
GERARD GILLEN REFLECTS ON THE ORIGINS OF THE FIRST DUBLIN 
INTERNATIONAL ORGAN FESTIVAL OF 1980 AND LOOKS AT SOME OF 

THE HIGHLIGHTS OF THE FIRST FIVE FESTIVALS  
  
The origins of the first Dublin international organ festival in 1980 are to 
be found in a series of artistic developments that took place in Ireland in 
the preceding two decades, as the still young newly independent state 
gradually grew in confidence as economic prosperity slowly began to 
take hold, and the state began to look outwards rather than inwards as it 
attempted to define its place culturally among the international pantheon 
of nations. This it had done with spectacular success in the field of 
literature with names such as Shaw, Joyce and Beckett, being 
acknowledged as towering figures of literary achievement, but in the 
world of classical music our splash in the international pond was of much 
lesser impact. 
However, the post-war years saw the beginnings of major change in that 
area: one thinks of the formation of the two professional Radio Eireann 
orchestras, later to become the RTE National Symphony Orchestra and 
the RTE Concert Orchestra respectively; then there was the establishment 
by foreign governments in Ireland of their various cultural institutes – one 
thinks particularly of the Italian Cultural Institute (Istituto Italiana di 
Cultura, the German Government’s Goethe Institute, the Alliance 
Francaise, and others – who actively encouraged cultural exchanges 
between Ireland and their home countries, and did so with great 
generosity by offering scholarships to young musicians to study for short 
or longer periods in their home countries. Thus as a nation we became 
conscious of the fact that we were culturally not only Irish, but also 
European, and that we were as much contributors as beneficiaries of the 
centuries-old artistic inheritance of continental Europe. 
In the world of the organ we too began to look abroad, and in regard to 
instruments, our inheritance was largely that of the English Romantic 
organ, of which we had some superb examples, I think of the organs of St 
Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, St Patrick’s Dundalk, St Fin-barre’s 
cathedral, Cork, the Hill organ of the Ulster Hall, Belfast, the two lovely 
Telford instruments in Wexford etc, but what we did not have were 
examples of the new organ aesthetic which since the end of World War II 
had been sweeping through continental Europe and more latterly the UK,  
and which saw a return to baroque principles of design as informing the 
guiding principles of construction, rather than the Victorian palette of 
colours which characterized such new and refurbished instruments as we 
had.  
 



But there were apostles of change among us: I think particularly of the 
then young David Lee, organist of St Bartholomew’s, Clyde Road, who 
presided over a very controversial rebuild of his church instrument in 
1963, turning a 3-manual Victorian organ into a neo-classical 2-manual 
mechanical action instrument, thereby causing a seismic shift in taste, and 
dividing organ aficionados into two camps: progressives or conservatives. 
About the same time that wonderfully enlightened organ connoisseur in 
N.Ireland, Lord Dunleath, set about a similar operation, albeit on a 
smaller scale, on the organ in his parish church in the pretty seaside 
village of Ballywalter on the Ards Peninsula in Co. Down, whilst on the 
bigger stage, as it were, St Patrick’s Cathedral here in Dublin set about a 
major rebuild of the historic Henry Willis instrument, which saw increase 
in the number of mutations stops and decrease in foundation stops in a 
plan that had a similar aesthetic approach at its core. St Mary’s Pro-
cathedral in 1970 followed suit in the course of a major refurbishment of 
its west gallery organ. While with the wisdom of hindsight we should 
have done things differently, I am convinced that we had to go through 
this rather cathartic process in order to arrive at an appropriate aesthetic 
balance, one that would fully respect heritage while giving space for 
contemporary expression in organ building. 
 
