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Carillonneur Ellis has come a long way since the days of Ouasimodo 
By Jeff Morgan 
Fine Arts Editor 

His name is John Ellis. Does it 
ring a bell? 

It should. In fact, Ellis rings 
about 47 bells everyday at noon. 

Ellis, a University of Montana 
music professor, is the university's 
carillonneur. Its what? 

Its carillonneur. He plays the 
•lis, properly called the carillon, 

..• the bell tower in the university's 
Main Hall. 

When Ellis was a student at the 
University of Michigan, there was a 
bell tower on campus where 18 
people were needed to ring the 
bells by hand. Ellis was once asked 
to help ring bells and he became in· 
terested in the instrument. "It's a 
very expressive instru
ment . . . (but) you can also really 
beat the hell out of it," Ellis said. 
He has been playing the carillon 
since 1962. 

The nine tons of bronze bells 
were installed in the tower in 1953. 
Of the 47 bells, the largest is just 
uD!Ier a ton and the smallest weighs 
about 20 pounds. The bells were 
cast in 1953 in Heiligerlee, The 
Netherlands . There are no bell 
foundrys in the United States. Ellis, 
who teaches organ and music 
theory, said that nine tons is consid
ered a "light" carillon. On the in
strument on which Ellis was taught, 
for example, the four largest bells 
weighed almost four times as much 
as UM's. 

In 1977, the keyboard, or console, 
was replaced for about $20,000. 
"The old one was a piece of junk," 
Ellis commented. Ellis said that for 
years, he was constantly having 

new one was purchased. 
All of the action of the carillon is 

mechanical, so there is very little 
maintenence costs involved now. 
He said that about all that has to be 
done is greasing the bell's clapper 
bearing every year, tightening the 
pulling wires and, every 25 years, 
rotating the bells. The bells are ro
tated because after being hit in the 
~same place for 25 years by the clap
per the bells start to change tone. 

No maintenence cost is spent on 
tuning the instrument. The bells 
must be tuned at the factory . After 
the bell is made, they are ringed in
side with bronze to get the right 
tone. If it is not correct then, they 
have to melt it down and start over. 
At $10 a pound, that can get expen
sive. 

Perhaps it should be explained 
how the carillon works (see accom
panying photos). Ellis hits the ham
mer key which pulls down on the 
wire. The wires run through the 
ceiling and into the bell tower. The 
wire is attached to the long roller 
bar (there is a roller bar for each of 
the 47 bells). This rotates the bar, 
thus rotating the lever at the other 
end of the bar. Attached to this 
lever is another wire which is at
tached to the bell's clapper. When 
this lever on the roller bar is ro
tated, it pulls the clapper which hits 
the bell. The function of the roller 
bar is to change the vertical motion 
of the wire to the horizontal motion 
of the ·clapper. 

BELLIUSTORY 
According to legend the first car

illon was made by Noah of Noah 
and the Ark fame. After completion 
of the ark, he had one board left 
over, so he pounded on it to call all 
of the animals to the ark. The 
Greek Orthodox Church has always 
used board carillons. 

In the Old World, the Christian 
churches used bells, along gargoyles 
on the building's exterior, to keep 
Satan away. Later, most towns in 
Europe hiid clock towers with a bell 
in them. T!tey would hire someone 

to be the clock's keeper and one of 
them got the idea of adding more 
bells. To pass the time, the clock 
keeper would arrange little tunes 
and then give bell concerts. · One 
good idea led to another, and the 
modern carillon (although it has not 
changed much over the past 100 
years) evolved from its monastic 
beginnings. 

Recently, electronic carillons 
have appeared. However, Ellis said 
that the manual carillon's sound is 
superior. On an electronic instrU
ment, the volume is constant and 
cannot be varied like a manual. It is 
not as expressive. As one person 

put it, " it sounds too Chamber of 
Commerceish." 

Ellis presently teaches two caril
lon students. He has a five student 
limit because there is only one car
illon and students can only play at 5 
p.m. But how do students practice? 
Since the instrument can be heard 
for two blocks, one can hardly use 
the guess-and-hit method. So, in the 
music building, there is a practice 
board. It has a keyboard similar to 
the one in the bell tower, but hits 
small metal bars like those on a 
glockenspiel or xylophone. Ellis 
said that once you are up in the real 
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carillon, you can not practice; you 
must have the notes in mind. But, 
he added, he can play things over a 
few times because the audience is 
transient. The people who hear it at 
one time are usually on the other 
side of the campus five minutes 
later. It can only be played at noon 
and after classes because some pro
fessors complained about the noise 
when they were trying to teach 
class . 

Ellis said that the market for ca
rillonneurs is " not too big." There 
are only about 200 carillonneurs in · 
the United States and very few of 
those are full time. Most of them 

are at churches and, like Ellis, at 
universities. 

Due to the small number of caril
lonneurs, carillon music is none too 
easy to come by. Ellis said that 
most of his music comes from the 
Guild of Carillonneurs in North 
America. Other carillonneurs have 
transcribed music, as has Ellis, 
" But not as much as I should," he 
said. 

The carillon is an uncommon in
strument, and strangely beautiful. 
But why would anyone take the 
time to master it? "Oh," mused 
Ellis, " Foolishness, mostly." There 
ought to be more fools. 

Upper left the system of wires, roller bars, clappers and bells which 
transforms John Ellis' keyband action into sound. Above. Ellis sits in front 
of the carillon keyboard. The keyboard console was installed in 1977 at a 
cost of nearly $20,000. Lower left the 47 bells in the bell tower range in 
weight fron nearly a ton to 20 pounds. The bronze bells. which were cast in 
The Netherlands, were installed in the university's Main Hall in 1953. 
'Bronze now runs at $10 a pound making th carillon's bells alone worth 
$180,000. 
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