
Stylistic development and the extra-musical in
two symphonies by William Mathias

Christian Morris

1997









1

Introduction.

William Mathias once remarked of his music ‘I know I have my own voice’1. In the eyes, or 

rather ears, of critics, however, this was not always the case. An almost ubiquitous observation 

in reviews following the London premiere of Symphony Number One in 1969, for example, 

was that the music was too obviously derivative: the reviewer in Musical Opinion observed, ‘I 

would have welcomed further evidence that Mathias had transcended so many of the familiar 

devices well-worn by a previous generation’2, whilst Colin Mason in the Daily Telegraph

wrote, ‘To stay so very much in the shadow of Tippett and Walton is a dangerous form of 

playing safe’3. The tone of reviews following the first performance of Symphony Number Two, 

however, had altered a great deal. Some noted the influences but then went on to comment on 

the individuality of style: Janet Beat in Brio, for example, wrote, ‘It is a substantial work in 

three movements which, as befits its subtitle, follows in the English pastoral tradition as 

typified by Vaughan Williams and Michael Tippett, but expressed in Mathias’s own well-

defined musical idiom’4. Others were less equivocal: Neil Tierney wrote in the Daily 

Telegraph, ‘nothing is imitative or derivative’5. It is the intention of this paper to examine how 

one aspect of Mathias’s style, his sound6, evolved between the first and second symphonies, 

and particularly how extra-musical factors, such as Mathias’s interest in things Celtic and 

related issues of ‘praise’ and ‘mourning’, affect the sound and also how we interpret these 

works. In doing this it will be possible to judge whether any changes do indeed lead to a more 

1 William Mathias in ‘William Mathias at 50. The composer speaks to Malcolm Boyd’, Musical 
Times, Nov. 1984, p. 627.

2 Anon, Musical Opinion, Feb. 1969.

3 Colin Mason, Daily Telegraph, Jan. 15th. 1969.

4 Janet Beat, Brio, vol. 28, no. 2.

5 Neil Tierney, Daily Telegraph, 16th May 1983.

6 For developments in structure see: Geraint Lewis, ‘Towards the Second Symphony. A study in 
development’, Musical Times, Nov. 1984, p. 629ff.



2

individual style, thereby assessing whether the observations of the critics are correct. 

Furthermore, since whether a composer has his own voice is largely related to the issue of 

sound this will also enable us to make a first tentative assessment as to whether these works 

deserve to survive in the repertoire.
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Conclusion

It should now be apparent that Mathias’s sound did substantially change in the years between 

the first two symphonies, and that this change is closely bound up with his interest in the extra-

musical. The idiom of the First Symphony is essentially tonal (though this is enriched by the 

use of modality, fourths and the occasional use of the octatonic),  highly rhythmic, and brightly 

orchestrated and all these features give the work an outgoing quality that accords strongly with 

Mathias’s view that music should be able to communicate praise. The intervening years, 

however, saw Mathias’s interest in the extra-musical widen to incorporate a greater interest in 

the concept of mourning (Elegy for a Prince, Harp Concerto, Requiescat), especially as 

associated with things Celtic (Harp Concerto and Requiescat), and also in the evocation of 

place (Vistas, Requiescat and Helios). At the same time newer aspects of style were emerging 

and, though these devices appear in works following the symphony with no specific extra-

musical impetus (such as the Third Piano Concerto), it is true to say that works with such 

connotations seem to trigger the use of these devices with some regularity. The newer style 

associated with these extra-musical elements is one in which there is a tendency for rhythmic 

profiles to become less defined, frequently leading to a sort of mysterious stillness or for an 

expressive searching figure, involving the use of appoggiaturas, to become prominent; and all 

this takes place within a far darker harmonic idiom, now embracing the octatonic far more fully 

with higher levels of dissonance and harmonic ambiguity.

All these factors are seen in the Second Symphony. The first two movements’ subtitles evoke 

a sense of place, particularly relating to the Celtic past, and all these features of style are 

prominent. The last movement, on the other hand, can only be fully understood in the light of 

the whole work’s links with Lux Aeterna, both in terms of surface quotation and the way it 

derives its tonal plan from the vocal piece. An examination of these factors, as has been shown, 

means it is possible to view the symphony as a large-scale progression from mourning towards 
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praise, though the praise in the last movement is, ultimately, forced because of the continued 

presence of the ‘dies irae’ idea from Lux Aeterna, and because of stylistic features, particularly 

the use of the octatonic.

