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William Humphreys Dayas (1863–1903) was one of the last stars of the Franz Liszt 
piano school. In music for the organ, he is a forgotten member of the circle which 
included Liszt and Reubke. His two organ sonatas, especially the Second, take their 
place in a series beginning with Liszt’s Fantasy and Fugue on the chorale ‘Ad nos, ad 
salutarem undam’ (1850) and Reubke’s Sonata Der 94ste Psalm (1857). Dayas left 
published copies of his organ sonatas to Richard Faltin (1835–1918), organist of what 
was then St Nicholas’s Church (now Helsinki Cathedral), which is how they came to 
be in the Sibelius Academy Library, where I discovered them in 1997. Written in ink 
in the score are some minor amendments probably made by Dayas himself. I came 
across Dayas’ transcription of the Thème varié (originally for piano), by Arthur H. 
Bird – another long-forgotten composer – entirely accidentally in the British Library 
in London in 2013.

Very few people are familiar with Dayas’ organ sonatas. In the early years of 
the twentieth century they featured in the repertoire of such Finnish organists as 
Faltin and Karl Sjöblom (1861–1939), but as far as I know, I am the only organist 
to have performed these peices since his own day. Wherever I have done so – at 
the Gewandhaus in Leipzig, St Thomas in Dresden and the Riga Dom, for  
example – they have met with astonishment and excitement, firstly because they are 
totally unfamiliar and secondly because they are so good.

Much of the biographical information about Dayas comes from an obituary 
published in The Musical Times some months after his death in 1903, by Arthur 
Johnstone, the music-critic of The Manchester Guardian from 1896 to 1904.1 Dayas 

1  ‘The Late Mr. W. H. Dayas’, The Musical Times, 1 August 1903, pp. 530–32. Johnstone himself died in December the next 
year, from appendicitis. 
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and Johnstone are likely to have been good friends in Manchester, where Dayas taught 
from 1896 until his early death, on 3 May 1903. Having studied with Liszt in Weimar, 
Dayas was a confirmed Lisztian, and Johnstone, in a review, referred to Liszt as a ‘more 
tremendous revolutionary in art than Wagner’2 – and although, of course, that view 
might well have been influenced by his contact with Dayas, Johnstone was a social 
liberal and political progressive more than capable of making up his own mind.3 And he 
seems to have been well aware of what Manchester gained with Dayas, as an anonymous 
review, almost certainly by Johnstone, is at pains to underline:

Mr. Dayas has a good many claims to the respect of the musical public. Besides being a 
profoundly learned musician, he is an artist of keen intelligence; and his temperament, at 
once warm and sensitive in the extreme, enables him to draw forth the innermost secret 
of the works that he studies and performs. His compositions, although none of them has 
yet achieved great popularity, show the hand of the master musician in every page, and 
his astonishing success as a teacher of the pianoforte is kept continually before those who 
frequent the musical evenings of the Royal Manchester College. Indeed we very much 
doubt whether any other person residing in this country possesses, in regard to all the 
problems of tone-production on the pianoforte, anything like Mr. Dayas’s comprehensive 
knowledge.4 

Dayas was born in New York on 12 September 1863.5 His parents, both musicians, 
died when he was only thirteen. His organ lessons had begun while he was young and, 
after the loss of his parents left him without resources, it was as an organist that he 
earned his living. He won the post of organist of the Episcopal Church in New York 
and before long began taking pupils. His early teachers in New York were the pianists 

