THE MAKING OF THE VICTORIAN ORGAN

Dr Nicholas Thistlethwaite
Union Chapel is a remarkable building conceived to house a remarkable ministry.  The Revd Henry Allon (1818-92), who ministered there from 1844 until his death, was a distinguished non-conformist divine who attracted vast congregations to the Chapel.  In part, they came to hear Allon preach, but they were also attracted by the quality of the congregational psalmody.  Allon had introduced a weekly psalmody class as a means of elevating the musical participation of the congregation in worship; it was attended with great success, and under the direction of successive organists (Dr Gauntlett, 1852-61; Ebenezer Prout, 1861-72) and the overall superintendence of Allon, the music at Union Chapel came to excite ‘the admiration of Church-men and Nonconfirmists alike (Curwen 1880: 173). The Congregational Psalmist (1858) was among various publications in which Allon was involved and which did much to improve the character of music in nonconformist worship generally.

As one might expect, in view of Gauntlett’s involvement, an organ found a place in Allon’s scheme of reform.  He found an organ in the old chapel in 1844; a new one was built by Gray & Davison in 1852, and then, following the enlargement of the chapel (1861) Holdich was commissioned to provide a new instrument in 1867.  This had three manuals and thirty-seven stops, and was designed by Gauntlett (CMR VI, 1867: 160; Curwen 1880: 175).  It was planned to move it to the new Chapel, built between 1874 and 1877, but Holdich seems to have objected to the proposed site (Benham 1931:233) and the expense of removal was not far short of the cost of a new instrument.  Willis was thereupon commissioned to build a completely new organ.

The building is unusual, to say the least, ‘It is circular in form, with three deep recesses, and a lofty and dome-shaped roof’ (Benham 1931:233).  The capacity is considerable.  The organ stands behind the massive pulpit in a chamber, the floor of which is several fee below the level of the floor of the main building (Fig 1 and 2).  Although a screen of stone arches and grilles conceals the pipework there is little to impede the sound: the pipework speaks directly into the open space above it whence it is disseminated round the building with ease.  Indeed, the resonant acoustic amplifies the brilliance of the mixturework and reeds, making for an effect which contrasts with Willis’s later, more ponderous plenos.

The original stop list was as follows:

	Great Organ (C to a³)
	

	Double Open Diapason
	16

	Open Diapason
	8

	Flauto Dolce
	8

	Stopped Diapason (wd & m)
	8

	Claribel Flute (wd)
	8

	Principal
	4

	Harmonic Flute
	4

	Twelfth
	22/3

	Fifteenth
	2

	Mixture
	III

	Trumpet
	8

	Clarion
	4

	
	

	Swell Organ (C to a3}
	

	Contra Gamba
	16

	Open Diapason
	8

	Lieblich Gedackt
	8

	Salicional
	8

	Vox Angelica
	8

	Gemshorn
	4

	Lieblich Flote
	4

	Mixture
	III

	Trumpet
	8

	Oboe
	8

	Vox Humana
	8

	Clarion
	4

	
	

	Choir Organ (C to a3)
	

	Lieblich Gedackt
	8

	Dulciana 
	8

	Viol d’Amore 
	8

	Ciaribel Flute (wd) 
	8

	Concert Flute 
	4

	Lieblich Flute 
	4

	Gemshorn 
	4

	Corno di Bassetto
	8

	
	

	Pedal Organ (C to f1)
	

	Open Diapason (wd) 
	16

	Open Diapason (m) 
	16

	Bourdon (wd) 
	16

	Principal 
	8

	Ophicleide
	16

	
	

	Choir to Great
	

	Great to Pedal
	

	Swell to Pedal
	

	Choir to Pedal
	

	
	

	Composition pedals (no details)
	

	Great to Pedal (double-acting pedal)
	

	Tremulant (Swell)
	

	
	

	Wind Pressures9
	

	Great and Pedal reeds: 12”
	

	Swell Cornopean and Clarion: 7”
	

	Remainder: 3½” or 4”
	


The organ has suffered comparatively little alteration over the years.  It survives to provide a convincing resume of Henry Willis’s style, when he was at the height of his powers in the mid-1870s.  By employing pneumatics to over come the difficulties of siting, and by applying higher pressures to the chorus reeds in order to meet the demands of an unusually spacious auditorium, Willis demonstrated the mature application of techniques that had been evolving during the preceding decades.  The console, too, with its angled jambs, overhanging keys and solid ivory stop knobs represents a break with the mid-nineteenth century and marks a new concern for the player’s comfort and convenience.  All told, it is a fine example of Henry Willis’s best work.
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1	Union Chapel, Islington: Great, Choir and Pedal actions. This shows the valves with which the pedal action communicates and a cross-section of the grid carrying compressed air to the pneumatic levers under the Pedal chest; it also shows how pneumatic action is used to control the subsidiary pedal chests standing behind the main Pedal soundboard. The Swell action is designed along similar lines to that of the Pedal.








2	Union Chapel, Islington: Swell and Pedal actions. The pneumatic levers to the Swell action are shown. Further pneumatic levers connect with trackers attached to the Pedal pallets, and are inflated by compressed air passing through the tubes communicating with the horizontal grooves (not shown) running through the large grid shown at the base of the organ.
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