
Pipes 
Organ pipes are made of metal or wood and come in various sizes and shapes. The material from which the pipe 
is made, and its shape, contribute to the tone quality of the pipe. 
 
There are two general categories of organ pipes:                  

1. Flue 
2. Reed 

 
Notice the spelling of f-l-u-e, just like a chimney flue. A flue is nothing more than a conical shaped piece 
of metal through which air can pass.  
 
Also, not to be confused with the f-l-u-t-e which is a musical instrument. 
 
Not to make matters complicated, but inside the flue pipe category there are three families of organ tone: 
 
 Principals 
 Flutes 
 Strings 
 
Flue Pipes 
In all flue pipes (principal, flute, and string pipes), a sheet of air 
passes up through an opening at the bottom of the pipe mouth. 
This sheet of air is then split against the upper lip, causing 

vibration at the mouth and in the column of air 
that passes through the length of the pipe. 
Pipes that produce sound in this manner are 
called FLUE pipes. 
 
Flue pipes can be constructed with a variety of 
different metals and woods. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 



Principals are the main voice of the pipe 
organ, the backbone of the tonal body of 
organ sound. Principal stops may be used 
alone or in conjunction with other stops to 
blend and adds support. Principals, unlike flute 
or string pipes, are not voiced to imitate 
another musical instrument.  
 
Principals are always open at the top (not 
stopped or capped) and are usually made of 
metal. Their scaling is somewhere between 
flutes (which are generally widely scaled) and 
strings (which are generally narrowly scaled). 
They are tuned by means of a sleeve or sliding 
collar at the top of the pipe. Some principals 
are slotted at the top and are tuned by means 
of a scroll which is nothing more than the 
metal which was cut from the slot being rolled 
down almost like a sardine can. Principals are 
usually cylindrical in shape although some, 
such as Spitz Principals, are slightly conical 
with the body of the pipe tapering slightly  

inward toward the top. Common 
names of principal stops in the 
manual or pedal divisions include: 
Principal, Diapason, Montre (French), 
Octave, Twelfth, Super Octave, 
Fifteenth, Mixture, Fourniture, Sharp 
Mixture, Cymbale. Common names 
you will find in the pedal division 
include: Contra Bass, and Choral Bass. 

 

  

 



Flutes in the pipe organ come in many flavors: Spitz Flute, Block Flute, 
Doppel Flute, Gross Flute, Orchestral Flute, Harmonic Flute, Concert Flute, 
Traverse Flute, Clarabel Flute, Chimney Flute, Flute D’ Amour, Triangle 
Flute, Rohr Flute, Koppel Flute, Flute a Bois, Stopped Flute, Open Flute, 
Wald Flute, and Fern Flute; not to mention all the other typical members 
of the stopped family like, Bourdon, Gedeckt, Lieblich, and other higher 
pitched ranks like Flautino and Piccolo. 
 

The names of organ flute tones often come from adjectives that describe 
something about the organ pipe. The material of the pipe also plays a part 
in the tone quality. Wood is the material of many flute ranks, most often 
the Pedal Bourdon. Wooden flute pipes are usually rectangular in shape 

except for 
the 
triangle 
flute, 
which as 
the name 
suggests, 
is triangular. 
Metal flute pipes look like any other organ pipe. 
They can be cylindrical (Nachthorn, Flautino) or 
conical, (Spitzflute, Koppelflute, Blockflute) in 
shape and are tuned just like pipes of the 
principal variety using tuning collars. 
 

Also included in this category are Mutation 
Stops. (Nazard, Tierce, Larigot) which are flutes 
that speak a perfect interval (12th, 17th, 19th) of 
the note played. These may be cylindrical or 
conical in shape.  

  
 

 
Flute stops can be large too! Notice stoppers on 
top of the two ranks of flute pipes on the right. 

The top of the third rank of flutes is open. 

 

 
Flute Triangulaire (right, wooden, triangular in shape) and two more 

flute family ranks (left) 

 
32’ Bourdon pipes make such a low pitch that often,  
you can feel them vibrate the church floor or pews 



String Pipe Examples 
 
The String family of organ tone are 
those pipes designed and created 
to sound like stringed instruments 
e.g. violins, violas, cellos, double 
basses. With their smaller scaling 
and narrow mouths, string pipe 
tone is characterized by a weaker 
fundamental and stronger upper 
harmonics. Here on the right is part 
of the String Division in the 
Wanamaker Store in Philadelphia. 
 
String pipes are designed to be 
keen and bright, like violins, violas, 
etc. Strings are needed to round 
out the tonal palette of the organ. 
They add richness, texture and 
color to the ensemble with their distinctively refined tone. 
 

 

 
String pipes can be big too! Here is a 32’ Contra Violone 