The 1970s also saw major changes in personnel in the organ lofts of the 
three Dublin cathedrals: In St Patrick’s Sydney Greig, who with his 
teacher Dr George Hewson had between them directed the music of St 
Patrick’s for a continuous period of 57 years from 1920, was replaced in 
1977 by the brilliant 23-year old English organist John Dexter, while one 
year earlier I was appointed titular organist of the Pro-Cathedral, bringing 
to an end the O’Brien dynasty who, between father and soon, had 
presided over music in the Pro-cathedral since 1902, while in Christ 
Church Cathedral, the young dynamic Peter Sweeney took over in 1980, 
having spent the previous years as organist of the Jesuit church in 
Gardner Street where the organ had received a major makeover by the 
newly established firm of Kenneth Jones, who had recently set up an 
organ manufactory in Bray, Co. Wicklow. Trained as a civil engineer, 
Kenneth Jones, had a life-long interest and passion for the organ as an 
instrument and how it worked, and side-by-side with his work as an 
engineer in West Africa, he designed and built pipe organs, honing his 
skills in his practice of the ancient craft, until he felt he could realize his 
life’s ambition by returning to his native land to build organs, informed 
by best practice, and with an acute appreciation of the complex history of 
the instruments’ evolution and design over five centuries of development 
in various European national styles.. 



The presence of Jones in our midst as an organ builder completely 
revolutionized a craft industry that had been for years in the doldrums as 
far as native achievement was concerned, and he showed us that first- 
class instruments could be built in Ireland, and that it was no longer 
necessary to look abroad for organ work of distinction.  
 
So as the 1970s proceeded there developed before our eyes, as it were, an 
organ scenario totally different in personnel and instruments, to that 
which pertained, say in 1960.  
 
We now had a first class local organ builder, new and greatly refurbished 
instruments, and three new organists– two of whom were in their 20s and 
the third in his 30s - in charge of the instruments in the city’s three 
cathedrals. Collectively we were full of energy and bursting with ideas as 
to how we might collaborate and dispel the fuddy-duddy image which so 
many people had of the organ, and demonstrate to the general public the 
great range of musical purposes to which the organ might be put, and to 
show outsiders that Dublin possessed a range of instruments, new and 
old, on which the organ’s marvelous 500-year range of repertoire could 
be interpreted faithfully and well. In a word we wanted to present the 
organ as a fully franchised musical instrument.  
 
The 1960s and 70s saw the exponential growth of the international 
summer music festival phenomenon throughout Europe, many of which 
had instrumental competitions as a core element. This growth was most 
evident in relation to the organ: I think of the Bruges International Organ 
Festival and Competition which started in 1964 and of which I was lucky 
enough to be a prizewinner in that year, I also think of the Manchester 
International Organ Competition which flourished from 1978 to 1986, of 
which Peter Sweeney was a prizewinner in 1978, and then I think of the 
St Alban’s Competition which flourishes to this day, and was first held in 
1963, with the distinguished Dame Gillian Weir winning first prize in 
1964. I might mention that Dame Gillian was a frequent recital visitor to 
Ireland over her long stellar career, and was, in fact, a member of the jury 
of our second international competition in 1982. 
 
So when John Dexter, Peter Sweeney and myself met to talk about 
possible collaborations, our thoughts turned almost immediately to a 
Dublin  International Organ Festival  which would involve the three 
cathedrals and their choirs, various instruments of note throughout the 
city, with an international organ playing competition as its epicenter. It 
has been suggested that drink may have been involved as the plans took 
shape, and that is an allegation on which I could not possibly comment. 



 
Planning began in late 1978 for a festival to take place from 29 June to 6 
July, 1980. A festival organizing committee was set up, with the then 
very important Music Association of Ireland (the MAI) as a key strategic 
partner, and this wonderful organisation seconded no less than three of its 
key Council members to our committee, and they also seconded their 
very able music organizer, Eoin Garrett, as our first Festival 
administrator. We were also fortunate to have as a member of  the 
founding Festival Committee, the late Heather Hewson, daughter of Dr 
George Hewson, late professor of music at Trinity College who was, as I 
have already said, organist of St Patrick’s Cathedral from 1920 to 1960. 
She was a dedicated and energetic colleague, and was a direct link with 
our immediate past, the fertile soil on which the new festival was able to 
blossom. I was elected founding-chairman/artistic director, with my two 
co-founding colleagues, John Dexter and Peter Sweeney in key 
supporting roles. 
 
