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Violin Concerto in B minor
Andante tranquillo
[bookmark: _Hlk163134152]Presto capriccioso alla Napolitana
Vivace

William Walton was an English composer who wrote  music in several classical genres and styles, from film scores to opera. His best-known works include Façade, Belshazzar's Feast, concertos for violin, viola and cello, the First Symphony, Portsmoth Point and the Crown Imperial and Orb and Sceptre marches.
He was born in Oldham, Bolton, Lancashire, the son of a musician. Walton was a chorister and then an undergraduate at Christ Church, Oxford. On leaving the university, he was taken up by the Sitwell family, who provided him with a home and a cultural education. His earliest work of any importance was Façade, a collaboration with Edith Sitwell, which at first brought him notoriety as a modernist. In middle age, Walton left Britain and set up home with his young wife Susanna on the Italian island of Ischia. By this time, he had ceased to be regarded as a modernist, and some of his compositions were criticised as old-fashioned. Walton was sensitive at the time when he was composing the concerto that musical fashion seemed to turning against him. In 1939 (aged 37), the year in which he composed the the violin concerto, he stated that “ Today's white hope is tomorrow's black sheep. These days it is very sad for a composer to grow old – unless, that is, he grows old enough to witness a revival of his work. I seriously advise all sensitive composers to die at the age of 37”. The Violin Concerto was commissioned by Jascha Heifetz and in May 1939 Walton made a short visited to the USA to work with him on the solo part. But by the time of the premiere, Britain was at war and Walton was unable to risk the crossing to the USA to hear it. He started work on the concerto in Italy which he had loved since he first visited the country as an 18-year-old. The concerto expresses this love, full of warmth and a singing quality, reflecting the influence of bel canto opera and also Italian popular song. Temperamentally, too, it has some latin character, with its capricious sudden changes of mood. 
The concerto is relatively short, lasting about thirty minutes, but presenting us with a display of Walton’s extraordinary technical dexterity. The violin part is prodigiously difficult, and conductor and orchestra share in the challenges of the piece. Sir Adrian Boult once said at a rehearsal, "Gentlemen, it gets a little complicated here. I'll keep a steady two; you'll have to fish about for yourselves."
 
 The first movement,  Andante tranquillo, is is the slowest of the three. The soloist immediately presents us with one of Walton’s greatest melodies. The expression Tranquillo is somewhat misleading as there is a remarkable  variety of moods displayed in this movement. Having established a decidedly peaceful atmosphere (the main tune is marked sognando – ‘dreaming’), this is shattered by a vicious orchestral outburst, full of snarling brass and aggressive cross-rhythms. It is left to the solo violin gradually to calm the mood and to restore a measure of tranquillity, although a second aggressive assault later on sees the soloist taking no part in proceedings. The final phase of the movement involves a cadenza and recapitulation of the opening themes. 

The second movement, labelled Presto capriccioso alla Napolitana, is the most obviously ‘Italian’ of the three movements. Walton had been bitten by a tarantula shortly before composing the movement, so perhaps the opening Neopolitan tarantella was composed to mark the event. The opening presto requires extreme virtuosity from the soloist, with mixed harmonics and pizzicati in a fast-moving two-in-a-bar. The course of the movement suddenly switches to a slow, rather ironic, waltz. A brief return to the tarantella leads into a Canzonetta – a reference to a type of light-hearted madrigal, popular in 16th-century Italy. Introduced by a solo horn, this slow section continues for some time before the tarantella bursts in again with an extended display of virtuoso fiddling, a final brief reference to the ironic waltz and a sudden dying away.   

The final vivace movement starts with a march-like theme  played by the lower strings, joined by the bassoons and clarinets, in which the soloist joins. It appears a number of times through the movement. In between, beautiful interludes, led by the soloist and often supported by harp and shimmering strings, remind us of themes heard earlier in the concerto. The solo violin plays a variant of the opening theme of the first movement, accompanied by the first theme of the finale. The final cadenza is discreetly accompanied by the orchestra which then ingeniously draws the concerto’s thematic threads together, returning briefly to the movement’s opening  before hurtling to an exciting final flourish.
