Rice's Pipe Organs: A Tradition of Excellence
By David M Bynog
The organ is the grandest, the most daring, the most magnificent ofall instruments
invented by human genius. -Honore de Balzac

ailed as the "king of
instruments," the organ
has a history stretching
back to the third century
B.C. Pipe organs became an
integral part of religious
music by the twelfth century
A.D., and they remain a near
obligatory feature in
churches. However, the
popularity of organs led to
their presence in other
venues, including concert
halls, schools, homes, movie
theatres, and ballparks.
The Shepherd School of Music's Fisk- Rosales organ
Besides society's interest
in organs for their musical
value, there is a point of pride in the technological achievements in organ
building, as organs were one of the most complex man-made mechanical devices
prior to the industrial revolution. Even in the twenty-first century, the building
and installation of an organ is a great technological feat and an investment in
time and money for any organization, serving for it as a continued point of
pride. So substantial is the process of building an organ that most builders assign
an opus number to their organs, similar to the chronological assigning of opus
numbers for published music by a composer. Rice University is fortunate to have
three organs on campus, all of which are associated with the prominent
twentieth-century builder Charles Brenton Fisk.

H

C. B. Fisk, Inc.
Botn in Washington, DC, and raised in Cambridge, MA, Charles Brenton Fisk
(1925-1983) sang as a choirboy under E. Power Biggs and also played trumpet
and organ during his youth. Drafted into the Air Force during World War II, he
was sent to Los Alamos to work with Robert Oppenheimer on the Manhattan
Project. After the war, he studied physics at Harvard, graduating in 1949.
A brief stint working at the Brookhaven National Laboratory followed before he
began graduate studies in physics at Stanford. Fisk soon changed his studies to
music and became involved in organ building, serving as an apprentice to John
Swinford in Redwood City. He subsequently spent a year and a half working on
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organ building with Walter Holtkamp, Sr.
in Cleveland. In 1955, he joined the
Andover Organ Company, becoming the
sole owner in 1958 and eventually founding
his own company, C. B. Fisk, Inc. in
Gloucester, MA, in 1961.
Fisk quickly established a reputation in
building tracker organs, where the
connections are all mechanical rather than
the electrical models that rose to popularity
in the early part of the twentieth century.
Fisk spent considerable time studying some
of the finest organs in Europe, an
experience that influenced his historical
approach to organ building as he adopted
many of the methods and techniques
developed by the early masters of the craft.
Modeling his workshop after the
collaborative atmosphere of the scientific
Charles Brenton Fisk
laboratories where he had worked, he was
able to attract a team of talented and
dedicated colleagues, and the Fisk Company earned a reputation for
inventiveness and attention to detail. Fisk died on December 16, 1983, leaving
behind a legacy of superior craftsmanship in organ building, a legacy that
continues today at the company that bears his name.

Before Fisk: The Palmer Memorial Chapel Organ,
Henry Pilcher's Sons, Opus 1402
The young Rice Institute acquired its first organ in 1927 with the completion of
the Palmer Memorial Chapel. Built with funds donated by Mrs. Daphne Palmer
Neville, this student chapel was attached to the Autry House, a popular student
community center. The firm s~lected to build the organ was Henry Pilcher's
Sons, which had completed organs for several clients in Houston including St.
Paul's United Methodist Church, Bering Memorial United Methodist Church
(Opus 1325, still in use with a number of additions and renovations), Trinity
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Palmer Memorial Chapel shortly a~er completion

featuring Holloway, bringing Rice's "temporary'' organ full
circle back to Charles Fisk.

Rice Memorial Chapel Organ:
Andover-Fisk Organ, Opus 25
When J. Newton Rayzor donated funds for the Rice
Memorial Center in 1955, plans were announced that it
would contain "a chapel, religious library and smaller
chapel, and memorial tower with carillon and chimes. The
chapel will contain a pipe organ." An organ and carillon
(or chimes) were both eventually installed in the chapel,
though the carillon was an electronic set attached to the
organ rather than a separate instrument.
Rice officially contracted with the Andover Organ
Company in 1956 to build the chapel's organ. The
Andover Organ Company was founded in 1948 by Tom
Byers, a draftsman who became interested in organs,
particularly the older, mechanical tracker-action organs.
During the early part of the twentieth century, electric
organs were developing, which used an electric current to
open and close the valves within the wind chest, the
structure below the pipes where the wind initially goes.
The tracker organs that Byers (and subsequently Fisk)
Palmer Memorial Episcopal Church's Fisk organ, opus 99

