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[A substantial treatise was published in the Aug/Sept 2008 AMICA Bulletin on this instrument. The
articl e you are now reading is only to give you a flavor of what the AMICA article contains. The
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following is an encapsulation of the original, assembled byefry Smythe - Ed.]

The Choralcelo color plate§ A Choralcelo in Denver, Colorado
A Choralcelo in Elkhart, Indiana | Choralcelo Recital Rograms
The Choralcelo Historical Timeline | Edith Borroff Article 1982
Article from the Electrical Experi menter. March 1916
Choralcelo Promotions (1)| Choralcelo Promotions @) | Choralcelo Promotions (3)

Click HERE to heara short recording of the Choralcelo- This abbrevited melody line of "Poor

Little Butterfly" is extracted from a badly stched original 78rpm glass master live 1942 recording, hand
played by Regene Farrington, wife of Wilber Farrington, President of The Choralcelo Co., recorded in the
Choralcelo Studian New York City. When a restored, operating Choralcelo is found, erlgptality music
sample will be provided.

M y wife and | became interested in the Choralcelo forty years ago when we discovered one in ¢

antique shop. A single manual in a highlyured mahogany case, it was intriguing because of the
magnets behind th&rings, the electric dampers and sliding contacts, the interekstokgng
components in the base, and the high quality of the elaborate hand carving. Later, through a frier
we found that the widow, Regene Farrington, of the president afdimpany, Wilber Farrington,

was living not too far from us, at Cape Cod. It was she who filled us in on the backgrdbad of
company and eventually helibéo locate a complete installation. | was to learn that our own
instrument lacked the key component which it required to produce magnetic tone, the interruptor
mechanism. Regene Farrington, nee Regene Wyler, had bee tagia Choralcelist in the early
days of the company.

Several articles have appeared on the instrument at different times, but as they derived from
speculation, secoAdand comment, and guesswork, much that has been published has been
erroneous. The nam€horalcelo, which means "CelegtChoir", is pronounced CHORAkeh

low, to rhyme with "SHALL-slow". It was developed by Melvin Severy and George Sinclair, circa
19001916 or so. There were about one hundred of them manufactured. They were expensive, th
two-manual ones probably in ti§250,000 range in today's money, and they were installed in
wealthy homes, theatres, hospitals, churches, department stores...there was even one on a yach

After about 1916 or so, trmmpanyexisted for a time in Chicago, and then finally in Port

Chester. There was a demonstration studio in New York City as late as the forties. The Farringtol
believed there was more to the Choralcelo thangumstv instrument. Its hearers spoke of the
wonderfully lyrical quality of the music, and mentioned refreshing and renewing of the spirits.
Wilber Farrington thus felt there was a higher purpose than just commercialization for the
instrument, to the extenf investing his own money in the effort. He did not want to mass produce
it and cheapen what was now of the highest quality achievable.

In the twemanual Choralcelos, there was the console itself, and then three or four auxiliary units
which were conndedvia cables and could be placed anywhere desired. There was a motor


http://www.amica.org/files/Choralcelo/choralcelo_audio.mp3

generator set, and the heart of the Choralcelo, the interruptor mechanism, which was run by an
electric motor of average size. In one version it had nine cylinders geared to ratedd spdeds,

and each had eight tracks upon which rode sterling silver brushes. The cylinders were brass and
sections of porcelain were inlaid in the tracks to make and break the current as they passed unde
the brushes. There was also a disc versioneoirterruptor, in which twelve brass discs of five

inch width were rotated at the desired speed. Each disc had six tracks about 5/16" wide. There w
also typically two cabinets containing the remote relays from the key contacts, and the roller
switches perded from the console stop tabs. These items would be placed in the basement usua
They were not overly large and could be housed in the space of a good sized closet.

Following arecolor platestaken this year of various auxiliary units of the Choralcelo which can be
drawn on to add their own distinctive tone quality to that furnished by the piano strings in the
instrument's console.

