- 2 -

A Relational Database for Organs

complete with data from all the pipe organs in Argentina





Author: Dr. Claudio Di Veroli

Translated from the original in Spanish:

"Base de Datos de Organos de la República Argentina",
Sixth Latin-American Symposium of Organists and Organ Technicians, Buenos Aires 1998

FOREWORD

Organ databases from European countries - as described in Web sites - appear to be very elementary from a computer systems standpoint: mostly simple flatfiles.  This is instead a full "relational database” where the instruments, their sections, stops, accessories and further information - 17 tables each with many fields - are all related allowing for a fast input and update of the information, its automatic validation and a quick search by any criteria: statistical, musical, organological, geographic et.

The Organ Database of Argentina is a significant systems and musical development.  The source of information is the "Census and Study of the Organs of the Argentine Republic" by Prof. Miguel Juárez, published by the Argentine Bishops Conference, Buenos Aires 1996.  Prof. Juárez has also been actively involved in advising on different criteria for the development of the database and on the information needs of the organist.  The development work lasted for several months and was carried on with no payment or subsidy whatsoever.

The database includes an historical register of the main work done on each instrument.  However, this is not a historical but a practical database.  Past dispositions and instruments no longer extant have been omitted. Very detailed technical information (dimensions, alloys etc.) is also excluded, mainly because it is in most cases simply unknown.  The database is centred in the technical definition of the instrument from the standpoint of the player, and includes every single detail that may be useful for the visiting organist.

We intend to keep this database updated, and upon the information given to us by several organists and technicians significant updates have already been made.  

The text below was initially written as a support for the database user. It explains several systems features and organological criteria used.

[The database as a computer systems structure has already been requested in order to begin a database for other countries: the relational structure should be universal, though most titles may need translation or adaptation to local usage]

1. COMPUTER REQUIREMENTS

The database was programmed in  Microsoft® Access 97 (which is available separately or as a component of Microsoft Office 97 Professional).  It can be run in any PC has installed MS Access 97 or more recent versions thereof.

2. ORGANS INCLUDED IN THE CENSO AND THE DATABASE

The Censo and database do NOT include: harmoniums, one-stop portatives, organs no longer extant and a few organs for which it was not possible to obtain the disposition.  A total of 206 organs are included at present.

3. BELLOWS, ACTION AND WIND-CHESTS

In many cases, though direct inspection was not possible, the information was entered because it was obvious from the origin and other features of the instrument.  We have adhered to such a criterion following the advise from the father of computer systems, Charles Babbage, who wrote in 1880 that even working with wrong information will produce much smaller mistakes than working with no information at all.

4. UNOPERATIVE KEYBOARDS

To avoid unnecessary complexity in the database, an identity section-keyboard was assumed, i.e. each organ section is assumed to be operated from its own keyboard.  This is so for the vast majority of instruments, both modern and older.  One minor problem appeared in three organs that have keyboards with neither stops nor couplers. Those keyboards have been included into the database with a clarifying comment. 

5. SECTIONS WITHOUT OWN KEYBOARD 

Another problems was caused by three instruments having sections - some even with their own swell case - that do not have an independent keyboard: the ranks are played from another keyboard, either by means of a special connecting lever or with stop knobs included among the stops of another keyboard(s).

These sections are entered as separate “virtual” keyboards in the database, in order to keep their information properly grouped and to include specific information pertaining to the section. A special mark allows to exclude them from console statistics. 

6. ORDER OF THE STOPS

In order to allow comparisons of dispositions, the stops are NOT shown in the order of the console knobs.  Further, that would be impossible in some consoles where the knobs have no “natural order”.   A uniform criterion was followed, following a common international usage.  It can be seen in the database by running the query "Tipos de Juegos": see below the output.

The criterion is shown in column “L”. Column “Nº” has instead a typical “technician order” and column “C” shows the code that identifies every type of stop.

Nº
L
C
F
TI-Nombre
TI-Descripcion

1
1
P
L
Principales
Abiertos rectos - Mensura Normal

7
2
A
L
Tapados
      Tapados – Mensura Normal/Ancha

6
3
D
L
Quintadenas
      Tapados - Mensura Estrecha

5
4
S
L
Semi-tapados
   Semi-tapados y Chimeneas

3
5
F
L
Flautas
Abiertos rectos - Mensura Ancha

2
6
G
L
Gambas
Abiertos rectos - Mensura Estrecha

13
7
N
L
Ondulantes
   Ondulantes de una o varias hileras

4
8
C
L
Cónicos etc.
   Abiertos Cónicos y Varios

8
9
Q
L
Quintas
         Quintas

9
10
E
L
Tercias
         Tercias

10
11
V
L
Mutac.Varias
         Mutaciones Simples Varias

11
12
M
M
Mixturas
Mutaciones Compuestas - Mensura Normal sin Tercia

12
13
X
M
Sesquialteras
Mutaciones Compuestas - Mensura Ancha y/o c/Tercia

15
14
T
P
Trompetas
      Lengüetas de Resonador Real Ancho

16
15
B
P
Oboes
      Lengüetas de Resonador Real Estrecho

17
16
O
P
Cromornos
      Lengüetas de Resonador Medio

18
17
R
P
Regales
      Lengüetas de Resonador Corto

19
18
L
P
Leng.Libres
      Lengüetas Libres - Armonios

20
19
U
P
Percusiones
         Percusiones y Carillones

This classification in “Types” serves two purposes: the one shown above (consistent order) and the possibility of direct comparison of dispositions.  The latter would be impossible using the quite inconsistent console stop names.