We modeled ourselves unashamedly on the very successful St Alban’s 
Festival, which had been flourishing for some 16 years as we commenced 
planning for our first festival. The founding artistic director of that 
festival, the late Dr Peter Hurford, was of immense help and support to us 
in our planning, and he further endorsed our efforts by agreeing to be part 
of our inaugural competition jury, and give one of our celebrity jury 
recitals. 
 
While we had willing, enthusiastic and cheerful support from the clergy 
and choirs of the three cathedrals, we desperately needed a city-centre 
festival hub, as it were, and this was generously provided by Trinity 
College’s professor of music, composer and academic Brian Boydel, who 
threw the prestige of his office behind our endeavours, and ensured that 
many College facilities were made available to us, from the College 
Chapel to the Public Theatre more commonly known as the Examination 
Hall, together with his personal office in No.5 Front Square. He also 
agreed to be the chairman of the international competition jury, through 
the various rounds of which he plied his fellow jurors with liberal 
quantities of Irish whiskey and Cork gin to help with jury deliberations. 
 
The greatest headache in planning the festival week was without doubt 
the logistical operation of organizing the organ playing competition. First, 
as a new competition in an increasingly crowded international 
competition circuit, promotion required major energy, and collectively 
we used every contact we had with teaching colleagues in the UK, 
continental Europe, the United State and Canada, to promote the new 



competition in our efforts to attract competitors of quality. And for a first 
effort we were highly successful, attracting 22 of the finest young 
organists from 9 countries: the UK, Canada, the USA, Austria, France, 
Germany, Holland, Switzerland and Ireland. 
However, our Executive Committee comprised 12 wonderful people, 
who, from the beginning, rolled up their sleeves, as it were, and got, 
‘stuck in’, to ensure that the organization of the event was up to 
international festival level.  
 
 Logistical headaches ranged from arranging host homes for our 22 
competitors, securing churches where candidates might practice in the 
days between competition rounds, and arranging a timetabling rota for 
same, hospitality for performers, judges and competitors, transport for 
judges and performers etc. There was also the small matter of arranging 
accommodation and hospitality for the boys and young men of our 
visiting celebrity choir: the choir of St John’s College, Cambridge. All of 
these chores were undertaken with both efficiency and cheerfulness, not 
to mention generosity, with many Dublin families throwing open their 
homes to accommodate and feed a visiting chorister or competitor. To 
them all we owe so much, their only reward being the company and 
friendship of their young visitors for the brief duration of their stay. 
 
Finance was, of course, our greatest headache, but we did secure the 
support of An Chomhairle Ealaion (The Arts Council), Dublin 
Corporation, the Beit foundation, Arthur Guinness & Co (through the 
good offices of Heather Hewson, a senior executive of the firm), and the 
Banks also rowed in with support. In addition we established a Festival 
Patrons and a Friends’ scheme, all of which combined to keep us afloat, if 
barely so, during this first festival. The burden of arranging all of this fell 
to our hard-working executive committee and I feel that they were so 
important to the success of this first festival that they should be named 
now and I do so with a profound sense of gratitude and appreciation for 
the seminal role they played in bringing this important first festival to 
fruition: in addition to John, Peter and myself, there was Enid Chaloner, 
Joan Cowle, Barbara Dagg, Heather Hewson, Aidan McCullough, Pat 
O’Kelly, Kieran Pierce (who was Festival treasurer), Derek Verso and 
Alison Young. 
 
