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Replicas of ancient organs from the Roman and Byzantine 
culture — a small summary of a large project 

Susanne Riihling 

Zusammenfassung — Nachbauten antiker Orgeln der romischen und byzantini-
schen Kultur — eine kleine Zusammenfassung eines grol3en Projektes. In den Jah-
ren 2011 und 2012 wurden Nachbauten von Orgeln aus Antike und Mittelalter als Teil ei-
nes Projektes zwischen dem ROmisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseum in Mainz und der 
Firma A. Schuke Potsdam-Orgelbau GmbH gefertigt. Gebaut wurde eine „Byzantinische 
Doppelorgel" nach historischen Bild- und Schriftquellen sowie den in archaologischen 
Funden erhaltenen lnformationen. Zudem wurde ein weiterer Nachbau der beruhmten 
„Orgel von Aquincum" gefertigt, mit einer, nach Auswertung verschiedenster Quellengat-
tungen und emeuter Analyse der Bilder der Orgelfragmente, neuen Konzeption. 
Nachbauten aus zeitlich aufeinander folgenden Epochen ermoglichen einen Einblick in 
die Entwicklung musikalischer und technischer Traditionen. Die Orgel als sehr komplexes 
Instrument verkorpert quasi das theoretische Konzept antiker und fruhmittelalterlicher 
Musiktheorie und -praxis. Unser Ansatz verfolgt hier neue Wege und kann sicherlich zur 
Klarung einiger musiktheoretischer Fragen beitragen. Anderungen konstruktiver Elemen-
te dieses lnstrumententyps stehen stellvertretend fur den Wandel oder den Fortbestand 
der theoretischen und praktischen Grundlagen. 
Es werden unterschiedliche Messungen und Tests durchgefuhrt werden, z. B. in Bezug 
auf die Lautstarke und den Klang. Die Performance selbst ist als Teil des gesamten Pro-
jekts zu verstehen. Die Presentation in verschiedenen Museumsausstellungen ist eben-
falls geplant: Wie kann man eine „Horbare Vergangenheit" an die Besucher vermitteln? 
Die Entwicklung und Konstruktion von Multimedia-Komponenten ist notwendig, vor allem 
im Rahmen von didaktischen Programmen. Eine Evaluierung, die sich auf die Wahrneh-
mung eines „Auditiven Erlebnisses im Museum" bezieht, befindet sich in Planung. Damit 
soll untersucht werden, ob und wie solche Projekte bei den Besuchern ankommen. 

The project 

In 2011 and 2012, organs from Antiquity 
and Middle Ages were reconstructed as 
part of a project between the Romisch-
Germanisches Zentralmuseum in Mainz 
and the company Alexander Schuke 
Potsdam-organ-builder GmbH. 
A replica of a "Byzantine double-organ"  

was built, following historical images and 
written sources, as well as using informa-
tion obtained from archaeological finds. 
This musical instrument was already 
shown at the exhibition "The Golden 
Byzantium and the Orient" in 2012 at the 
castle Schallaburg (Fig. 1). Furthermore, 
another replica of the famous "Organ of 
Aquincum" was built which involved an 
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Fig. 1: Replica of the Byzantine double-
organ owned by the Römisch-Germani-
sches Zentralmuseum Museum in Mainz. 
Here at the past exhibition at the 
Schallaburg in Austria 2012. — Nachbau 
der Byzantinischen Doppelorgel im Besitz 
des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmu-
seums in Mainz. Hier in der vergangenen 
Ausstellung auf der Schallaburg in 
Österreich 2012. 

evaluation of different kinds of sources 
and a re-analysis of the images of the 
original fragments (Fig. 2-3). 
Replicas from successive epochs provide 
a view into the development of musical 

and technical traditions. The organ as a 
very complex instrument incarnates the 
theoretical concept of ancient and early 
medieval music in theory and practice. 
Changes of structural elements of this 
type of musical instrument are represen-
tative for the change or the continuity of 
the contemporary theory and practice. 

