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The Life and Music of William Lloyd Webber 

John France 

The purpose of this essay is threefold: firstly, to present a brief biographical 
introduction of William Lloyd Webber, secondly, to give an overview of the 
literature concerning the composer and thirdly, a selective ‘reception history’ of his 
music on CD and in the concert hall. The essay concludes with a short discography. 

ILLIAM SOUTHCOMBE LLOYD WEBBER was born into a respectable, but 
relatively poor, family at 274 King's Road, Chelsea, London, on 11 March 1914.  

His father, William, was a self-employed plumber whose favourite recreation was 
visiting as many church and civic 
organs as his leisure and finances 
would permit.  William was soon 
accompanying his father on these trips.  
At a young age he was playing the 
piano and organ, giving recitals and 
even broadcasting on the nascent BBC.  
After winning an organ scholarship to 
Mercers School in Holborn, Lloyd 
Webber went up to the Royal College of 
Music on a Sir John Goss Scholarship.  
There he had composition lessons with 
Vaughan Williams and studied organ 
under Dr Henry Ley.  He was to gain his 
BMus and his Fellowship of the Royal 
College of Organists in 1933, aged 
nineteen.  In 1938 he was awarded his 
DMus from the London College of 
Music. 
    It was around this time that Lloyd 
Webber began to compose.  His first 
performed work was a Violin Sonatina, 
now lost.  The earliest surviving work 
is the Fantasy Trio (1936), possibly 
composed for the well-known Cobbett chamber music prize.  This trio pushed (in places) 
beyond the notion of English Pastoralism towards the more astringent harmonies of 
Frank Bridge’s later music and the soundscape of Alban Berg. 
    William Lloyd Webber’s first position as organist was at Christchurch, Newgate Street 
(1929-32) followed by six years at St Cyprian’s, Clarence Gate.  In 1939 he was 
appointed organist and choirmaster at the Anglo-Catholic Church of All Saints, Margaret 
Street, London.  He was to remain there for 10 years.  In 1942, William Lloyd Webber 
married Jean Hermione Johnstone (1921-1993) who at that time was a soprano at All 
Saints.  Their two children, Andrew (1948- ) and Julian (1951- ) need no introduction. 
    Much of Lloyd Webber’s catalogue of music was written over the decade between 
1945 and 1955.  This included most of his major orchestral and choral works.  

W 



 

40 

Disillusionment with the direction that music was taking in the nineteen-fifties caused 
him to largely give up composing.  The apparent hegemony of serialism and the rise of 
the avant-garde were prevalent at home and abroad: he considered that any composer 
writing in a tonal or ‘conservative’ style would be side-lined and ignored, if not ridiculed.  
At this time Lloyd Webber needed a regular income to support his wife and two boys.  
He applied for, and secured a job at the Royal College of Music as a teacher of harmony 
and counterpoint.  During his time there he taught many students who would go on to be 
famous, including John Lill and Julian Bream.  There is an anecdote that tells of two 
lessons Lloyd Webber gave to Malcolm Arnold, whilst deputising for Gordon Jacob: 
Arnold was reputedly to insist that these were the best classes he had in his life.  In 1958 
Lloyd Webber accepted the post of Musical Director at the Methodist Central Hall in 
London.  Six years later, he became Director of the London College of Music, a post held 
until his death.  Towards the end of his life he began to compose once more: the fruits of 
this late flowering included the Missa Sanctae Mariae Magdalenae. William Lloyd 
Webber died in London on 29 October 1982. 