Episcopal Church (Opus 1027, still in use), and the
impressive $20,000 organ at The Queen Theatre
(613 Main Street). The Palmer Chapel's two-manual
(double-keyboard) organ with eighteen stops was to be
only a temporary organ for Rice, as an official Episcopal
parish was instituted at the chapel in early 1929. The
organ, however, was still available for students; two early
organ recitals on February 21, 1929, and March 7, 1929,
by Genevieve White were announced in The Thresher, and
use of the organ continued by members of the Rice
Institute community until the completion of the Rice
Memorial Chapel organ in 1958.
Unfortunately, Palmer's organ sustained damage in
1979 after heavy rains. An organ committee was convened
with David Ashley White as the chair and Clyde Holloway
(Rice's organ professor) as consultant, and after extensive
investigations, they decided to commission a new
instrument rather than repair the existing one. The
specifications were completed in 1981 with Charles Fisk
selected as the organ builder. Fisk passed away while
contract negotiations were underway, and in a sign of
confid~nce'in his workshop, the church elected to continue
negotiations with the Fisk Company. The contract was
signed in 1984 with the design commencing in 1989. On
April 28, 1991, Fisk's Opus 99 was dedicated in a recital

Rice Memorial Chapel's Andover-Fisk organ

Roland Pomerat

began advocating have a mechanical link between the
keys or the pedals and the valve that allows air to flow
into pipes.
Byers had hired Charles Fisk shortly before this
contract, and the Rice Memorial Chapel organ represents a
first and a last in organ building for Fisk. It is the first allnew organ that he built, as previous jobs involved
rebuilding or adding to an existing organ. It is also the last
electric, pneumatic-action organ that he built; all later
organs having the mechanical, or tracker, manual action for
which he would become known.
The contract between Rice and the Andover Organ
Company specified a two-manual, sixteen-stop organ at the
final price of $19 ,680 (the completed organ had seventeen
stops). Byers and Fisk then set to work on planning and
building the organ, with Leo Constantineau responsible for
the console work. In a January 4, 1958, letter,
Constantineau wrote to Arthur Hall, an organist who
became Rice's first music instructor in 1953, that the
"console case is just about done .... It is about the most
elegant modern console I have ever seen." Constantineau
goes on to express his concern that if an elaborate chime
system is put in place that he "would like to make proper
arrangements, if any, for playing the chimes from the
organ console."
Later that year, Byers left the Andover Company, with
Fisk buying out his portion. Fisk hurried to complete the
installation of the organ, outlining his plan of installation
from October 31 through November 28. The label on the
organ confirms the date of completion: "This organ
completed November 1958[.J Designed, voiced & finished
by Charles Fisk[.] Cabinet work by Leo Constantineau."
One of the organ's most visible features to the audience
is the Ruckpositiv, a small organ placed at the organist's
back. The chapel's Ruckpositiv features a carved dove,
part of the beautiful cabinet work accomplished by

Leo Constantineau. Ruckpositivs were a common feature in
historical organs, but they were virtually unheard of in
American organs prior to the 1960s, yet another innovative
feature in the organ-building process of Charles Fisk.
While this was Fisk's first entirely new organ, the high opus
number, 25, reflects a system begun by Byers at Andover
and subsequently continued by Charles Fisk, even after
establishing his own company.
The Rice Memorial Chapel was dedicated on
February 8, 1959, with the prominent organist Claire Coci
appearing as organ soloist. The organ became a fixture at
the university, both in religious services and recitals.
Roland Pomerat, a noted organist and carillonneur, served
as Rice's first organist beginning in 1959. Since Pomerat
also played carillon, he was instrumental in replacing the
original set of twenty-five bells with a new Maas-Rowe
symphonic carillon of seventy-four electric "bells" in 1963.
Consisting of rods instead of bells, this new electronic
system was operated from the organ manuals, eventually
being reconfigured with a stand-alone controller.
While the chapel organ served the Rice community
well for many years, the growth of the Shepherd School of
Music and the organ program fueled demand for a l;irger

Holiday greeting card featuring Leo Constantineau's carved dove

organ in a setting more suitable for concerts. Since the
completion of the new Fisk-Rosales organ at Alice Pratt
Brown Hall, the chapel organ fell further into disuse. As
part of the centennial celebration activities, the family of
J. Newton Rayzor kindly donated funds that enabled the
renovation of the chapel organ. C. B. Fisk, Inc. was
selected to renovate the organ; Dana Sigall, the project
manager for the restoration, elaborates about the
work involved:

Some ofthe organ's components, especially the key action
and wind system, were built with nrishable materialsleather, felt, and even paper. Worn leather gaskets and
valves and decayed electrical components had rendered the
organ unplayable. The renovation included refinishing the
console, adding a new stop action system, and upgrading
all ofthe organ's wiring. The wind chests were dismantled
and their valve boards returned to our shop in Gloucester
for the replacement and/or repair ofhundreds ofdelicate
key action components. New sounds were added to the
instrument's existing voices. Two new reed stops, an
8' Trumpet and a 16' Posaune derived from German
Baroque organs expand the capability ofthe organ.

