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Abstract

Although the British twentieth-century composer William Walton enjoys a continuing
presence in the international canon, the body of scholarship that seriously engages with his
life and work is small. The post-war music, which includes the Cello Concerto (1956),
Second Symphony (1961), Variations on a Theme of Hindemith (1963), Improvisations on
an Impromptu of Benjamin Britten (1969), and the film score for Battle of Britain (1969),
has been particularly underrepresented in critical and analytical writing. In this thesis, I give
detailed analyses of these scores, alongside an investigation of the contemporary critical

climate and reception history of these works.

I argue that the series of significant lifestyle changes that Walton underwent in the years
immediately following the Second World War — including exchanging the busy musical life
of London and a series of affairs with high-profile figures for the ‘dolce far niente’ of an
isolated Italian island and a stable marriage — are suggestive of a broad shift in the
composer’s social and cultural values with consequent changes in musical attitudes and
compositional tendencies. Walton’s later music is differentiated from the pre-war works by
the presence of octatonic, twelve-note, hexatonic and other non-diatonic harmonic
constructions in the foreground, and a change from teleological to network-based or
rotational background structures. My analyses adopt a deliberately eclectic range of
analytical strategies, combining aspects of set-class approaches alongside tools from the
tonal tradition. This methodological pluralism reflects my argument that the vitality of these
scores derives from a tension between modernist and traditional tendencies. I argue that
Walton appropriates a wide range of influences, including to some extent that of the
European avant garde, in contradistinction to the assertion prominent in contemporary

reception literature that his music had stagnated into a single outmoded and rarefied style.

I conclude that although Walton’s post-war music was indeed conservative in comparison
to that of several of his younger contemporaries, his music engages, through opposition and
assimilation, with many of the most characteristic trends of twentieth-century concert
music. Nevertheless, 1 argue that the temptation to label Walton as a ‘modernist’ should be
avoided; his works should be judged on their own terms and not according to the
regressive—progressive axis prominent in much of the contemporary reception literature.
These scores may not have been progressive, but they have a distinctive sound-world and an

invigorating vitality that makes them exceptionally engaging both as works of art and

objects of study-.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction: William Walton, ‘Late Works’ and ‘Late Style’

William Walton: The Rolls-Royce of Music?

Gerald Finzi described William Walton as ‘The Rolls-Royce of music’,’ expressing his
status as one of the canonical English composers of the twentieth century, and reflecting
the refined synthesis of traditional techniques and new influences within his music.
Rolls-Royce was formed — in March 1906 — almost exactly a year after Walton was
born, and like the composer enjoyed considerable success. But especially in the context
of Walton’s later works — those produced in the 1960s for example — the ‘Rolls-Royce’
analogy also has a less flattering connotation. During the 1960s several government
subsidies were required to keep the company afloat, with nationalisation ensuing in
1971: the heyday of this prestigious vehicle was passing. In vehicle manufacture, the
spectacular success of the mini in the 1960s reflected significant growth in affordable
mass motoring, whilst in music, continental modernism was taking hold amongst
younger British composers and critics. The Rolls-Royce and its musical analogy were

both beginning to look somewhat out of date.

There are surprisingly few book-length studies of the composer (to date, three
biographies, a single monograph devoted to the music, and a single edited volume). In
addition, much of the literature that is available is devoted to, or strongly emphasises,
the composer’s pre-war achievements (especially Fagade, the First Symphony.
Belshazzar’s Feast and the Viola Concerto), so that there is strikingly little analytical
and critical comment on the composer’s several substantial post-war orchestral scores.
However, this later music is especially interesting since it opens up a range of
interesting interpretative questions concerning the ‘late’ phase of a creative life. and the

relationship of the music to powerful contemporary critical trends.

A divide in critical opinion on Walton’s post-war music is fascinatingly played out in
two lectures on the composer given at the National Sound Archive (now the British

Library Sound Archive) in 1984. In the first lecture, Angus Morrison, who knew Walton

‘ Quoted in Stephen Banfield, - Weighing Walton’, The Musical Times, 144 (Summer
2003), p.61.
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well in the first half of his career, dedicates his talk to the ‘four masterpieces’: Fagade,

the Viola Concerto, the First Symphony, and Belshazzar’s Feast.* All of these are pre-

war works, and Morrison argues:

It is a sad and melancholy thought that the more honours and awards are

bestowed upon a composer, [...] the more likely it is to be accompanied by

a gradual slowing-down of the creative urge — a sort of hardening of the

arteries of his imaginative faculties [...] This happened to Willie; it was —

and has always remained — a tragic enigma. An enigma to which, try as |

will, I have never been able to find an even remotely satisfying answer.’
In the second lecture, Gillian Widdicombe (whose ‘official” biography of the composer,
which never materialised, was being researched at this time) offers quite a different
perspective. Widdicombe takes issue with Morrison’s position, hinting that it is
associated more with the waning friendship between the two men, and more generally a
weakening connection between Walton and London, than with a decline in the quality
of the music: ‘If you examine the later works they are different from the early big
masterpieces but in my view they are no less successful.’* In the previous year,
Widdicombe had written: ‘Some say his post-war music is less good, less energetic;

certainly it is less experimental, more polished and purely musical. But posterity will, 1

think, upgrade works such as the ‘Variations on a theme of Hindemith’.

