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A Lesson from Boston 

E
VERYWHERE THERE IS CHANGE, and everywhere things 
which were once thought valuable and beautiful are being 
challenged. Change is inevitable, and not everything can 

be kept to the ends of time. But we do need some reminders that 
we, in our self-indulgent arrogance, are not the top of the pile, 
not the best result of an inevitable upward spiral towards 
perfection, but simply other men at another time, who would do 
well to look about us and see, and appreciate, on what splendid 
foundations our feet are resting. 

The story of an organ under siege is a sad one, but not 
unique; the historic Hook pipe organ and Boston's Immaculate 
Conception Church are not the first fine instrument or beauti
ful edifice to be tried on the balance-beam of practicality. But 
this organ and this church are unique: the room an architec
turally noteworthy and acoustically sumptuous space; and the 
instrument, the very best remaining of its kind, specifically 
designed for and artistically wedded to this church. 

The organ's clear, heroic voice might fool you into thinking 
that it is in some historic European cathedral, where such 
trying circumstances as these would probably never have been 
allowed to come about. However, this organ and its church are 
all-American and they are the most prominent examples of 
their type. 

"The lmmaculate's" massive gray-granite exterior has al
ready won for itself distinction as an official Boston landmark, 
and though it stands far from the usual tourist routes and in 
recent years has been used only occasionally for public events, 
the church is still revered by any who have ever seen it, by art 
historians, architects, Catholics from all over Boston, and mu
sicians. 

Built by the Jesuits in 1861 as the cornerstone of the new 
Boston College, the Immaculate Conception Church was de
signed as an environment for religion and the arts, and the arts 
are indeed well served in the building. As noteworthy as is the 
exterior, the interior is (or was) breathtakingly awesome, hand
some in the extreme, probably the best surviving example of 
Jesuit Baroque architecture in the United States. Its elegant 
columns, richly sculpted plaster, ornate carvings and wood
work, and painted decorations fuse into a unified artistic state
ment beneath the room's lofty barrel-vaulted ceiling. This 
church excites appreciation and, once viewed, is not soon for
gotten. 

Imagine this lofty, huge, but humanly proportioned room, 
a light-filled space, capped with an intricately arcaded, vaulted 
ceiling, its arches richly embellished with scrolls, plant leaves 
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and cherubs, with religious sculptures and paintings by artists 
whose works may be found in the Va ti can and in the dome of the 
United States Capitol. Imagine such a monumental scene, yet 
so delicately decorated. 

In this superb room, where art, architecture, and acoustics 
are perfectly balanced, a major contributor to the exceptional 
aesthetic equation is the Hook pipe organ. Urilike too many 
other instruments of its era, this one still speaks with historic 
authority, and, fortunately, has been maintained in a manner 
keeping with its importance. Elias and George Hook saw this 
instrument as their answer to a European challenge, and they 
spared neither expense nor effort in their rebuttal. What they 
built for this space has been making its musical point with vigor 
since 1863. 

The decision to close and revise the church's interior has 
been seen as a disfigurement and robbery of a priceless, irre
placeable piece of Boston history, the destruction of an architec
turally significant and superb space the likes of which are 
hardly common anywhere and, in Boston, unique. National 
news stories have already detailed how the Jesuits themselves, 
perhaps anticipating opposition to their plans, began to dis
mantle the interior of their church even as petitions were 
circulating to call for the room's protection as an official land
mark. It is unfortunately no secret that this remarkable space, 
which as recently as early October was in virtually spotless, 
original condition, now looks like the scene of some horrible 
vandalism. Most depressing, beyond this destruction, is know
ing that the vandalism was done on purpose by agents working 
for the Jesuits themselves. 

A struggle is underway, involving many factions and rais
ing many questions, questions of practicality versus sentimen
tality, beauty versus cost. Who actually owns a piece of land
mark property? To what extent is property private, and to what 
ends can or must government go to preserve a heritage for the 
greater good of the People? Should you wish a detailed account
ing of this very complex situation, I recommend you read an 
excellent article in the December 7, 1986, edition of the Boston
Herald Sunday Magazine, which has been reprinted by the 
Society and sent to all members with this issue of The Tracker.

Old churches and old organs are not necessarily, simply by 
reason of age, always worthy of preservation. But highly re
garded masterpieces should be seen as gifts worthy of cherish
ing. They should not be victim to careless, erroneous malevo
lence. Michael Barone, Pipedreams 
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