Another advantage is that it forces us to try and find the type of rank when the name is not clear.  E.g., in our Italian organs frequently one finds the same name for a pedal 16’ stop irrespective of whether it is an open or stopped diapason, obviously quite relevant for both players and technicians!  Always in pedal 16’ stops, it is not uncommon to find modern German instruments where the names in the stop knobs seems to indicate both an open and a stopped diapason, while the instrument actually sports just two stopped diapasons with different voicing.

7. ORDER OF COUPLERS AND OTHER ACCESSORIES

Here also a consistent approach was followed: the couplers are always assigned to the keyboard that has its sound modified, i.e. the keyboard “coupled to”.  Within each keyboard, the order is also important (in the largest organ in the country, the Cavaillé-Coll/Mutin in the Basilica del Santisimo Sacramento in Buenos Aires - RA013 in the database -  with four manuals, 75 stops and 89 ranks, the Grand Orgue manual has FIFTEEN couplers!).  They are sorted thus: first the couplers, then the fixed combinations, then other effects. Couplers are sorted by keyboard coupled from, first sub-octave, then unison, then octave etc..

8. UNIT ORGANS AND RANKS

UNIT organs have a special transmission and wind-chest, whereby typically one long Open Diapason rank from 16’ to 2’ is used by several different stops.  The registration is not carried on by the wind-chest but by electrical or electronic means.

We however refer to UNIT sections in some instruments that, though with traditional transmission and chest, have ranks that work in UNIT manner.  Typically in these instruments the transmissions work within the same keyboard or at most as transmissions to pedals.

Very frequently a rank includes an additional octave to be used by the octave coupler.  In such a situation, the organ may have a UNIT-type stop pitched one octave above, which does not require ANY new pipes. 

For this purpose in the database each stop has a coefficient called "Valor" (Value) which is 1 by default but in UNIT transmissions is 0. With this information the database can give correct statistics for “Real number of stops” and “Real number of ranks”.  

UNIT transmissions with a distance of two octaves need instead a full octave (and sometimes two) of new pipes, i.e. approximately half a rank, so they are given a Value equal to 0.5. 

9. HALF STOPS

Split or half stops, often found in Spanish and Italian instruments, have also a Value of 0.5 in order to produce correct statistics. 

10. UNIT RATIO AND GRAPH 

The UNIT Ratio is the ratio between console stop knobs and real stops. In an organ without UNIT or other special transmissions, both numbers are the same and the UNIT Ratio is 1.  In a typical UNIT organ there are 3 to 4 stop knobs for each real rank and the ratio is about 3 to 4. 

Note that not only UNIT organs have ratio greater than 1!  Enter also:

· organs with a rank playable from more than one keyboard 

instruments with split or half stops or inoperative knobs. 

The UNIT graph should obviously NOT include the latter, so it was programmed to ignore instruments with anything entered in the field "Partición".  The graph is thus limited to only about the 20 most preposterous UNIT instruments in the country.

11. FLIGHT OF A DISPOSITION

The “flight” is a coefficient - one for each organ - obtained by purely mathematical means and showing the average pitch of stops over the basic 8’.  An organ with only 8’ stops has flight 8.  One with a balanced disposition with octave and mutation stops has typically flight 4 or even smaller.  

Especially created for this database, the “flight” is an excellent tool in order to place any given instrument within a universe, having in one extreme the typical orchestral organ and in the other the typical Renaissance or Baroque organ. 

A high “flight” (thus small because it is measured in ft) of no less than 4.5 and ideally near to 3.0 shows that the instrument includes the many octaves and mutations required by ancient music.  Conversely a low “flight” of 5.5 and ideally near to 7.5 shows mostly 8’ stops in manuals, typical of orchestral organs of the end of the 19th Century.

[Please note that the “flight” only evaluates the disposition, not other features that may be essential for a given repertoire, such as the balance of stops and sections, the fast response of the transmission etc.]


Criterion for the calculation of the “flight”:

1. Pedal and reed stops are excluded.  As the organ evolved through the last three centuries their average pitch has not undergone any significant changes.

2. 16’ stops in manuals are also ignored.  Their value would distort the desired evaluation and meaning of the “flight” as an “average of 8’ plus partials”.

3. For the same reason, tremulant stops (typical of Italian organs) are also excluded.

4. A stop with a single rank is “worth” its pitch in ft.  The database converts ft to centimetres in order to carry on sums and averages with precision.  The final result is converted back to “ft with decimals”.

5. There are special coefficients for the different mixtures and other multi-rank stops.

6. The “value” of a rank enters the calculations: this is important when the value is not the default 1. Thus transmissions - with value 0 - are excluded, two half-ranks have the same effect as a full rank, and so on.

12. CONSOLE DETAILS NOT INCLUDED INTO THE DATABASE

The following have not been included in the Couplers lists:

1. Cancel pistons included in every system of fixed or free combinations

2. Permanent couplers (typical of small pedal boards) with no knob or toe piston.  Their existence is described as a comment to the pertinent keyboards.

13. GETTING INFORMATION FROM THE DATABASE

The database was recently much enhanced for ease of use:

· a Main Menu now allows the user to have access to all the information without any need to be proficient in MS Access: the user simply clicks on self-explained buttons.

· the “Sintesis por Instrumento” has been much improved.

· the Sintesis now includes a button that automatically produces a structured report for the whole instrument, allowing for the report to be seen on screen and printed on paper. 
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