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ARTHUR BUTTERWORTH (1923-2014)

DISC ONE
Op. 25 (1963)

1 I Allegro molto  (8’08”)     2 II Adagio   (10’31”)     3 III Vivace  (9’30”)
 BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra conducted by Christopher Adey
 BBC Broadcast 20 January 1975

Op. 72 (1986)*
4  I Moderato, quasi Allegro  (11’28”)     5 II Allegretto con moto scherzo  (7’09”)
6   III Adagio  (9’49”)     7 IV Largamente—Allegro molto quasi presto  (11’13”)
 BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra conducted by Bryden Thomson
 BBC Broadcast 8 May 1986 (Premiere)

DISC TWO
Op. 15 (1956)

1   I Allegro molto  (9’36”)     2  II Lento molto  (12’09”)
3   III Allegretto con moto  (6’59”)     4  IV Vivacissimo e furioso  (9’29”)
 BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra conducted by Arthur Butterworth
 BBC Broadcast 2 December 1976

Total playing time : (106’01”)

ARTHUR BUTTERWORTH

Symphony No. 1 (1957)

Symphony No. 2 (1964)

Symphony No. 4 (1986)

BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra
BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra

Arthur Butterworth
Christopher Adey
Bryden Thomson



Arthur Butterworth conducting the BBC Northern Orchestra in 'Music to Remember' (BBC Home Service) from George
Tomlinson Secondary School Kearsley, Bolton, Lancashire, 13 July 1965. Arthur Butterworth, June 1957, at the Ravello Festival (near Salerno), Italy

during a tour by the Hallé Orchestra (photograph by Adam Smeaton)



THE LYRITA RECORDED EDITION TRUST

ITTER BROADCAST COLLECTION

Richard Itter had a life-long fascination with recording and he
habitually acquired professional equipment for disc and tape recording
even for solely private use. From his home in Burnham he was able to
receive a good signal from the BBC Wrotham transmitter, which was
constructed in 1951 and began broadcasting VHF/FM on 2 May 1955.
His domestic recordings from BBC transmissions (including Proms,
premieres, operas, symphonies and chamber music – more than 1500
works in total), date from 1952-1996. Everything was initially recorded
on magnetic tape, but up to 1955 particularly important performances
were transferred to acetate disc. These fragile discs were never played
and have remained in excellent condition, as have the majority of the
tapes which make up the bulk of the collection. In 2014 the Lyrita
Recorded Edition Trust begun to transfer this priceless archive and has
put in place formal agreements with the BBC and the Musicians Union
to enable the release of items from it to the public.

‘It is my belief that music must be the direct outcome of personal experiences and is of no
value whatsoever if it is contrived and merely “calculated” note-spinning.  Nor is my music
concerned with political or ideological “isms” in the field of human thought and endeavour.
It is concerned primarily with the contemplation of the unchallenged omnipotence of nature
in all its diverse moods, and the influence it has had on every facet of what constitutes
northern culture and temperament’.1  This statement by Arthur Butterworth (1923-2014) is
the credo of a composer whose music is a reflection of the man: unaffected, direct and honest
and equipped with an expressive range from dark introspection to passionate declamation.

Arthur Eckersley2 Butterworth was born in New Moston, Manchester on 4 August 1923, the
only child of electrical engineer Harold Butterworth and Mariah Nelson, who played the
piano.  He became a choirboy at the age of seven, but it was the sound of a brass band
performing in a park which ignited an enduring passion for music.  After learning to play the
trombone, he took up the trumpet and cornet and joined the local St. Chad’s Church brass
band and, later, the Culcheth Military Band at Newton Heath.  He attended North
Manchester Grammar School for Boys and in 1939 was awarded the prestigious Alexander
Owen Memorial Fund scholarship which helped admit him to the ranks of the celebrated
Besses o’ th’ Barn Band.

