
 





BLEST PAIR OF SIRENS 
(AT A SOLEMN MUSIC) 

 
BLEST pair of Sirens, pledges of heav'n's 
    Joy, 

 Sphere-born harmonious sisters, Voice 
    and Verse, 

Wed your divine sounds, and  mixed 
    pow'r employ,  

Dead things with inbreathed sense able 
    to pierce; 

And to our high-raised phantasy present 
That undisturbed song of pure content, 

Aye sung before the sapphire-coloured 
    throne 

To Him that sits thereon, 
With saintly shout and solemn Jubilee; 

Where the bright Seraphim in burning 
    row,  

Their loud, uplifted angel-trumpets 
    blow, 

And the cherubic host in thousand 

    quires, 
Touch their immortal harps of golden 

    wires, 
With those just Spirits that wear 

    victorious palms, 

Hymns devout and holy psalms 
Singing everlastingly: 

That we on earth with undiscording 
    voice  

May rightly answer that melodious 
    noise; 

As once we did, till disproportioned sin 
Jarred against nature's chime, and with 

    harsh din  
Broke the fair music that all creatures 

    made  
To their great Lord whose love their 

    motion swayed 
In perfect diapason, whilst they stood  

In first obedience, and their state of 
    good. 

O may we soon again renew that song,  
And keep in tune with Heav'n, till God 

    ere long 

To His celestial concert us unite,  
To live with Him, and sing in endless 

    morn of light. 

John Milton 

Belshazzar’s Feast 

Thus spake Isiah: 

Thy sons that thou shalt 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, 0 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 ointment, 

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, whiles 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, 

Yea, 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, 0 King, are 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 was 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! 

 
 

Words selected and arranged from 
biblical sources by 

        OSBERT SITWELL 
and reprinted by kind permission of 

Oxford University Press. 



Notes 

All of the works to be performed tonight are by English composers who left a 
significant mark on the musical landscape of this country. 

Hubert Parry (1848 - 1918) was a scholar and teacher as well as a composer, and 
he was an important figure in the revitalising of English music at a time when 
standards of composition, performance and education were low. Towards the end 
of his life he was both professor of music at Oxford and director of the Royal 
College of Music, where Vaughan Williams was one of his pupils. 

Although Parry is best known for his setting of Blake's words in the great unison 
song Jerusalem, he was a fairly prolific composer. Most of his output involves 
the setting of words, but he also wrote four symphonies, a piano concerto as well 
as a variety of chamber music. Composed in 1887, Blest pair of Sirens is a 
setting of words by Milton and is dedicated to Stanford and members of the Bach 
Choir. It is a work that has been loved by choral societies since its first 
performance and in the biography of her husband Ursula Vaughan Williams 
states, "It was, Ralph always said, his favourite choral work." 

Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872—1958) was instrumental in carrying on the 
renaissance of musical life in this country, but he was slow to mature as a 
composer, and admitted that finding a true artistic identity was a difficult 
struggle. A London Symphony, though, demonstrates an individuality of style 
and a true nationalist voice. 

This work is Vaughan Williams's first purely orchestral symphony, and was 
composed between 1911 and 1913. Despite the acclaim it received at its first 
performance in 1914, the composer was not satisfied with it and he revised it 
three times over the next twenty years. After one of these revisions, in 1918, he 
dedicated the work to his friend, the composer George Butterworth, who died at 
the Battle of the Somme in 1916. 

There has been much discussion as to the how progammatic a work this is. 
Vaughan Williams preferred to call the work a "Symphony by a Londoner", and 
suggested that the various "landmarks" along the way (the Westminster Chimes, 
the lavender-seller's cry and the accordion player outside a pub) were accidental 
and not essential. Nevertheless one cannot help but feel that the work is full of 
sounds that give the impression of a city waking up on a foggy morning (the 
opening of the first movement) or full of people busily going about their daily 
routines (the third movement). More than this, though, the work contains remote 
and mystical moments: Vaughan Williams trying to discover the soul of the city, 



perhaps, aware of the desolate and neglected aspects of it as well as the cheerful 
and colourful. Indeed, the symphony is his most colourful in terms of 
orchestration, and there are sounds which he never really captures again in later 
works. 