The historical sources 

Overall, more than 130 different sources 
about ancient organs, such as archeo-
logical finds, images, music-historical 
treatises and literary texts, have survived. 
These sources have been compiled by 
Michael Markovits, who wrote a remark-
able book (MARK0vITS 2003). Archaeo-
logical finds of three instruments from 
Antiquity were found in Aquincum (Bu-
dapest, Hungary), Aventicum (Avenches, 
Switzerland) and Dion (Greece). The find 
from Aquincum was outstandingly pub-
lished by different authors (NAGY 1933; 
KABA 1976). Although the historical 
substance of the original fragments is 
nowadays partially lost, the former 
publications enable us to develop different 
theses about the instrument's layout in 
Antiquity. 
Organs from the Middle Ages have mainly 
been preserved above ground, especially 
in Scandinavia. Their original historical 
materials have rarely been left untouched 
through the centuries. Pipes themselves 
for example have, except in very rare 
cases, not been preserved. Therefore 
mainly written sources, like the medieval 
book of Theophilus Presbyter (BREPOHL 
1987), formed the basis for the 
reconstruction of the "Byzantine double-
organ". Theophilus wrote a book about 
gold smithing and other crafts, which was 
edited approximately between 1100 and 
1125 A.D. This also includes the 
procedure for the construction of organs 
and bells. 
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Fig. 2: The new replica of the organ of 
Aquincum. — Neuer Nachbau der romi-
schen Orgel von Aquincum. 

The history of replicas 

Multiple attempts have been made in the 
past to reconstruct ancient and medieval 
organs. This was done on the basis of 
differing interpretations, especially of the 
archaeological findings. Only few of these 

Fig. 3: Details of the new replica of the 
organ of Aquincum. — Details des neuen 
Nachbaus der romischen Orgel von 
Aquincum. 

replicas have been published (WALCKER-
MAYER 1970). The reason for this can 
certainly be found in the latest contem-
porary interests of reconstructionists and 
their standards. Here, the evaluation of 
the reconstructions in terms of their 
functionality and performance practice 
would be predestined to confirm theories 
regarding ancient organs or discard them. 
Especially the current interpretation of the 
Aquincum-organ includes, for example, 
new interpretations on its keyboard and 
its tonalities, which had already been 
partly suggested before by other 
researchers (MARKovrrs 2003). The Aquin-
cum Museum has dedicated an entire 
room to the famous find of this ancient 
organ. The original fragments are stored 
in the Historical Museum of Budapest. 
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Fig. 4: Work on the Byzantine double-
organ. — Arbeiten an der Byzantinischen 
Doppelorgel. 

The production 

The manufacturing process of the new 
reconstruction has been documented 
including the handling, stability and 
behavior of the materials that have been 
used. Different ways of manufacturing of 
individual parts have been taken into 
consideration and afterwards the most 
effective for production was chosen (Fig. 
4-5). Luckily it was possible to work with 

Fig. 5: Pour the workpieces made of 
copper alloy (above) and soldering the 
organ pipes of the double-organ. — 
Gief3en der Werkstucke aus einer Kup-
ferlegierung (oben) and Loten der Orgel-
pfeifen der Doppelorgel. 

alloys close to the original ones. Also the 
wooden parts and additional materials, 
such as the leather, were selected 
carefully. Many of the techniques used 
throughout the process of building had to 
be relearned. 

The ongoing project 

Measurements and tests towards volume 
and sound will be carried out in historical 
and modern rooms (Archaeoacoustics). 
The different sound characteristics under 
the influence of different air pressures will 
also be investigated. The performance 
itself has to be seen as part of the overall 
project. It was necessary to create playing 
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techniques, as there is no living playing 
tradition. The presentation in different 
museum exhibitions is also planned: How 
can you convey "audible past" to the 
public and visitors? The development and 
design of multimedia components is 
necessary, primarily in the context of 
didactical programs. An evaluation and 
surveys referring to the perception of an 
"auditory museum experience" is planned, 
let us know how such projects come 
across the visitors. 
The new organs were planned, 
constructed and built by Susanne Ruhling 
(Romisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum) 
and Michael Zierenberg (A. Schuke Pots-
dam-Orgelbau GmbH). 

This short summary of this project 
contains parts of a considerably longer 
article in a journal for organs: 
S. Ruhling, Horbare Vergangenheit. 
Nachbauten antiker und mittelalterlicher 
Orgeln — Ein Beitrag zur Musikarchao-
logie. In: Organ-Journal fur die Orgel, 
1/2013, Schott Music, Mainz 2013, 30-36. 
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