William Alwyn at 100

Hubert Culot

Some twenty years ago, when I was preparing an eightieth birthday
tribute, that unfortunately became a memorial tribute ™, it was
taken for granted that the earliest works acknowledged by the
composer were the Rhapsody for Piano Quartet and the
Divertimento for Solo Flute, both from 1939, and that the works
composed during the inter-war years had all been either withdrawn
or destroyed or lost. In the meantime, a number of recent
recordings released by Chandos and triggered by Mary Alwyn's
untiring and unselfish efforts unearthed a number of hitherto
unheard and unrecorded works, be they from the inter-war period
or from the composer’s mature years. The centenary of William
Alwyn’s birth thus provides a fair opportunity to assess some of
these early and other works left untouched — for quite obvious
reasons — in my article of 1985.

William Alwyn was born on November 7th 1905 in Northampton.
His father was a grocer, and his family largely unmusical, though
they all shared a passion for literature and the visual arts. ” We all
shared Father’s literary enthusiasm and his less-knowledgeable
interest in art ... but neither he or the the others had much feeling
for music. In this I was alone.” ® He left school at the age of
fourteen to assist his father in the grocery store. “But I was not cut
out to be a provincial grocer.” ™ He managed to get an entry to the
Royal Academy of Music as a flautist at the age of fifteen. At the
Academy, he also had some teaching in piano and gained some
experience in conducting. His father’s death compelled him to
leave the Academy and to start eaming a living by some flute
playing and some piano teaching. He also took the position of
music master at a residential private school in Surrey. “But the
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strain of musical isolation became too much for me and I suffered a
minor nervous breakdown... and the arrogant head master showed
little compunction in promptly dismissing me from my post at this
school. This was in November 1926." ¥ At that time he was
appointed a professor of composition at the Royal Academy, and
became a flautist in the London Symphony Orchestra.

Although he had already composed several orchestral works during
his stay at the Academy (these included an orchestral suite deemed
unplayable by Sir Alexander Mackenzie, but performed later by
Henry Wood at the Queen’s Hall), he made his first breakthrough
with his Five Preludes for Orchestra, first performed at the Proms
in 1927. From then on, music literally flowed from the composer’s
pen, and the inter-war years were extraordinarily prolific, although
many works written during that period were either withdrawn or
discarded by the composer who, however, always retained some
real liking of his Piano Concerto written for and first performed in
Bournemouth by his life-long friend Clifford Curzon, conducted by
the composer. The Piano Concerto is in one single movement
falling into four contrasted sections played without a break. It is a
fine work by any count, although the varied influences at work
here (Ireland, Prokofiev and, maybe, Ravel) are still fairly easy to
trace; but the whole piece already displays a remarkable sureness
of touch, particularly so in the orchestral writing.

During the inter-war years, however, Alwyn wrote many works in
almost every genre, most of which remained unheard for many
long years, although his short piano piece Green Hills [1933]
became comparatively popular for having been long available in
print. Some of these works, too, have been recorded in the
meantime, e.g. the fine Oboe Sonata [1934] and Tragic Interlude
[1936] for small orchestra.

In 1936 Alwyn composed the first of his many film scores, The
Future’s in the Air, a Strand documentary directed by Alexander
Shaw. He was to compose more than one hundred film scores that
earned him a considerable reputation as a film composer. This,
however, would prove a curse as well as a blessing. On the one
hand, composing for films enabled him to refine and expand his
compositional skills as well as it provided him with not inconsider-
able financial means. On the other hand, his success as a film
composer proved a handicap in his being recognized as a "serious”
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composer, a fate also endured by the likes of Malcolm Amold,
Benjamin Frankel and Miklos Rosza, to name but a few.

In 1938, he completed his Violin Concerto, a quite substantial
work which was considered by Sir Henry Wood for a Prom
performance that did not eventually take place because of the
outbreak of World War II. The piece was put aside and remained
unperformed for nearly fifty years until it was recorded by Lydia
Mordkovitch and the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by
Richard Hickox. ® It is a big work both in size and substance that
still has to make its mark. Anyway it is a major work and a key
work in Alwyn’s musical progress. The weight of the musical
argument, the abundance of ideas, the sureness of touch and the
symphonic character of much of the music clearly pave the way for
the later symphonies.