The Literature about William Lloyd Webber and his Music 

Music literature has been less than generous to William Lloyd Webber.  Looking at the 
files of The Musical Times, Tempo, and the Musical Quarterly shows that there has been 
virtually no critical comment about his musical compositions.  Grove’s dictionary 
currently has a minor article of less than 200 words.  The Dictionary of National 
Biography entry is of greater interest to the musical historian.  An excellent pen-portrait 
was written by Edmund Whitehouse and appeared in the Robert Farnon Society Journal 
into Melody.  There is a considerable article on Wikipedia with a comprehensive, but 
sometimes undated, list of compositions. 
    One of most interesting explorations of William Lloyd Webber’s life and music took 
the form of an interview published on MusicWeb International in late 1997 between Rob 
Barnett on behalf of the British Music Society and Julian Lloyd Webber.  This has formed 
the basis of much discussion of the composer and his works in subsequent years.  In 
2002, the present author gave a musically illustrated presentation to the London Mozart 
Players Friends group which looked at the broad sweep of Lloyd Webber’s life and 
works.  This was subsequently revised and uploaded to MusicWeb International. 
    On the composer’s death, there were a handful of obituaries published in the daily 
newspapers and musical press. The Times, after a succinct and generous account of his 
life and career, briefly mentions that ‘his many published works include orchestral, 
organ and other instrumental music as well as much church music and several large-
scale choral works’.  The Guardian mentions only the fact that he was Director of the 
London College of Music and that he had two sons.  The Musical Times refers to ‘the 
English organist, composer and educationalist’: there is no mention of any his works. 
    William Lloyd Webber’s organ music has had the greatest amount of critical attention 
with at least three major articles or book chapters devoted to these works.  In 1991 
Larry Wolz published an important study in The American Organist.  It begins with a 
fairly detailed biographical sketch of Lloyd Webber, required because of the absence of 
his name in the major dictionaries and encyclopaedias of music and the ‘most commonly 
consulted organ literature resource books.’  He then presents an overview of the corpus 
of organ works citing the Musical Opinion view that Lloyd Webber exhibited ‘sound 
craftsmanship, originality of expression and suitability for the medium.’  Woltz considers 
that ‘all his works [are in] a post-romantic style, seasoned only occasionally with 
dissonances and constructions that signal a more contemporary composer.’  He makes a 
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few suggestions of pieces that would appeal to the ‘average’ organist such as the Six 
Interludes on Christmas Carols (1961) which he claims would make ‘a welcome addition 
to any organist’s repertoire of Christmas music’.  He adduces that the value of these are 
increased by the composer giving the listener ‘reflections on the carol’ rather than ‘mere 
arrangements of the carol tunes.’  Wolz includes a chronological list of the organ works 
including those still in manuscript (as of 1991). 
    The fifteenth chapter of Peter Hardwick’s essential British Organ Music of the 
Twentieth Century  published in 2003, is entitled ‘Three Mid Century Composers of 
Gebrauchsmusik: Alec Rowley, Eric Thiman and William Lloyd Webber’.  To a large 
extent the title sums up the author’s opinion of these composers: he considers that this 
was music written for a purpose as well as for its own sake. Hardwick quotes Lloyd 
Webber: 

These pieces have no serious musical ambition. If the organist with sufficient ability for a 
modest church appointment finds them manageable and enjoyable, and if congregations 
find them conducive for an atmosphere for worship, my intentions are fully realised. 