We established for the festival a pattern of events which was to last for a 
number of succeeding festivals:  
 
We began on Sunday, 29 June, with Solemn Mass at the Pro-Cathedral 
sung by the Choir of St John’s College, Cambridge, under the direction of 



the late Dr George Guest, with their organ scholar, a certain David Hill as 
organist. We wanted the festival ‘to begin with a bang’, as it were, by 
having one of the really great liturgical choirs of the world as our guests, 
and what a pleasure, honour, and thrill it was to have this superb musical 
ensemble as our first choral guests. The Mass was celebrated by the 
Archbishop of Dublin, Dr Dermot Ryan, who warmly welcomed the 
choir to Dublin and the Pro-Cathedral. The archbishop was well aware 
that the occasion was not only one of great musical importance, but that it 
was also an occasion of considerable ecumenical significance in that we 
had, for the first time possibly since the reformation, a prestige Anglican 
choir leading the singing in the celebration of a Roman Catholic Mass. 
For 1980 this was innovative if not actually ‘daring’, though this 
exchange of choirs and organists between churches and cathedrals of 
different Christian traditions is now so common-place that it hardly 
causes an eyebrow to be raised. After the service, the adult members of 
the visiting party were hosted to lunch in Pro-Cathedral House, while the 
boys were taken to their host families to be fed and watered. At the end of 
the Pro-Cathedral lunch I still remember how the choral scholars 
spontaneously broke into song and in relaxed mood treated their hosts to 
an impromptu close harmony concert, of which their rendering of the 
1941 big band Glenn Miller number ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’ was  
especially memorable! 
 
The opening concert of the Festival took place in St Patrick’s cathedral 
later that evening when the St John’s choir performed to a rapturously 
appreciative full cathedral, a wide range of Latin and English repertory, 
from Richard Dering, Victoria and Palestrina, through Greene and 
Purcell, to Bruckner, Poulenc and Herbert Howells. This was interspersed 
with the first performance of an especially commissioned major organ 
work, Dublin Festival Mass, - the Missa de Gloria op.82, by British 
composer, Kenneth Leighton, which I had the honour of performing  on 
the night in the presence of the composer. Earlier in the afternoon at 
Choral Evensong, the choir of St Patrick’s had given the first 
performance of leading Irish composer, A.J. Potter’s anthem ‘Clamos 
Cervi’  which had been commissioned for the Festival occasion by the 
Dean and Chapter of the cathedral. So on the first day of the first Dublin 
international organ festival we had two world premiere’s: one, an anthem 
for double choir and organ, the other a major new organ work by one of 
Britain’s leading composers. There was a certain poignancy to the first 
performance of the Potter commission, in that the composer had been a 
bass vicar choral in the cathedral choir in an earlier period of his life, and 
he sadly passed away within a week of the premiere of the newly 
commissioned piece. 



 
On Monday morning round one of the competition got under way in the 
Chapel of Trinity College under the scrutiny of the full jury which 
consisted of Prof. Brian Boydell (chair), Hans Haselböck from Vienna, 
Peter Hurford from the UK, Bernard Lagacé from Canada and Lionel 
Rogg from Geneva. It was as eminent a jury as has graced any 
international organ competition anywhere. 
 
On Monday evening the first of our celebrity recitals by members of the 
jury was given by Peter Hurford on the 1861 Walker organ of St 
Audoen’s church, while earlier in the day in the Examination Hall of 
Trinity College, against the backdrop of the magnificent Lancelot Pease 
organ case of 1684, an Exhibition on ‘the craft of organ building’ was 
officially opened by Lord Dunleath from N.Ireland. The exhibition was 
curated for us by Derek Verso, and four small mechanical action 
instruments were on display, to be played by anyone who wished to do 
so: two organs were by the German firm of Freiburger Orgelbau. And 
were en route for permanent installation in churches in Carlow and 
Donegal, and there were also two small instruments built by Kenneth 
Jones.  In addition there were demonstrations on the making of both 
wooden and metal organ pipes, and a display by Well-Kennedy 
Partnership from Lisburn of some specialist organ building tools along 
with the parts of an organ in the course of construction. In all there was a 
rare opportunity for the general public to experience the various 
constituent elements of the wonderful craft of organ building.  
 