Alwyn's first acknowledged works, the Rhapsody for Piano Quartet
and the Divertimento for Solo Flute, were composed in 1939, as
was the Pastoral Fantasia for violin and string orchestra. Watson
Forbes made a version for viola and strings in 1941 and performed
it with the BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sir Adrian
Boult. " This and the somewhat later Concerto for Oboe, Harp and
String Orchestra [1945] may probably be regarded as Alwyn’s sole
incursion into the world of the so-called British Pastoral School
and of Delius and Vaughan Williams. (One might also add his
delightful film score for another Strand documentary, Green
Girdle, directed by Ralph Keen, a miniature tone poem in all but
the name ®.)

During the war years and after, Alwyn composed a few pieces in
neo-classical mould, such as the fine Concerto Grosso No.l in B
flat major (“to my friends in the LSO"), the Suite of Scottish
Dances (a delightful, unpretentious tribute to Muir Mathieson who
conducted so many of Alwyn’s film scores), the Sonata alla
Toccata for piano and the beautifully lyrical Concerto Grosso No.2
in G for strings, the latter being Alwyn's last neo-classical work.

At about that time, Alwyn felt that he was ready to embark on his
most ambitious project so far: a large-scale symphonic cycle. "I
planned a cycle of four symphonies ... each symphony was to be
complete in itself but each was to form an integral part of the
whole cycle.” @
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Work on the Symphony No.l in D began in 1948 and was not
completed until 1949. At that time, too, Alwyn was composing a
score for a documentary film commissioned by the City of
Manchester and directed by Paul Rotha. The score for The City
Speaks was played by the Hallé Orchestra conducted by John
Barbirolli. Somewhat reticent at first, Barbirolli's attitude pro-
gressively thawed, and the ultimate result of it was that Barbirolli
conducted the first performance of Alwyn’s First Symphony. Later,
he also conducted the first performances of the Second Symphony
[1953] and of The Magic Island [1952].

After having composed the Festival March for the Festival of
Britain in 1951, Alwyn began work on the Symphony No.2
completed and first performed in 1953. This is an important work
as far as Alwyn's symphonic progress is concerned. In it the
composer clearly demonstrates that he is a true symphonist who
has also learned the lesson of the First Symphony, that — fine as it
is — may not be completely satisfying in symphonic terms. As a
result, the Second Symphony is much more concentrated, and
develops a limited, basic material in truly symphonic manner.

After completing the beautifully lyrical harp concerto Lyra
Angelica and the nicely nostalgic Autumn legend for cor anglais
and orchestra, as well as his first large-scale piano work Fantasy-
Waltzes and — more importantly still — his String Quartet [No.1]
in D minor, Alwyn began his Third Symphony, a masterly piece in
which his symphonic writing reaches an unquestioned climax. The
genesis of the piece, and the personal, intimate context in which it
was composed, has been fully documented in Alwyn’s journal Ariel
to Miranda ™. Emotionally, the Third Symphony is troubled, rest-
less, violent at times, whereas its slow movement, more a funeral
march than a meditation or a lyrical outpouring, does not really
lighten the overall mood of the piece. Thus, emotionally speaking,
the music certainly reflects the uncertainty and the menace caused
by the Cold War. Musically, too, the Third Symphony follows new
paths, for it displays Alwyn's own personal approach to twelve-
tone music. The symphony is based on a twelve-tone row, but the
row is never used in its complete form until the later stages of the
third movement. Neither does it adhere to any dodecaphonic rule.
Thus, the first movement is based on an eight-tone row, whereas
the second movement only uses the remaining four notes of the
row (only in the fifth variation do the first six notes briefly come
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in). The Third Symphony fully demonstrates Alwyn’s symphonic
mastery, and ability to work in the long term.

The Third Symphony was first performed by Sir Thomas Beecham
conducting the BBC Symphony Orchestra. “They tell me I can't
conduct modern music. Well, this should learn them.” ™ Although
he might not have been everyone’s first choice, Beecham
magnificently rose to the occasion, and anyone who has had the
opportunity to hear that first performance of Alwyn’s Third
Symphony can confirm that this was an impressive and fully
committed reading that more recent recordings by the composer
and by Richard Hickox have not surpassed.

The Third Symphony was followed by the delightful, if light-
weight, Elizabethan Dances and by the substantial Twelve Preludes
for piano. The latter were first performed by Cor de Groot, for
whom Alwyn composed his Piano Concerto No.2. Due to a sudden
and total incapacitation by paralysis to his arm, de Groot did not
perform the concerto scheduled for the Proms that thus remained
unperformed until it was recorded many years later. ” The Second
Piano Concerto is a warmly romantic work of great popular appeal,
that may not be as original as its predecessor but is nevertheless
worth more than the occasional hearing.