    However, there were exceptions where he feels that the music rises to some romantic 
height.  Hardwick notes that most of Lloyd Webber’s organ works are short, often slow 
or moderately slow, usually in binary or ternary form and having a ‘taste for 
chromaticism that was derived from the music of Rachmaninov and César Auguste 
Franck.’  He does not think that William was as great a lyricist as his son Andrew; 
conversely he considers that the melodies ‘are expressive and work well in his harmonic 
idiom.’  His use of modulation is ‘masterly.’  A number of works are discussed including 
the Rhapsody on ‘Helmsley’ (1956) which is ‘notable’ and where ‘raw emotion is exposed, 
and he allows himself unfettered freedom, to be totally and utterly immersed on the 
creation of this rhythmically driven, dramatic Romantic music’. 
    As a part of the centenary celebrations of William Lloyd Webber’s birth during March 
2014, the organist Jane Watts wrote a lengthy appreciation of the composer’s organ 
music for the Organists’ Review.  After an informative biographical sketch of the 
composer, she examines a few selected works noting the relatively short duration of 
many of these pieces and their functional titles.  Watts considers that Lloyd Webber 
must have enjoyed composing ‘new’ works from existing hymns and carols.  She 
mentions the Prelude on ‘Winchester New’, the Meditation on ‘Stracathro’, and the 
Interlude on ‘Good King Wenceslas’ as good examples of this form.  Of the longer organ 
works, Jane Watts includes an analysis of the Chorale, Cantilena and Finale in which she 
considers the composer may have been paying homage to Franck, although not being a 
pastiche.  She often enjoys including some of Lloyd Webber’s shorter pieces in her 
recitals and enjoins the reader to recall the composer’s dictum ‘Why write six pages 
when six bars will do?’  Watts considers that he ‘epitomises this in his own work, with 
no unnecessary ‘dressing-up’ or wastage of notes’.  After an analysis of the considerable 
Three Recital Pieces for organ which are more technically demanding than most of the 
works, Watts notes the hint of melancholy that crops up in the seemingly joyous Nuptial 
March.  This mood seems to be a feature of some of Lloyd Webber’s music. 
   As with many composers, an excellent source of information has been provided in the 
sleeve/liner notes for the CDs that have been released and authors include Matthew Rye, 
Jane Watts and Malcolm Hayes.  Individual works, mainly for organ, have been reviewed 
in journals such as the Musical Opinion especially in the early nineteen-fifties.  The most 
important internet resource is the website which went online in 2001 and has been 
updated on an occasional basis over the past thirteen years.  This site includes a brief 
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biography, a catalogue of works, a small selection of reviews and a discography of the 
main CD releases. 

