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THE  JOHN  SEPTIMUS  ROE  ORGAN 
 

During July, a new pipe organ has been installed at the John Septimus Roe College, 
Mirrabooka Campus Performing Arts Centre, Perth.  Your Editor caught up with 
Graham Devenish, Pipe Organs WA, and conducted the following interview to try 
and gain a “builder’s perspective” of this new instrument. 

Bruce:  Graham, you know that the interview is about your new organ at John 
Septimus Roe College (JSR).  Before we start on that, I want to ask you how many 
years has it been since there was a new organ installed in Perth?  Where was that? 

Graham:  The most recent organ built by a WA builder (John Larner) was the 
tracker organ at St Cecilia’s Catholic Church in Floreat.  It has about 12 ranks 
(Pedal unit chest drawing 16, 8, 4 – electric action).  John completed it in 1988. 

The most recent new organ built by a non Western Australian builder was the Chan-
cel organ in St George’s Cathedral, built by Knud Smenge, completed in 1994. 

So you can see that it has been a long time between commissions. 

Bruce:  JSR have a number of organs.  Can you tell me about them and how this 
new organ complements the collection? 

Graham:  The first organ that JSR obtained was an Allen Digital organ for the 
chapel at Mirrabooka.  This is a large 3 manual instrument with drawstop console 
and from memory about 60 stops.  It has 14 speaker enclosures including 2 very 
large subwoofers and is classically voiced.  The second organ is a continuo organ I 
built for them and is at their Beechboro campus, but is transported across to Mirra-
booka when required for continuo work in student concerts and recitals. 

This newly completed instrument is quite different from the other two and will be 
situated in the Performing Arts complex in its own teaching room when not re-
quired for performance.  It can be rolled out on to stage and situated wherever is 
convenient for a recital or concert. 

Bruce:  So, you have another organ at JSR, was that the reason for you being 
chosen for this project? 

Graham:   Yes, the first organ built for JSR was a continuo organ of 5 ranks over 
one manual of 49 notes.  It has 306 pipes, allowing for semitone transposition up 
and down.  The organ was completed in 2003 and is situated in JSR’s Beechboro 
campus chapel where it is also used by the local Anglican parish.  The school was 
very pleased with this instrument and it led directly to me being asked to submit 
plans for a chamber organ for their new Performing Arts complex at Mirrabooka. 

Bruce:  Many schools and colleges don’t even have one pipe organ or authentic 
electronic instrument.  Why is it they have so many organs in the one school?   
 
Graham:  The school is best placed to answer this question, but I am sure that 
they are positioning themselves to be one of the most significant schools (if not the 
most significant) in terms of pipe organ pedagogy.   They are providing students 
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with an excellent opportunity to learn on mechanical action instruments and bring 
wonderful artists to the school for students to model and for the community at large 
to enjoy and appreciate the rich heritage of pipe organ repertoire.  They have a fine 
organist in Jangoo Chapkhana who will be able to draw the best from the instru-
ment and from the students under his tutelage. 

Bruce:  What was the philosophy behind construction of this new organ? 

Graham:  Through many meetings and emails with the Chairman of school 
council, director of Music and the Principal, I was given a brief to create an instru-
ment which could be used in the teaching of pipe organ repertoire from as broad a 
possible range of styles and periods.  It should be capable of satisfying the demands 
of visiting artists who may be invited to present recitals in the future and to blend 
with instrumental and vocal ensembles.   I further added my own ideas to these in 
so much as keeping the action as simple and ‘clean’ as possible, providing a wide 
variety of pipe styles in both metal and wood and making the design as stunningly 
beautiful as I could. 

Bruce:  What will be the purposes/use of the new organ? 

Graham:  Although partly covered in a previous questions, the instrument’s main 
role is to be used to teach the fundamentals of pipe organ technique to students with 
a background in piano.  They will be able to explore the vast resources of organ 
literature on this instrument and practice on the instrument in it’s own room, with-
out booking up the Performing Arts Auditorium.  I trust that the instrument will go 
on to stimulate music education in general at JSR and provide the human resource 
of fine organists for the churches in our state and elsewhere.  I trust that JSR will 
develop a fine reputation enhanced by the acquisition of quality instruments for the 
musical development of their students. 

Bruce:  Were there any special features you had to build in to the organ to ac-
commodate the intended us of it? 

Graham:  Yes.  The whole instrument is built in a metal frame mounted on 4 x 6” 
castors capable of carrying 1600kg ea.  It still makes for a heavy instrument to 
wheel around and will require the services of  four able bodied persons to push and 
guide it.  The use of a rigid metal frame dictated to a certain extent, the square box 
like design, as it had to be perfectly stable while being moved. 

Bruce:  Are there aspects of this organ that are copied from other organs or is it a 
unique concept? 

Graham:  Starting from the principle that there is nothing new under the sun, I 
have nevertheless adapted pre-existing concepts and added the advantages of mod-
ern technology and materials.  For example, I took the old bobbin and tape mecha-
nism of some earlier organ builders and transformed it into a 50mm nylon disc with 
a deep groove cut in its circumference.  This ‘pulley’ carries multistrand stainless 
steel wire bound inside a nylon sheath.  The wire is only 0.8mm in diameter and is 
used throughout the organ to transfer the action from the keyboards to the pallets.  
Also, I designed an air regulator on the balanced butterfly valve principle, which is 
closed by a Schwimmer plate moving against spring pressure under the air pressure 
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supplied by an electric blower.  The air valve is rectangular and an aluminium plate 
attached to the centre of the bearing mounted spindle has side clearances less than a 
sheet of 80gsm paper.   

Regarding pipework, I have designed this instrument without the usual 8’ Principal 
tone, substituting instead an open wood flute on the Great.  This is the most im-
portant rank on the organ as it provides the foundation for the Principal chorus, but 
also provides accompaniment to the swell work. I could not afford the space of two 
8’ ranks on the Great.  A lot of theoreticians may argue that the 8’ should have been 
a stopped flute, but I wanted a slightly more developed tonal structure in the sound 
such as an open flute provides.  It certainly aids the Principal chorus.  Additionally, 
I manufactured inverted mouths for this stop to aid promptness of speech.  The tim-
ber is African Mahogany, which has a good reputation for tonal quality, plus it 
darkens with age into a rich golden brown colour. 

In the swell box, I manufactured wooden conical flutes at the 4’ level as contrast to 
the metal Rohrflute 4’ on the great.  The pipes have a most delightful sweet sound 
but are much harder to make than straight-sided rectangular pipes.  

Finally, referring to wooden pipes, I made a Principal 2’ from the same wood stock 
as all the other pipes.  It is rather unusual nowadays to have a principal made of 
wood let alone at 2’ level.  Having made one for the JSR continuo organ, Jangoo 
was particularly impressed with this 
rank and specifically requested it on 
this new organ.  

Bruce:  How much of the organ 
did you actually make in your work-
shops and how much of it is made 
elsewhere? 

Graham:  My philosophy is, if you 
are going to make an organ, then 
make all of it, not just assemble the 
components from upstream suppli-
ers.  Having said that, I confess that 
it is almost impossible to do every-
thing in a timely manner.  Addition-
ally, some pipe work is so highly 
specialized that it is prudent to seek 
out the best manufacturers for these 
tasks.  Hence, the Oboes were made 
by Giesecke in Germany, the dis-
play pipes made by Australian Pipe 
Organs in Melbourne and the bal-
ance of the metal pipe work by Rog-
er Jones in the Barossa, SA.    

I engaged the services of a profes-
sional welder for the frame, but as-