The awiliary bar units, which produced the sound, cdmddplaced in the living space where the
console was, either being housed in harmonizing cabinetry or concealed in grillwork, and would
take up the space of a geaized closet. Or they could be situatedhie basement along with the
other components argpeak through grillwork in the floor. Everything could be customized by the
Choralcelo Company as desired. The closest competitor would have been the pipe organ, which
was larger, and while the modern éteaic organ is much smaller and virtually setihtained, that

did not come until much later.

The auxiliary units characteristic of the Choralcelos had either rosewood or aluminium bars of
graduated sizes to achieve the various notes, and they hadioes@teced to amplify the tones.
Usually they wee cardboard tubes painted black, or they also used square wooden ones which
looked like graduated organ pipes but of course were not. The bars had a small iron armature
affixed to respond to the magnetsfeliv Steel units were made, and glass was als. ffieere was
one type of unit which had ribbon steel sounding strips...this was called the "orchestral” unit. A
particularly interesting bass unit had heavy iron bar components with massive lead weights
attached, and five soundboards arrangeekzaig fashon, with soundposts in between. This
produced 32 bass notes, and Mrs. Farrington said that it sounded like a "battery of bass viols".
Chimes could also be furnished, or a xylophone or glockenspiel if deBirkarge buildings

remote string units could Warnished for added power. These had detachable keyboards.

There is variation from one installation to the next and it is sobering to think of the vast amount of
drafting, experimentation, and machinirggjuired to produce such a complete instrument from
scratch... and this while not even knowing at the outset just what might be the possibilities waiting
to be discovered...they might be endless. The company is reported to have invested sixty million
dollars, in today's value, in the vast amount of expentation and development that took place.

An interesting article written by Edith Borradfopeared in the "College Music Symposium" of
1982. She is the daughter of another of the young women hired to learn to play the Choralcelo,
Marie Bergerson. Followmare excerpts:

"Correspondence first documented the existence of three installatiadhs state of New York.
One was in a hotel lobby in New York City, evidently a temporary installation for promotional



purposes. This instrument had a glass unit winels described as "ethereal." Another person who
heard this instrument said that there wés miraculous sound about it that has never been
duplicated.”" (My mother had also given a recital at Wanamaker's Department Store in New York.

The second was at MouSt. Mary's, evidently a retreat house, near Niagara Falls. The instrument
was in the chpel, and a photograph of the console reveals nothing. A booklet states that the
Choralcelo was installed "with full appreciation of the remarkably soothing effextisic on the

mind and nerves" and an appreciation of the choralcelo's unique qualifies.choralcelo at

Mount St. Mary's consists of a master instrument and eight subsidiary instruments or ‘echoes," as
they are called, placed in various parts of théding, thus at will flooding with celestial harmony

the entire structure or any selectpdrt of it."

The third was installed at the Mohonk Mountain Lodge in New Paltz in 1919 and was used in
concerts there for close to forty years. (It was sold in 1®6P963.) It did not have a glass unit.
Rachel Orcutt, a Massachusetts girl and a studéiisther Norse Green (in turn a student of
Edward MacDowell) in Boston, had been introduced to the instrument in the Boston showroom,
and had become skilled in penfieance on it. She gave concerts in Boston, and in 1919 was hired
to play the instrument dhe Lodge; she married into the family of the owners and has been there
ever since. Now Rachel Smiley, she welcomed me cordially, showed me the ballroom in which th
instrument had been installed, and advanced my knowledge of the spread of the ins§henent.
told me that she gave concerts not only in Boston, but in Chicago (at more than one location,
including Marshall Field's department store), Geneva (lllinois)s®@yBay (Wisconsin), Grand
Rapids (Michigan) and at the Belmont Hotel in New York Citg. Mmiley did not know what
happened to the instrument which had been at the Mohonk Mountain Lodge."

Mr. Reblitz has been most cordial, most helpful, and has piurt toach with the owner of the
instrument, also providing the photographs which accomgiasyarticle. My debt to him is great.

