5. Minneapolis Works to
“Keep a Vital Organ Alive”

by David P. Engen

Hailed Supreme in Western World.” “ “Too Good to
Be True Says Dunstedter, After Playing ‘Pre-
miere.” ” “Immensity Is Overwhelming Says Critic, and Tone
Exceptional.” So read the headlines in a Minneapolis news-
paper on 31 May 1928, just days before Lynnwood Farnam and
Eddie Dunstedter played three nights of dedicatory concerts on
the 123-rank W. W. Kimball organ before crowds of 9,000 in the
Minneapolis Auditorium. The “Voice of Minneapolis” with its
5-manual concert console and 4-manual theater console was
said to be the second largest organ in the country at the time,
and its purchase and installation were supported by virtually
the entire populace of Minneapolis. The $100,000 organ was
dedicated on 4 June 1928, one year to the day after the 33
million building was dedicated. In 1988, the 61-year-old build-
ing will be razed to make way for a new Convention Center
which will cover some seven city blocks and seat up to 30,000.
The organ’s future is bright—but not secure. Several years
ago a similar instrument, built bv E. M. Skinner, in Min-
neapolis’ sister city of St. Paul was lost to the community when
its building was torn down to make way for another new
Convention Center. Happily, that instrument has found a new
home in Boston, but its loss to a cultural area rich in pipe organs
was a blow to the organ community. When a similar fate
threatened the Minneapolis Kimball. a small group (most no-
tably Mike Rider, who maintains the organ voluntarily, and
Michael Barone, Music Director of Minneapolis Public Radio
and producer of the Pipedreams program) rallied to save the
instrument. The Minneapolis City Council was convinced that
the organ should be saved, and to that end pledged one quarter
of the estimated $1 million removal and renovation costs. The
remaining $750,000 is to be raised from private sources. It is
hoped that the organ will be restored and installed in the new
Convention Center by 1991. The City of Minneapolis has ap-
pointed a coordinator for the project who has assembled a
Steering Committee to Save the Kimball Organ, “The Great
Minnesota Organ Transplant.” A number of organ-related
events have occurred in 1987, concluding with a gala concert by
the Minnesota Orchestra just days before the organ was re-
moved November 1.

‘ ‘ Organ at Auditorium, in Full Song for First Time,

The Building
Everything about the Minneapolis Auditorium is monu-
mental. Situated at the southern edge of the downtown area,
the massive terra-cotta-adorned building stands at the inter-
section of two major freeways and can be easily seen by thou-
sands of commuters every day. It is seven stories high and
covers half a city block. The original steel and stone structure
provided seating for 10,000. Raked seating on three sides faces
a tremendous proscenium arch and stage at the east end. The
organ is located in chambers on each side of the stage and
originally spoke through intricately designed plaster grills. In
the early 1960s, a convention center was added on the southern
half-block. At that time the interior of the 1928 building was
renovated and the main floor was raised, increasing ceiling
height in the basement exhibition space but reducing seating in
the auditorium to about 8,000. The proscenium proportions are
now distorted, the stage area having been raised. Fortunately
for the organ, the tone openings started high off the arena floor.
so tonal egress was maintained. The elaborate plaster grill that
framed the stage and through which the organ spoke. was
replaced with plain grill-cloth. The two consoles were moved
from their elevators in the orchestra pit to side locations under
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the grili, the concert console to the left of the stage and the
theater console to the right. A restoration of the concert console
was begun before the new Convention Center project was ini-
tiated, and at that time a four-manual console was substituted
until the original could be returned. When the future of the
building and the organ came into question, the restoration of
the console was stopped.