William Lloyd Webber on Record and Recital Room 

One of the earliest intimations that William Lloyd Webber’s fortunes were about to 
change, came with the recording and release of Aurora by the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra conducted by Lorin Maazel (Philips 420 342-1.)  This work was issued on LP, 
CD and music cassette.  The recording was made at the Abbey Road Studios in 1986 and 
included Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Variations for cello and orchestra.  Reviewing this CD 
in Music and Musicians Robert Matthew-Walker noted that ‘Aurora is a difficult work to 
pin-point in style: English, certainly, but not at all derivative, although echoes may be 
traced of Bax, Ireland and Moeran.’  He had changed his mind about William Lloyd 
Webber’s musical achievement – of whom he had ‘...previously thought [of] as an 
eminently respectable composer of Methodist Easter cantatas, and not much else, was 
an artist of no mean achievement.’ 
    Later that year, an advert in The Gramophone promoting the first recording ‘devoted 
totally to the [composer’s] music…’ It was a broad-ranging CD (ASV CD DCA 584 also 
issued on vinyl and cassette) including the Missa Sanctae Mariae Magdalenae, two arias 
for tenor and organ – The King of love and Thou art the King, two pieces for cello and 
piano, six miniatures for piano solo and five of William Lloyd Webber’s contribution to 
the song repertoire.  Felix Aprahamian had endorsed the disc: ‘…the sheer craftsmanship 
of his compositions may come as no surprise, but many more will respond to the full-
blooded romanticism of his chosen musical language.’  The performers included The 
Richard Hickox Singers, the composer’s son Julian, John Lill, Philip Leger and John 
Graham-Hall.  There was a short article in The Gramophone introducing this recording.  
The opening caveat is the often-repeated fact that his ‘famous sons have, in their 
separate ways, eclipsed their father’s achievement in terms of their impact on the 
world’s musical scene …’ but continues to acknowledge that William was an all-round 
musician who chose a ‘less overtly glamorous, but no less distinguished career.’  It notes 
that he was ‘a composer of vocal and instrumental music whose simple appeal lies in its 
unashamed romanticism and thorough craftsmanship.’  It was clear the author had not 
yet heard the more ‘Bergian’ Lento for Strings that re-appeared in later years.  The major 
work on this disc was the Missa Sanctae Mariae Magdalenae which was a late work 
dating from 1979 after the composer’s self-enforced silence had been broken.  This Mass 
setting is noted for its ‘elegant contrapuntal style with a gently adventurous harmonic 
language which clearly owes much to the English choral tradition but which also 
enriches it.’ 
    Malcolm Macdonald’s review in the same edition considered it was good that the man 
‘who started it all’ [Andrew & Julian] should have a ‘record of his own.’  Macdonald 
devotes nearly half of his assessment to the Mass and suggests that it is right that this 
one should have ‘escaped from the organ loft onto record.’  He is impressed by the more 
‘conventional style’ of the songs and arias and suggests that they are ‘fluent’ like those of 
Roger Quilter.  The 1996 re-issue of this CD (ASV CD DCA 961) included three new items 
including the Viola Sonatina, a Nocturne for cello and piano and the short Explanation for 
piano solo.  The two arias were dropped from the track listings.  Andrew Achenbach in 
The Gramophone was equally impressed with this CD. He noted the ‘three beautifully 
crafted movements’ of the Viola Sonatina ‘contained much resourceful, attractively 
idiomatic writing.’  He considers the Nocturne for cello and piano, ‘wistful’ and the piano 
piece Explanation as having an ‘innocent charm.’ 
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    On 2 November 1995, the Solomon Piano Trio gave a Lloyd Webber premiere at the 
Purcell Rooms.  Matthew Rye noted that the Fantasy Trio was written in 1936 when the 
composer was 22 years old.  He suggests that its ‘style is utterly of its period, 
reminiscent of Bax and Ireland, and, in its harmonic writing, owing a debt to French 
music.’  He elaborates by noting that this work ‘… is distinctly personal … [in its] 
yearning, rhythmically driven melodies for the violin and cello and individually 
chromatic chord progression for the piano.’  The performance of the work by Daniel 
Adni, Rodney Friend and Raphael Sommer was ‘warm and sympathetic catching that 
warm glow of a forgotten age of English music’. 
    In September 1998 Hyperion were advertising their new CD of ‘piano music, chamber 
music and songs’ of William Lloyd Webber. (CDA 67008)  The performers were The 
Nash Ensemble, the tenor John Mark Aynsley and the pianist Ian Brown.  This was an 
exploration of more of Lloyd Webber’s miniatures and concentrated on music that was 
‘tuneful’ and ‘easy on the ear.’  However the major discovery (for those who missed the 
concert) on this CD was the Fantasy Trio with its more intense and astringent sound 
world.  E.G. (Edward Greenfield) reviewing this CD in The Gramophone is complimentary 
to most of these works.  The songs are praised for their ‘gift of melody’ which nods to 
early Frank Bridge, and containing ‘largely predictable’ melodies and harmonies with 
‘fluent’ piano writing that contain ‘unexpected twists.’  The trio is considered to be 
‘assured’ especially in the balancing of the instruments.  The landscape inspired pieces 
such as Frensham Pond and The Gardens at Eastwell, both for flute and piano are as 
‘freely lyrical as the songs.’  ‘E.G.’ picks up on the fact that the Flute Sonatina has a 
‘French tinge’ echoing not just ‘early Bridge but occasionally Ireland too’ as in the brisk, 
chattering piano piece Tree Tops from the Three Spring Miniatures and in A Song for the 
Morning with its ‘clashing intervals of a second.’ 
    In 1998, Jane Watts recorded a wide selection of William Lloyd Webber’s organ works 
for the Priory label (PRCD 616).  This music was played on the superbly restored Father 
Willis organ in Salisbury Cathedral.  The disc consisted of a number of ‘quiet and hushed’ 
pieces of music suitable for acting as ‘interludes’ in the progress of the liturgy.  Also 
included, were the two major organ works Chorale, Cantilena and Finale and the Three 
Recital Pieces.  The CD opened with the powerful Festival March.  This CD was reviewed 
in The Gramophone by E.G. who considered that ‘the point to note is how consistently 
Lloyd Webber is not just lyrical in his writing but tuneful, with melodies staying in the 
mind, not just meandering.’ 
    Michael Kennedy reviewing the new Chandos CD (CHAN 9595) of orchestral and 
choral music, pointed out that William Lloyd Webber gave up composing in ‘that ghastly 
1955-70 period when serialism was shoved down our throats by the BBC and the 
academic establishment.’  He continued by suggesting that William did not have the 
genius of Walton or Britten which ‘would have enabled him to “thumb his nose” at the 
fashion-dictators…’  The ten works on this Chandos disc ‘show him to have been a 
composer of distinctive quality who could rise to ecstatic heights’.  He considers that 
Invocation has something of ‘Elgar’s Sospiri’ and the Lento for strings is ‘altogether more 
middle-European in its angst.’ 
    Edward Greenfield in The Guardian reviewed Invocations by warning the reader this 
was ‘not Andrew, but William’ which seems to be a leitmotif underlying many reviews. 
The author suggests that Lloyd Webber père, wrote ‘every bit as fluently as his son.’  He 
considers William as an ‘arch romantic at heart, whose style sets English pastoral 
alongside Rachmaninov-like surges in passion.’  Aurora is the most ambitious piece, 
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which is ‘a symphonic poem’ and is ‘colourfully orchestrated.’  He regards the Mass as 
‘happily [reconciling] Roman and Anglican manners.’ 
    ‘Raymond’ in Record Review comes straight to the point: he judges that from this 
‘collection’ that William was a ‘much better composer’ than Andrew.  The latter had 
inherited the ‘father’s gift for writing a pleasing, if obvious tune’.  He cites as an example 
the second movement of the Serenade for Strings.  He suggests that if ‘you think that 
Rachmaninov and Delius are the outer limits, you will find WLW’s music most 
appealing.’  His music is ‘succinct and graceful’ in expression. 
    In 1999 Priory Records released a CD (PRCD 677) of music from William Lloyd 
Webber’s old ‘alma mater’, All Saints, Margaret Street, London.  It featured the church 
choir directed by Harry Bramma and Nicholas Luff on the organ.  The CD introduced a 
wide variety of choral pieces not previously recorded.  The American Record Guide 
noted that 