After war service in the Royal Engineers, he entered the Royal Manchester College of Music,
where he received tuition in trumpet and conducting and studied composition with Richard
Hall.  Frustrated by the lack of orchestral playing opportunities at the RMCM, Butterworth
left college a year early in 1949 to begin his professional career as a trumpet player with the
Scottish National Orchestra, where he also acted as an unofficial assistant conductor.  In
1950 he wrote to Ralph Vaughan Williams, whose music he revered and who offered him
informal advice.  Two years later he married Diana Stewart, a union that lasted until her
death in 2013.  In January 1955 he joined the Hallé Orchestra as a trumpeter under Sir John
Barbirolli.  He gave up playing professionally in 1962 and the following year he moved with
his family to the village of Embsay, near Skipton in the Yorkshire Dales.  From this moment
on, Butterworth was closely involved in local musical life and other activities important to
him: a passionate anti-blood sports campaigner, he was at one stage chairman of the local

1  ‘The Younger Generation’, , Vol. 101, No. 1405 (March 1960), p. 146.
2  Butterworth’s middle name derived from one of his maternal grandparents, a silk weaver by the name of
William Eckersley.



branch of the RSPCA.  In addition, opportunities arose to develop his experience on the
rostrum.  He was made permanent conductor of the Huddersfield Philharmonic Society in
1964, a post he held until 1993, and he conducted Settle Orchestra from 1969 to 1990.  In
1995 he was appointed MBE for his services to music.

Butterworth was also very active as a guest conductor, forging close associations with the
BBC Northern Symphony,3 the BBC Scottish and the BBC Concert Orchestras, all of whom
programmed his compositions.  On 7 September 2013, at the age of ninety, he directed the
Dales Sinfonia in a notably intense and characteristically unsentimental performance of
Elgar’s First Symphony at Christ Church, Skipton.  His death on 21 November 2014 came
as a shock to all who knew him, as the onset of old age had apparently never diminished his
high levels of energy.

A prolific and hardworking composer, Arthur Butterworth produced over 150 scores for a
variety of musical forces.  He wrote mainly to commissions which were often extended by
fellow musicians confident he would provide a piece for their instrument or ensemble that
was both idiomatic and challenging.  Traditional genres held a special attraction for him and
he returned to them frequently.  Hence, his output features seven symphonies and concertos
for violin, viola, cello, guitar, bassoon, trumpet and organ: of these, the very fine Viola
Concerto of 1992 is his most personal statement, whilst the inventive Guitar Concerto (2000)
has a sultry, Latin flavour unusual from this habitually North-facing composer.   Among his
chamber works, the two piano trios (1983, 2004) are especially fine, proving his ability to
adapt a naturally epic mode of expression to small-scale forces.  He also wrote sonatas for
instruments with scant repertoire such as double bass, saxhorn and heckelphone.

 (1967) and , for chorus and piano accompaniment
(2000) are amongst the most notable works in his select vocal output.

As music director of the National Youth Brass Band (1975-1981), Butterworth was closely
associated with the brass band movement.  His distinguished corpus for this medium includes

, a symphony commissioned by the Black Dyke Band in 1986 and selected as a test piece
for the 1989 National Brass Band Championships.  It typifies the composer’s passion for all
aspects of the northlands, including art, literature, landscape and culture, which also inspired
two of his most popular works:  of 1965 (test piece for the National Youth Band

3  Precursor to the present-day BBC Philharmonic.

Baxian flavour.  There are many memorable touches in the score, such as the flutter-tongued
flute icing its way up a scale after the timpani-led climax to the first movement, or the
unexpected return halfway through the Finale of the clarinet’s improvisatory theme, which
launched the movement.  The string writing is supremely confident throughout: every string

, for example, unerringly placed within the context of the orchestral palette.

The Fourth Symphony was premiered by the BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra under
Bryden Thomson at a BBC Radio 3 public concert on 8 May 1986.6  This performance,
presented here, turned out to be one of the most polished and committed readings of any of
Butterworth’s works and one the composer himself found extremely satisfying.  It captures
the epic grandeur of Butterworth’s final contribution conceived on a large scale to a genre he
revered above all others.7

cover photo : Arthur Butterworth, photographed for The Craven Herald on the occasion of the
appointment of MBE in the New Year's Honours List January 1995 (David Hyde Photography, Skipton)
Tape transfer of Symphonies 2 & 4 by Mike Clements.
Transfer and restoration of Symphony 1 by Norman White