Unfortunately Walton’s later music still awaits this upgrade in critical attention,
especially within the academic community. The present thesis aims to begin to rectify
this situation, through detailed analytical and critical commentary on the composer’s

post-war orchestral works.

2 Angus Morrison, ‘Willie: The Young Walton and His Four Masterpieces’. recorded
lecture. recorded 31 January 1984 (British Library Sound Archive. T8850WR). An edited
transcript of the lecture is found in Angus Morrison, ““Willie™: The Young Walton and
His Four Masterpieces’, RCM Magazine, 80(3) (1984), pp.119-127.

3 Morrison, ‘*Willie”: The Young Walton and His Four Masterpieces’. p.119.

1 Gillian Widdicombe, *Walton, the Later Years'. recorded lecture, recorded 14 February
1984 (British Library Sound Archive, 2CDR0012088 / 2CDR0012089).

5 Gillian Widdicombe. ‘The Quiet Musician of Ischia’. The Observer, 13 March 1983, p.7.



The Scope of the Thesis

Table 1.1: The scope of the thesis

Work C-Number® | Composed | First
' Performance

Cello Concerto C65 1955-1956 | 1957
Partita for Orchestra C67 1957 1958
Second Symphony C68 1957-1960 | 1960
Variations on a theme of Hindemith C76 1962-1963 | 1963
Music for the film Battle of Britain C81 1969

Improvisations on an Impromptu of Benjamin Britten | C82 1969 1970

The present study focuses on Walton’s substantial orchestral works from the Cello
Concerto (1956) to the Improvisations on an Impromptu of Benjamin Britten (1969).
The starting point of this selection is marked by the completion of Walton’s opera,
Troilus and Cressida, in 1954. There were a number of changes in the composer’s
lifestyle following the Second World War, such that the completion of the opera is one
of a number of biographical milestones that converge to suggest a significant turning

point in Walton’s life around this time.’

The substantial gap in the list of later major orchestral works, in 1964-1967, is
explained partly by Walton’s lung cancer and the subsequent debilitating treatment,®
and partly by his preoccupation with the one-act opera The Bear (composed 1964-
1967). A final creative spell in 1969 (in which the Improvisations on an Impromptu of
Benjamin Britten and two film scores were composed)’ saw the end of Walton’s major
orchestral output, save for a few ceremonial pieces. In the early 1970s Walton was
occupied with revisions to Troilus and Cressida, and few further compositions
followed. The selected works (Table 1.1) thus encompass all of Walton’s substantial
orchestral compositions from the completion of Troilus and Cressida to the end of the

composer’s creative output. It should be noted that some smaller orchestral works — the

6 The C number is the catalogue number in Stewart R. Craggs, William Walton: A
Catalogue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). Dates of composition and first
performance are taken from this catalogue.

7 See this thesis, Chapter 3, p.37ff.
8 Hayes, The Selected Letters of William Walton, pp.344-345.

? The two film scores were for Battle of Britain and Three Sisters; these are discussed in
Chapter 8, p.226ff.
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Johannesburg Festival Overture (C66; 1956), Capriccio Burlesco (C80: 1968), and
Prologo et Fantasia (C100; 1981-1982) — have not been considered. in order to sharpen
the focus on the longer scores. In addition, Walton’s film score for Richard 111,
composed in 1955, is not examined here: it is best considered as part of a trilogy

alongside the two earlier Laurence Oliver Shakespeare films (Henry V and Hamlet).

Troilus and Cressida itself is a notable omission from the scope of the thesis. This opera
— which occupied so much of Walton’s time and energy, and raises such a large range of
compositional and interpretative questions — deserves a thesis in its own right, and could
not have been dealt with adequately here. The concerns of the analysis of opera (both in
terms of analytical tools and interpretative questions) are different enough from those of
orchestral music to merit separate consideration. However, Troilus and Cressida casts a
long shadow over Walton’s biography and the reception of his music, and it is thus
inevitable that discussion of the opera (at least, the work’s composition and reception)

does surface at a number of points in the thesis.'

Late Period and Late Style

Styling Walton’s post-war music as ‘later’ reflects the importance of ‘late period’ and
‘late style’ constructions in critical writing on music. lan Bent has noted that in the
thirty years after Beethoven’s death in 1827, it became popular to construct a three-
phase division of the composer’s life and works.'' The New Grove article on Beethoven
suggests that despite high profile attacks on such a framework, it has persevered as a
useful if blunt instrument for assessing differences in musical style and biographical
influences upon them.'? Of course, the idea of lateness is not restricted to Beethoven,
but has had currency in the study of a large number of creative figures from composers
such as Richard Strauss and Richard Wagner, to those from the other arts, including

Shakespeare and Rembrandt.

10 See this thesis, p.52ff. and p.62ff.

n See lan Bent, ‘Four Essays on the Styles of Beethoven’s Music’, in lan Bent (ed.), Music
Analysis in the Nineteenth Century: Volume I Fugue, Form and Style (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994).