The Organ

A July 3, 1927 article in the Minneapolis Journal quoted
A. E. Benson, chairman of the organ selection committee, the
day after Kimball was selected to build the organ: “When the
Municipal Auditorium Organ Committee was appointed, it was
felt that a large number of Minneapolis citizens would like to

participate in this move. We felt that $30,000 could be raised by

& Mighty

=\ ?Lg;d“‘gw
Kﬂmﬂ@&ﬂﬂ“’\
)\ SPEAKS AGAnﬂ

*LARGEST PIPE ORGAN IN THE MIDWEST!

contributions of one dollar and under. This goal has been
reached, due largely tc the splendid support of the newspapers.
The committee is ccnfident that with this fine showing of
popular interest larzer contributions will be forthcoming. To
that end the committee will direct its effort, starting this week,
to assure to Minneapolis this great addition to the life and
development of the cizv.” Later in the same article, the author
quoted Benson’s description of the proposed instrument: “ ‘We
feel very keenly the responsibility resting upon us in selecting
the builder, for the money comes from citizens in every section
of the city,” Benson szid. ‘This installation is meant for all time
and every safeguard will be thrown around the placing of the .
order and of the actua!l installation.” An instrument of gigantic
proportions, the organ will be both a concert and theater organ,
built to serve two types of players. It will take approximately 12
months to complete construction and installation of the in-
strument. ‘The organ itself will be inclosed [sic] in the huge
chambers on either side of the stage, and all pipes will be
concealed. Each of the two organ chambers measure 42 feet in
height, 17 feet in width and 60 feet in depth, which provides
ample capacity for an instrument even of the size of the one to be
installed. . . " The organ will be so constructed that both con-
soles may be played at the same time. without the playing of one
organist interfering, mechanically, with the playing of the
other. It will be one of the few organs of the world to be equipped
with this feature.”

The 42’ high chambers were subdivided by the addition of
wood flooring into two chambers on the left and three on the
right. On the left are the enclosed Great/Pedal chamber and the
Bombarde chamber above. The unenclosed part of the Great
stands in front of the Great/Pedal chamber, immediately be-
hind the stage grill. On the right of the stage, the Swell ison the
bottom. the Solo abov= it, and the Choir on the top. The 32
Double Open Diapason. made of 2%’ thick virgin timber.
stands unmitered in ront of the shutters of these three divi-
sions, right behind the zrill, and in the same area which origi-
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In mid-March, 1527, Austin Opus 1416, the Sesqui-
Centennial Exposition ©'rgan built in 1926 for the Philadelphia
world’s fair, was availzdle for purchase. The organ was de-
signed by a committee :: organists and totalled 162 ranks. A
March 15 article in trz Evening Tridune stated that “Min-
reapolis must fight the :ompetition of theater owners and junk
dealers if it wants to 0z-ain the sesquicentennial grand organ
for its new municipal avZitorium. According to press dispatches
from Philadelphia Thur:2ay night, several offers ranging from
31.250 to 250.000 have -2en made to Mavor Kendrick of Phil-
adelphia. The lowest 0%z of $1.250 was made by a junk dealer

.. while the other offers :ame from theater owners and private
persons. They were ail rz’ected.” Minneapolis sent A. E. Zonne
to Philadelpkia to inspe<: the organ. Henri Verbrugghen. con-
ductor of the Minnear:iis Svmphony (later the Minnesota
Orchestra) sent a wire *: French organist Charles Courboin to
ascertain his opinion o :xe instrument. James Gillette of the
music department of Carlzton College. Northfield, Minnesota.
had given recitais on :: and considered it the “outstanding
organ in America.” Mirzeapolis was not to have the Austiz
organ. however. Publiszsr Cvrus H. K. Curtis finailv pur-
chased the organ and c:nated it to the University of Fennsyl-
vania where it was instz.led in [rvine Auditorium. That organ
has recently been restcrz: and its building saved by the Curtis
Organ Restoration Sociz:~.

War Memorial

The Morning Trit:.-c reported on 11 March 1927 thut
Mayor Leach hud beer .uthorized by the auditorium orgen
committee to present a oo vosal to the war memorial committee
to make the auditorium - zan a memorial to the “snidier dead or






