6  Also on the programme was Geoffrey Bush’s Concerto for piano, trumpet and strings, receiving its first UK
broadcast.
7His remaining three symphonies, completed in 2003, 2005 and 2010, respectively, were written for more
modest forces.  They were key products of Butterworth’s major preoccupation throughout his later years of
paring back his material.



the strings.  Led by the cellos, the lament expands into one of Butterworth’s most richly
expressive melodies.  Throughout the movement, astringent harmonies evoke the
Expressionist world of Alban Berg’s  lurking beneath the contemplative surface of
this enigmatic utterance like nightmares waiting to claim a troubled sleep, though when the
atonal clouds periodically disperse, they tend to reveal a warm B major/minor.

The last movement was inspired by the  Finale of Butterworth’s own First
Symphony.  He remained fascinated by the idea of perpetual motion and wanted to do
something similar, but instead of proceeding through a chromatic scale starting on B flat and
going up by semitones (as in Symphony no.1), he decided to adopt a distinctive, ‘Catherine
wheel’ approach.  Despite its frequent emphasis on the note B, the symphony is basically in
F so the composer calculated that, if he started the last movement in E and then went up a
diminished fifth to B flat, and then jumped backwards a perfect fifth to E flat and then went
up another diminished fifth to A, the material would end in F.  This method applies the
fundamental interval of the tritone that generates much of the material in the symphony;
whereas in the first movement, the tritone created the harmonic tension, in this movement it
provides the linear progression from beginning to end.  Butterworth felt that the formal plan
gave a logic and inevitability to the work, rather than, in his words, ‘wandering, as Delius was
wont to do’.  In its progressive tonality, it pays court to Nielsen, who was as important to
Butterworth structurally as Sibelius was emotionally.

It begins with a brief  introduction before the swirling , marked
, takes hold with an idea derived directly from the First Symphony.

A ceaseless round of rushing chromatic scales is underpinned by remorseless, percussive
rhythms.  Towards the end, various themes are recalled from earlier movements and in this
way the threads of the whole piece are drawn together much in the same manner as in the
Finale of the Violin Concerto of 1978.  Butterworth intended that the Finale should be played
as fast as possible consistent with the technical capabilities of the performers.  As in
impressionist painting, the sense of elusive, fleeting motion is the prime consideration.  The
Finale is a  and a makes a worthy conclusion to a noble work.

After the more modest forces employed for Butterworth’s Third Symphony, ‘Sinfonia
Borealis’ of 1979, the Fourth requires a large orchestra, including harp, an instrument which
has an important part to play in all four movements and lends the piece a distinctly Celtic,

Championships of 1972) and  (1959), a delicately evocative
miniature tone poem for orchestra that he later arranged for brass band.

Butterworth was an ardent admirer of Sibelius and Nielsen, and their influence is identifiable
in the language and structure of his writing. His scores contain few novelties of
instrumentation, unusual formal procedures or ground-breaking harmonies, yet each of these
three elements is adapted in a unique and convincing way. A single-minded avoidance of
passing trends served to create an oeuvre of remarkable consistency.

During Butterworth’s tenure as second trumpet in the Hallé, he became directly acquainted
with a wide range of repertoire as a practising musician, an inestimable advantage in writing
for the orchestra.  Perhaps the most important event from this era was the premiere of his

.  This work had a lengthy gestation period.  Ideas for it date back to the
autumn of 1939, but it was not until September 1949 that he began any sketches, among
which appears an outline of the opening theme, inspired by the start of Sibelius’s Symphony
no 6.  A holiday in Scotland with his wife Diana in the early 1950s was the catalyst for him
to begin working in earnest on the piece, the scenic grandeur of Sutherland, Loch Lomond
and Caithness in particular serving to shape its distinctively Nordic character.