12 Joseph Kerman, Alan Tyson and Scott G. Burnham. ‘The “Three Periods™ [of
Beethoven]’, in Stanley Sadie (ed.). The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians,
Second ed., vol. 3 (London: Macmillan, 2001). pp.95-96.
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Such a three-phase framework can be usefully applied to Walton. In 1982, the BBC
radio presenter Michael Oliver suggested a tripartite division of Walton’s musical
output: early, covering works up to the Violin Concerto; middle, covering the majority
of the film music; and (by implication since Oliver only discusses the early and middle
periods) late, covering Troilus and Cressida and after.'® Jurgen Schaarwichter has
argued for a late style or ‘altestil’ category for understanding Walton’s music,'* and

°

indeed, a three-phase notion lies behind the very first sentence of Kennedy’s standard

biography:

William Walton’s is a classic example of the career of a British creative
artist: at first regarded as subversive; then acclaimed as the answer to all
prayers and absorbed into the body politic of music as part of the
establishment; and finally treated as an institution, though one whose
foundations are by then found to be suspect.'’

Walton himself corroborates the idea that the Second World War marked an important

boundary in his creative live:

Of course, after the war, things could never be the same again, and my own
life changed dramatically. I married, and eventually settled in the Bay of
Naples — a bit noisier now than it was then. I suppose looking back, the war
had actually divided my life into two halves.'®

There is, therefore, some precedent for identifying a distinct late period in Walton’s life.

The constructions ‘late period” and ‘late style’ have enjoyed a resurgence of scholarly
interest recently, especially in music, prompted especially by Edward Said’s monograph
On Late Style."” Said offers several (not always compatible) constructions of lateness in
which case studies in Western art music feature prominently. It is worth dwelling on

some of Said’s discussion as it offers an intriguing context for a consideration of late

period and late style in Walton.

13 Portrait of Sir William Walton (Music Weekly), radio broadcast, written by Michael
Oliver, transmitted 31 March 1982 (BBC: British Library Sound Archive, T4862BW C1).

14 Jiirgen Schaarwichter, ‘On Walton’s Late Music’, British Music: Journal of the British
Music Society, 20 (1998), pp.53-58.

5 Michael Kennedy, Portrait of Walton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). p.3.

' WWalton. in William Walton: At the Haunted End of the Day [1981] (South Bank Show);
DVD, directed by Tony Palmer; released 11 March 2002, Decca, 52:30.

17 Edward W. Said, On Late Style (New York: Pantheon, 2006). Said’s monograp_h was one
of the principal motivations for a conference ‘Rethinking Late Style™ held at King’s
College. London in November, 2007, at which art music was strongly represented.
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Whilst lateness might be considered as maturity, expressed through youthful works that
‘crown a lifetime of aesthetic endeavour’,'® Said’s interest is in a different kind of
lateness: ‘What’, he asks, ‘of artistic lateness not as harmony and resolution, but as
intransigence, difficulty and contradiction? What if age and ill health don’t produce
serenity at all?’"’ In the opening pages of On Late Style, Said reflects on Adorno’s view
of late Beethoven.”® (Adorno provides the backdrop to much of Said’s discussion.) For
Adorno, Said asserts, late Beethoven is contradiction and resistance, rather than the

celebrated pinnacle of a successful career.

Said’s discussion of Richard Strauss introduces the idea of lateness as regression.
Received opinion on Strauss, Said asserts, was that after Salome and Elektra the
composer ‘retreated into the sugary, relatively regressive, tonal, and intellectually tame
world of Der Rosenkavalier’*' Whilst Said agrees that these works have a ‘strangely
recapitulatory and even backward-looking and abstracted quality’,” he nonetheless
finds this very ‘backwardness’ to be an interesting trait, compounded all the more by the

composer’s consistently high level of musical craftsmanship.?

One of the most interesting aspects of the ‘late style’ concept is the way that it integrates
biographical and analytical considerations. This is especially true given the ongoing
influence of so-called ‘new criticism’ in which extra-textual information, and especially
biography, is regarded as a spurious source for the interpretation of texts. Returning to
Beethoven, nineteenth-century writers often associated the composer’s late works with

his increasing social isolation, with illness, and especially the onset of deafness from

'8 Said, On Late Style, p.7.

19 Edward Said. ‘Thoughts on Late Style’, London Review of Books, 26 (15) (5 August
2004), p.3. The same passage, slightly reworded, appears in Said, On Late Style, p.7.

20 Said, On Late Style, pp.7-24.

21 Said, On Late Style, p.26. For just such an opinion, see Peter J. Pirie, The English Musical
Renaissance (London: Gollancz, 1979), pp.68-69.

