Dear Reader
I write on behalf of the Union Chapel to ask for your support in our
latest endeavour “the Henry Willis Organ Project”.

As part of the Union Chapel’s on-going restoration program, and
with the support of the Heritage Lottery Fund, the chapel’s Henry
Willis Organ will be fully restored in 2012. Once the work is
completed the organ will become the focal point for an innovative
education and outreach program.

To aid our fundraising efforts we are planning a varied program of
associated events, recitals and exhibitions that seek to reflect upon
the presence and importance of church organs both historically and
musically, and explore the possible implementations of our organ
via varied performances from eclectic musicians.

We are pleased to already have the support of two of the country’s
finest musicians: Union Chapel patron Michael Nyman, offering his
own take upon minimalism, and rising-star Sam Lee proving a
perspective from the UK’s rich traditions of folk song. It is our hope
that you too will be interested in participating in an event.

The concerts will coincide with an exhibition of images and prints of
the interior of the organ, and the events will be accompanied by
visuals sourced from the organ itself; projection-screens will display
images from cameras mounted within the organ, revealing to the
audience the secrets of its inner-workings; mechanical movement,
pumping bellows and the shifting of the stops. An additional screen
will relay video of the organist to the public.

As a fundraising event we will be unable to meet the normal fees
commanded by professional musicians, but what we can offer is the
chance to have your music transcribed to be played upon the organ,
and the opportunity to participant in a genuinely interesting event,
at a very special venue and all for a rather good cause.

We look forward to your thoughts.
Nathaniel Mann, Union Chapel




Father Henry Willis was considered the Victorian Era’s finest organ
builder, and though few would know it, Islington’s Union Chapel is
home to an exemplarily model of his work.

Built in 1878, this colossal instrument is uniquely integrated within
the Chapel’s remarkable architecture, yet it remains almost entirely
hidden from view. The organ pipes and mechanisms are concealed
behind stone arches and decorative grilles, and even the organist
and his console are tucked away from sight, behind the pulpit.
Disembodied, the sound of the organ emanates directly into the
Chapel’'s dome before disseminating around the building, its brilliant
tone becomes amplified by the lively and resonate acoustics of the
space.

The organ once formed the musical centerpiece of the chapel, which
is now better known as a venue for secular music performance. It
remains of historical interest and importance, not only for the
unique hydraulic blowing system which will be re-instated after
decades of disuse as part of the restoration, but also for the list of
those who have played it, including several famous composers and
players like Henry Gauntlett who penned ‘Once in Royal David’s
City".

Union Chapel’s Organ Project Concerts will explore the many facets
of the organ by bringing together an array of varied and diverse
musicians who will utilise the organ in the contrasting musical
contexts, revealing the unique characteristics of this incredible
instrument. The events will include an eclectic range of musicians
from the worlds of folk, classical, avant-garde, pop, and of course
church organ music, with the hope of bringing the Henry Willis
Organ out of the shadows, and reinstate it as a central feature of
the chapel’s musical present.




