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FOREWORD

Have you ever looked at the dozen or so pipes you can see in a pipe 
organ façade and wondered how they can make so many diff erent 
sounds?  Have you ever heard somebody ask that question and wondered 
how anybody could know so little about this instrument? Either way, 
you are sure to enjoy Vox Humana, this collection of Haig Mardirosian’s 
essays that ran over a decade in Th e  American Organist, the monthly 
professional journal of the American Guild of Organists.

You love music, but you don’t know what a Vox Humana is? Don’t 
worry—Mardirosian, a professional organist, has footnotes for you.1 You 
do know? Don’t worry that this book is nothing but shop talk (though it 
does make fun of that). “To write about the organ is to write about music 
and musicians, architecture, technology, history, theology, culture—in 
short, much of the best that life can off er,” the author says, and he keeps 
his word in these pages.

Vox Humana is about many big things: the increasingly sparse audi-
ences not just at organ recitals but in concert halls and opera houses 
around the country, for example, and what organists, conductors, and 
other musicians can do to fi ght the decline. Playing and performing 
not just familiar warhorses or “comfort music” but challenging pieces, 
music that will attract audiences of the younger adults who nowadays 
can hear what they like on their iPods, for one thing. And for church 
musicians hidden up there in the choir loft , he says: “Th ere exists some 
connection between upright, diffi  cult literature and the raison d’être for 
the instrument in the fi rst place.”

 Th at purpose was originally to magnify the glory of God in houses 
of worship, though in the nineteenth century and again in recent 
decades, having versatile pipe organs in concert halls came into vogue. 

1.  “Th e Vox Humana is a reed stop with a buzzing sound which vaguely resembles the hu-
man voice.”
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Nowadays, it is not unusual to fi nd megachurches that have no organ 
at all, pipe or digital. Yet, as Mardirosian points out, “today’s instru-
ments are arguably superior in nearly every respect” to pipe organs built 
in the mid-twentieth century, when many organists and organbuilders 
were fi xated on trying to return to standards of “authenticity” set in the 
Baroque era. Aft er they fi gured out the physical principles and design 
characteristics, they succeeded, and then applied those same sound 
construction principles to other types of organs, with happy results. 
Organists, too, are much more skilled than many players were back then: 
“[T]oday’s music school graduates are, as a cohort, better musicians, 
more rounded thinkers, and technically more profi cient than those of 
prior generations.” Th at does not mean that these pages are devoid of 
references to such colorful characters as E. Power Biggs or  Virgil Fox, 
who once explained why he always wore a cape when performing out 
in front of a concert audience: “Honey, they see ya before they hear ya.”

 Organists, some listeners will perhaps be surprised to learn, are 
human beings who can be as frustrated and perplexed by workaday 
problems as the rest of us, only their frustrations include page-turners 
who don’t pay attention to where the performer is in the score, building 
custodians who let the temperature fall when the hall is empty and then 
raise it for a concert or a church service, throwing all those hundreds—
or thousands—of pipes behind the façade out of tune, and clumsy tuners 
who can also wreak havoc. Not to mention the benches organists sit on, 
high enough to play all those manual keyboards, but not so high that 
their feet can’t play the pedal keyboard—and woe to the player if the 
bench wobbles.

Not to mention the hundreds of lonely hours spent in darkened empty 
halls preparing and practicing, whether for a recital or for a funeral 
service. “Like it or not, we work in relative close proximity to the reality 
of death,” the author wrote in April of 2012, aft er the death of his own 
mother at age 101, citing the music critic (and organist) Paul Hume’s 
reminder to organists at a convention in Washington, DC thirty years 
earlier, that the music they make can open the doors of heaven, and that 
they held the keys. “YOU hold the keys,” he repeated.

Vox Humana holds the keys to greater enjoyment of the music 
written for the instrument by Bach and Handel, Brahms and Schumann, 
Mendelssohn, Bruckner and Franck, and then by Widor, Messiaen and 
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Dupré and others who may be less well known to non-organists. Th is 
book is fun to read, and it can make organ music more fun for those who 
do read it—players and audiences alike.