2 Qaid, On Late Style, p.25.
2 Said, On Late Style. p.45.
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1801.* In Said’s chapter on Mozart’s three Da Ponte operas, he supplements his
comments on the message and musical idiom of the opera with biographical context
drawn from Andrew Steptoe’s monograph on these works.” Steptoe asserts that
alongside health and financial problems, and waning public interest in his solo piano
performances, Mozart went through ‘a loss of creative confidence’ prior to the
composition of Cosi fan Tutte.* He finds a residue of these circumstances in the opera
itself, for example in the profusion of references to earlier works which ‘suggest some
constraints on Mozart’s melodic inspiration’.”’” More generally, Steptoe links his
historical commentary with changes in musical style, such as an increased interest in
polyphony, and an even distribution of ‘expressive weight’ across movements rather

than an emphasis on opening movements.®

It is notable that operas feature prominently in Said’s discussion of late style. Perhaps it
is easier to circumscribe lateness in works where themes related to the last phase of a
lifetime — such as the nature of time or mortality — can be explicitly dealt with. But in
the work of Said and others, it is clear that lateness is relevant to musical style as well as
to such issues as biography and operatic subject matter. Thus in the construction of late
style, three distinctive disciplinary areas converge: composer biography, musical style,

and critical reception.

This provides, to some extent, a model for the present thesis, which argues for a
distinctive biographical late period, highlights the characteristics of the orchestral works
produced in that period, and uses both biographical and analytical evidence to attempt a
fresh reassessment of the works under investigation. Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s tripartite
model of music and musical discourse is relevant here; borrowing from Jean Molino, he

neatly captures the different strands of musicological study within a single model

24 See for example Frangoise-Joseph Fétis, ‘The Three Periods of Beethoven’s Music’, in
lan Bent (ed.), Music Analysis in the Nineteenth Century: Volume I: Fugue, Form and
Style (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p.314; Wilhelm von Lenz,
‘Beethoven’s Three Styles’, in lan Bent (ed.), Music Analysis in the Nineteenth Century:
Volume I: Fugue, Form and Style (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
pp.323-324.

2 Andrew Steptoe, The Mozart-Da Ponte Operas: The Cultural and Musical Background to
‘Le Nozze Di Figaro’, ‘Don Giovanni’, and ‘Cosi Fan Tutte’ (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988).

26 Steptoe, The Mozart-Da Ponte Operas, pp.208; also see pp.58-89 and 208-210.
27 Ibid.. p.209.
2 Jbid.. p.210.
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(Figure 1.1).”” Nattiez states his hypothesis in the opening sentences of the book: that
the musical work comprises not only the internal workings of the music itself. but in
addition is ‘constituted by the procedures that have engendered it (acts of composition).
and the procedures to which it gives rise: acts of interpretation and perception.”® The
neutrality of Nattiez’s ‘neutral’ level has been disputed,’' and here the model has been
extracted from the very specific, semiological context in which it is presented;
nonetheless, this offers a useful scheme in which the different levels can be seen as part
of an inclusive whole. Nattiez argues that it is only in considering all three levels
together that the ‘essence’ of a musical work can be captured. Nattiez’s tripartite
scheme provides a useful backdrop to the present thesis in which historical and
biographical information about the composer (the poietic level) provides context for
music analysis (the neutral or immanent level), which is further overlayed with
discussion of contemporary interpretation and my own re-interpretation (the esthesic

level).

Figure 1.1: An interpretation of Nattiez’s triparte model for the ‘total musical fact’

S T ST T

poietic level neutral or immanent level esthesic level
(composition) (music analysis) (interpretation)

total musical fact

A full engagement with the biographical and stylistic questions that arise in dealing with
Walton’s later works will be left for subsequent chapters, but by way of introduction, it
is interesting to develop further the idea of ‘late’ Walton in terms of ageing, illness and
isolation. In a 1981 interview, Walton described his attitudes to ageing: ‘I loathe being,

growing old. It’s you know, gaga. Incapacitated and gaga. 1 don’t like it. Does anybody?

29 Jean-Jacques Nattiez. Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1990), pp.ix-x and 10-16.

30 Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music. p.ix.

3 See, for example. Alistair Williams, Constructing Musicology (Aldershot: Ashgate,

2001), pp.26-27; Anthony Pople, "Modelling Musical Structure’, in Eric Clarke and
Nicholas Cook (eds.). Empirical Musicology: Aims, Methods, Prospects (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), p.142.
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I don’t suppose they do. I don’t see how anyone can.’*> When asked *what do you look
forward to?’, Walton sardonically replied: ‘Oh I don’t know. I suppose death.™>
Laurence Olivier and Alan Frank — both men who knew Walton well and worked
closely with him — have characterised such comments as a kind of act, a deliberately
choreographed attitude. Olivier commented in 1981, ‘He works on the old crusty act,
and this sort of eccentricity, eccentric old man of music, and it’s fine, he does it very

well!”,** whilst Frank stated in 1982:

In my opinion he has been kind of acting the old man part for a large

number of years, and making out that he was a gaga man when he was not.

And he is still by no means gaga, so don’t be deceived by that!*
The extent to which failing health and failing creativity genuinely affected the works
under consideration in this thesis is open to debate. Walton did not suffer from serious
illness until he contracted lung cancer in the mid-60s, well into the period under
investigation here. Nevertheless, as Frank’s comments above imply, the image of
Walton as an isolated, ageing composer has had considerable currency, not least in the
contemporary reception of the later works in which Walton was portrayed by several

critics as out-of-date in comparison with the activities of younger composers.

