DIOCESE OF SALISBURY

ADVISORY COMMITTEE FOR THE CARE OF CHURCHES

PARISH CHURCH ORGANS IN THE DIOCESE OF SALISBURY
Guidance for clergy and churchwardens
The following notes have been drawn together at the suggestion of the Diocesan Chancellor to assist churchwardens, clergy, organists and all others with particular interest when planning any changes relating to church organs. 
 

The Present Situation 
 

The majority of parish churches in this Diocese still have pipe organs, most often dating from the latter half of the 19th century. These instruments were robustly constructed. Raw materials such as English oak, straight grained deal, leather, tin and lead were readily available at low prices before World War 1, so that churches could acquire long-Iasting instruments at easily affordable prices. After 120 years or more many of these stalwart instruments are in need of renovation to their keyboards, action and bellows - but seldom to the pipes themselves. The tone of most of these organs is still beautiful, but they are often not heard to their best advantage because of their position in the church. An organ placed in a chamber to one side of the chancel can never make so much impact as a free-standing instrument, preferably raised on a gallery in the main axis of the building.  
 

The organs which survive best from this period are those with mechanical action, where there is little to go wrong. Electric and pneumatic actions are prone to more frequent faults and a relatively short life-span, as well as being often inferior from a musical point of view. A particular disaster to befall pipe organs has been the electrification of previous mechanical actions. In nearly every case this has led to expensive maintenance needs, and sometimes to the eventual loss of the instrument. As a general rule existing pipe organs with mechanical action should be preserved whenever possible. They can be moved to alternative sites for better musical effect, but their integrity should be preserved.  
 

Electronic organs have replaced pipe organs in a relatively small number of churches in the Salisbury Diocese. Although they present an attractive alternative in terms of compactness and relatively low price, they have a poor record in terms of length of life. Some, especially in damp churches, are by no means as free of maintenance problems as their manufacturers would have the potential purchaser believe. They are strongly marketed by advertisements in several reputable publications.  Manufacturers encourage temporary loans for special events such as weddings, and also arrange impressive demonstrations for parishes.
WHAT SHOULD BE THE FIRST ACTION WHEN CONTEMPLATING RESTORATION, ALTERATION, OR REPLACEMENT? 
 

The Diocesan Advisory Committee (DAC) is particularly keen that there should be early consultation, long before firm plans are drawn, and before a Faculty application is made. There have been several instances in recent years where parishes have accepted gifts of electronic organs, or have even purchased one, only to find that such instruments are not generally recommended by the DAC. Much difficulty can be avoided by early consultation before accepting such gifts or purchasing an organ. 
 

Through its consultants, the DAC will be able to provide advice free of charge on the following matters: 
· The value of the existing organ, whether it should be restored unchanged, restored with alteration, moved, or replaced. 
· Whether the organ is of sufficient merit to attract external funding for restoration. Apart from the several long-standing sources of grants, there have been several grants from the Heritage Lottery Fund in recent years for restoration of surprisingly modest instruments. The most likely organs to attract HLF grants are those which have had little or no alteration in the past. The British Institute of Organ Studies (BIOS) has created a scheme of certification for organs of historic importance (Historic Organs Certificate Scheme).  Instruments with a HOCS certificate stand an excellent chance of attracting grants for restoration. 
· The names of organ builders who are known to be reliable and expert. Many run small-scale businesses, and their charges are often lower than PCC's expect. Some do not charge VAT because of the small scale of their business. 
· The process of obtaining quotations and on the selection of the right builder for the job. Obviously the nature and size of the work will dictate to a certain extent the most suitable builder. 
· The current VAT regulations in regard to church organs. 
· The assembly of a Faculty application, likely to be recommended by the DAC without further query.
POSSIBILITIES WHEN AN ORGAN NEEDS TO BE REPLACED, OR WHERE THERE IS NO ORGAN. 
This is happily a rare situation, because in most cases something creative can be done with the existing instrument. However, when replacement is required and agreed by all interested parties (including the DAC), there are four options:  
 

1. A new pipe organ. 
 

Most PCCs feel unable even to contemplate this option because of the high capital cost. A one manual organ (which can be surprisingly versatile and perfectly adequate for a small building) will cost upwards of £25,000, whilst a larger 2 manual and pedal instrument will be over £150,000. Small box organs, such as the instrument frequently used in Salisbury Cathedral, can be made for less than £20,000.  They offer long lasting musical and visual beauty at a cost little more than a medium priced electronic simulation. These prices may seem impossible, but it is a fact that new organs are being built every year for parishes up and down the country, with funding from private donors and/or grants. The value of a beautifully designed new pipe organ to the life of a church extends far beyond simple musical considerations. The DAC can identify churches within reasonable distance where recently built organs can be seen and heard by PCCs interested in buying a new instrument.  
 

2. A redundant pipe organ 
 

The Institute of British Organ Building (IBO) is now responsible for keeping a register of redundant instruments in the UK.  The register is constantly updated and can be accessed at www.ibo.co.uk.  There have been several successful "transplants" in the Salisbury Diocese recently, and the costs have been remarkably low. The purchase price is usually much less than £1,000 and the costs of removal and re-erection seldom exceed £5,000. The DAC encourages these schemes and the organ consultants will be happy to assist in finding suitable instruments. One of the problems associated with redundant organs is that they tend to have the rather large footprint typical of Victorian instruments. A floor area of roughly 3 metres square is often needed for a 2 manual and pedal organ.
 

3. Digital keyboards

Keyboards instruments such as the Yamaha Clavinova or the Roland Piano are relatively cheap and fully portable. They can be taken in and out of churches without a Faculty, and can be useful for accompanying when use of the pipe organ is not possible. They take up a great deal less room than an electronic organ and do not need the same extensive range of speakers. They produce a high quality sound, including realistic harpsichord tone, and give versatility to musical accompaniment.  In terms of cost an acceptable instrument can be found for under £1,000, and a good one for around £2,000. For all these reasons an instrument of this sort would often be a better option than an electronic organ. 
4. An electronic organ
 

Digital technology in the mid 80's produced a considerable improvement in the ability of these instruments to reproduce organ tone. However, there are several factors which make the DAC reluctant to recommend their purchase as the main permanent organ in a church, whether the building be large or small. In terms of longevity, reliability and sheer musicality, electronic simulations fall well behind a good mechanical pipe organ. The profit margin on electronic organs is very much higher than the 5% typically made by builders of pipe organs - yet despite these high profits, electronic instruments are often cheaply finished with materials such as plastic and veneered wood. Furthermore the placing of their necessarily large speakers often raises aesthetic difficulties.  A case can also be made that suggests that congregations generally do not enjoy the sound of an electronic organ and that organists themselves soon tire of the drab tonal colours.
 

WHAT CAN THE PCC DO WHEN AGREEMENT CANNOT BE REACHED? 
 
Occasionally a situation arises when there is disagreement about a proposal relating to an organ. Rather than a PCC submitting a Faculty which the DAC does not recommend, it is always preferable to seek a solution through independent advice. The Church Buildings Council has a specialist organ committee which can supply consultants to visit, especially when the matter involves an instrument of historic importance. There is also the Association of Independent Organ Advisers (www.aioa.org.uk) through which parishes can find external help if needed.
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