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’m borrowing the title used by my
former editorial companion, Haig
Mardirosian, because it’s also the

title of a new collection of his TAO
columns. I have to admit that when
Editor Todd Sisley asked me to review
this book from MorningStar Music
Publishers, which carries the apt subti-
tle of “Essays About the World of the
Pipe Organ and Those Who Play It,”
my first thought was: wait, somebody

wanted to print a compilation of essays about the organ? Having
written my first columns (not counting high school) for the
sports section of a daily newspaper, I suppose I’ve been trained
to think of them as disposable—reading material today, fish
wrap tomorrow. Still, I’ve enjoyed anthologies of this sort in the
past; the preeminent example that springs to mind is A Virgil
Thomson Reader, by the godfather of all American music critics.
You might be surprised to learn that I don’t really know

Mardirosian, though our columns appeared side by side in this
Commentary section for three years, starting in October 2003.
So I was intrigued to read his brief autobiography and the back-
story of Vox Humana in the “Prelude” to his book. Apparently
we both got the urge to return to editorializing at about the
same time, and both were taken on as monthly columnists by
Anthony Baglivi, the great, longtime editor of TAO. As you
may remember, Mardirosian continued his column while I took
a seven-year hiatus. On his retirement in October 2013, he had
written exactly ten years’ worth of monthly columns. That in it-
self is an accomplishment worth celebrating, but why would you
need Vox Humana in book form if you’d been reading the mag-
azine all those years? For one thing, even considering that the
anthology is an endangered species in this digital age, the
columns collected here are not readily found online—TAO’s
flip-book editions, available to subscribers through the AGO
website, date only to 2014. And even if you still have all your
printed issues back to 2003, you’re not likely to spend time
browsing through the commentaries, and you’re not going to
find them collected in such a reader-friendly arrangement.
The foreword to this collection is by the redoubtable Craig R.

Whitney, former assistant managing editor of The New York
Times and author of the popular All the Stops, who should know
what makes a good organ book. His remarks, while properly
complimentary, can be summarized as, “I’ll get out of the way
so you can read this good stuff.” I feel I should do the same, so
let me simply state that this is elegant writing backed by an ency-
clopedic knowledge of the pipe organ and its music. Mardirosian
favors an enumerative style of rhetoric, in which apposite exam-
ples are lined up like a platoon of toy soldiers in support of the
cause. He also leans toward the Socratic method: many questions

are raised, but few definitive answers are given. It’s up to you,
dear reader, to reach your own conclusions once the case has
been laid out. Hence, I recommend that you don’t consume
Vox Humana in one sitting—though it certainly reads smoothly
enough to do so—but that you take it perhaps a section at a
time, giving yourself time to think.
Out of 121 possible columns, Mardirosian has chosen 47

(one unpublished) and divided them thematically, rather than
chronologically, under eight chapter headings, such as “The
Most Mysterious and Complex Instrument Ever Invented,”
“Who Are We?” and “Musical Tools and Techniques.” I was
not so fussy as to look for columns I thought should have been
included but weren’t—it’s the author’s choice, and his organiza-
tion seems eminently sensible. I did compare a few to the origi-
nals, wondering how many changes had been made; the reediting
appears to have been limited to minor tidying to accommodate
the book format.
You will undoubtedly have your own favorite columns, re-

newing your acquaintance from first reading. I, of course, loved
“Our Messiaen” (December 2008), probably the only piece in
the collection that converges with one I wrote myself. “Hard
Music” (October 2010) is a well-deserved rap on the knuckles
to all of us who get by with easy repertoire from time to time.
Who could forget the hilarious send-up of a TAO cover feature
in the description of “Milfington and Churl’s Opus 252” (Octo-
ber 2006), installed by the august fictional organbuilder in the
First, Last, and Always Saving Grace Cathedral? And the previ-
ously unpublished column, “Ultimate Things” (April 2012),
which refers to the passing of Mardirosian’s mother and other
glimpses of death, is the most poignant piece in the anthology.
That essay wraps up a section called “Nostalgia,” which applies
to the five chosen columns but also, to some extent, to all the
rest. If a whiff of nostalgia seems to pervade the book, I attribute
that more to the state of our profession than to the author’s
state of mind. In his final column, “General Cancel” (October
2013), Mardirosian mentions having been criticized for pes-
simism, but he counters that characterization in a stirring
“Postlude.” In fact, if you were to read only the newly written
portions of this book—the “Prelude,” “Postlude,” and chapter
introductions—it would be well worth your time.
Mardirosian and the publisher have attempted to make the

text more accessible to general audiences by sprinkling in foot-
notes to explain things like organ stop names. While the foot-
notes are sometimes interesting, those of you reading this review
won’t need them any more than you would have in the original
columns. I don’t know that the general audience is going to be
won over to an organ book, even one of such high caliber. I do
know that anyone who cares at all about the pipe organ and its
future needs to read (or reread) these essays.

DAVID VOGELS, CAGO
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