Tuesday gave us an opportunity to hear a lunchtime recital of 
contemporary Irish organ music by composers Keith Rogers, and David 
Byers from N. Ireland and Raymond Deane and Eric Sweeney from the 
Republic, while in the evening Hans Haselböck gave a celebrity jury 
recital of Germanic music on the Kenneth Jones recently renovated John 
White organ of the Jesuit Church in Gardner Street. 
 
On the Wednesday, mid Festival, so to speak, we had the excitement of 
moving to the large, spacious, Church of the Annunciation in Finglas 
West for a concert with the RTE Symphony Orchestra conducted by 
Colman Pearce, with our distinguished organist colleague from Belfast, 
Desmond Hunter, as soloist in a rare performance of Joseph Jongen’s  
Symphonie Concertante coupled with Saint-Saens’ ever popular 
Symphony No.3 in C Minor. The 3-manual organ in this large suburban 
church was built by William Hill of London in 1869 for All Saints’ 
Church, Sydenham in East London, and it had recently joined the long 
line of redundant instruments that became available in the UK in the 60s 



and 70s when church buildings closed as communities dispersed and 
congregations dwindled for a large number of different reasons. The Hill 
organ in this church was of vintage quality, built by a master Victorian 
organ builder, and so its future was placed in the capable hands of the 
British Institute of Organ Builders who sought a good home for the 
almost 110 year-old organ. Suffice to say, one was found in Finglas West, 
and the instrument was transferred and rebuilt with the greatest care in 
the Dublin suburb in 1979 by the English firm of Grant, Degens and 
Bradbeer, with involvement from the local parish community who were 
so proud of their newly acquired organ. Looking back over 40 years on 
this remarkable event, it is hard to believe that RTE today would so 
readily agree to transport for gratis, as it were, the entire Symphony 
Orchestra to a Dublin suburban church for a concert. But they did so very 
readily thanks largely to the enthusiasm of the organisation’s then 
director of music, composer Gerard Victory. Sadly the past 40 years have 
seen huge changes in the socio-economic fortunes of that part of Dublin, 
of which vandalism to both the church and its organ was a part, and also 
with the serious decline in church practice throughout Dublin from the 
90’s onwards, the church was forced to close last year, and not only 
close, but it was demolished, and the organ was once again, in less than 
perfect state, on the move, - this time to St Felim’s Cathedral in Cavan, 
where it is currently in the process of being rebuilt in its new home. Let 
us hope that it’s authentic character will be preserved. 
 
The main event of the next day, Thursday, was a concert in Christ Church 
Cathedral of the music of John Blow and his pupil Henry Purcell, with 
the stellar lineup of John Beckett, harpsichord, Frank Patterson, tenor, 
Peter Sweeney, organ, and Andrew Robinson, bass viol. It was an 
evening to remember and it’s sad to note that three of the four performers 
are no longer with us. 
 
Friday evening brought the excitement of the international competition 
finals in the Chapel of Trinity College. While the playing was of a very 
high standard indeed, the jury, in its collective wisdom, decided to 
withhold the first prize, but did award the second prize to Dean Billmeyer 
from the United States, and third prize to Colin Andrews from Bristol. 
While the decision of the jury was controversial, they did indicate that 
while the playing was of the highest standard, they missed that elusive ‘x 
factor’ in a winning performance, and they also felt that a strong message 
be sent forth that the new Dublin competition was one that demanded the 
highest possible standards from its prizewinners. 
 



The final day of the festival, Saturday, featured the afternoon inaugural 
recital on the Kenneth Jones new organ in the Church of the Most Holy 
Redeemer, Bray, Co. Wicklow by the distinguished Swiss organist and 
jury member, Lionel Rogg, while the festival concluded in St Patrick’s 
Cathedral with an evening performance by the combined choirs of Christ 
Church and St Patrick’s Cathedrals, the New Irish Chamber Orchestra 
and various soloists, of the 1742 Dublin version of Handel’s Messiah, 
under the direction of John Dexter. A truly gala ending to a remarkable 
first international organ festival. 
 