on the whole, these works are contemplative, as opposed to celebratory. They represent a 
style of church music that needs to be revisited in this country [USA] - intelligent texts 
coupled with glorious, well-crafted music. 

    The reviewer concluded that the performance by the Choir of All Saints Margaret 
Street was ‘magnificent’ and he considered that ‘they sing with a warm blend that is not 
often heard in mixed English choirs … if you like English choral music, this is a must-
have.’  The Gramophone review by John Steane was largely complimentary, however he 
was concerned that Lloyd Webber’s writing (as represented on this disc) ‘is too 
uniformly comfortable: the Kyrie and Agnus of his Mass Princeps Pacis, for instance, seem 
entirely free from trouble, with no tiresome penitence or urgency of entreaty.’ 
    The Musical Opinion notes that on 23 June 2003 the Chelsea Festival would present the 
World Premiere Performance of William Lloyd Webber’s oratorio St Francis of Assisi, 
completed in 1948, which was the year that Andrew was born.  The work was duly given 
at Holy Trinity Church, Sloane Street, London and featured the Joyful Company of 
Singers, the Academy of St. Martin’s in the Fields with the conductor Peter Broadbent.  
Geoff Brown in The Times felt that Lloyd Webber’s musical language is English, 
conservative and romantic.’  It seemed to embrace ‘Elgar’s shade and on occasion the 
stickier ghost of César Franck.’  It was a mixed review.  He considered that the oratorio 
‘has charms and here and there’ Lloyd Webber produced the ‘genuine goods.’  Brown felt 
that the ‘fragrant’ Nocturne, which had already been introduced to listeners in the ASV 
disc had been ‘rammed into’ the first of the four parts of the oratorio.  He writes that 
‘once in a while a six-bar stretch would shimmer with a pale beauty.’  The text by 
Dorothy Pleydell-Bouverie seems to have been the problem: it would ‘torpedo much 
greater composers.’  There was no ‘external drama’. St Francis’s reformed life of poverty 
and deeds and talking to the birds was ‘lost in an avalanche of fusty words not fit to be 
sung.’  Finally the choir were always ‘euphonious and enthusiastic even when there was 
little to be enthusiastic about.’  It is interesting to note that the work has not been 
recorded.  Other choral works such as The Divine Compassion and The Saviour have also 
been revived in recent years. 
    During the Centenary celebrations held in March 2014, Jessica Duchen contributed a 
pen portrait of the composer to The Independent which incorporated reminiscences 
from Andrew and Julian.  The main concert took place at St Martin’s-in-the-Field, London 
on 11 March.  It featured the St. Martin Voices under their director Andrew Earis, the 
organist Nicolas Wearne and Julian Lloyd Webber.  Works included the major Missa 
Princeps Pacis, the Nocturne for cello and piano, the anthems Lo! My shepherd is divine 
and a selection of organ and piano music including the Trumpet Minuet and The Willow 
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Song from the Three Spring Miniatures.  The concert concluded with a performance of 
the final part of The Saviour in which Ben Collis felt that ‘the Parry-like final pages … are 
as thrilling and climactic as anything to be found in British choral music.’ 