—Craig R. Whitney



1
PRELUDE

 Imagine the remote origins of a pipe organ. Could the instinct of 
humans to contrive tools have somehow provoked the precise circum-
stances that would lead to the invention of this most mysterious and 
complex of musical instruments? 

We humans embrace technology in order to extend the reach and 
capacity of our bodies. So somewhere between fi re, pottery, the airplane, 
and the iPad, human music making took one important step: the 
invention of a  whistle. Where the voice could no longer suffi  ce, so now 
a column of entrapped air set into vibration by the turbulence of the 
passage of wind past a narrow gap and gash in the tube would produce 
a tone. Th e essential roots of the modern pipe organ were thus known as 
far back as probably the Stone Age.

Another evolution, known through persistent legend and a museum 
artifact or two, aff orded the organ one of its key characteristics: the 
capacity of sustaining tone until the supply of air fails. Accounts say that 
a Greek hobbyist,  Ctesibius, a third century BCE Alexandrian, created a 
device that compressed air in a piston by means of fl owing water. What 
to do with that resulting air?

Ctesibius attached a whistle to his device. Hence, the hydraulis. In 
time, the speech of multiple such pipes could be controlled by levers, 
essentially keys, and the instrument began its centuries-upon-centuries’ 
development. Th e Latin term  organum (meaning “tool”) came to 
describe this apparatus. 

By  coincidence, the     Christian church from the Middle Ages to the 
present has served as willing patron for those who build organs, play 
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them, and compose for them. Christianity is only one piece of the story. 
Th e organ has also been adopted by Reform  Judaism as its liturgical 
voice and by various fraternal organizations such as the  Masons, who 
use organ music in their ceremonies.

Within the past 150 years, the organ became lavishly  secularized in 
settings like concert halls, public gathering places, and the fashionable 
salons of the affl  uent. With its increasingly symphonic tonality and 
disposition, the organ would inevitably fi nd its way into theatres and 
broadcasting studios.

Th e past 150 years have also witnessed expansion and challenge, 
economic hardship, and artistic changes. Cultural swings have provoked 
a long list of questions as to the future of the pipe organ. In a time of 
strong discontinuity with the past, these issues are best grouped around 
several undeniable infl uences: the changing nature and face of religion, 
cultural pluralism displacing the predominance of Western art, the 
phenomenal rise of technology as manifested in the wide dissemination 
of music through sound and video reproduction, and the growth of elec-
tronic re-creation or synthesis of instrumental sounds.

No wonder, then, that the pipe organ has been so much a topic of 
conversation and debate. Such conversation spawns the present book. 

As long as human beings have designed, built, played, composed 
for, or listened to the pipe organ, they have held opinions about it. Just 
as modes of wheeled transportation can run the gamut from a red 
American Flyer wagon, to roller skates, to a bicycle, to a Ford Sedan, 
a BMW coupe, a Rolls Royce, a Toyota Prius, or an 18-wheeler, organs 
fulfi ll enormously varied musical demands and purposes.  From a small 
tabletop Renaissance replica to those that vie for the distinction of largest 
and loudest in such places as Macy’s in Philadelphia or Boardwalk Hall 
only sixty miles to its east in Atlantic City, each phylum of organ claims 
its champions, its detractors, its students, and its masters. 

Th is, as well as the highly honed musical insights and personalities of 
the organ community, has contributed to no lack of discussion and even 
dispute. Our counterparts who play the piano, for instance, probably 
cannot comprehend the depth of passion over grand sweeping ideas or 
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the tiniest of minutiae that preoccupy us organists. While pondering 
the increased size of a printed disc insert and, with that, increased 
production costs, a recording producer once asked me why buyers 
expected organ recordings to include long and unfathomable stoplists. 
He paused abruptly and answered his own question. 

