
In a flat on Pall Mall in 1925, two great minds 
met – one from England, the other from 
America, but sharing the same musical 
passion: Jazz. Walton had long-admired 
Gershwin’s music, and throughout the 20’s 
was obsessed with the new sounds that were 
permeating London’s music scene. He spent 
his evenings visiting early incarnations of jazz 
clubs with his friend and fellow-composer 
Constant Lambert, and for more than a year 
did nothing but study it. He was feverishly 
attempting foxtrots for the Savoy Orpheans 
Band, while – before Rhapsody in Blue had 
been heard in England – working on a concerto 
for two pianos, jazz band and orchestra.

But where for Gershwin jazz seemed to flow 
so effortlessly, from Walton’s hands it initially 
stuttered. The Savoy musicians were polite 
but noncommittal to his compositions, and, 
reaching breaking point, Walton suddenly 
abandoned his jazz ambitions. His concerto 
for two pianos was never performed and the 
composer adapted his artistic direction.

In the years that followed, Walton’s music 
was incredibly varied: lively accompaniments 
of poems (Façade), a musical portrait of 
boisterous 18th century sailors (Portsmouth 
Point), and a haunting viola concerto served 
as a warm up to the single biggest concert 
work of his life, Belshazzar’s Feast. Yet despite 
their surface differences, a shared thread of 
DNA ran through each of these pieces, the 
echoes of jazz still resonating in Walton’s mind. 
Although never as extrovert as in Rhapsody 
in Blue, punchy, jagged rhythms and bold 
instrumentation choices underpinned lots of 
Walton’s compositions, presenting an English 
take on the hybrid phenomenon taking the 
States by storm.

If it were written today, the creation of 
Belshazzar’s Feast might be compared to a 
vast infrastructure project, delayed in delivery 

and vastly over budget. The original BBC brief 
called for a work suitable for broadcasting, 
written for a small choir, soloist and an 
orchestra not exceeding 15 players. Two years 
later, the piece called upon 90 musicians, a 
huge chorus in eight parts and a baritone 
soloist. The BBC had jettisoned the project, 
unable to stomach its bulging scale, and it 
fell to the Leeds Festival to host its premiere. 
Legend goes that the festival’s director, Sir 
Thomas Beecham, cruelly encouraged Walton 
to indulge yet further: “As you’ll never hear the 
thing again, my boy, why not throw in a couple 
of brass bands?” So he did. The musicians 
were on hand for Berlioz’s Requiem anyway, 
and Belshazzar became even more gluttonous.

Although musicologists catalogue Belshazzar’s 
Feast as an oratorio across nine short 
episodes, Walton likened it more to a three-
movement choral symphony. It is based on text 
from Psalm 137, the Book of Daniel and Psalm 
81, vibrantly transformed into a libretto by 
Oswald Sitwell - in whose Chelsea attic Walton 
lived.

At first, we hear a brassy fanfare and the 
unaccompanied voice of Isaiah announcing 
exile of the Jews to Babylon. In a strange land, 
the Jews lament the loss of Jerusalem against 
a sombre orchestral backdrop. Eventually 
sadness adopts a sinister edge, jagged 
rhythms and turbulent eddies of notes invoking 
curses on Babylon to bring about its downfall.

A great manifest of riches begins the second 
‘movement’, describing the outrageous 
opulence of Babylon. Precious metals, the 
finest wine and foodstuffs, an abundance of 
animals and slaves: inequality was rife, but King 
Belshazzar enjoyed the most privileged of lives. 
Huge orchestral and choral forces, painting 
extraordinarily vivid colours, help to depict the 
extent of the lavish feast. As the party becomes 
ever grander, Belshazzar drinks wine from 

sacred vessels stolen from Jerusalem, before 
singing praise to an array of pagan gods. The 
music is grand and exhilarating, brimming with 
brilliant textures and startling sound effects, 
but Belshazzar’s is a shallow celebration of 
material goods; a celebration that provokes his 
comeuppance.

Suddenly the tone of the music shifts, the style 
of celebration turning to unbridled joy at the 
downfall of Babylon and the newfound freedom 
of the Jews. The ever-present syncopated, 
jazzy rhythms are prominent once again, but 
the orchestration feels lighter, as though its 
burden has been lifted. Among many, this is 
Walton’s mastery in Belshazzar’s Feast - his 
countless combinations of instruments and 
singers adapt so seamlessly, yet so vividly 
portray the mood of each scene. From his 
vast palette of instruments and styles, he 
mixes textures and effects just as a master 
painter layers oils on a canvas. In some places 
delicately thin with the simple power of a 
single colour; in others thick with an intricate 
amalgam of hues to catch the light in just the 
right way.

Walton was a perfectionist, renowned for 
spending years prevaricating over the tiniest 
of details in his music. In this sense his 
very personality represented the antithesis 
of jazz, and perhaps this was why he so 
admired – envied, even – George Gershwin’s 
captivating, off-the-cuff melodies. But his own 
fusion of English musical tradition and 20th 
century innovation offered something equally 
bold, epitomised in the savage splendour of 
Belshazzar’s Feast. 

Programme notes by Matt Belcher

WILLIAM WALTON
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Born into a musical family, Walton’s 
talents were spotted early. As a young 
boy he took piano and violin lessons, 
but found singing to be his calling. Aged 
10 he became a chorister at Christ 
Church, Oxford, and at 16 began his 
undergraduate studies there. He received 
little formal composition tuition, but spent 
hours in the university library with scores 
by Stravinsky, Ravel and Prokofiev, stoking 
his inquisitive, innovative musical nature.

He never adopted a consistent musical 
style, his career evolving from avant-garde 
experiments in the 1920s and early 1930s 
to more traditional forms in later decades. 
Although Walton’s output was far from 
prolific, he composed symphonies, film 
scores, concertos, music for ballets, song 
cycles and operas, earning a knighthood 
in 1951.

Born 1902         Died 1983
Oldham, Lancashire            Ischia, Italy

WILLIAM WALTON

JEMMA FREESTONE
FLUTE

A truly epic work in every sense 
of the word - you name it, 
Belshazzar’s Feast has got it. 
For me, it’s the spectacle of the 
whole that’s most exciting. In 
some pieces, it’s the flute part 
itself that I’ll look forward to 
playing, but here it’s just being a 
small component of something 
that’s huge.

This is my first time playing 
Belshazzar’s Feast as a 
member of the orchestra, but 
at college I sang in the chorus. 
It was the first time I’d ever 
been involved in a large-scale 
orchestral work, contributing 
to such an amazing collective 
sound. I’d never experienced 
anything like it.

Sir Thomas Beecham
to WilliamWalton 

“As you’ll never hear the 
thing again, my boy, why 
not throw in a couple of 
brass bands?”

DOMINIC HAMMETT
TRUMPET

In Belshazzar’s Feast, you’re 
part of a much bigger thing.
It’s the kind of piece where 
there’s so much going on 
around you that your hairs 
stand up and your heart races, 
not necessarily because of 
what you yourself are playing 
but from the overall effect. It’s 
one of the rare times that the 
Royal Festival Hall is truly full 
of sound.

Listening to a recording just 
can’t prepare you for the live 
experience, and particularly the 
sheer range of dynamic shifts. 
There are times when it’s just a 
baritone soloist by himself, then 
at others there are over 300 
people going at full tilt. It’s such 
a wall of sound, and amazingly 
powerful.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Filmed when Walton was 79, the 
composer looks back on his early life and 
musical inspirations - with contributions 
from his friend Laurence Olivier. 

Search ‘William Walton childhood’ on 
YouTube


