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Sir William Walton (March 29, 1902 – March 8, 1983) was born in the 

dingy, dirty industrial town of Oldham, England. When he was 12 he became a 

chorister in Christ Church Cathedral where besides learning a great deal of church 

music, he was exposed to works by Debussy, Prokofiev, Stravinsky and other 

modern composers by his forward thinking tutor. His musical talent blossomed and 

he began composing “to make myself interesting somehow”. In his early 20s, 

having left Oxford without a degree, Walton became connected with the artistic 

Sitwell family which gave him entry into London’s high society. Their financial 

support gave him the leisure time needed to pursue composition at his own, slow 

pace.  In his 20s and 30s he produced a string of outstanding works that remain his 

best known, such as Facade, Belshazzar’s Feast, the Violin Concerto, and film 

scores for Henry V and Hamlet. Walton played down his talent once telling an 

interviewer that he became a composer “because I was too damned stupid to do 

anything else.” 

In 1936 Walton composed the march Crown Imperial for the coronation of 

King George VI. It was well received and predictably has taken its place alongside 

the Pomp & Circumstance Marches of Elgar. In 1953, when it came time for the 

coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, it was natural to ask Walton to again write the 

music. The result was Orb and Sceptre March commissioned by the Arts Council 

of Great Britain. Walton asked for and was granted permission to dedicate it to the 

Queen, which was a considerable honor since such permission was rarely granted. 

Orb and Sceptre was written using the same formula as before: a brisk opening 

followed by a broad tune, then a trio followed by a return to the opening and a 

conclusion with the appearance of the big, broad tune once again. The title was 

taken from a speech in Shakespeare’s Henry V.  

 When Walton’s Viola Concerto was premiered in 1929, listeners had to 

reconsider opinions that the composer wrote shallow but brilliant music. The 

concerto certainly has brilliance, but it also has profound feeling. It was almost 

immediately accepted as the greatest concerto ever written for the viola. With this 

concerto his reputation was further enhanced as the leading British composer of his 

generation. The concerto was mostly written in Amalfi and intended for the 

English violist Lionel Tertis. Tertis thought the concerto was too modern for his 



 

taste so the premier performance was given by no less than composer Paul 

Hindemith on October 3, 1929 in London, with Walton as conductor. In 1964, 

Walton decided to revise the work, brightening the orchestration, reducing the 

woodwind and brass, and adding a harp.  

Until the appearance of Variations on an Original Theme, better known as 

the Enigma Variations, in 1899, Edward Elgar was known in England as a 

regional composer of mostly choral music. Things would change when Enigma 

was accepted by Hans Richter for performance. Within a year, the work had been 

played by orchestras all over Europe and the U.S., and the self-taught composer’s 

rise to fame was meteoric. Much has been written about the enigma: what is the 

theme? Despite many conjectures, there is no definitive solution, and given Elgar’s 

love of riddles and jokes, there likely will never be. The score bears the inscription 

“Dedicated to my friends pictured within” and over the first page the word 

‘Enigma’ is inscribed. In the first program notes for a performance, the composer 

wrote “The enigma I will not explain – its ‘dark saying’ must be left unguessed, 

and I warn you that the apparent connection between the variations and the theme 

is often of the slightest texture; further, through and over the whole set, another 

and larger theme ‘goes’, but is not played.” Musicologists have conjectured that 

the theme is anything from Happy Birthday to Rule Britannia. Enigma is a set of 

14 variations, each depicting people close to the composer. Space limitations 

prevent more detailed information, and interested listeners should read Edward 

Elgar, Memories of a Variation, by Mrs. Richard Powell (1937), who was herself 

the subject of variation X (Dorabella). Briefly, after a slow introduction and theme, 

the variations are: 

I)  C.A.E. dedicated to Elgar’s wife Caroline Alice. 

II) H.D.S.P. was Hew David Steuert-Powell, who was a pianist – notice the finger 

warm up patterns. 

III) R.B.T. was Richard Baxter Townshend who was an eccentric who rode the 

countryside on a tricycle. 

IV) W.M.B. was William Meath Baker, who had a habit of slamming doors shut – 

you’ll hear it at the end. 

V)  R.P.A. was Richard Penrose Arnold who had a funny laugh – listen to the 

woodwinds. 

VI)  Ysobel was Isobel Fitton, a violist, so naturally the viola is the principal 

instrument. 

VII) Troyte was Sir Ivor Atkins’ nickname. A great family friend. 

VIII) W.N. was for Winifred Norbury. 

IX) Nimrod is the most famous and celebrated variation, and dedicated to Elgar’s 

good friend and musical advisor at his publishers, August Johannes Jaeger. Nimrod 

was Elgar’s nickname for his good friend and musical confidant. 

X) Dorabella stammered. 

XI) G.R.S. was for Dr. Sinclair, who was an organist – the fast passage in the low 

instruments mimic him practicing his pedal work. 



 

XII) B.G.N. for Basil Nevinson was a cellist, and this variation opens with a cello 

solo. XIII) (***) was for Lady Mary Lygon who left for Australia before the work 

was completed. At one point, Elgar asks for timpani to be played with coins, to 

represent the ship’s engines carrying her away forever.  

XIV) E.D.U. is for the composer himself.  

 

~Marty Haub 

 