The decade 1950-1960 was an important one. In 1959, Alwyn
completed the Symphony No.4, also in three movements with a
rather developed Scherzo placed second. Incidentally, the layout of
the Fourth Symphony is similar to that of Rubbra’s Seventh
composed two years earlier. The Fourth Symphony is generally
more relaxed in mood than its predecessor, but maintains the same
level of strictly argued symphonic writing.

Other major works followed: one of his most important chamber
works, the String Trio [1962], the Movements for Piano [1963], the
Clarmer Sonata [1963] and the Concerto Grosso No.3 [1964]
written as a tribute and a deeply felt homage to Sir Henry Wood.

Alwyn then spent several long years on his opera Juan or The
Libertine, completed in 1971 and still awaiting its first per-
formance. In the meantime, when the main work on the opera was
over, Alwyn composed another important and substantial work
with a quite misleading title, the Sinfonietta for Strings, that any
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composer less modest than he would have proudly called a
symphony, for this masterly work in three movements develops
some tightly knit symphonic argument. It is a compact work full of
vigorous and energetic writing sometimes reminiscent of Honegger
or Alban Berg (the slow movement actually briefly quotes from
Lulu). The Sinfonietta bears ample proof — if such was needed —
that Alwyn’s music can be — and is — very personal and quite
individual in spite of its apparent traditionalism.

A further step in Alwyn’s symphonic progress is reached in the
Symphony No.5 "Hydriotaphia” commissioned by the Arts Council
and first performed at the Norwich Triennial Festival in 1973. It is
in one movement, albeit falling into four clearly delineated sections
played without a break. Each section bears a quotation from Sir
Thomas Browne's Hydriotaphia: Urn Burial, on which the music
sets out to reflect while fully retaining its symphonic character
throughout. The whole work is based on a three-note motif heard at
the outset after a brief flourish in the strings. Although the music
contains much that is familiar, it nevertheless displays a
considerable extension of Alwyn’s expressive palette in spite — or
because — of the limited material on which it is based. The
powerful achievement of the Fifth Symphony signalled the apex of
Alwyn's lifelong symphonic quest.

At about the time of the completion of the Fifth Symphony, Alwyn
composed a number of chamber works, such as Naiades for flute
and harp, the song cycle Mirages to some of his poems, and the
String Quartet No.2 "Spring Waters”, a worthy successor to the
First String Quartet of 1955.

However, the main work of that period was his second opera Miss
Julie to his own libretto adapted from Strindberg’s play. Alwyn
repeatedly expressed his views on opera, and he obviously worked
out most of them in Miss Julie. which is one of the most successful
operas written during the last quarter of the twentieth century. The
reasons are two-fold, I think: Alwyn devised a tightly knit libretto
keeping to the essential of Strindberg'’s play, and the actual musical
setting is simply superb. The scoring is as bold and inventive as
ever, the more so when one realizes that the whole work relies on
waltz rhythms permeating much of the music, but used with an
almost endless resourcefulness and imagination. When the opera is
over, one is sure to have lived through some deeply moving
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musical and human experience. In a letter to Opera, Benjamin
Luxon described the opera as “real opera written by someone who
fully understands the capability of the human voice”, whilst Jill
Gomez said that "it is a fantastic work, beautifully written. Because
it is tuneful and vocal, and does not go plink-plonk-plonk, the
opera houses aren't interested in it." ®

Three song cycles were then composed as a thanks oftering tor the
singers who sang in the broadcast and recorded performances of
Miss Julie: Six Nocturnes [1976] for baritone and piano, A Leave
Taking [1977] for tenor and piano. and Invocations [1978] for
soprano and piano. At about the same time, too, Alwyn composed
his beautiful Concerto for Flute and Wind Octet [1980], another
song cycle Seascapes for soprano, treble recorder and piano to
words by Michael Armstrong, a short tribute to Thomas Pitfield
Chaconne for Tom for recorder and piano, and — most importantly
— his String Quartet No.3 completed in 1984. The latter was
written for the Quartet of London who had previously recorded his
earlier string quartets for Chandos. It was first performed in
Blythburgh Parish Church by them in June 1985, and recorded
soon afterwards. That recording was to be released on the occasion
of Alwyn's eightieth birthday. This was not to be, for William
Alwyn died on September 11th 1985 after a last and fatal illness.
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