Conclusion 

There is an old story told by Felix Mendelssohn’s father.  He once said that when he was 
a boy he was known as Herr Mendelssohn’s son.  Now that he is elderly, he is known as 
Felix Mendelssohn’s father!  This is surely relevant for an understanding of William 
Lloyd Webber.  Few can be ignorant of Andrew’s successful career in the world of 
musicals, and many are aware of Julian’s contribution to the concert hall, the recital 
room and the record as a fine player and promoter of little-known cello music.  The 
reappraisal of William Lloyd Webber has set the achievement of his sons in context.  
Their mother and father were musical: both encouraged their sons in their chosen 
profession: their musical culture arose from their upbringing. 
    Lloyd Webber was one of nature's romantics.  It is difficult to imagine him writing neo-
classical or strict serial music. Contrariwise, the Lento in E did push towards a Bergian 
sound-world.  He was inspired by the moods and impressions prompted by the 
landscape.  There are a number of influences apparent in his music including the 
Anglican organ loft, the English ‘pastoral’ school of music as exemplified by (some works 
by) Vaughan Williams and Gerald Finzi.  Delius, although not of this school, is also a 
stimulus – and finally, there is the romanticism of Rachmaninov.  However, William 
Lloyd Webber was no mere writer of parody or pastiche.  These influences were obvious 
in his music but he brought his own gifts.  He applied skilful structure and form to his 
music: Lloyd Webber had the ability to score his works with an excellent understanding 
of the medium.  He was talented in composing memorable tunes and supplying delicious 
harmonies.  Much of William Lloyd Webber’s music has now been recorded – the major 
exceptions are the St Francis Oratorio and the cantata The Saviour.  Thus it is possible to 
come to an informed understanding of his style and achievement. 
Select Discography 
• Andrew Lloyd Webber Variations on a Theme of Paganini for cello and orchestra, 

William Lloyd Webber Aurora; London Philharmonic Orchestra/Lorin Maazel; 
Philips 420 342-1 (1986) 

• The Music of William Lloyd Webber; John Graham Hall (tenor), Richard Hickox 
Singers, Richard Hickox (director), Philip Ledger (piano & organ), John Lill (piano), 
Ian Watson (organ); ASV Recordings CD DCA 584, LP DCA 584, Music Cassette 
ZCDCA 584 (1987) [Re-released in 1996 as CD DCA 961] 

• William Lloyd Webber: Piano Music, Chamber Music and Songs; John Mark Ainsley 
(tenor), Ian Brown (piano), The Nash Ensemble; HYPERION CDA 67008 (1998) 

• The Organ Works of William Lloyd Webber; Jane Watts (organ); PRIORY PRCD 616 
(1998) 

• Invocation William Lloyd Webber; Tasmin Little (violin), Julian Lloyd Webber (cello), 
City of London Sinfonia/Richard Hickox, et al; CHANDOS CHAN 9595 (1998) 

• The Sacred Music of William Lloyd Webber; All Saints Margaret Street Choir, Harry 
Bramma (director), Nicholas Luff (organ); Priory Records PRCD 677 (2000) 
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