2  ‘The Lower Rhine Music Festival’, The Manchester Guardian, 23 May 1902.
3  In the last four years of his life the atheist Johnstone became a torch-bearer for the Catholic Edward Elgar, apparently seeing a 
Nietzschean modernism in the psychological turmoil suggested by the music. In a letter of 28 December 1904 preserved in the Elgar 
Birthplace Museum, Elgar described Johnstone as ‘one of the best fellows and the best critic we have ever had’.
4  The Manchester Guardian, 22 November 1902.
5  A ‘Memorial Notice’ in The Manchester Guardian on 4 May 1903 states that he ‘belonged to a Bristol family’.
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Rafael Joseffy (1852–1915)6 and the British-born Sebastian Bach Mills (1839–98)7 and 
Samuel P. Warren (1841–1915), an organist and composer. Not content with his lot, the 
gifted young Dayas dreamed of obtaining a better grounding in music and to that end 
decided to move to Germany in 1881. He studied first in Berlin, with Theodor Kullak  
(1818–82), Heinrich Ehrlich (1822–99) and Carl August Haupt (1810–91).8 While 
Dayas, in Germany, was about to abandon his studies for lack of funds, he was the subject 
of a conversation among some old friends in a drawing room back in New York and, as 
Johnstone reported in his Musical Times obituary, ‘a gentleman who had never heard of 
him before undertook to grant him a yearly allowance that would allow him to continue 
his studies’. Thus Dayas was able to leave Berlin and was accepted as a pupil of Franz 
Liszt (1811–86) in Weimar, becoming part of a group consisting of Eugen d’Albert, Hans 
von Bülow, Emil von Sauer, Alexander Siloti, Bernhard Stavenhagen and Carl Tausig. It 
was the beginning of an important new stage in his life and he remained in Weimar for 
some years, studying with Liszt and becoming friends with him. Also in Liszt’s class was 
a pupil by the name of Margarethe Vocke, whom Dayas married in 1891. Their daughter 
Karin (1892–1971), born in Helsinki, would likewise make a career as a pianist.

The new Music Institute in Helsingfors (since Helsinki was then known by its 
Swedish name) – founded, in 1882, and directed by Martin Wegelius – was looking for 
piano-teachers, and especially former pupils of Liszt. Thanks to Wegelius, the Institute 
insisted on a high standard of teaching right from the very start. It duly appointed four 
Liszt students, all of whose stays were brief: three Germans – Carl Pohling (1882–83), 
Ludwig Dingeldey (1883–87) and Carl Schuler (1887–88) – and one American: Dayas 
6  The teachers of the Hungarian-born Joseffy had included Ignaz Moscheles in Leipzig, Carl Tausig in Berlin and, during the 
summers of 1869 and 1870, Liszt in Weimar. Joseffy emigrated to the USA in 1879.
7  Mills’ father was organist at Gloucester Cathedral and a Bach enthusiast, which explains his choice of names for his first-born 
son, who in later life signed himself simply ‘S. B. Mills’. Mills was a child prodigy, performing in London at the age of six. He had 
a number of prominent teachers: Cipriani Potter and William Sterndale Bennett in London, and Carl Czerny, Moritz Hauptmann, 
Ignaz Moscheles, Louis Plaidy and Julius Rietz in Leipzig, where he studied at the Conservatoire. Having emigrated to the USA in 
1856, Mills gave the US premieres of a number of important works, among them both of Liszt’s piano concertos, in 1865 (No. 1) 
and 1870 (No. 2).
8  The ‘Memorial Notice’ in The Manchester Guardian seems to be the only source to state that he also studied with ‘the well-known 
theorist’ Heinrich Urban (1837–1901), a violinist and composer, in Berlin.
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(1890–94), who succeeded no lesser a pianist than Ferruccio Busoni (whose sojourn 
in Helsinki was also short: 1888–90). Busoni had met Dayas, three years his senior, in 
Leipzig and recommended him to take over his appointment.

Dayas’ reputation as a teacher soon spread, and from Helsinki he moved on to 
appointments in Wiesbaden and Cologne. It was soon after the death of Sir Charles 
Hallé in 1895 that the board of the Royal Manchester College of Music offered Dayas a 
professorship there. He readily accepted the offer and remained there for the rest of his life.

Dayas’ and Busoni’s paths continued to cross. A letter from the concert-organiser 
Edward Isaacs in The Manchester Guardian on 3 May 1947 reveals that half a century 
earlier Busoni’s Second Violin Sonata, Op. 36a,

was brought to Dr. Brodsky,9 already a firm musical and personal friend of Busoni, 
by William Dayas […], who at that time (189910) was professor of piano at the Royal 
Manchester College of Music, where Dr. Brodsky was the distinguished principal. Dayas 
was one of the most enthusiastic admirers of Busoni’s compositions. […] Dayas brought 
Brodsky many ideas about the work from the composer himself, and at least one rehearsal 
was held by the composer and Brodsky when the former was in Manchester some time in 
1901 or early 1902. It was with Dayas, however, that Brodsky made an intensive study of 
the work, and the two players gave the first public performance of it at a Brodsky Quartet 
Concert on February 19, 1902.

