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Organ Maintenance:

Maximizing Your Pipe Organ 

Tuner’s E!iciency

Ed. Note: As one of the biggest  

investments a church can make,  

the pipe organ requires careful  

attention to ensure its longevity.  

In this series of articles, Luke  

Tegtmeier will help bridge the  

gap between organist and  

organ builder.

by Luke Tegtmeier

h
aving recently completed 

my summer tuning 

rounds, I want to share 

some ways that you can get the 

most out of your organ tuner’s 

visit.

Be ready: organ console and 

all necessary doors should be 

unlocked. Last Christmas I 

waited an hour for a key to the 

padlock on the organ chamber 

door. Sadly, we had to charge 

them for the hour that I was 

waiting. If there is a ladder 

involved, try to have it in place. 

Otherwise your church may be 

billed for the time spent haul-

ing a ladder from the church 

basement.

We’re tuning for the organ 

to be at its peak on Sunday 

morning. So try to make the 

church space as similar to 

Sunday morning conditions as 

possible, especially tempera-

ture. Remember that flue pipes 

move by about 2 cents with each 

degree of temperature differ-

ence. Lighting, ceiling fans, 

and other fine points should be 

discussed with your technician.

Keep a notebook of mechan-

ical and tuning issues. This can 

be helpful to the technician to 

see all related problems. Does 

the same cipher happen every 

winter? Does the same pipe on 

the Gedeckt always go sharp? 

Recurring problems can point 

to underlying issues that need 

to be addressed.

But don’t just write your 

problems in the notebook: if 

you have mechanical problems, 

share them with your technician 

before a visit so that special 

tools or parts can be packed, 

and time can be allowed to 

address them. 

Be specific about the problem. 

I once found a note left by a 

well-meaning organist that said, 

“F# sounds funny. Must be a 

Democrat!” Politics aside, it was 

a frustrating note. Which F# 

was she talking about? Which 

division? What did she mean by 

“sounds funny?” Was it out of 

tune? Loud? Soft? Warbling? 

Overblowing? Scratchy? Be 

specific!

The more detailed you can be 

about mechanical problems, the 

better. Remember: “dead notes” 

do not play at all; “ciphers” play 

without stopping. If you can do 

some detective work, you can 

save your technician time and 

save your church money. Is the 

cipher in the Swell? (Hint: try 

closing the shades to see if it 

changes in volume.) Is the dead 

note dead on all ranks? Which 

rank is it in? Which note? 

(Sometimes this can be chal-

lenging to determine.) Again, 

be as specific as possible.

Recently I did a thorough 

tuning of an organ that was 

new to our care. The last stop to 

tune was the 16' Pedal Principal, 

If you can do some  

detective work, you 

can save your techni-

cian time and save your 

church money.

An organ technician’s little black bag 

contains an assortment of tools, but if 

you have a special need, share it with 

your technician so the right tools can 

be added.
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by Ben Hohenstein

How can musicians in  

traditional worship spaces 

make use of sound  

equipment/amplifiers in 

a way that won’t detract 

from the setting?

A sound system can be 

“obtrusive” in two ways. 

One is visually. To cut down on 

that, a custom-designed system 

that is professionally installed 

would be the best choice. It 

could be matched to the color 

and architecture of the build-

ing. Installing multiple speakers 

around the room allows for 

each speaker to be smaller, 

since they’re responsible for a 

smaller area of the space.

The second is aurally. There’s a 

sweet spot where the amplified 

volume pairs naturally with the 

acoustic sound of the singer or 

instrument, so that the listener 

can’t really tell if the singer’s 

voice is carrying well or if they 

are actually being amplified. 

I often try to hit that sweet 

spot when I’m working with 

theater groups. Since it sounds 

Sound Bite
natural, the 

sound system is 

transparent to 

the listener, and 

they are not “taken out” of the 

experience. Push the volume 

too much and our brains tell us 

it’s not “real.” Sometimes that’s 

OK, but those sensitive to the 

issue would be unhappy. Also, 

this doesn’t really work with 

singers who don’t project: since 

they’re so much quieter, you 

have less room to amplify them 

before it sounds unnatural.

Ben Hohenstein 

works as a  

freelance audio 

engineer in  

southeastern 

Wisconsin. Through his business, 

MKESoundMachine.com, he assists 

churches, bands, theaters, and 

many others in sounding their 

best. At his home church, Grace 

Lutheran in Milwaukee, Ben sings 

in numerous choirs and accompa-

nies worship on tenor saxophone. 

Do you have a sound or  

technology question for 

Ben? Send it to intempo@

alcm.org. Please use the 

subject line “Sound Bite.”  

It may appear anonymously 

with an answer in an  

upcoming issue.

where I found two dead notes. 

“Oh yes,” the organist said when 

I asked him about it. “That’s 

been a problem for a while.” 

Unfortunately, my schedule 

meant that I had to move on 

to the next church. Had the 

organist told me about the dead 

notes before I came, I could 

have fixed them and then tuned 

as time allowed. 

On the other hand, please don’t 

be too specific. One organist 

went through her 90-rank organ 

and listed every note that she 

thought was out of tune. But 

what was she comparing each 

note to? It might have been the 

tuning rank that was slightly out 

of tune, rather than the note 

she referenced. A memo listing 

the few pipes that were making 

her crazy would have been more 

helpful than a list of 100 pipes 

to tune.

Luke Tegtmeier 

holds degrees in 

church music from 

Valparaiso Univer-

sity and Luther 

Seminary. For 10 years he was a 

church musician in Minnesota. 

Since 2015 he has worked for 

Muller Pipe Organ Company near 

Columbus, OH. He welcomes your 

questions or comments:  

luke@mullerpipeorgan.com.