The Fisk-Rosales organ under construction in 1996

With the renovation of the Rice Memorial Chapel organ,
visitors to the Rice chapel can once again bask in the glory
of Rayzor's gift to the university.

Edythe Bates Old Grand Organ and
Recital Hall: Fisk-Rosales Organ Fisk
Opus I 09/Rosales Opus 21
Plans for a new organ at Rice began in 1977 with the
arrival of Clyde Holloway, who left Indiana University to
establish the organ program here. But it would be another
twenty years before Rice's second permanent organ on
campus premiered to much fanfare in 1997. While
Holloway had worked with Fisk on the new Opus 99
organ at Palmer Memorial Episcopal, the contract for
Rice's new organ went instead to Rosales Organ Builders in
1992 upon the recommendation of Holloway. Manuel J.
Rosales founded the Los Angeles-based company in 1972,
and he spent time training directly with Charles Fisk from
1980 to 1983. Holloway wanted a grand organ suitable for
playing a diverse range of organ literature and settled on a
design influenced by French organbuilding practices from

The Fisk-Rosales organ

the eighteenth through twentieth centuries.
The resulting plans for a sizable threemanual organ eclipsed the scope of anything
that the Rosales Company had built to date.
Consequently, Rosales considered involving
the Fisk Company; the two organ builders
had previously collaborated on Fisk's Opus
85 at:Stanford University, with Rosales
acting as a consultant. Obtaining the
approval of the parties involved, the contract
for Rice's organ was thus transferred to Fisk,
with Rosales acting as consultant.
By the time the contract was awarded,
Alice Pratt Brown Hall had been completed
with a 78-foot-high, 40-foot-wide, and
100-foot-long organ recital hall that was
modeled after twelfth-century cathedrals.
The organ and recital hall were made
possible by a generous $2.34 million gift by
Edythe Bates Old, an organist, music
teacher, and choir director in Houston.
The organ was built at the Fisk
workshop in 1995, arriving in pieces on
January 15, 1996. For the next six weeks,
students at the Shepherd School carefully
sidestepped the massive organ parts lining
the hallway outside its new home. Tuning
and voicing of the instrument took an
additional twelve months once the organ was
assembled.
Weighing approximately 20 tons, the
49.5-foot-tall, 12-foot-deep, and 30-footwide organ contains 75 stops that control
4,493 pipes. The Honduran mahogany case
features gold-embossed leather borders on its
curved terraces, while its manual and pedal
Fisk- Schreiner studio organ
keys are made from bone, ebony, and
mahogany. The organ was premiered at a
fundraiser on April 4, 1997, followed by sold-out
apprentice at Fisk and was responsible for building
recitals on April 7, 10, 13, and 16. Shortly afterward,
everything in his Toledo, OH, shop except for the
Rice hosted a symposium, "Franck, Widor, and Their
keyboards and metal pipes.
Contemporaries," where 150 organists and scholars from
According to John Schreiner, "The organ was designed
26 states, Canada, and France had their first opportunity
to allow students to practice and move easily between the
to marvel at Rice's new organ (attendees were also allowed
large concert organ and the practice organ without having
to perform on the organ at the close of the symposium).
to readjust for different physical relationships as much as
possible." Thus, the design of this three-manual studio
organ simulates the Opus 109 organ with the music rack,
Three-Manual Studio Organ:
keyboards, expression shoes, and pedal board dimensions
Fisk Opus IIS/Schreiner Opus 3
mirroring the concert organ. The mahogany casework is
The Fisk Company was also contracted for Rice's most
based on the lower case of the concert organ and is finished
recent organ, a studio organ completed in 1999. Fisk once
using the same dye and lacquer, and the bench even uses
again partnered with another organ builder, this time
the same height scale.
Schreiner Pipe Organs. John Schreiner had been an

Further Exploring Rice's Three "Kings"
The Shepherd School's website includes more information
about the Fisk-Rosales organ including pictures during
construction, additional technical details, and an organ
stoplist at: http://music.rice.edu/organ/index.shtml. Readers
interested in hearing the organ in concert can visit the
Shepherd School's performance calendar for events at:
http://music.rice.edu/calendar/index.shtml. And you can listen to a
recording of the organ on Clyde Holloway's CD Clyde

Holloway Plays the Fisk-Rosales Organ at Rice University,

released in 2002 by Raven Records (OAR-590) and on
Daryl Robinson's CD Sempre Organo, released in 2013 by
Pro Organo Records (7261). fu a practice organ, the
three-manual studio organ is not accessible by the public.
The Andover-Fisk organ can be htfard periodically at
Rice Memorial Chapel events. A video devoted to the Rice
Memorial Chapel and its organ released as part of the
Centennial Video Series can be viewed at:
http://youtu.be/b9m_McYOOLs.

