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Cathedral premieres Paulus’ parting gift to world
Eleven days after his
death, composer’s
‘Fanfare’ will sound
from Cathedral’s two
restored pipe organs
By Bill Stieger

T

he fifth and final concert in a year-long
celebration to mark the restoration of
the Cathedral of St. Paul’s E.M. Skinner
and Aeolian-Skinner pipe organs has become
an occasion to celebrate the legacy of Merriam Park composer Stephen Paulus, 65, who
died on October 19 from complications following a stroke.
Jean-Baptiste Robin, the organist for the
Royal Chapel in France’s Palace of Versailles,
and Cathedral of St. Paul organist and music
intern Samuel Holmberg will present the premiere of Paulus’ 2013 composition, “Cathedral Fanfare,” during the concert, which will
begin at 7 p.m. Thursday, October 30.
Paulus composed the piece expressly for the
Cathedral’s pipe organs, which were restored
through a $3.4 million capital campaign that
also added 1,000 new pipes to the organs. Together, they now have 5,970 pipes.
Paulus, a composer of international renown, never fully recovered from the stroke,
which he suffered on July 4, 2013. “Cathedral
Fanfare” was among his last compositions.
“Stephen was a tremendously talented
composer,” Holmberg said. “His reputation
is mainly as a composer of choral music, but
he also wrote over 50 orchestral works and 10
operas. The premiere of ‘Cathedral Fanfare’
had been scheduled for October 30 for some
time, and his sudden passing makes the performance far more significant. I’m honored to
be involved.”
Cathedral of St. Paul organist and music
director Lawrence Lawyer offered a guided
tour of the Aeolian-Skinner organ earlier this
month. Built in 1963, it is located in the Cathedral’s second-floor choir gallery beneath
the large circular rose window. Lawyer’s first
stop, however, was in the basement where behind large slatted doorways were rooms with
huge fans that supply air to the organs’ pipes.
Encased in steel frames and feeding air into
varnished wooden holding boxes, the fans
sound like rolling timpani and the power they
generate is startling. “There’s a good reason
the blowers are located in the basement,” Lawyer said over the noise.
In the second-floor choir loft, the pipes of
the Aeolian-Skinner organ are located inside
two cylindrical towers made of carved walnut.
Lawyer pointed to the crescent of pipes that
line the lower circumference of the rose window. Though there was no organ or casement
when the Cathedral first opened in 1914, the
pipes were part of the original design of Cathedral architect Emmanuel Louis Masqueray.
Before the recent restoration work, “the old
arrangement of pipes just didn’t have enough
power to meaningfully reach 2,000 parish-
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ioners in the Cathedral’s sanctuary,” Lawyer
said. “The current arrangement ranges from
the newly installed Pontifical Trompette (its
61 pipes are the loudest) to a pipe the size of
a pencil.”
At the organ, Lawyer played a majestic
chord that employed the Pontifical Trompette.
It sounded like the archangel Gabriel blowing
a hole in the clouds. “Before the Industrial
Age,” Lawyer said, “the two most complicated
machines were the clock and the church organ.”
A look at the organ’s console confirmed the
complexity of the instrument. In addition to
four keyboards, it has a series of knobs to operate the stops that control the ranks of pipes
along with a rack of chromatic pedals and the
swell, or volume, pedals for the feet.
“We’re all thrilled to know that these organs
are finally in perfect condition,” Lawyer said.
“Given the musical skills of Jean-Baptiste, ‘Cathedral Fanfare’ will perhaps allow us to remember Stephen Paulus with a performance
worthy of his talents. In my estimation, this
will be a historic musical event for the Cathedral.”
On the main floor of the Cathedral, behind
the altar, Holmberg pointed out the console
of the Cathedral’s older E.M. Skinner organ,
built in 1927. “The restoration retained the
exact tonal characteristics of the original,”
Holmberg said. “If Mr. Skinner were to hear
this organ, he’d recognize it immediately.
“The two organs are basically one unit,”
Holmberg said. “Each console can operate its
own pipes, that of the other, or both together. The acoustics here make it hard to know
where the music is coming from. And there’s
the reverberation and delay. You play, taking
in all those acoustic variables.”
When asked for his favorite performance
of a Paulus composition, Holmberg did not
hesitate. “It was a memorial to the Holocaust,
the oratorio ‘To Be Certain of the Dawn,’ at
the Basilica of St. Mary in Minneapolis,” he
said. Paulus composed the oratorio in collaboration with writer Michael Dennis Browne
on a commission by the Basilica’s rector, the
Reverend Michael O’Connell. “They used the
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Minnesota Orchestra for instrumentation,”
Holmberg said. “It was one of the most moving performances I’ve ever witnessed.”
Paulus was born in New Jersey, grew up
in Minnesota and attended the University of
Minnesota, where he earned bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degress in music. In 1983 he
served as composer-in-residence for the Minnesota Orchestra and went on to work with
symphonies in Tucson, Atlanta and Annapolis. He was cofounder of the St. Paul-based
American Composers Forum and operated
his own music publishing firm from his Summit Avenue home.
Paulus was most esteemed as a writer of
choral works. He had a gift for composing
music that made people want to sing, according to Philip Brunelle, artistic director of the
Twin Cities ensemble VocalEssence.
“Stephen had an instinct for spinning a melodic phrase and a great love of descriptive

texts,” Brunelle said. “After all, if you’re going
to write music to sing, the text becomes very
important and must be one that inspires the
composer to excel. That’s what happened with
Stephen time and time again. His legacy will
live on.”
“We were deeply saddened to learn that Stephen Paulus passed away,” said Cathedral rector, the Reverend John Ubel. “We extend our
sympathy and promise of prayers for his wife,
Patty, his sons, Greg and Andrew, and all his
friends in the music community. We’ll make
certain we celebrate his tremendous musical
gifts when we premiere his composition.”
The October 30 concert will also include
the American premiere of organist Robin’s
“Three Solos.” Admission is free, though donations will be accepted for the endowment
that will pay for the ongoing maintenance of
the Cathedral organs.

