
 



Belshazzar's Feast Walton 

At its first performance at Leeds in 1931, Walton's masterly oratorio raised many eyebrows. 

Here was a work based on a religious text which employed jazz rhythms, a vast percussion 

section, a technicoloured orchestra speaking of raw and savage emotions of hatred, retribution 

and despair. The musical language understandably might have seemed difficult at that time, 

but the choice of a blood-curdling Old Testament subject, ingeniously selected by Osbert 

Sitwell, would have been relished by Victorian Choral Societies who were so suspicious of 

Newman's strange and wonderful text which inspired Elgar to compose England's other great 

oratorio, 'The Dream of Gerontius'. 

Of course Walton's score, once understood, made and continues to make a great impact, but 

this was no mere Hollywood spectacular on a religious theme, so many of which seem to date 

almost before they have first been shown. For Walton's masterpiece is a work of supreme 

genius and his musical understanding of the emotions aroused in the hearts of the exiled 

Israelites is profound and sensitive. We weep with them by the waters of Babylon, in a strange 

land; we are numbed as they were by Belshazzar's sacrilege in ordering the use of their very 

own sacred vessels as wine cups and plates at his dinner-table. In spite of ourselves we are all 

too easily beguiled by Belshazzar's feast by the music and dancing he has ordered in praise of 

false gods. But we are terrified by the writing on the wall and the suddenness of his death, and 

as we rejoice with the Israelites at the fall of Babylon we are at the same time fearful and in 

awe of the mighty and summary powers of vengeance which have been called into being by 

Belshazzar's wickedness. The reality and complexity of all these emotions is strongly 

underlined by the economy of Walton's score - economy not of course in an orchestral but in 

a formal sense! For Walton concentrated this tremendous drama, encapsulated it into a work 

of symphonic length and proportions, rather than expanding it in a leisurely way like so many 

oratorios. This concentration of musical and dramatic thought and the rapid changes of 

emotional temperature from extremes of misery to joy provide an unforgettable experience. 

Programme notes by Angus Watson 

Thus spake Isaiah: 

Thy sons that thou shall beget 

They shall be taken away 

And be eunuchs 

In the palace of the King of Babylon 

Howl ye, howl ye, therefore: 

For the day of the Lord is at hand! 

By the waters of Babylon 

By the waters of Babylon  

There we sat down: yea, we wept 

And hanged our harps upon the willows. 

For they that wasted us 

Required of us mirth; 

They that carried us away captive 

Required of us a song. 

Sing us one of the songs of Zion. 

How shall we sing the Lord's song 

In a strange land? 

If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, 

Let my right hand forget her cunning. 

If I do not remember thee, 

Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my 

mouth. 

Yea, if I prefer not Jerusalem above my 

chief joy. 

 

By the waters of Babylon 

There we sat down: yea, we wept 

O daughter of Babylon, who art to be 

destroyed, 

 Happy shall he be that taketh thy 

children 

And dasheth them against a stone,  

For with violence shall that great city 

Babylon be thrown down 

 And shall be found no more at all. 

Babylon was a great city, 

Her merchandise was of gold and silver, 

Of precious stones, of pearls, of fine 

linen, 

Of purple, silk and scarlet, 

All manner vessels of ivory,  

All manner vessels of most precious  

wood, 



Of brass, iron and marble. 

Cinnamon, odours and ointments. 

Of frankincense, wine and oil,  

Fine flour, wheat and beasts, 

Sheep, horses, chariots, slaves 

And the souls of men. 

In Babylon 

Belshazzar the King 

Made a great feast, 

Made a feast to a thousand of his lords, 

And drank wine before the thousand. 

Belshazzar, while he tasted the wine, 

Commanded us to bring the gold and 

silver vessels:  

Yea! the golden vessels, which his father, 

Nebuchadnezzar,  

Had taken out of the temple that was in 

Jerusalem. 

He commanded us to bring the golden 

vessels 

Of the temple of the house of God,  

That the King, his Princes, his wives 

And his concubines might drink therein. 