Walton’s admission into the establishment, through his commissions for two coronation
anthems, a knighthood in 1951, and the more prestigious and selective Order of Merit in
1967, must have lent weight to the perception of the composer as an old-fashioned
figure. The opening comments on the sleeve note to the Naxos recording of Walton’s

choral music sums up the prevailing critical outlook:

William Walton spanned a compositional divide in twentieth-century British
composition. Before the Second World War, as audiences looked forward
from the era of Elgar and Holst, he was regarded as the great new hope of
British music, with his jazzy rhythms, his bravura orchestration and
astringent harmonies. After the war, the rise of European modernism made
Walton:gook like a conservative force and he consequently fell from critical
favour.

32 Walton, in the DVD At the Haunted End of the Day, 93:53.

33 Walton, in the DVD At the Haunted End of the Day, 94:20.

34 Laurence Olivier, in the DVD At the Haunted End of the Day. 1:45.

3% Alan Frank, in the radio broadcast Portrait of Sir William Walton.

3 Kennedy, Portrait of Walton, pp.150 and 235.

7 Barry Holden, sleeve notes to English Choral Music: Walton (Naxos 8.5557932002). p.3.
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The task of the present thesis is to investigate and where appropriate challenge this

received opinion.
Overview of the Thesis

It is necessary, before embarking on more detailed analysis of the later orchestral works,
to set multiple contexts: Walton’s musical education and heritage (Chapter 2); the
biographical circumstances that suggest a different phase of life, and hence a potentially
changed musical outlook (Chapter 3); and the reception of these works, primarily as

recorded in newspapers and contemporary musical periodicals (Chapter 4).

The central part of the thesis considers issues of musical style in Walton’s later works.
Starting from a consideration of applicable analytical tools and indeed the status of
analytical knowledge (Chapter 5), stylistic features are then considered through
analytical case studies. These are grouped around two sets of themes: sonata forms and
their attendant harmonic relationships (Chapter 6); and variation forms and twelve-note

structures (Chapter 7).

In Chapter 8, the technical and historical strands of the thesis come together in an
interpretation of Walton’s Improvisations on an Impromptu of Benjamin Britten in
terms of its ‘filmic’ qualities. An engagement with the scholarship of film music is
perhaps the most promising amongst the gamut of possible new critical perspectives,
since Walton composed much film music himself, and wrote two film scores in the

same year as the Improvisations.

The conclusion (Chapter 9) reconsiders Walton’s later orchestral music in several
contexts: its status as the creative output of a unique human being; its status as a symbol
of anachronism in a modern world; and the potential for re-evaluation given the new
terms of reference of our current times, in which musical modernism itself is ‘late’ and

seems — like Walton and his Bentley seemed a generation ago — to be “out of date’.
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Chapter 2:

The Sources of Walton’s Musical Style

Before embarking on analytical discussion of Walton’s music, it is helpful to examine
the roots of the composer’s musical style. Two broad themes emerge in considering the
foundations of Walton’s musical language: his formal training in traditional skills and
repertoires, and his informal exploration of modern music. A consideration of Walton’s
school and university education, as well as the links he developed with a number of
supportive colleagues after leaving university, serve to qualify the somewhat
mythological notion that he was a self-taught composer. In fact, the interaction between
the traditional and the modern which is a hallmark of Walton’s later scores can be seen
as the outworking of traditional and modern influences in the composer’s education,

which was not always as self-directed as he later liked to maintain.
Review of Biographical Sources

Before discussing some of the details of Walton’s life (which is broadly the focus of this
and the following chapter), it is helpful to review the relevant historical sources and
literature.! There are three published book-length biographies of Walton, by Neil
Tierney (1984), Michael Kennedy (1989), and Stephen Lloyd (2001). Of these,
Kennedy’s Portrait of Walton® is the standard biography, officially sanctioned by the
composer; it is well-written and includes an abundance of factual information. Lloyd’s
William Walton: Muse of Fire is a detailed scholarly account that usefully engages with
source materials that have been made available more recently; but the book is strongly
weighted towards the early and middle Walton, with eight chapters devoted to life up to
1945, one devoted mainly to Troilus and Cressida, and only one to subsequent life and
works. Neil Tierney’s William Walton: His Life and Music* is notable for the use of
some interview sources not available elsewhere, but in other respects has been

superseded by more recent accounts.

: Literature that primarily deals with Walton’s music is outlined in this thesis, Chapter 5,
p.96ff.

Michael Kennedy, Portrait of Halton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).
3 Stephen Lloyd. illiam Walton: Muse of Fire (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2001).
! Neil Tierney. William Walton: His Life and Music (London: Hale, 1984).

[
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In addition to the three biographies, the composer’s wife, Lady Susana Walton, has
published her own memoirs, William Walton: Behind the Facade” Lady Walton’s
perspective is, of course, vitally personal and unique, and her account includes many
quotations of the composer’s own letters and statements, and lively anecdotes about life
with the composer, some of which have been disputed.® She has also given a number of
interviews about her husband in the years after his death, which include further useful
information from the composer’s perspective.’

The Selected Letters of William Walton,}® edited by Malcolm Hayes, provides an
extremely useful selection of relevant letters. Walton’s unpublished letters are
distributed far and wide, and are thus not an easy source to mine; Hayes’ edition
provides sufficient coverage of both personal and professional matters to meet the needs
of the present thesis. In addition to the letters, Hayes provides an insightful
accompanying commentary. Finally, two centenary publications, William Walton, The

Romantic Loner: A Centenary Portrait Album’

and William Walton, Composer: A
Centenary Exhibition'® usefully reproduce extracts from archive sources; both include

brief commentaries on Walton’s life and works.

