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The pipe organ blows you away before it even sounds a note.  

What other instrument looks as 
magnificent as it sounds?  

With an array of shiny pipes, a frame of 
rich wood and an expanse of keys, the 
organ dazzles the onlooker. It's often the 
most eye-catching aspect of a splendidly 
decorated church. And when an organist 
fires up this mini-orchestra, the 
seduction is often complete. The sound 
hits ears and chest alike for a visceral 
experience unmatched in classical 
music.  

With all that grandeur and volume, it's 
no wonder the organ has its devotees. 
The organ scene in most cities has 
staunch supporters, whether they play or 
not. But getting an audience's attention, 
outside of church, is another matter 
completely.  

Over the past decade, Pittsburgh's organ 
community has made concerted efforts 
to bring more people to recitals. More 
than ever, organists, churches and 
enthusiasts have tried to make local 
patrons aware of the organ's existence 
outside of church duties. They hope to 
ensure the organ's future by nudging music lovers into the gravitational pull of what 
Mozart once called "the great triumph of human skill ... the king of instruments."  

Darrell Sapp, Post-Gazette 
From left, organists Gretchen Franz, Ann 
Labounsky, David Billings and Christopher Pardini 
talk before a practice on the organ at Shaydside 
Presbyterian Church, where they will play today to 
be recorded for a national radio audience. 
Click photo for larger image.  

"Pipedreams Live!" 
Host: Michael Barone. 
Performers: David Billings, Gretchen Franz, Ann 

Labounsky, Christopher Pardini, Neil Stahurski and 
John Walker. 

Where: Shadyside Presbyterian Church. 
When: 4 p.m. today. 
Tickets: $5 and $10; 412-682-4300.  

"It's about trying to figure out how to remind people that listening to the organ is 
enjoyable," says Michael Barone, the host of the national radio program "Pipedreams." 
This popular show, committed solely to the organ, is the latest means by which local 
enthusiasts have reached out to new audiences.  



In fact, two presenting organizations -- the Organ Artists Series and Music in a Great 
Space -- independently approached Barone about a Pittsburgh appearance. When they 
learned of each other's intentions, they were more than happy to collaborate. As a result, 
Barone will be at Shadyside Presbyterian Church today to tape performances by six local 
organists for possible use on his program.  

"The idea is to use me as bait to get an audience out to hear some of the region's best 
players and show people that an organ recital can be fun," Barone says.  

In addition to the Organ Artists Series and Music in a Great Space, Pitt's Heinz Chapel 
and the robust Pittsburgh chapter of the American Guild of Organists also are important 
supporters of the scene. The combined efforts have 
been paying off.  

"In the past 10 years, there has been an increase in the 
organ scene and the quality of it," says Barbara 
McKelway of the Organ Artists Series, which formed 
in 1979 as a committee of the Guild, now chaired by 
Don Fellows of St. Paul Cathedral. It originally only 
congregated at Calvary Episcopal Church, but now 
presents organists all over the city and collaborates 
with other local groups.  

Music in a Great Space presents varied performers at 
Shadyside Presbyterian Church but always includes 
top organists.  

With more than 300 members, the Pittsburgh chapter 
of the Guild of Organists is one of the largest in the 
country. There's a separate student chapter at 
Duquesne University, too.  

Finally, there's the University of Pittsburgh Heinz 
Chapel Organ Concert Series presents local organists 
on its three-manual (with three tiers of keys) Reuter 
instrument.  

These groups make up the major organizations, but 
Pittsburgh has a host of churches that offer recital 
series of their own: Trinity Episcopal Church, First 
Presbyterian, First Lutheran Church, St. Paul 
Cathedral and Calvary Episcopal Church. Many other churches open their doors for 
recitals for special occasions. The occasion may be to inaugurate an organ, as Sixth 
Presbyterian Church did with organist Alan Morrison in October, or to bring in a 
luminary such as musicians Diane Bish (Mother of Sorrows Church in Murrysville) and 
Paul Jacobs (St. Paul's Episcopal Church, Mt. Lebanon, upcoming at 8 p.m. Nov. 22).  