"Two small rooms of the basement are given over to auxiliary units, relays, generators, and other
equipment. Lighting conddns were poor and my knowledge of electrical devices minimal. | shall
not attempt to desdbe the units but will show four of them. Figure 3 shows a unit of metal bars
(probably aluminium); these are ranked by pitch and have resonating tubes (some ohaxach

been removed). Figure 4 shows a wood unit; figure 5, another metal unit, possdllyFgure 6

shows the double bass unit with two piano sound boards connected by soundposts, figure 7. Figt
8 shows a wood unit. There was also a rack where artiaddl unit had been, but the

components were gone. It may have been the elusive glassimte it is probable that the

sounding elements were hung from it in a manner unlike the positioning of the elements of the
other units. This choralcelo was theject. of a wealthy man who had a part.icular love for the
instrument, and in building beautiful home in the Denver area had the ballroom and adjoining
area- an entire wing, to be exaetdesigned specifically to house and display the instrument to

bed advantage. The console is set into the one interior wall of the ballroom, and is of wood
matching the paneling of' the room. Figure 1 shows it without the matching bench. Figure 2 is
much clearer and reveals the two manuals very clearly; the upper msmnfabl organ keys, the
lower is a piano keyboard, and the pedalboard is standard. fé&fgations are given on page



54. No identification is visible when the instrument is closed, but under the keyboard in discreet
lettering is the legend "ChoralcelBoston USA." But the tone generator crate bears the label
"from Choralcelo Company of &nica, 561 East lllinois St, Chicago, IIl." Figure 2 also shows the
decorative panel above the keyboard removed, with part of the piano action visible behind. Mr.
Rebitz adds that "there is supposedly an-88te roll player built into the console which sva

moved and then paneled over, but 1 haven't seen it."

Toe
Studs:

Stop
Tabs:

Manual Il Octave Coupler

16'

Manual Il

Manual Il Octave Coupler Manual |

TotalCoupler
Soft Piano

Pedal

PedDiapason 16

Ped Man | Coupler
Ped Man Il Coupler

Ped Octave Coupler 8'

Il Gedekt 8'

Il Viole D'Orchestra 8'
Il Violine 4'

Il Flugel Horn 8'

Il Gemshorn 4'

Il Clarinet 8'

Il Cornopean 8'

II'Vox Humana 8'

Il Octave Coupler 16'

Sforzando

Piano Solo

[l SubOctave 16'

Il Fundamental 8'
Il Octave 4'
Octave Quint 2 2/3
Super Octave 2'

Il Solo 16

Blank (yellow)
Blank (red)

| Instrument No-1
| Instrument No- 2
| Diapason Bass 8'
| Fundamental 8'

| Octave 4'

| Chimes



[l to | Manual Coupler

Il Octave Coupler 4' g

Il to I Manual Coupler

Il Tremolo 4

Blank (red) | Claribel Flute 8'
[l Chimes | Diapason 8'

Il Echo | Dulciana 8'

Il Diapaon Bass 8' | Dulcet 4'

Il Instrument No- 1 | Violoncello 8'

| Instrument No- 2 | Wald Horn 8
Blank (yellow) | Cor de Nuit 4'

| Saxophone 8'

| Major Reed 8'

In addition to the units were a great many relays and mangriiected cables. Figure 9 shows one
of the relay panels (of provenance unknown to me). Figure 10 shows pedal relay switches. How
complete is the equipment | have no way of knowing, but ittsnsive and may be fairly

complete.

Finally, through anotherocrespondent | was led to a surviving Choralcelo in Massachusetts, in the
Boston area. | have received a letter detailing the installation as follows:

"The Choralcelo | have been devoting riigration to has a twemanual console in an inlaid
walnut cabing, with handcarving. It has a piano and organ on the lowe#@&§ manual,

and organ alone on the upper #ibte manual. It has the redesigned system of wiring the
company developed later on. @ piano strings in the console can be played with the
hammerswith hammers and magnets, or with the magnets alone, which derive sustained
tone from the strings. It has a matching bench and full pedalboard, In addition, it has a
music roll playing mechamrsfor the Choralcelo rolls the company produced, of which |
have a few. Other units include wood bars, aluminium bars, steel bars, chimes, multiple
soundboard double bass, steel bass, remote string, ribbon steelcatled "orchestral”,

and an early versn of an oboe unit which was supplanted when the new systemirioig

was inaugurated and the tone quality could be achieved by adding appropriate overtones. |
actually have two complete twmanual installations, and a singfeanual instrument as
well."