Then the King commanded us: 

Bring ye the cornet, flute, sackbut, 

psaltery  

And all kinds of music: they drank wine 

again, 

Yes, drank from the sacred vessels,  

And then spake the King: 

Praise ye 

The God of Gold 

Praise ye 

The God of Silver 

Praise ye 

The God of Iron 

Praise ye 

The God of Wood 

Praise ye 

The God of Stone 

Praise ye 

The God of Brass 

Praise ye the Gods! 

Thus in Babylon, the mighty city, 

Belshazzar the King made a great feast, 

Made a feast to a thousand of his lords 

And drank wine before the thousand. 

Belshazzar while he tasted the wine 

Commanded us to bring the gold and 

silver vessels  

That his Princes, his wives and his 

concubines  

Might rejoice and drink therein. 

After they had praised their strange 

gods, 

The idols and the devils, 

False gods who can neither see nor hear. 

Called they for the timbrel and the 

pleasant harp 

To extol the glory of the King. 

Then they pledged the King before the 

people, 

Crying, Thou, O King, art King of Kings: 

O King, live for ever... 

And in that same hour, as they feasted 
Came forth fingers of a man's hand 

And the King saw  

The part of the hand that wrote. 

And this is the writing that was written: 

‘MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN' 

‘THOU ART WEIGHED IN THE 

BALANCE AND FOUND 

WANTING'.  

In that night was Belshazzar the King 

slain  

And his Kingdom divided. 

Then sing aloud to God our strength: 

Make a joyful noise unto the God of 

Jacob. 

Take a psalm, bring hither the timbrel. 

Blow up the trumpet in the new moon, 

Blow up the trumpet in Zion  

For Babylon the Great is fallen, fallen. 

Alleluia! 

Then sing aloud to God our strength: 

Make a joyful noise unto the God of 

Jacob, 

While the Kings of the Earth lament 

And the merchants of the Earth  

Weep, wail and rend their raiment. 

They cry, Alas, Alas, that great city, 

In one hour is her judgement come. 

The trumpeters and pipers are silent And 

the harpers have ceased to harp. And the 

light of a candle shall shine no 

   more. 

 

Then sing aloud to God our strength. 

Make a joyful noise to the God of Jacob. 

For Babylon the Great is fallen. 

Alleluia! 



INTERVAL OF 15 MINUTES 

* 

Symphony No. 9 in D minor, 'The Choral', Op. 125 Beethoven 

Allegro ma non troppo, un poco maestoso 

                           Scherzo & Trio 

                           Adagio 

                         Finale 

When Beethoven first arrived in Vienna the dominant musical personality there was Haydn. 

Judging by the frequent performances which attracted vast and appreciative audiences, 

Haydn's great oratorio, The Creation', was without question the most influential single piece 

of music in Vienna at the dawn of the 19th century. Beethoven had had some unsatisfactory 

lessons with Haydn and until shortly before Haydn's death relations between them were 

distinctly strained, but there is no doubt that underneath his jealousy of Haydn's extreme 

popularity Beethoven had considerable respect for the older man and for the 'Creation' in 

particular. The 'Creation' and Mozart's 'Magic Flute' had summed up to a remarkable degree 

the spirit of enlightenment which permeated the late 18th century; and Beethoven, perhaps 

unconsciously at first but later quite consciously, was determined similarly to address himself 

to universal themes appropriate to his own time. In his earlier essays on these great themes 

-the 'Eroica' symphony, for example - he was content to explore heroic qualities at a human 

level. But by 1810 he had become intensely interested in man's relationship to God, and the 

final form of his single opera, 'Fidelio', can only be truly understood through its religious 

symbolism. The years following its composition and that of the Seventh and Eighth 

symphonies seemed for a time unfruitful Increasing deafness, difficulties with his nephew and 

money troubles seemed at times to overwhelm Beethoven's natural optimism and to dull his 

creative urge. But at a more fundamental, perhaps subconscious, level, Beethoven was 

preparing himself during these lean years for his remarkable later style of composition which 

was to give rise in his last ten years to some of the most original and extraordinary music in 

the history of Western Civilisation - the 'Missa Solemnis', the late piano sonatas, the late 

quartets and the 'Choral' symphony. In each of these towering masterpieces, Beethoven gives 

expression to various aspects of the world of the Spirit - they do quite literally seem to be 

super-human works of art In the quartets, the spiritual experiences are completely abstract 

and sub-conscious; in the 'Missa Solemnis', liturgical. In the 'Choral' Symphony Beethoven is 

prepared to lift the curtain a little, so that we can understand consciously at least something of 

the vision he himself sees. And what a mighty vision it is! It is Beethoven's own 'Creation'. 