Edward Dent records a meeting between Busoni, Brodsky and his wife and Dayas at the 
time: 

After [Busoni] had played the [Liszt] Fantasia on Norma, Dayas, with eyes starting out of 
his head, exclaimed: ‘What a pity the old man never heard you! He would have blessed 
you and died happy’.11

9  That is, the Russian-born violinist Adolph Brodsky (1851–1929), whose chief claim to fame was his first performances of 
Tchaikovsky’s Sérénade mélancolique in 1876 and Violin Concerto in 1881. He joined the staff of the Royal Manchester College of 
Music in 1895 and became Principal a year later.
10  Isaacs’ chronology is slightly inaccurate: Busoni’s Violin Sonata No. 2 was completed only in 1900.
11  Ferruccio Busoni, Eulenburg, London, 1974, p. 124. 
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Edward Isaacs quotes Arthur Johnstone’s review12 of that February 1902 concert to 
explain that ‘Dayas had written a critical and eulogistic expert analysis of the work and 
this was circulated among the audience at the concert’; Isaacs goes on to state that Max 
Rostal’s and Franz Osborn’s interpretation of the Busoni Second Sonata, which they 
were scheduled to play in Manchester the next week (that is, in May 1947), was ‘based 
on a scrupulous regard for the Dayas analysis’.

The Musical Times followed Johnstone’s obituary with two appreciations that had 
been sent to him, one by Busoni, who had intended to dedicate his Piano Concerto 
to Dayas but was thwarted by the latter's death (the work was therefore left without a 
dedication), and his encomium is worth quoting in full.

Dayas was a Liszt pupil, and he understood his master as only the elect few have understood 
him. But in the course of his development he had attained to wonderful tolerance, to 
high intelligence of every other school and tendency in musical art. First an organist, 
then a Liszt disciple, thirdly a composer of chamber-music; American by birth, German 
by musical sympathies, living in England – these different factors in his experience had 
made him a man of no party. To that result the fine bigness of heart, characteristic of the 
artist, also contributed. He could change his point of view and adapt himself to each new 
individuality, and he always took pleasure in recognizing merit. He was, in fact, specially 
addicted to the mood of admiration, and he would often make much of a small thing, if he 
thought it due, relatively to the circumstances.

His great individuality made his judgment an incalculable quantity. In the most 
sudden and unexpected way he would express disapproval, even hatred, of something if 
it went against his nature, in which – on the purely human side as well as on the artistic 
side – there were certain quite impregnable blockhouses and lines of fortification. His was 
the antithesis of the conventional, essentially a self-taught personality, and as usual in such 
cases keen insight now and then gave way to obtuseness, even blindness. Exceptionally 
liberal as a rule, he would occasionally cause astonishment by obstinate insistence on 
some detail.

12  The Manchester Guardian, 20 February 1902.
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Hewn as it were from a single block, his personality challenged attention as something 
of a most unusual kind. In those who understood him he inspired both love and esteem. 
He was an idealist of the first water and, at the same time, anxiously practical where his 
duty was concerned. Though really a free spirit he was externally full of small principles, 
which he sometimes seemed to value more than his profound essential independence. He 
was, moreover, genuinely gifted; but he ran his ship aground on certain rocks in life, like 
the rest of us – and perhaps more violently than the rest.

Johnstone’s obituary does not give a reason for Dayas’ untimely demise, but Dent 
hints at a possible cause, which Edwardian morality would have glossed over: ‘afterwards 
there was a dinner at the Brodskys at which Dayas drank nearly two bottles of port out of 
a tumbler’.13 Alcoholism might lie behind the quirks of personality that Busoni identified, 
and it could also explain the weak constitution alluded to by Lady Hallé14 in the second of 
the two appreciations following Arthur Johnstone’s Musical Times text:

Had Mr. Dayas been a strong and healthy man, he would have done immeasurably more 
in his idealized art. In his piano teaching he was admirable; he lavished his time and his 
health on his pupils, mostly on those who were less gifted, and so needed his help the 
more. In this respect he was unique – an ideal.