Mr. Reblitz has given some explanation of the principle betliadChoralcelo instrument.

"The Choralcelo relay is similar to an ordinary unified pipe organ relay, but with the addition of the
"Iinterruptor” - it could also be called a "pulse generatorfequency generator".

Each stop switch on the organ actuadeelay having 61 contacts (for the 61 organ keys) or 32
contacts (for the 32 pedals). This connects the keyboard or pedal board to a particular tone
generator, with one electromagnet for eamdie. In series in the same circuit is the interruptor,

with afrequency generating disc appropriate for each key and tone generating magnet, If the 'flut
stop is turned on, and A above middle C is played, the circuit made by depressing 'A' is routed
through an interruptor disc having 440 ma&ad-break segments psecond; from there, the 440

hz signal is routed through the 'flute’ switch on the relay to a tone generator supposedly capable
sounding like a flute, in which an electromagnet turns oA40ftimes per sec., exciting a bar,

plate or string into theame frequency vibration. It's a simple concept but one which is hard to
execute because of the amounts of current required to do all that vibrating of the tone generating
components."

The owne of the instrument has also been most kind and cooperativerayssly affording me an
afternoon to visit and examine the components during the-BMS-SMT meetings in November
of 1980. He also answered the questions which my limited technical compaliemead me to

ask.



The Choralcelo color plates
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lemote string auxiliary unit,..5'4" high, 5'8" wide, 15" deep . f l
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Orchestral (ribbon steel) auxiliary unitriple soundboard
5' 8" wide, 4' high, 18" deep.

Double bass auxiliary unit, 3ibtes, 5 soundboards
5'9" wide, 4' high, 28" deep.



Wood auxiliary uit, rosewood bars52" high, 49" wide, 24" deep.



OBDE AUXILIARY UNIT...5%' high, 3' wide,
2' deep

Oboe auxiliary unit 6' 6" high, 5' wide, 2' deep.



Aluminum auxiliary unit.,.$6' tall, ?
4" wide, 13" deep
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Aluminum auxiliary unit- 6" high, 4" wide, 13" deep.



Chimes- 6' 9" high 38" wide, 22" deep.



A Choralcelo in Denver, Colorado

Note: Thetalhg black and white pictures were kindly |
Art Reblitz who found and photographed a Choralce
Colorado, USA, in the early 70's.

t
:

Fig, 1. The console of the Denver instrument, built perman-
ently inre the panelling, with Art Reblitz, who discovered
the instrument.



Fig. 2. Close-up view of the console.



Fip. 3. Auxiliary unit..left hand, ¢]
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Flg. 4. Auxiliary unit, rosewood bars..right hand, upper



Fig. 5, auxiltary unit, jaf¢ hand, # 1. lower

Aluminum



Double bass unit,

Fig. 6.



Fig. 7. End of double bass unit, showing soundposts
connecting the two soundboards.
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Fig. 10, (upper shelf) Remote relavs operating from the
contacts at the keys.



Fig. 1l. New interruptor mechanism, never uncrated. Note the
heavy electromagnetic flywheel just showing at the top.
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Flg. 12. Parts of the old interruptor mechanism,



A Choralceloin Elkhart, Indiana

Note: The following pictures were kindly prded by Keith Bigger who found and photographed a Choralcelo
in theRuthmere mansion in Elkhart, Indiana, USA, in June 2002.

Main entrance t&Ruthmere mansion in Elkharindiana.

The Choralcelo in its main room setting.


http://www.ruthmere.org/
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