What an extraordinary first festival we had: Visiting choir of international 
repute, especially commissioned works by two composers, recitals by 
four eminent organists who were members of our competition jury, a 
concert in suburban Dublin with the RTE Symphony orchestra involving 
major use of the organ, the inauguration of a number of significant new 
instruments, one whole recital devoted to the music of contemporary Irish 
composers, a craft exhibition, and, of course, an international organ 
playing competition. 
 
We had indeed hit on a winning festival formula and so the second 
festival in 1982 was planned along the same pattern of events. This time 
we had the choir of Salisbury Cathedral under the direction of Richard 
Seal with Colin Walsh as their organist. They sang Solemn Mass in the 
Pro-Cathedral as St John’s Cambridge had two years earlier, They also 
performed a variety of choral repertoire at the evening concert in St 
Patrick’s with Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb as a clear highlight, while 
Peter Sweeney was the glittering organ soloist for the evening, giving a 
commanding first performance of John Tavener’s especially 
commissioned work, Mandelion,  
 
On the Monday evening jury member Dame Gillian Weir gave a very 
memorable all-Messiaen recital in the Pro-Cathedral, where at lunchtime 
on the next day, French organist and jury member, Xavier Darasse, 
presented a programme of improvisations. At 5pm on the same day, and 
same place, the Monks of Glenstal Abbey sang Solemn Latin Vespers, 
while at 8o’clock in the Chapel of Trinity College, the Monks joined 
forces with chanteuse Noirin Ni Riain, in providing a programme of Irish 
traditional religious song. 
 
On Wednesday we moved to the newly opened National Concert Hall for 
a concert celebrating the music of Haydn, marking the 250th anniversary 
of the composer’s birth. The RTE Symphony Orchestra was once again 
conducted by Colman Pearce and the programme included a performance 



of Haydn’s Schöpfungsmeese, with the St James’ Choir, and soloists 
Virginia Kerr, Anna Caleb, Frank Dunne and Padraig O’Rourke, while I 
had the honour of being soloist in performance of the composer’s two 
short and wholly delightful organ concertos on a small pipe organ 
especially installed in the Hall for the occasion by organ builder Kenneth 
Jones. 
 
On Thursday evening our third jury member, distinguished Dutch 
organist, Piet Kee, gave the inaugural recital on the new Kenneth Jones 
instrument in the Church of the Holy Cross, Dundrum, while Friday 
evening, once again saw the finals of the organ playing competition take 
place in the Chapel of Trinity College. This time there were just 18 
competitors coming from the United States, Australia, Austria, Germany, 
Sweden, the UK and Ireland. While the standard was again very high 
indeed, the jury again decided to withhold the first prize for much the 
same reasons as it had been withheld in 1980. Second prize was awarded 
to Colin Andrews who had been awarded third prize last time. 
 
On the Saturday afternoon we travelled to Trim in Co. Meath for the 
inaugural recital on the 2-manual German-built Späth-Freiburger organ 
by our fourth jury member, the renowned German organist, Luzwig 
Doerr, organist of the great cathedral in Freiburg-im-Breisgau and 
professor of organ in the Musik Hochschule in that beautiful city on the 
edge of the Black forest, and on Saturday evening we had a wonderful 
gala finale, once again celebrating Haydn, with a performance of the 
master’s Creation in St Patrick’s Cathedral, featuring the combined 
choirs of St Anne’s, Belfast and St Patrick’s cathedrals, with the New 
Irish Chamber Orchestra and soloists Irene Sandford from Belfast, 
Norman Williams, lay vicar choral at St Patrick’, English tenor Adrian 
Thompson and William Young, bass, all conducted by John Dexter. It 
was a truly glorious ending to our second international organ festival. 
 