Together these various materials provide a good range of factual detail about Walton’s
biography. Nevertheless, it is a life which has too readily been taken at face value and
recounted in sometimes uncritical terms, so that the biographies — whilst they have
different focuses and styles — each paint a broadly similar picture of the composer. The

present study has the advantage of some distance from the composer, both personally

i Susana Walton, William Walton: Behind the Facade (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988).

6 See for example the comments in Hans Werner Henze, Bohemian Fifths: An
Autobiography, trans. Stewart Spencer (London: Faber, 1998), pp.134-5.

7 These include interviews in Married fo Music, radio broadcast, transmitted 8 March 1985
(BBC Radio 4: British Library Sound Archive, T7853W); Classic Widows (The South
Bank Show), television broadcast, transmitted 5 February 1995 (London Weekend
Television: British Library Sound Archive V3362/2); The Landscape Changes (1945-
1962) (Classic Britannia), television broadcast, transmitted 22 June 2007 (BBC Four).

8 Malcolm Hayes (ed.), The Selected Letters of William Walton (London: Faber and Faber.
2002).

? Humphrey Burton and Maureen Murray, William Walton, the Romantic Loner: 1
Centenary Portrait Album (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).

10 Vincent Giroud, Hilliam IValton Composer: 4 Centenary Exhibition in the Beinecke Rare
Book & Manuscript Library, Yale University (New Haven: Beinecke Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, 2002).
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and chronologically, allowing some of the less viable received opinions to be critically
reviewed. Stephen Lloyd has begun this task; he takes the opportunity to suggest
alternative perspectives of some important aspects of Walton’s early- and mid-career,
including the alleged notoriety of Fagade in the 1920s, and the BBC’s commissioning
of Belshazzar’s Feast."! Nevertheless there are further areas of investigation which are

ripe for reconsideration.

In reviewing the perspectives presented in the published biographical sources, a number
of broadcast interviews with the composer — many of them from the 1950s and 60s and
hence contemporaneous with the works to be examined in the present study — have
proved valuable for the insight they give into Walton’s own opinions and
reminiscences, unfiltered by the particular concerns of the various biographers, and
indeed less affected by the selective memory that Walton displayed in later interviews.
The majority of these interviews were conducted for BBC radio programmes and have
been preserved in the BBC’s archive; they are available to researchers via the British
Library Sound Archive (BLSA). Only a selection of these are referred to in existing
accounts of the composer, although they contain extensive commentary in Walton’s
own words, not only about his own music and career, but also on contemporary political
and musical topics. In addition, Tony Palmer’s 1981 film documentary William Walton:
At The Haunted End of the Day is a particularly evocative source of commentary from

Walton and those close to him.'?

A further notable source is the arts journalist Gillian Widdicombe, who spent many
hours with Walton during the 1970s preparing for a biography she intended to write.
The relationship between Walton and Widdicombe began fruitfully; in 1975, Walton
wrote to Walter Legge, ‘I am glad you appreciated “la Widdicombe”. It is a great help
having her as a biographer rather than, say, Michael Kennedy. Who is not at all bad, but
I can talk to Gillian far easier than I could to him.”"” Given that Kennedy's Porirait of
Walton became the official biography of the composer, this comment whets the appetite

for a taste of Widdicombe’s alternative perspective. In April 1978 Widdicombe had ‘a

H In Lloyd, William Walton: Muse of Fire, pp.28-58 and 88-109.

2 William Walton: At the Haunted End of the Day [1981] (South Bank Show); DVD,
directed by Tony Palmer; released 11 March 2002. Decca.

13 Walton, letter to Walter Legge, 15 September 1975. Hayes (ed.), The Sclected Letters of
William Walton, p.423.
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lot on tape, but not a word in Writing’;14 her illness in September 1978 delayed work
further. Widdicombe was still described as Walton’s *official biographer’ as late as
March 1983," but the proposed biography never materialised; the reasons for this are
unexplained, although it is tempting to speculate that the politics of relationships had
some bearing. Nonetheless Widdicombe’s outlook survives in a handful of articles, in
record sleeve notes, and in a 1984 ‘illustrated lecture’ entitled *Walton, the Later

Years’, now preserved in British Library Sound Archive.'®

Alongside more traditional historical researches (primarily involving biographical and
autobiographical accounts of those in Walton’s circle, and notices and commentaries in
the national press and in music periodicals), these sources provide plenty of thought-
provoking material with which to readdress some of the traditionally held ideas about
Walton. It is not that received opinion need be completely overhauled, but rather that
new light can be shed on potentially unsubtle interpretations of the composer as a self-
taught, arch-conservative ‘romantic loner’.!” The present thesis includes a critical
review of a number of biographical topics, including Walton’s education and the
influence of his circle of friends in London (the main topics of this chapter), and his
romantic relationships and financial circumstances (which are covered in the next
chapter). These topics are discussed in the present study not merely because an
alternative to the received viewpoint may be presented, but because the discussion of
these topics impinges on the study and interpretation of Walton’s music, especially the

later orchestral scores.