It would further account for the diplomatic passage with which Johnstone closes his 
obituary:

There were unfortunate circumstances in his private life which caused a continual drain 
on his slender resources, and he was usually in money difficulties. Yet since his death it 
has been discovered that he was in the habit of helping poor students with money. The 

13  Op. cit., p. 124.
14  Lady Hallé was the Moravian-born violinist Wilma Neruda (1838–1911), who was married first to the Swedish composer Ludvig 
Norman and, after his death, to the Anglo-German Sir Charles Hallé, pianist, conductor and founder of the Hallé Orchestra – and 
co-founder of the Royal Manchester College of Music. In November 1902 she and Dayas played Busoni’s Second Violin Sonata 
in Manchester (Dayas opened the concert as solo pianist in the Bach-Busoni Prelude and Fugue in E flat major, bwv552). It was 
the second time that year that Dayas had played the Second Violin Sonata in Manchester, the first being in February, with Adolph 
Brodsky. 
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unsociable habit grew upon him as his health failed, but the transparent simplicity of his 
nature made it impossible to take offence at anything he did or omitted to do.

Does the ‘unsociable habit’ also provide an explanation for the relative modesty of Dayas’ 
output as a composer, or did he simply not have the time or fluency to write more? He 
produced a string quartet, a sonata each for violin and cello with piano (both written in 
Manchester), the two organ sonatas, two books of Lieder with words in German, two 
books of waltzes for piano four-hands, and some individual virtuoso numbers for piano. 
In his Musical Times piece Johnstone found Dayas’ Violin Sonata, which he had heard 
in concert, ‘too long and too restless in tonality, though it contains one very beautiful 
movement – allegretto graziozo’. On the Cello Sonata he quotes the cellist Carl Fuchs, a 
colleague of Dayas in Manchester:

I had the privilege of studying with him the MS of his Violoncello Sonata, with a view 
to bringing it out at one of the Brodsky concerts. We went into it thoroughly; I liked it 
more and more, and I had the satisfaction of having my favourable opinion of the work 
confirmed by Lady Hallé, who was present at some of the rehearsals. What breadth in the 
first movement, what grace in the second, and to what noble purpose has Dayas used one 
of the ordinary church bell chimes! 

Dayas’ obituaries all regret that his work was cut short before he had time to make a 
name for himself and they acknowledge his work in helping make Manchester a major 
centre of music. His better-known successor, Arthur Friedheim, could be sure that he was 
taking over from a good and dedicated man. The obituarists also made a point of saying 
that the years he spent studying with Liszt were Dayas’ happiest. Johnstone writes:

Liszt was his great hero, and appreciation of Liszt’s music was the surest key to his sympathies. 
The ordinary attitude of the English public and press towards Liszt he considered the greatest 
absurdity in the musical world. ‘Awful,’ he used to say, ‘simply awful! There seems to be no 
noodle but can find some nonsense to talk about the great man’.15 

15  ‘The Late Mr. W. H. Dayas’, loc. cit.



9

Liszt continued to shine like the sun on Dayas’ artistic firmament – he never displayed 
such unremitting admiration for any other composer: in his mind there was no room 
for any as great as Liszt, a master on a par with Beethoven and Bach alone. Dayas did 
much to make Liszt’s music known and in Manchester lectured on him as composer, 
performer and teacher. He performed many previously unknown piano works by his 
idol, such as ‘Funérailles’, ‘Pater Noster’, the ‘Hymne de l’enfant à son reveil’ (all from 
the Harmonies poétiques et réligieuses), Ave Maria and ‘Eglogue’ (from the first book of 
the Années de pèlerinage), along with the better-known Au bord d’une source and the 
Polonaise in E major.

To judge from his reviews, Dayas’ standard of performance on the piano was 
patchier than that of his gifted contemporaries. He could play the most difficult works 
imaginable, but was unsure of himself before an audience (was drinking a factor here, 
too?). He gave his most highly acclaimed concert with the Hallé Orchestra in January 
1901. His performance of Liszt’s E flat major Concerto did justice both to himself and 
to the composition and, with Hans Richter conducting, he was able to keep his habitual 
nerves in check. He had always been a brilliant chamber musician, as those who had 
heard him with Lady Hallé and the Brodsky Quartet recalled.