The 1984 Festival took place against the background of a severe 
economic recession, with a programme that reflected the straitened 
financial circumstances of the time. The first and most serious casualty 
was the organ playing competition. This was very regrettable, and we 
sincerely hoped it would be a temporary measure, and that the 
competition would soon be restored to its central role in the festival week. 
 Also, sadly we could not afford to have an eminent visiting choir to start 
the week as we had in the two previous festivals, but we did have the 
distinguished Swiss organist, Lionel Rogg, back with us again, and he 
stepped into the breach by giving a truly memorable recital on the Rieger 



organ of St Michaels, Dun Laoghaire, on the Sunday evening to 
inaugurate the festival. 
 
Two substantial Irish-made new organs were inaugurated during this 
festival: the new Kenneth Jones at the Carmelite Church, White friar 
Street in the south- city centre, and the same builder’s new instrument for 
Christ Church Cathedral. The former was inaugurated on the Wednesday 
evening in a concert with the RTE Symphony Orchestra, this time 
conducted by Eimear Ó Bruin, with soloist Peter Hurford, back with us 
again, to perform the solo part in Poulenc’s Organ concerto, while the 
latter was inaugurated on the Thursday evening with a brilliant recital by 
the Japanese organist, Kei Koito.  On Friday evening at St Andrew’s, 
Westland Row, we had a recital by Martin Haselböck, whose father had 
been with us for our first festival in 1980. I think this must be a first, for a 
father and son, to appear in the same festival series within four years of 
each other. 
Also memorable from 1984 was the Saturday evening penultimate 
concert of the festival which saw, for the first time, Dublin’s three 
cathedral choirs perform together in joint concert with the New Irish 
Chamber Orchestra, and John Dexter as conductor. The programme was a 
delightful one that featured Coronation and Chandos Anthems by Handel 
together with his B Flat Organ concerto, op.4 No.2 with Peter Sweeney as 
soloist in the first half, and Fauré’s ever popular Requiem in the second 
half. 
The concluding concert of the festival was a gala organ and choral 
evening featuring what was to be the first of many visits to Ireland of the 
brilliant Dutch organist Ben Van Oosten, sharing on this occasion with 
choral contributions from Rhyl High School Youth Choir from Wales. 
 
The fourth festival in 1986 saw a change of chairman/artistic director as I 
passed on the baton to Peter Sweeney, who entered into his new role with 
boundless energy, enthusiasm, flair and imagination. The organ playing 
competition was happily reinstated, and equally importantly the festival 
hub moved from Trinity to Christ Church Cathedral where Peter, was, of 
course organist and director of music, and where a signal new Kenneth 
Jones organ was installed in 1984.  
 
The opening event, as in 1984 was, a celebrity organ recital in St 
Michael’s, Dun Laoghaire, given by jury member Dame Gillian Weir 
who was with us previously in 1982, while it fell to my lot as a jury 
member this time, to give the final recital of the festival in the same 
venue a week later. Other jury colleagues were David Byers, composer 
and organist from Belfast and Niels Henrik Nielsen, the organist of 



Copenhagen cathedral and a former first prizewinner of the Bruges 
International competition, who gave the Tuesday evening recital in St 
Patrick’s Cathedral. The Dutch organist, Ben Van Oosten, was to have 
been with us but he had to withdraw due to an arm injury from which, 
I’m glad to say, he fully recovered. His recital slot, at the Carmelite 
Church in Whitefriar Street on Wednesday evening was taken at very 
short notice by the artistic director himself, Peter Sweeney who, needless 
to say, performed with panache! Among the lunchtime concerts of this 
festival was a programme of contemporary Irish music at the Pro-
Cathedral featuring the Eric Sweeney Singers with their eponymous 
director, and with a young Gerald Barry as organist. But the highlight of 
the ’86 Festival has to be the Friday evening performance of Britten’s 
War Requiem in St Patrick’s Cathedral, featuring the RTE Symphony 
Orchestra, the RTE Philharmonic Choir, the boys of both St Patrick’s and 
the Pro-Cathedral, with soloists Jennifer Smith, soprano, and Maldwyn 
Davies, tenor, John Dexter, organ, with all forces conducted by Colman 
Pearce. 
And this brings us to the restored organ playing competition which 
attracted twenty entrants from six countries - Australia, Japan, South 
Africa, the UK, the United States and Ireland. The playing was of an 
exceptionally high standard, with the competitors identity carefully kept 
from the jury as they played, in the interests of  total impartiality. Given 
the eventual result after the Saturday evening finals in Christ Church, I 
was particularly glad that this was so, as, to our great joy, the winner of 
the competition was none other than our own, David Adams, with third 
prize being awarded to John O’Keeffe. A great day for the Irish!   
 