14 Walton, letter to Walter Legge, 18 April 1978. In Hayes (ed.), The Selected Letters of
William Walton. p.447.

15 The Observer reported on 13 March 1983 that Widdicombe ‘is writing his [Walton’s]
official biography’. Gillian Widdicombe, ‘The Quiet Musician of Ischia’, The Observer.
13 March 1983, p.7.

16 Gillian Widdicombe, ‘Walton, the Later Years’. recorded lecture, recorded 14 February
1984 (British Library Sound Archive, 2CDR0012088 / 2CDR0012089).

17 The epithet ‘romantic loner’ is taken from the title of Burton and Murray, Hlliam
Walton, the Romantic Loner: 4 Centenary Portrait Album.
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Formal Education

One aspect of Walton’s life that must surely influence our understanding of his musical
style, but has been somewhat misrepresented in scholarship thus far, is his education in
music. An obituary for Walton in The Times stated that the composer was "largely self-
taught” and ‘never went through the academic mill’."® This myth pervades biographical
writing on the composer: Stephen Lloyd comments that ‘like Elgar and Delius, Walton

was mainly self-taught’;'® whilst Kennedy writes that ‘the extent to which Walton

taught himself orchestration [...] is even more remarkable than in the case of Elgar’.*
Perhaps the most influential proponent of this view has been Walton himself. Lady
Walton described her husband’s education as ‘pretty poor’, commenting that ‘William
would often say that their education was almost nil [...] He would often express the
opinion that his musical education consisted of nothing but ploughing through the
English anthems.”*! It is interesting to note that in a number of interviews the composer

downplays the formal aspects of his education (such as schooling and mentor figures)

whilst emphasising informal experiences (such as going to concerts).?

The view that Walton was self-taught is largely exaggeration, perhaps in the service of a
romantic image: the artist whose compulsion to compose motivated him to teach
himself, succeeding against the odds. In reality, Walton’s early life was filled with
music teachers and mentors. The report that he could ‘sing Handel before he could talk’
is hardly believable,> but nonetheless expresses the truth that the family home was a

very musical one; Walton conceded ‘I knew all of my classics before I was born, so to

'8 [Anon.], ‘Sir William Walton: Central Figure in Modern British Music’, The Times, 9
March 1983, p.14.

19 Lloyd, William Walton: Muse of Fire, p.2.

20 Kennedy, Portrait of Walton, p.9. That Kennedy would draw such a parallel is hardly
surprising since he is the author of both Portrait of Elgar and Portrait of Walton.

2l gusana Walton, William Walton: Behind the Fagade, p.43.

22 See for example Walton’s comments on his formative experiences in Murray Schafer.
British Composers in Interview (London: Faber, 1963). pp.73-82: and in The Composer
Speaks: William 1 alton Interviewed by Felix Aprahamian (London Calling Europe),
radio broadcast, transmitted 18 February 1959 (BBC: BBC Sound Archive, CDA 25903).

23 This claim is made in Stephen Williams, ‘An English Composer’, The Evening Standard,
5 November 1935, p.7.
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speak. Or certainly during my birth anyhow!?* Walton’s father insisted on the
children’s attendance at rehearsals and services at St John’s Church, Werneth, where he
was the choirmaster.”> Walton is known to have sung works by Haydn, Handel and
Gounod, as well as anthems at the weekly Anglican services;?® he noted ‘my early
upbringing was very Church of England.”*” Walton recalled his father’s strict discipline:
"He made me sing in the choir, which I must say I didn’t like at all. If I sang a wrong
note, he used to rap me on the knuckles with his ring, which hurt!*28 Nonetheless, he
had respect for his father’s singing: Lady Walton reports, ‘William would often remark
that his father was a very good singer and, had he been alive after broadcasting started.
he would have been very well known indeed.”®

Walton also took lessons in piano and organ, and in violin until they were stopped by
his father when he was ten years old.*® According to Neil Tierney, Walton used a
Smallwood piano tutor;’! this publication included an introduction to notation, notes on
scales and keys, and a brief dictionary of (mainly Italian) musical terms,*> perhaps an
indication that Walton was taught about music as well has how to play it. Musical
experiences were not limited to the family home; Walton recalled with affection
occasions when his father took him to orchestral concerts at the Manchester Free Trade

Hall.>?

o Walton, in Walton Interviewed by John Amis on His Childhood (Talking About Music),
radio broadcast, transmitted 1977 [exact date unknown] (BBC: British Library Sound

Archive, LP0202106).

2 Noel Walton, letter to Hugh Ottaway, 11 April 1970. Discussed in Tierney, William
Walton: His Life and Music, pp.21-22.

26 Kennedy, Portrait of Walton, p.5.
77 Walton, in the DVD At the Haunted End of the Day, 4.25.

28 Walton, in the DVD At the Haunted End of the Day, 5:36. Lady Walton makes very
similar comments in William Walton: Behind the Fa¢ade, p.41.