These developments are important in assessing the strengths of Mathias’s music for two 

reasons. First, the emergence of the newer stylistic features means that the older ones are given 

less prominence, and this has the effect - particularly in the reduced reliance on fourths as a 

means of construction - of creating a better integrated and therefore more distinct sound. In this 

sense, therefore, the observations of the critics in the introduction are correct: by this stage 

Mathias undoubtedly has a more individual style, a point best summed up by Gareth H. Lewis, 

who notes that ‘Unlike the first symphony...its successor revolves around a deep, static pool of 

sound which envelops the listener, drawing him slowly into its depths. The effect is hypnotic 

and quite unlike anything else in modern British music’1. Secondly, the style of the First 

Symphony - with its bustling rhythms, bright orchestration and relaxed harmonic style - does 

not leave it unopen to the criticism that it is deficient in intellectual weight. Stephen Walsh 

wrote in the Observer, for example: ‘What it lacks (and this ought to be important in a first 

symphony) is significance of thought. Mathias has written deftly and fluently in this manner in 

other, smaller compositions...succeeding well enough where entertainment was his primary 

aim. In a 30-minute symphony, however, it won’t quite do’2. This is not a criticism,  however, 

that one could easily apply to the Second Symphony, where the newer features of style create a 

far darker and more challenging sound and the issues discussed, particularly the idea of praise 

seen in the context of mourning, more profound.

A final point raised in the introduction concerns whether these works deserve to survive in 

the repertoire. Before making a judgement, however, it should be pointed out that any 

conclusions are limited in value by the scope of this paper: the concentration on sound means 

1 Gareth H Lewis, review of the CD Nimbus CD recording of the two symphonies in Welsh Music, 
vol. 9, no. 3.

2 Stephen Walsh, Observer, Jan. 19th, 1969.
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that an important criticism of both these works, and one that is yet to be examined by any 

writer, has not been addressed. When reviewing the CD recording of the work, for example, 

Arnold Whittall noted of the First Symphony that ‘comparison with, say Tippett’s Second 

underlines Mathias’s tendency to relax into rather easy-going rhapsodising’3. An examination 

of the ‘development’ section of the first movement of the First Symphony (8-1017), where 

Mathias simply repeats two short sections three times, illustrates the type of structural 

weaknesses that Whittall has in mind, and this is an area that needs further study if a full 

assessment is to be made. Concentrating, for now, on the argument presented here, however, it 

may seem that it is being suggested that the First Symphony is perhaps too light-weight and 

lacking in individuality to survive in contrast to the Second, where the style is more personal 

and the issues discussed more profound. It is certainly true that, of the two, the Second

deserves to survive most. However, it has already been shown that the lack of originality that 

some have seen in the First is, at least in some respects, exaggerated. Besides, indebtedness of 

one type or another is apparent in all composers’ works, as Mathias once commented: ‘Mozart 

subliminally quoted Haydn, Beethoven subliminally quoted both of them, and Handel quoted 

almost everybody. Composers are not islands, nor should they be’. And what of the criticism 

that the work is too lightweight? Surely this should not worry us: why should not a place be 

reserved in our repertoires for works that are straightforwardly enjoyable to listen to?

Finally then, how these works fared, both on record and in performance, and what are the 

prospects for their survival? As far as the First Symphony is concerned its initial performances 

have not been followed by others. The Second, however, has met with more success: following 

its world premiere by the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic in 1983 it was also  premiered in 

America, by the Santa Fe Symphony Orchestra, in November 19904 and was played by the 

3 Arnold Whittall, Gramophone, December 1990. p. 1211.

4 It met, furthermore, with a rapturous reception; David Noble wrote in Lifestyles on November 22nd, 
1990: ‘This work is a British classic that bears comparison to symphonies by Vaughan Williams and 
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BBC National Orchestra of Wales in February 1995. Both these works, furthermore, have been 

recorded, the first on LP, and both later on CD. Despite this, however, BBCNOW has no plans 

to perform either symphony in the future5. If Wales’s own national orchestra is not playing 

these works it seems, therefore, unlikely that they will ever gain wider acceptance. Perhaps the 

pieces have served their initial purpose and will now be forgotten; as Mathias once said: 

‘Compose for the people of today, and not for an uncertain future’6. It would be a shame, 

however, if this was to be the case. Time will tell.

Walton’, and even led the Santa Fe orchestra to commission a fourth symphony which, unfortunately, 
remained a mere one page sketch on Mathias’s death.

5 Source: Huw Tregelles Williams, director of the BBC National Orchestra of Wales.

6 William Mathias, ‘Music Now - A view from the bridge’ (The 1979 Menai Festival Lecture), 
reproduced in Welsh Music, vol 6. no. 3.