Pittsburgh's Finest 
 
Carnegie Music Hall's Aeolian 
Skinner instrument might top a list 
of the area's top organs were it in 
working order. Since it's not, here 
are some local experts' picks for 
the region's best (with church 
organists in parentheses): 

Calvary Episcopal, Shadyside:
Casavant built in French Canada, 
(Alan Lewis). 

Trinity Cathedral, Downtown: 
Moeller, leaning toward the 
Romantic literature (David 
Schaap). 

St. Paul Cathedral, Oakland: 
Von Beckerath, German baroque 
tracker organ (Don Fellows). 

East Liberty Presbyterian: 
Aeolian-Skinner, American organ 
(Richard Szeremany). 

Shadyside Presbyterian: 
Reuter, American organ 
(Christopher Pardini). 
-- Andrew Druckenbrod  
   

  

  



"I think the scene is growing," says Ann Labounsky, an organist, along with Cindy Pock, 
at First Lutheran Church. A professor at Duquesne, Labounsky is co-founder of OAS. 
"There are many more new organs now than when we came and more organists who play 
well, and that engenders enthusiasm. We have many talented organists, more so than 
most other cities."  

Barone's taping will display that local quality. David Billings (Oakmont Presbyterian), 
Gretchen Franz (Mt. Lebanon Methodist), J. Christopher Pardini (Shadyside 
Presbyterian), Neil Stahurski (Bellevue's Church of the Assumption), John Walker 
(Duquesne University) and Labounsky will represent the city.  

But it's not just the organists who make up the scene; the organs themselves are stars. 
Barone wouldn't visit if the best organists in the world lived here playing on rundown, 
inferior instruments.  

They range from tracker organs, in which the pressing of the keys mechanically opens the 
pipes; to electro-pneumatic organs, where an electronic signal connects the keys to the 
pipes; to purely electric organs, where the sound of the pipes is sampled. Most new 
organs have midi capabilities for extra sounds and functions. The organ also varies by 
company and country, from French Casavant organs to Baroque tracker to American 
Reuter. Each has a different timbre and touch.  

Another type is the Votey/E.M. Skinner, and Pittsburgh has a dandy -- that is, if it 
worked. The deterioration of this splendid organ in Carnegie Music Hall is one of the 
great disappointments for the local organ community. In the past 10 years, it has fallen 
into disrepair and is essentially unplayable.  

"There is a real gem of an organ at Carnegie Hall. When I came here I played a recital on 
it. Every Sunday afternoon there was a recital," says Labounsky, who moved here in 
1967 from New York City. "It should have been rebuilt. There were a lot of politics that 
prevented it."  

Some major orchestras recently invested in the installation of grand organs in their 
venues, including Severance Hall in Cleveland and Benaroya Hall in Seattle. While the 
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra does not have a permanent organ in Heinz Hall, it's a 
possibility down the line. "The bottom line is finding a funder," says spokeswoman Jody 
Doherty.  

With an instrument boasting hundreds of years of history, it helps that Pittsburgh's 
present scene can look to its past for inspiration. Pittsburgh was one of only a few 
American metropolitans to have a city organist -- a post last held by Paul Koch. And 
Andrew Carnegie was a great supporter, putting an organ in most of the libraries he built. 
Many of the major entrepreneurs in town were of Presbyterian stock, leading to the 
construction of many organs.  



It all adds up to a regional scene that helped produce the talent of Paul Jacobs, the 
Washington, Pa., native who is now chairman of the organ department at the Juilliard 
School of Music, and that has attracted the likes of Pardini, who left the towering organ 
of the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, Calif.  

In general, the region fosters a group of organists who support each other. "We have a 
very collegial group of organists," says Labounsky.  

Combine the local support with the increase in skill level across the country -- "We have 
more good organists capable of playing spellbinding recitals than ever before," says 
Barone -- and the organ's future looks as bright as its silvery pipes.  

Pittsburgh's organists are pulling out all the stops to broadcast that message. 

 
(Post-Gazette classical music critic Andrew Druckenbrod can be reached at 
adruckenbrod@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1750.) 
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