Dayas kept very much to himself; he did not belong to any clubs, and did not play 
games or attend social occasions. Johnstone’s obituary characterised his conversation as 
‘an extraordinary mixture of profound musical learning and drastic American slang’. He 
led a simple life and dedicated himself to his pupils and his art. Though he lacked the 
social graces and did not know how to conduct himself in society (perhaps the result 
of his perturbed childhood), he was always very gallant in the presence of his female 
pupils. He often referred to them as ‘the children’, and if one had a headache, he would 
dash off there and then, in the middle of a lesson, to buy medicine, flowers and sweets. 

With Dayas’ death the North of England lost an important teacher – more than a 
teacher, in fact, since music itself benefited from his influence. He taught in Manchester 
for only seven years, and yet he was quickly recognised as an outstanding asset to the 
College. He had enjoyed a dazzling reputation at the Cologne Conservatory, as a result 
of which some of his German pupils followed him to Manchester. His students soon 



10

became aware that he was equipping them with a new, superior keyboard technique, so 
complete was his command of tone. Teaching was not, for him, a last resort; to his dying 
day he was a champion of the latest performing techniques. With his acquired German 
thoroughness, he led his pupils to a more varied and richer world than they could ever 
have imagined.
Dayas’ Organ Works
In his obituary Arthur Johnstone refers to Dayas’ two organ sonatas as ‘dating from the 
early American period’;  if they do indeed predate his apprenticeship with Liszt, their 
achievement is all the more remarkable. Of course, they may also have been outlined 
in Dayas’ youth and polished and refined under Liszt in Weimar. The Sonata No. 1 in 
F major, Op. 5, appears to have been published by May 1886, and the Sonata No. 2 in 
C minor, Op. 7, in February 1888. They both represent the new German school typical 
of Liszt and his pupils in style, being monothematic and cast in a single movement. 

The First Sonata in F Major begins with a prelude 1 , the main theme of which 
is an active, contrapuntal texture proceeding in semiquavers. In contrast, the second 
subject – which is possibly more memorable than the main theme – is more passive, 
more lyrical. The sonata-form movement works briskly up to a huge climax in massive 
sound. The second movement 2 ,with its simple melodic spans, is in the nature of a 
folksong. The third 3  begins with an introduction in which both the first-movement 
themes are given a fantasia-like treatment. The sonata ends with an imposing, resolute 
fugue in virtuoso style 4 . In it, Dayas extends his youthful thirst for experiment by 
exploring – almost to extremes – the technical virtuoso potential of both the manuals 
and the pedals.

The Second Sonata in C minor, which continues in the tradition of Liszt’s B minor 
Piano Sonata, ‘Dante’ Sonata and Fantasia and Fugue Ad nos, ad Salutarem undam 
and the organ sonatas of Julius Reubke and August Ritter,16 is like no other in its broad 
16  Ritter (1811–85) – a piano student of Hummel and later organist in the cathedrals of Merseburg and then Magdeburg – was, with 
Mendelssohn, the originator of the Romantic organ sonata: the first (in D minor, Op. 11) of his four exemplars was written around 
1845 and the other three in c. 1850 (No. 2 in E minor, Op. 19) and c. 1855 (No. 3 in A minor, Op. 32, which was dedicated to Liszt, 
and No. 4 in A major, Op. 31).
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scope and virtually unequalled in the demands it makes. It has much in common 
with the C minor works by Liszt and Reubke, not only its one-movement format and 
monothematicism but also the choice of key. The Dayas Second Sonata may be thought 
of as in three movements, though all eleven sections are performed without a break. It 
begins with a Maestoso introduction 14  that is followed by a long Allegro consisting of 
two parts in opposing moods. The main theme is easily recognisable – extrovert, slightly 
sentimental in character and spanning more than an octave. The contrasting tranquillo 
second subject proceeds stepwise. The compact sonata-form movement is skilfully 
polyphonic. Acting as the second movement is a three-part section Adagio–Allegretto–
Adagio 15 . The influence of Liszt, a master of mystique and distancing, is obvious in 
the outer Adagio sections. Between them is a pastorale-like section made up of simple 
melodic motifs akin to the main theme. This second movement offers a marked contrast, 
both in key (it is in A flat major) and in mood. A quotation from the introduction begins 
the finale 16 , as it did the First Sonata. It continues with a polyphonic Allegro energico 
and Fuga 17  in which the ever-inventive Dayas demonstrates his infinite powers of 
imagination. A Più allegro takes over where the brief fugue ends. Before surrendering 
to a pianistic avalanche – a three-page cadenza rare in an organ work – Dayas cleverly 
weaves the two central themes of the Sonata together. The final build-up begins with a 
chorale-like Allegro that unites all the threads of the piece, the pedals growling away in 
triplets under the frenzied manuals. A Molto allegro acts as a culminating coda.