The work ends with an Epilogue which was inspired by the words of H.G. 
Wells in his novel Tono-Bungay, which likens London as seen from a ship 
sailing down the Thames to "running one's hand over the pages in the book of 
England from end to end - The river passes - London passes, England passes. . 
." 

William Walton (1902 - 1983) was one of the major musical figures in England 
towards the end of Vaughan Williams's life and the emergence of Benjamin 
Britten as such an important personality in this country. Belshazzar's Feast, 
completed in 1931, is his only oratorio, and in his inimitable style Walton dealt a 
blow to that tradition which had become so well established in this country 
since the time of Handel. Indeed there is no way that one could describe this 
work as "religious" as one could, for example, Elgar's Dream of Gerontius. 
Rather it is a work of great exuberance and colour more akin to Walton's 
purely orchestral works. One cannot say that the music is unsympathetic to the 
text, though. On the contrary, Walton's approach to his oratorio shows a 
freshness, vividness and real flair for dramatic effect which gives an added 
dimension to Osbert Sitwell's adaptation of this biblical story. There are 
many exciting and memorable moments from the sinister sounds as Belshazzar 
sees the mysterious hand writing on the wall to the joyful rejoicing at the 
downfall of the king and his city. 

Sitwell's text is taken mostly from the Book of Daniel, although he also 
incorporates verses from the Psalms and the Book of Revelation. Although the 
work is through composed, Walton divides it into three sections. The first is a 
setting of Isaiah's prophecy of Israel's subjection at the hand of the Babylonians. 
The second describes the mighty city of Babylon and the sacrilegious acts that 
surround the feast of king Belshazzar and ends with the blasphemous cry, 
"Thou, O king, art king of kings". The third section begins with the mysterious 
hand appearing and writing on the wall followed by the shout from the 
chorus proclaiming Belshazzar's fate - "Slain!" After an acclamation of 
jubilation there is a more reflective passage as the chorus comments on the 
desolate scene of the fallen city, and the work ends with a final peal of praise to 
the true King of Kings. 

Programme note © Neil Chippington 1997 

 



Leigh Melrose was a choral scholar at St. John's College, Cambridge and 

currently has a scholarship to study at the Royal Academy of Music with Mark 
Widman. He has had wide ranging opera experience, recent roles including 

Falstaff in Verdi's Falstaff with the William Walton Trust this summer, 

Ouglielmo in Mozart's Cosi fan Tutte for Pimlico Opera this autumn and in a 

production conducted by Sir Colin Davis and produced by John Copley in the 
spring. Figaro in Mozart's le Nozze di Figaro and Tarquinius in Britten's Rape of 

Lucretia. He has extensive oratorio and recital experience of which performances 

include baritone soloist in Orff s Carmina Burana at the Usher Hall in 
Edinburgh and solo recitals at St Martin's-in-the-Fields and on Radio 3 with 

the Young Artists Forum. 

Neil Chippington received his early musical education as a chorister at 
Winchester Cathedral and then as a Music Scholar at Cranleigh School. In 1987 
he was appointed Organ Scholar of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, and 
while at Cambridge he conducted the University Musical Society's Second 
Orchestra for two years. 

Neil graduated from Cambridge in 1990, and then spent a year as Guest Artist in 
Residence at the First United Methodist Church, Lubbock, Texas. He sub-
sequently spent a short time as Acting Assistant Organist at the London Oratory 
and then as Acting Organist at Cranleigh School before taking up his present 
position as a full time teacher in the Music Department of Winchester College in 
1992. In 1994 he became Co-conductor of Winchester Music Club and their 
Musical Director in 1995. He is also Tutor to the Scholars of Winchester College. 

WINCHESTER MUSIC CLUB was founded in 1925 by Sir George 
Dyson. The choir, which has a membership of about 120, is joined for 
some concerts by Winchester College Glee Club. The Club has in recent 
seasons performed many major choral and orchestral works of the 
18th, 19th and 20th centuries in the Cathedral and elsewhere. 

Rehearsals for the choir are held weekly during term time from 
September to March on Fridays at 7:45 pm in St Michael's Church. 
Friends of Winchester Music Club kindly provide financial support 
for concerts, and are entitled to privilege booking. If you would like to 
audition for the choir, or require any further information, please 
contact the Secretary, Noreen Tatham, 34 Wales Street, Winchester, 
Hants SO23 SET (tel: 01962 869800). 





 


