... George Wright 
mak es no mention of hi having tudiecl with Floyd Wright, a 
top .F. organi t who was soloist at th e Granada at the age 
of 21. Floyd ·wright tra \·elecl to acram ento many times to 
give le sons to G orge on the Grant Union High School organ 
and Georg lat er made hi home with Mr . and Mr . Wright re 
ceiving dail y in truction from Floyd, th e real innovator and 
geniu of theatre organ playing and a superlative musician. 
Floyd Wright live in Sm1 Francisco and can verify all the e 
tat em nt . 

Mrs. Ev elyn Biat i 
Mill Vall ey, Cal. 

(An organ solo was on th e program on opening night bitt not 
exeoitied for r a ons be t 1.tn1nentioned, but th e olo did go on 
lat er during th opening week. Th ere were no oth er organists 
''f eatur ed'' at th e Fox, prior to Georg e Wright, in th e tr ite 
erise of th e worcl. Th ey clid play for sings (if that is to be 

constru ed as a '' f eatitr e,' ' ) but only Georg e wa actually f ea
tur ed on th e organ by himself, as a regular f eatitr e, w'ith no 
ings . It' a fine line to draw if one wish es to be technical . W e 

know not why Mr . Wr ight chose not to rnention Floyd Wright 
and, obviously, th is is a niatter that 1n1.tst be left to his discre
tion. J.W .) 
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