“Oh, I forgot. You are organists!”
Yes, we are. And today we can join various special interest and profes-

sional communities. Th e largest such association has been the  American 
Guild of Organists, chartered as a degree-granting academy in 1896 by 
the New York State Board of Regents. One can still compete for and 
earn ratings, certifi cations, and titles from the AGO, but its mission and 
interests have spread to embrace advocacy for the instrument and to 
provide resources and continuing education for its players. Membership 
is open to anyone, trained performer or not.  

Since the mid-1960s, the journal of record for the AGO has been The 
 American Organist. It is from its pages that the essays reproduced in 
this book are drawn.

 From its beginnings, my professional life has been trifurcated into 
unequal but always vital sectors of musician, academic, and writer. 
Th ough fi rst trained as a performing, on-stage musician (or should I say, 
choir loft  musician) with the added perceptions and sensibilities of litur-
gical music making, somewhat random if always fortunate steps led to 
a path veering toward academic administration. Simultaneously, invita-
tions to contribute critical writing to a number of publications started 
arriving. 

My fi rst “break” in writing happened during my graduate student days 
while honing my practical skills as assistant organist at the  Cathedral 
of Mary Our Queen in Baltimore. Frustrated that the weekly concerts 
being presented there on Sunday aft ernoons never attracted the city’s 
two newspaper reviewers, the music director registered a complaint 
with them that resulted in a job for me. I became a stringer working 
alongside a remarkable, fascinating, and infl uential critic and essayist, 
R. P.  Harriss, upon whose death Th e  New York Times called “the dean 
of Baltimore’s working journalists.” Th e Times portrayed Harriss, who 



4 |  Vox Humana: Essays about the World of the Pipe Organ and Th ose Who Play It

wore a three-piece suit with a trademark carnation in its lapel each day 
in the midst of a swarming, grimy, and smudgy city room, as “one of the 
last of a group of breezy, irreverent editorial writers and columnists in 
Baltimore who reached their peak in the 1920s and 1930s.”

Harriss had been a crony of the legendary H. L.  Mencken1 and a 
member of Mencken’s Saturday Night Club, an aggregation of friends 
who shared loud, sometimes irreverent opinions about all that mattered: 
literature, food, drink, politics, art, theatre, and music. By the time I 
received the benefi ts of my two-year boot camp in criticism at the 
now long defunct  Baltimore News-American, Harriss was a venerated 
soothsayer about all matters of human creative expression, at least in 
Baltimore. 

I was overawed and excited to cover three concerts a week, dashing 
from venues back to the paper’s home in what is now the Inner Harbor 
but was then a squalid waterfront of docks, warehouses, cheap laborers’ 
hotels, and unmentionable establishments to pound out a few hundred 
words on Harriss’s manual typewriter in the middle of the night in the 
nearly deserted city room, to compose and count out the headline, and 
to leave a pulp manuscript on an editor’s desk upstairs. Before leaving 
I would always drop a parting note to Harriss: “Chamber music sent 
up for fi rst Monday.” Translation: “I left  my review of last night’s string 
quartet concert at the Johns Hopkins University on the night editor’s 
desk in time for the 2:00 a.m. deadline to make it into the earliest edition 
of the paper.” (Th e News-American may have been an aft ernoon paper, 
but the early edition was printed at about ten in the morning.)

Harriss, saying but a few words to me, usually by phone the day aft er 
a review’s publication, taught me how to write with speed and cheek-
iness. In the early 1970s a critic could speak unencumbered. If a writer 
found the concert terrible, they could simply trounce it. We devoured 
unsuspecting amateurs. No pressure from management or advertisers 
would prevail over independent, unabashedly assertive opinions.

My time at the News-American lasted about two years and, fortu-
nately for me, included opportunities to write a few longer feature pieces 

1. Henry Louis Mencken (1880–1956), Baltimore journalist and social critic, was a prolifi c 
writer on a broad range of topics including politics, religion, food, humor, and music and was 
noted for his fl uent prose.
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and some interviews and to cover the opening two nights (concert hall 
and opera house) of the  Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. 