2 Qusana Walton, William Walton: Behind the Fagade, p.41.

30 Hayes (ed.), The Selected Letters of William Walton, p.3; Hugh Ottaway. William Walton.
Novello Short Biographies (Borough Green: Novello, 1972), p.2.

Al Tierney, William Walton: His Life and Music, p.22.

32 William Smallwood, Tutor for the Pianoforte (London: Francis Bros & Day, 1881). A
combined piano and harmony tutor was published in 1912. Frederick William
Smallwood, The Combined Piano and Harmony Tutor (London: J. H. Larway. 1912).

3 Williams, *An English Composer’. p.7.



-17-

The choral tradition of Walton’s home life was reinforced at the choir school of Christ
Church Cathedral, Oxford, where Walton was a pupil from 1912 to 1918. The routine
involved two choir practices and two church services each day. Letters home indicate
that Walton performed a number of solos, including in pieces by Bach, Stainer, Greene.
Mendelssohn, Garrett, Samuel Wesley and Samuel Arnold.** The choir school provided
not only singing lessons, but also instruction in music theory. A number of letters home
from 1916 give an indication of the teachers and subjects that Walton encountered: he
studied harmony with Ernest Walker and Henry Ley, and counterpoint with Frederick
lliffe;*® these were musical figures affiliated to various colleges of the university.*
Walton’s letters also make reference to piano lessons during his time at Christ Church.
Whilst the precise character of Ernest Walker’s harmony teaching is unknown, it is
understood to have combined strictly controlled exercises with free composition.>” It is
easier to speculate about the teaching of Frederick Iliffe, the organist at St John’s
College, Oxford, from 1883 to 1921, who is best known for his textbook for students,
Analysis of Bach’s 48 Preludes & Fugues.>® Walton’s illuminating comment from 1916
that ‘I have tf[w]o counterpoint lessons during the week and I expect to be able to do
Florid Counterpoint in four parts before half term’* indicates Walton was following a

course in species counterpoint, where the term ‘florid’ identified the fifth species.

** Walton, letters to Louisa Walton, 11 July 1915 and 23 January 1916, in Hayes (ed.), The
Selected Letters of William Walton, p.8.

3 See Michael Kennedy’s ‘Critical Appreciation’ in Stewart R. Craggs, William Walton: A
Thematic Catalogue of His Musical Works (London: Oxford University Press, 1977),
pp-3-5.

36 Brief comments relating to Illife’s time as organist at St John’s College, Oxford can be
found in Dotted Crotchet, ‘St. John’s College, Oxford’, The Musical Times, 47(759) (1
May 1906), p.309; Francis Knights, ‘Church and Organ Music: The History of the Choral
Foundation of St John’s College, Oxford’, The Musical Times 131(1770) (August 1990).

p.447.
37 Margaret Deneke, Ernest Walker (London: Oxford University Press, 1951). p.64.

38 Frederick lliffe, The Forty-Eight Preludes and Fugues of John Sebastian Bach 4nalysed
for the Use of Students (London: Novello & Ewer, n.d. [c.1897]). This work includes
comments on the form of each prelude, harmonic reductions (some with figured bass),
and analysis of the counterpoint in each fugue. with annotations indicating the principal
modulations.

19 Walton, letter to Louisa Walton, 8 October 1916. Hayes (ed.). The Selected Letters of
William Walton, p.11.
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Walton later spoke of being ‘tutored in all the usual things such as harmony and fugue

[...] Handelian “drops” and that sort of thing”.*°

Walton’s letters further reveal that around 1916-17 his compositions were seen by
Henry Ley and Basil Allchin, the organist and assistant organist respectively at Christ
Church Cathedral.*! The Dean of Christ Church, Thomas Strong, was himself an
experienced musician who took a particular interest in the cathedral choir;* he arranged
for Walton to see Hugh Allen,* Professor of Music at Oxford University, and a leading
figure in Oxford’s musical life.* Meetings with Allen seem to have been frequent.*”’
Walton later described him as ‘at that time my chief mentor and guide’, although he
commented that the important teachers in his life were ‘inspirational, so to speak, rather
[ 46

than technica Walton further recalled, ‘It was from him [Allen] that I obtained some

insight into the mysteries of the orchestra, as he could bring scores vividly to life by
playing them on the organ’.*’

Surviving juvenilia from 1916 include the Shakespeare song setting ‘Tell me where is
fancy bred?” and the Chorale Prelude for Organ on ‘Wheatley’.** These otherwise
unremarkable compositions show a teenage composer beginning to get to grips with
part-writing and with tonality (the prelude, for example, is in a tenable G}, minor,
although littered with parallel fifths and octaves, whilst ‘Tell me where is fancy bred’

exhibits an elementary ternary structure in Ej major with passing modulations in the

40 Walton, in Schafer, British Composers in Interview, pp.73-74.

‘1 See Hayes (ed.), The Selected Letters of William Walton, pp.12 and 14; Ottaway, William
Walton, p.4.

“2 Ellje Clewlow, ‘Strong, Thomas Banks (1861-1944)’, in H. C. G. Matthew and Brian
Harrison (eds.), Oxford Dictionary of National Biography: From the Earliest Times to the
Year 2000, vol. 53, Strang-Taylor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p.104.

4 See Hayes (ed.), The Selected Letters of William Walt