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Ralph Downes 
A biographical sketc h

Ralph Downes was born in Derby on 16 Au g u st 1904. In a musical auto b i o g ra p hy writte n
nearly eighty years late r, he recalled with af fection the organs he encounte red as a boy
– inst r u m e nts by Victorian bui lders such as T.C.  Lewis, B inns,  Fo r ster & Andrews ,
B ev i n g ton, and Will iam Hil l .   

L i stening to that kind of organ to d ay, it is easy to understand Downes’s enthusiasm: low
w i n d - p re s s u res, well  developed choruses and the absence of ex t reme sonorit ies cre ate
an unfo rced, musical br il l iance and ensure that stops blend and that tex t u res are clear
and intell igible.   But boyhood ac q u a i ntance with organs of more re c e nt or igin , such as
those at St . Bartholomew’s, Elva ston,  Derby (Ingram, 1904) and St. Mary’s,  Not t i n g h a m
( Wa l ke r, 1916) , made Downes awa re of organ-bui lding practices alien to blend and clarity,
e.g ., the use of heavy wind-pre s s u res; the abandonment of mixtures and other high-
p i tched stops in favour of powerful  fo u n d at ion stops; pipes of exag g e rated diamete r
(huge for diapasons,  tiny for strings);  the use of leat h e red lips and ‘nicking’ to pro d u c e
s m o oth, un-nat u ral sounds,  etc.  Such things we re manife stat ions of an ae st h etic hard fo r
p re s e nt - d ay musicians to understand. Part of the problem was that the organ had
become a focus for te c h n o l o g i sts.  Of these, the most notorious was Robert Hope-Jones,
a telephone engineer who inve nted an electr ic mechanism to connect the keys and the
pipes,  and a range of new stops of ex t reme to n a l i t y. 

Hope-Jones’s view of the organ as an al l iance of state - of-the-art  technology and sto p s
t h at we re either very loud or very soft ignored the organ’s fine (and at that time larg e l y
fo rg ot ten) re p e r to i re and led, u ltimate l y, to a new inst r u m e nt with a re p e r to i re all  its ow n
– the cinema organ. What charac ter ised the Hope-Jones appro ach,  and that of ot h e r
i n f l u e nt ial organ amateurs of the time, was that it divo rced the organ from music and
turned i t into a k ind of noise-making machine – a plat form for technological  cre ativity fo r
its own sake.   It  is a cur ious fact, but a fact nonetheless,  that some of the most
i n f l u e nt ial f igures in the history of the Br itish organ in the last two hundred years have
been non-music ians. Ralph Downes was the outstanding exception.  He was not a
telephone engineer,  or a banke r, or an arc h i tect ,  or a clergyman, or a we a l t hy eccent r i c ,
or a member of any of the other categories into which influential  organ amateurs have
tended to fal l . A professional org a n i st, he pitted himself  ag a i n st unmusical practices in
Bri tish organ building, determined to reverse the divo rce of inst r u m e nt and music that
h ad ta ken place in the ninete e nth cent u r y.   

D ownes studied at the Royal College of Music ( 1922-5) and whilst there was assista nt
o rg a n i st  of Southwark Cat h e d ral (1923-5) . Af ter the RCM he was organ scholar at Ke e b l e
College,  Oxfo rd ( 1925-8) and then the f irst Org a n i st and Dire c tor of Music at Pr inceto n
U n i versity Chapel ( 1928-1935) . On returning to Bri tain, in 1936, he became Org a n i st  of the
London Oratory (he had conve r ted to Catholicism in 1927),  where he remained until  he
ret i red, in 1977;  and from 1954 to 1975 he was Professor of Organ at the RCM, influencing
a gre at many dist inguished pupils,  e.g ., Nicholas Danby, Gil l ian We i r, Nicolas Ky n a sto n ,
and Thomas Trot te r.

D ownes’s ro ots, then,  we re in the Victorian organ and in the Anglican tradit ion of org a n
p l aying,  but his musical ta stes ex tended far outside the organ loft, and in the 30s,
exploring organs in countr ies such as France,  Germany and Hol land, he became deeply
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i nte re sted in cont i n e ntal organs and how
the music of J .S. Bach and his
c o nte m p o raries (and of later composers
such as Franck) sounded on the k ind of
i n st r u m e nt it was written fo r. In part icular,
he made a study of ‘scal ing’ ( i.e. ,  the
re l ationship bet ween the diameter of org a n
pipes and their length, and the way in
which the diameter: length rat io varies with
p i tch) and came to realise that here was a
key to the re sto ration of some of the
c h a rac te r i st ics the Brit ish organ had lost
c .1 9 0 0 .

So when Downes was chosen to design
the RFH organ, the LCC ac q u i red not an
e sta b l i s h m e nt f igure knowing l it tle about
o rgan bui lding and happy for the new
o rgan to fo l l ow traditional  designs but a
fine performer with a considera b l e
k n owledge of the re p e r to i re and of a ll  that
was best in European org a n - b u i l d i n g
p ractice. He wa nted the new organ to
b reak the mould of the Hope-Jones-
i n s p i red Brit ish Cat h e d ral  Organ and to
enable org a n i sts to give a sat i s fac to r y
ac c o u nt of substa ntia lly the whole of the
o rgan re p e r to i re.  To the ex te nt that he
ac h i eved this aim, he did so through his
choice of stops,  many of which we re of
c o nt i n e ntal  inspirat ion, the scal ing of the

pipes, the use of low wind-pre s s u res, and by incorporat ing what for the 1950s was an
unusually large complement of mixture and mutat ion stops (which caused Va u g h a n
Wil l iams to use the wo rd ‘Baroque’ , disparag i n g l y, to describe the new org a n ) .

D ownes, though inspiring to work with , was not ent i re ly an easy man: h is integri ty ru led
out compromise,  and his perfect ionism and trial -and-error appro ach made him a
demanding col league.  The construction of the RFH organ was indeed a prot rac ted and
at times ex h a u sting episode for the bui lders, Harr ison & Harrison Limited;  but i ts
c o m p l etion marked the beginning of a new and fruitful  period in Brit ish organ culture .
The example of the RFH organ was impossible to ignore, and both builders and playe r s ,
except those hidebound by tradition, we re gre atly influenced by it . Other inst r u m e nt s
with which Downes was invo l ved included Buckfa st Abbey (1952-63) , London Orato r y
(1954) , St. Alban’s Cat h e d ral (1963),  Fairfield Halls, Croydon (1964), Pa i s l ey Abbey (1968) ,
G l o u c e ster Cat h e d ral  (1971)  and St . David’s Hal l , Cardiff ( 1982) .

As perfo r m e r,  te acher and organ designer and consulta nt,  Ralph Downes left an indelible
mark on the history of the organ in Bri ta in.  Made a CBE in 1969 and a Papal Knight of St .
G regory the fo l l owing ye a r, he died on Christmas Eve 1993.
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