But with an invitation to begin teaching, fi rst as an adjunct instructor 
and later in a professorial appointment, time to commute from Wash-
ington to Baltimore several times a week became increasingly scarce. 
Now there were theory papers to mark in the evenings.

Still, the adage about ink in the veins holds true. When the phone 
rang, therefore, a meager three years later, the temptation struck once 
more. Th e unlikely voice at the other end began, “So, I hear that you’re 
a critic.”

Joel  Flegler, an elementary school teacher in New Jersey, had fancied 
founding and publishing a (mostly) classical record review journal. He 
named it  Fanfare magazine, and in a short time it grew to be one of the 
largest, most infl uential and stimulating recording review journals then 
on the stands. I accepted Joel’s invitation and was handed the organ and 
choral beat. For 25 years, I produced well over a thousand reviews, giving 
up the assignment only when the growing demands of academic admin-
istration (by then I had become a program director and was deep into 
the work of General Education) simply didn’t allow the time to enjoy the 
comparable luxury of writing record reviews. Unlike the newspaper’s 
hard, late-at-night deadlines, I could now listen to and refl ect on the 
subject at hand, research the topic, and prepare draft s before submitting. 
I might sit with score in hand, isolate and replay passages, or put the 
entire project aside for a day or a week, only to return with ears refreshed 
and maybe even new viewpoints. Th e time spent, however, on these 
critiques was far greater than the late-night short minutes in the city 
room. 

Early in my Fanfare days, a remarkable moment, pertinent to the 
current project, struck. While at the 1982  American Guild of Organists 
National Convention in Washington, DC, and walking outside the 
exhibits in the convention hotel, a familiar voice rang out to my left .

“So, when are you going to write for me?”
Anthony  Baglivi, editor of The  American Organist, argued that I 

should just submit my Fanfare items to be reprinted in TAO! Knowing 
that Fanfare would never accede, that we would run afoul of copyright 
laws, and that we would breach journalistic ethical standards, I found 
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myself agreeing to a completely new set of writing assignments for TAO. 
In time, yet more duties at my university, not to mention real-world 
music making, compelled me to step down at Fanfare and to propose a 
bold idea to TAO. Here it was. 

I had reviewed recordings, scores, books, and new media for 25 years 
at one journal and for 20 years at the other. Now I proposed an alter-
native. As a gen-ed guy and Dean of Academic Aff airs who was eval-
uating scholarship in far-fl ung areas like political science, economics, 
literature, languages, chemistry, and communication, I had been 
thinking increasingly about the esoteric world of organs as something 
more integrated with other strands of cultural, intellectual, scientifi c, 
and social life. How ironic, thought I, that this most comprehensive, 
complex, and mysterious of instruments had been so removed from the 
conversations around the current “big themes.”

Wanting to reduce the hours I spent writing but make them more 
valuable, I begged my supportive editor to allow me to initiate a monthly 
op-ed while ramping down my criticism of recordings and books 
(though I am not quite sure I put it that way).  Baglivi had been consid-
ering a similar idea with another writer, but he accepted my notion and 
allowed me 700 words per month. Th us, in October 2003, my monthly 
column,     Vox Humana, was born. It ran without interruption for exactly 
a decade.

It was the most gratifying opportunity of my 42 years of journalistic 
writing. I could now take unconstrained looks at the breadth of human 
endeavor and creativity in order to formulate ideas about the arcane 
world of organs and organ playing. 

Reader reaction was very positive, though not universally so. Some 
commented that they turned to Vox Humana immediately upon 
receiving TAO each month because they enjoyed it, others because they 
hated it. As Oscar  Wilde once put it, “What is worse than being talked 
about is not being talked about.”

Vox Humana said its farewell in October 2013, but readers continued 
to ask for some replication, continuation, or compendium of the 
column. Having done a handful of presentations including readings 
from the column for AGO chapters around the country (the book tour 
before the book) under the banner of Vox Humana Live, it was time to 
choose selections and reassemble this writing under one cover, annotate 
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