But its subject is on the one hand narrower than the whole panoply of Creation, so 

picturesquely described by Haydn, concentrating on the contemplation of mankind only; and 

on the other hand more expansive than Haydn, embracing as it does the universe in which 

mankind finds himself. 

How telling those open fifths at the beginning of the Symphony are - how simply is the 

concept of space portrayed, looking back to the Representation of Chaos in Haydn's 

'Creation' and to Beethoven's own Fourth symphony and looking forward to the great 

sustained E Flat at the beginning of Wagner's 'Ring'. Mahler said that a Symphony should 

'contain the world', but in the 'Choral' Symphony Beethoven's vision appears to encompass 

the Universe. 

If the first movement is cosmic, the second movement is full of life and vigour; here is 

humanity with all humanity's sense of fun and jollity; it is the apotheosis of the dance, 

physical - almost tangibly so. The slow movement - one of Beethoven's many great slow 

movements - portrays humanity's spirituality; mankind in the image of God. Then the 

extraordinary Finale: a discordant and jangling thunderclap, blinding us at the approach of 

some herald archangel; and then glimpses of the earlier movements, reminders of space, of 

life, of the spirit the cellos and basses playing in recitative as if desperate to say something; a 

hymn-like theme as simple as it is beautiful; and finally (what a stroke of total genius and 



extraordinary artistic courage it is) the subconscious meanings break surface and enter our 

conscious minds. 

"In the beginning was the Word". Words, Beethoven seems to be saying, are the key to full 

human understanding. The message of the 'Ode to Joy', by Schiller, is simple enough to 

comprehend - joy, affirmation and world brotherhood through the Grace of God - but how 

difficult to put into practice! If Beethoven is preaching a sermon in this wonderful variation 

movement - and I think he is - it is not a pious one. Joy is spiritual and, as we hear in the 

closing bars, transcendent; but it is also down-to-earth, and jolly - the 6/8 variation, with off-

beat triangle, surely represents the clink of glasses in the Biergarten. Let us drink a toast to 

Joy! 

 Programme notes by Angus Watson 

  

0 Freunde, nicht diese Tone, 

Sondem lasst uns angenehtnere 

Anstimmen, und freudenvollere. 

 

Freude, schoner Gotterfunken, 

Tochter aus Elysium,  

Wir betreten Feuertrunken, 

Himmlische, dein Heiligthum.  

Deine Zauber binden wieder,  

Was die Mode streng getheilt; 

AlleMenschen werden Bruder 

 Wo dein sanfter Flugel weilt. 

 

Wem dergrosse Wurf gelungen, 

Eines Freundes Freund zu sein, 

 Wer ein holdes Weib errungen, 

Mische seinen Jubel ein!  

Ja - wer auch nur eine Seele  

Sein nennt aufdem Erdenrund!  

Und wer's nie gekonnt, der stehle 

Weinend sich aus diesem Bund. 

 

Freude trinken alle Wesen  

An den Brusten derNatur;  

Alle Guten, alle Bosen  

Folgen ihrer Rosenspur.  

Kusse gab sie uns und Reben,  

Einen Freund; gepruft im Tod; 

Wollust ward den Wurm gegeben, 

Und der Cherub steht vor Gott 

 

Froh, wie seine Sonnen fliegen  

Durch des Himmels pracht'gen Plan, 

Laufet, Bruder, eure Bahn,  

Freudig, wie ein Held zum Siegen. 

 

Freude, schoner Gotterfunken, 

Tochter aus Elysium,  

Wir betreten, feuertrunken, 

Himmlische, dein Heiligthum! Deine 

Zauber binden wieder, 

O friends, no more these sounds continue,  

Let us raise a song of sympathy, of gladness,  

O Joy, let us praise thee! 