The Thème varié by the American composer Arthur H. Bird (1856–1923) was 
originally intended for piano, four hands. Bird was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
but spent most of his life in Germany. He, too, studied with Franz Liszt in Weimar, which 
was probably how he got to know Dayas. Bird wrote a good deal of piano music, for both 
two and four hands; his worklist also includes a symphony, three suites and other works 
for orchestra, the comic operetta Daphne and ballet Rübezahl, chamber music, songs and 
more. His Thème varié in C minor, Op. 27, was published by Hainauer in Breslau in 1889. 
Dayas’ organ transcription 5  works well and the characterisation of the variations using 
different registers is natural. Here, too, Dayas succeeds in seeking out the different tone-
colours of the instrument, thus making a work originally scored for the piano a highly 
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idiomatic piece for the organ. In some of the variations, such as the Poco più allegro 7  
and Moderato maestoso 12 , it is possible to detect the influence of Liszt, perhaps even 
Paganini. A virtuosic pedal solo brings the fugue 13  to an end.

The international organ virtuoso Dr Jan Lehtola is one of 
the most successful and progressive Finnish organists of 
his generation. He has appeared with the Finnish Radio 
Symphony Orchestra, Tapiola Sinfonietta, the Lahti 
Symphony, Tampere Philharmonic and Ostrobothnian 
Chamber Orchestras and the St Michael Strings. He has 
performed at many international festivals, including the 
Lahti Organ Festival, Kuhmo Chamber Music Festival, 
Time of Music in Viitasaari, the Tampere Biennale, 
Musica nova Helsinki, the Turku, Mikkeli, Mänttä and 
Hauho Music Festivals and the annual Festival of New 
Organ Music in London. The conductors with whom he has worked include Kent 
Nagano, Juha Kangas, Sakari Oramo, Muhai Tang and Osmo Vänskä, amongst 
others. Jan Lehtola has also given recitals in leading European concert halls, among 
them the Gewandhaus in Leipzig, and cathedrals and churches such as Sainte-Trinité 
in Paris, Berlin, Magdeburg, Riga and Tallinn Doms, St Thomas Church in Leipzig, 
and St Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey in London.

Jan Lehtola collaborates regularly with composers and has given more than 150 
world and regional premieres. He has had works written for him by Harri Ahmas, 
Kalevi Aho, Atso Almila, Thierry Escaich, Naji Hakim, Paavo Heininen, Carita 
Holmström, Oliver Kohlenberg, Juha T. Koskinen, Olli Kortekangas, Juha Leinonen, 
Jouko and Jyrki Linjama, Jukka Linkola, Paola Livorsi, Pehr Henrik Nordgren, Axel 
Ruoff, Martin Stacey and Riikka Talvitie. He has been the Artistic Director of the 
Organo Novo Festival in Helsinki since 2007 and was Chairman of the Finnish 
Organum Society in 2009–14.
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He has recorded for the Finnish Broadcasting Company (YLE) and can be heard 
on more than thirty commercial recordings (on the Toccata Classics, Alba, Ondine, 
Pilfink, Jubal, IFO and Fuga labels) in repertoire including works by Kalevi Aho, Johann 
Sebastian Bach, Naji Hakim, Paavo Heininen, Olli Kortekangas, Jouko Linjama, Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Oskar Merikanto, Einojuhani Rautavaara, Camille Saint-Saëns, 
Robert Schumann and Charles-Marie Widor.

Dr Lehtola studied the organ in Helsinki (with Olli Porthan and Kari Jussila), 
Amsterdam (with Jacques van Oortrmerssen and Jean Boyer), Stuttgart (with Ludger 
Lohmann), Lyon (with Prof. Louis Robilliard) and Paris (with Naji Hakim). He 
graduated from the Church Music Department of the Sibelius Academy, gaining his 
diploma with distinction in 1998. In 2000 he gave his Sibelius Academy debut recital in 
Kallio Church, Helsinki, and in 2005 received a doctorate for his dissertation on Oskar 
Merikanto as a transmitter of European influences to Finland. He is a Lecturer in Organ 
Music in the Sibelius Academy. He is also active as a lecturer and a teacher of master-
classes. 