The 1988 Festival, with Peter Sweeney still in situ as artistic director saw 
some new jury members, - Odile Pierre, a pupil of the renowned Marcel 
Dupré and former organist of the Madeleine in Paris, Michael Radalescu, 
Romanian-born but long-time resident and professor in Vienna, the 
London organist, Nicholas Danby, and the return of Bernard Lagacé from 
Canada who was with us for our first festival. In 1980. with John 
Kinsella, now director of music at RTE as chair. There were 25 
competitors from 9 different countries and the standard of playing was 
uniformly high with young German organist, Andreas Liebig, emerging 
as the well-deserved winner. 
 
The 1990 festival took place as dark financial clouds began to gather, 
threatening the festival’s future and providing the greatest of headaches 
for Peter Sweeney and his executive committee. I was once again 
persuaded to chair the jury and was joined by the most eminent of 
colleagues: James Kibbie from the University of Michigan, Gaston 



Litaize, composer and organist from Paris, Minoru Yoshida from Japan 
and Simon Preston from the UK. Eighteen competitors from nine 
different countries fought it out, with Kevin Bowyer from the UK 
emerging as the well-deserved winner in a hotly contested competition.  
 
As well as the by-now usual financial headaches, the festival encountered 
a problem of a quite unexpected nature in that we discovered long after it 
was too late to do anything about it, that our Festival, was about to clash 
head-on in schedule with the FIFA World Cup, in which for the first time 
ever, the Irish team had secured a qualifying place in the finals. This 
achievement literally brought the country to a stand still for the matches 
which were being played in Italy, in which Ireland featured, two of which 
occurred at Festival events’ times. As the saying goes,’ if you can’t beat 
‘em, join ‘em’ and so, if we were to hope for any sort of audience for our 
events, we had to indulge in some last minute rescheduling. This was 
done cheerfully and in an appropriate spirit of generosity, and I clearly 
recall watching a crucial quarter final match in a pub in the Christ Church 
area with Simon Preston, who fully entered into the spirit of the occasion, 
cheering wildly and loudly for Ireland, as we fought gallantly against the 
much more experienced Italian team. 
 
The main non-organ event of the 1990 festival (apart from Italia ’90, as it 
became known) was a performance of ‘Messiah’ conducted by Peter 
Sweeney in St Patrick’s Cathedral, featuring the by-now familiar line-up 
of the three cathedral choirs in combination, with the New Irish Chamber 
Orchestra, and soloists Cara O’Sullivan, Miriam Blennerhasset, Frank 
Dunne and Conor Biggs.  
It was unashamedly an effort by the festival committee to boost seriously 
depleted finances, and as we all know ‘Messiah’, no matter in what 
season it is performed, has the unique power to attract the largest of 
audiences, as it certainly did on this occasion. 
 
1992 saw me back at the helm as artistic director, and it also saw the 
festival undergo a minor but important name change as it officially 
became the Dublin International Organ & Choral Festival, a name change 
that reflected the reality of the festivals’ progamme content from the very 
beginning 12 years earlier. It was the first of two name changes the 
festival was to undergo.  
 
I was to remain as artistic director until 2000, during which period we 
faced many challenges, financial and otherwise, but we had many 
triumphs, including providing an occasion for the first visit to Ireland of 
the Choir of St Thomas Church, Fifth Avenue, New York…and the first 



visit to Ireland of the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge in 2000. But 
these and many other festival happenings are stories for another day. 