 

Praise to Joy, the God descended 

Daughter of Elysium, 

Ray of mirth and rapture blended, 

Goddess, to thy shrine we come. 

By thy magic is united 

What stern Custom parted wide, 

All mankind are brothers plighted 

Where thy gentle wings abide. 

 

Ye to whom the boon is measured  

Friend to be of faithful friend, 

Who a wife has won and treasured  

To our strain your voices lend.  

Yea, if any hold in keeping 

Only one heart all his own,  

Let him join us, or else weeping,  

Steal from out our midst unknown. 

 

Draughts of joy from cup o'erflowing, 

Bounteous Nature freely gives  

Grace to just and unjust shewing,  

Blessing every thing that lives.  

Wine she gave to us, and kisses,  

Loyal friend on life's steep road.  

E'en the worm can feel life's blisses,  

And the Seraph dwells with God. 

 

Glad, as his suns - His will sent plying 

Through the vast abyss of space,  

Brothers, run your joyous race;  

Hero-like to conquest flying. 

 

Praise to Joy, the God descended  

Daughter of Elysium,  

Ray of mirth and rapture blended,  

Goddess, to thy shrine we come.  

By thy magic is united 



Was die Mode streng getheilt; 

Alle Menschen werden Bruder, 

Wo dein sanfter Fltigel weilt. 

Seid umschlungen, Millionen! 

Diesen Kuss der ganzen Welt! 

Bruder! uberm Sternenzelt 

Muss ein lieber Voter wohnen! 

Ihr sturzt nieder, Millionen! 

Ahnest du den Schopfer, Welt? 

Such' ihn uberm Sternenzelt! 

Ueber Sternen muss er wohnen. 

Seid umschlungen... 

Freude., 

 

 
What stern Custom parted wide, 

All mankind are brothers plighted 

Where thy gentle wings abide. 

O ye millions, I embrace you! 

Here's a joyful kiss for all! 

Brothers! o'er your starry sphere 

Sure there dwells a loving Father. 

O ye millions, kneel before Him! 

World, dost feel thy Maker near? 

Seek Him o'er your starry sphere, 

O'er the stars enthroned adore Him! 

 

 
 

 

  

  

 

 

 



WINCHESTER MUSIC CLUB, largely a performing Society, acknowledges with 

gratitude the encouragement of some eighty Honorary Members who help to make these 

concerts possible. Honorary Members enjoy one week's priority booking for all Music Club's 

concerts and are circularised well in advance with full details of the year's programme. If you 

would like to assist in this way, please apply to the Honorary Secretary who will be happy to 

send further information. 

Would prospective members of the Choir or Orchestra please contact the Honorary Secretary, 

Mr. David Pritchard, 'Corner Oaks', Curdridge, (Telephone: Botley 5740) who will gladly 

arrange an audition. 

THE NATIONAL FEDERATION OF MUSIC SOCIETIES, to which this Club is 

affiliated, gives support towards the cost of these concerts with funds provided by the Arts 

Council of Great Britain. 

************* 

This is the last concert for Winchester Music Club to be conducted by Angus Watson 

before he leaves the area to become Dean of Music at the Hong Kong Academy for the 

Performing Arts. Mr. Watson became Master of Music at Winchester College and 

Conductor of Winchester Music Club in 1970 and quickly established himself as a leading 

figure in the musical life of the City. 

Members of Music Club wish to place on record their profound gratitude to Angus Watson 

for his dynamic and magnificent leadership. A member of the Choir writes: "For the 

singers, perhaps the most abiding legacy of Mr. Watson's stewardship will be seen to be his 

ability to draw their attention to the unsuspected dramatic properties of a work with which 

they all thought they were familiar, thus giving them an entirely fresh approach to it". 

They all wish him every success and happiness in his new appointment. 

 

************* 

Next Concert Thursday, 10th. May 1984 at 7.30 p.m. in the Cathedral: 

Haydn....... Missa in Angustiis. 

Mozart ....... Exsultate, Jubilate. 

Mozart ....... Requiem. 