His website can be found at www.janlehtola.com.
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The organ for the new Johanneskirkko (St John’s Church) in Helsinki was ordered 
from Walcker of Germany in 1889 and an organ with 61 stops and three manuals was 
duly delivered in 1891. It has pneumatic action and was one of the first pneumatic 
instruments to be made by Walcker. Among other things, the inspectors of the 
individual stops made a particular point of mentioning the Voix céleste, the sound 
of which seemed to come from a more celestial world. The choir stops, they said, 
permitted a firm base note, thus enhancing the clarity of the organ tone. 

The supervisor of the project, Richard Faltin, the organist of St Nicholas’s Church, 
was unquestionably the right man for the inaugural recital on 11 December 1891. 
The 23-year-old Oskar Merikanto – himself an organist and composer – reported:

It is less pleasing to look at, but it has plenty of sound. The finest pianissimo, the most 
majestic fortissimo and between them the most varied tones and flavours. It is just a 
pity that some of the stops seem to sound considerably after the key has been pressed.1

The first organist to be appointed to the new church was indeed Merikanto, who 
began in office in 1892. Twenty-five years later, having encountered many problems 
with the instrument, he commissioned various alterations and improvements. 
The pipes and bellows were leaking, there were some disturbing murmurs and the 
instrument was unreliable. Merikanto proposed that a fourth manual be added, but 
that did not happen. In other respects, too, there were general complaints about the 
technology and the delays in sounding. Walcker carried out improvements in 1921. 
The action and console were replaced. The cone chests were kept as wind chests 
and five stops were added to the third manual: a Flautino 2´, Cornettino 4f 2⅔´, 
1  Mikko Nurmi, ‘Helsingin Johanneksen kirkon urut’, Organum, No. 3, 1998, p. 9.

THE WALCKER ORGAN IN THE JOHANNESKIRKKO, 
HELSINKI
by Jan Lehtola
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Basson 16´, Vox humana 8´ and Clairon 4´. The new console had four free combinations, 
seven new stop-knobs for further enlargement, and a host of new octave-couplers: II–I 
Superoktava, III–I Superoktava and III–II Superoktava. The new accessories included 
a Generalkoppel, Generalscrescendo, Zungen ab, Handregister ab and Automatisches 
Pianopedal. The air-pressure was raised to 95mm and the tuning to orchestra pitch. 
Merikanto said in a statement on 21 December 1921: ‘The whole organ sound has 
gained in tone, in softness, yet it has a brilliant strength and a silvery clarity’.2

Merikanto was the church organist from 1892 until his death in 1924, and is 
thought to have composed the majority of his organ works for this instrument. Dayas 
probably heard his sonatas performed on the Johanneskirkko organ while he was living 
and working in Helsinki. Whether Oskar Merikanto played any works by Dayas is not 
known.

The Johanneskirkko organ was pure German-Romantic; in other words, it was 
characterised by a base-note-oriented, 8-foot sound. Reeds were regarded differently in 
France, where they had been more aggressive than in Germany ever since the Baroque. 
In France, in addition to adding tonal dominance to the texture, they permitted dynamic 
variation that was wider than usual. In Germany, the organ sound relied mainly on the 
fundamental stops, and the reeds gave colour rather than dynamic variation. The overall 
tone of German organs was therefore more homogeneous than that of French ones. In 
time, Merikanto seems to have tired of the even tone of his organ, and, in the alterations 
made in 1921 he decided to add three new reed stops to the third manual. With the help 
of the swell box the third manual thus became dynamically the dominant element of the 
overall sound of the instrument, with a force that may to some extent be likened to that 
of the swell pipes of French organs.

Over the years, the organ underwent numerous alterations until 2005, when it was 
restored by the German organ expert Christian Scheffler. The aim was to restore the 
instrument to what it had been in 1921. It was therefore re-voiced, the console was 
replaced by one of the old kind, the air pressure was raised and the disposition was, with 

2  Ibid, p. 11.
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some exceptions, restored 
to that of Merikanto’s day. 
There was, however, no 
room on the third manual 
for a Cornettino 4f 2⅔´ 
or a Clairon 4´, and a 
separate chest had to be 
built for the Vox humana 
8´. A new Harmonicabass 
16´ was installed in the 
pedals.
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I Manual
Principal 16´ (1891)
Flauto major 16´ (2005)
Principal 8´ (1891)
Hohlflöte 8´ (2005)
Octav 8´ (2005)
Viola di Gamba 8´ (2005)
Quintatön 8´ (1891/2005)
Gemshorn 8´ (1891)
Bourdon 8´ (1891/2005)
Quinte 5⅓´ (2005)
Principal 4´ (2005)
Octav 4´ (1891)
Rohrflöte 4´ (1891)
Gemshorn 4´ (2005)
Terz 31⁄5´ (1891/2005)
Quinte 2⅔´ (1891/2005)
Octav 2´ (1891)
Mixtur 6 fach 2⅔´ (2005)
Scharff 3 fach 1⅓´ (2005)
Fagott 16´ (1956)
Ophycleide 8´ (1891/2005)
Clairon 4´ (1891)
II/I
III/I
Super I
Super III/I
Sub. III/I

II Manual
Geigenprincipal 16´ 
(1891/2005)
Bourdon 16´ (1891)
Geigenprincipal 8´ (1891)
Concertflöte 8´ (2005)
Salicional 8´ (2005)
Gedeckt 8´ (1891)
Dolce 8´ (1891)
Principal 4´ (1891)
Traversflöte 4´ (1937)
Viola d’amour 4´ (2005)
Piccolo 2´ (2005)
Cornett 4–5 fach 8´ (2005)
Trompete 8´ (2005)
Clarinette 8´ (2006)
III/II
Super III/II

III Manual
Lieblich Gedeckt 16´ (1891)
Principal 8´ (1891/2005)
Spitzflöte 8´ (2005)
Fugara 8´ (2005)
Lieblich Gedeckt 8´ (1891)
Aeoline 8´ (1891)
Voix celeste 8´ (1891)
Principal 4´ (1891)
Gemshorn 4´ (1891)
Flauto dolce 4´ (2005)
Flautino 2´ (2005)
Harmonia aeth. 3 fach 2⅔ 
(2005)

Basson 16´ (1921)
Trompette harm. 8´ (1891)
Oboe 8´ (1956)
Vox humana 8´ (1956)
Tremolo

Pedal
Grand Bourdon 32´ (1891)
Principalbass 16´ (1891)
Subbass 16´ (1891)
Violonbass 16´ (1891)
– Gedecktbass 16´ 
(transmission, L. Ged 16´)
Harmonicabass 16´ (2005)
Quintbass 10⅔´ (1891)
Octavbass 8´ (1891)
Flötenbass 8´ (1891)
Violoncello 8´ (2005)
Octave 4´ (1891)
Posaunenbass 16´ (1891)
Trompete 8´ (1891)
Clairon 4´ (1891)
I/Ped.
II/Ped.
III/Ped
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More ORGAN DISCOVERIES from Toccata Classics
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WILLIAM HUMPHREYS DAYAS Organ Music

Organ Sonata No. 1 in F major, Op. 5 (1886)  20:55
1  I Präludium – 6:57
2  II Andante –  5:17
3  III Introduzione (quasi Fantasie): Poco più Andante –  2:38
4  IV Fuge (Allegro moderato) 6:03

ARTHUR H. BIRD arr. DAYAS
Thème varié, Op. 27 (1908)   15:15
5   Thema Andante ma non troppo 1:31
6  Var. 1 Poco allegro 1:18
7  Var. 2 Poco più allegro 0:54
8   Var. 3 Allegro 1:01
9  Var. 4 Più moderato 1:22

10  Var. 5 Allegro moderato 1:22
11  Var. 6 Andante ma non troppo 1:37
12  Var. 7 Moderato maestoso 1:16
13  Fuge Moderato 3:54

Organ Sonata No. 2 in C minor, Op. 7 (1888)  30:38
14  I Maestoso–Allegro – 10:26
15  II Adagio–Allegretto–Adagio – 6:57
16  III Maestoso–Allegro energico – 4:11
17  IV Fuge (Moderato)–Più allegro–Allegro–Molto allegro 9:04
   TT 65:48

Jan Lehtola, Walcker Organ of St John’s Church, Helsinki