Initially, commitments with the Scottish National Orchestra limited time for composition,
but progress was well advanced by the time he joined the Hallé Orchestra at the beginning of
1955.  When the score was completed on 6 March 1956, Butterworth presented it to
Barbirolli.  He heard nothing for several months, then, one day early in February 1957, the
conductor greeted him cheerfully: ‘You’ll be pleased to know we’re going to be doing your
symphony at Cheltenham this year!’  The annual Cheltenham Festival was established in
1945 as a showcase for the best in contemporary British music.  Under Barbirolli’s guidance,
it became customary for this event to programme new symphonies and the prospect of having
such a piece premiered at Cheltenham by the eminent conductor was one of the greatest
honours a young, aspiring British composer could wish for.

Dedicated simply ‘to Diana’, the symphony is scored for a large orchestra of triple woodwind,
four horns, three trumpets, three trombones and tuba, timpani, percussion, harp and strings.
The greater part of it had been composed in Butterworth’s mind as he walked in the Scottish
Highlands.  There he found the scenery and associated legends stimulated his imagination



and led him to be reminded of the music of Arnold Bax (1883-1953), whose own First
Symphony had recently excited his interest.  Some of that composer’s Celtic sensibility is
apparent in Butterworth’s scoring, notably in the atmospheric, painterly use of harp and
contrabassoon.

A soft drum roll launches the work, after which the strings articulate a simple yet significant
motif: an arching four-note figure spanning an augmented fourth.  Almost immediately, a
tentative chromatic woodwind phrase is heard and soon assumes a more vigorous, positive
identity on unison strings.  The short, falling sequences of this motif are eventually reversed
as it evolves into a dynamic, upwardly striving theme on  strings.  This theme is propelled
along by a pulsating accompaniment.  A taut development follows, reaching a temporary calm
in which the plaintive notes of the cor anglais are heard.  The opening string motif returns,
introducing a broader development of the earlier thematic ideas underpinned by a hushed
string accompaniment formed from the chromatic secondary motif, now condensed into
continuously running quavers.  Storm-tossed calls from woodwind and brass with explosive
interjections from the percussion are driven forward in expanding waves to a pivotal climax
which concludes the first part of the movement.

At this point, the solo double bassoon introduces a softened version of the important
chromatic theme on divided violins and violas and a concise recapitulation begins.  The
striving string theme returns in a new form, with the accompanying roles of strings and wind
reversed and the melodic intervals presented in inverted form yet remaining recognisable, as
if reflected in a lake’s surface.  A brief development of the inverted form soon leads to a
restatement of the opening bars and inexorably to an even more powerful climax.  In a
manner typical of Butterworth’s larger structures, the tension is deftly released and, after the
chief ideas have been restated in reflective mode, the movement ends with the hushed initial
motif.  The main symphonic argument is evidently to be continued.

The following  is a reflection of the composer’s solitary sojourns in and around
the Rothiemurchus Forest.  Longest of the four movements, it is almost entirely concerned
with a further exploration of the melodic ideas of the preceding movement: but now striving
is overshadowed by the contemplation of elemental natural forces.  The opening bars’ stark
and muted  violins depict a glacial stasis, before eventually settling upon a gently

‘lapping’ two-note figure on divided strings, echoing the beginning of the first movement and,

movement that is structurally, and in its treatment of the orchestra, more akin to Nielsen than
Sibelius.  The seeds for conflict are sown in the opening bars in which the opposing tonalities
of B minor and F minor in the brass and lower woodwind, respectively, form the key interval
of a tritone.  This is followed immediately by a gentle clarinet motif, whose falling third
features throughout the movement in various forms, generating a motoric, measured
that provides momentum even in the calmest moments.  Tension between horns and strings
temporarily establishes the opposing B minor tonality, but F minor is quickly restored with a
few evocative notes from the harp.  These fundamental tonal and melodic ideas continue to
be imaginatively explored, the composer once again demonstrating his ability to employ large
orchestral resources meaningfully whilst furthering his musical argument.  The woodwind
writing effectively conveys a Celtic, misty mood whilst the uproarious climax of the
movement finds the timpanist thwacking out his insistent drumbeat like a hortator galvanising
oarsmen aboard a Roman galley.  The movement closes with the unresolved ‘yearning’ of the
cor anglais and clarinets for the F minor of the opening bars set against the (temporarily)
victorious forces of B minor in the strings.  The magical, hushed ending with a murmuring
harp figure acting as intermediary and settling for F minor lingers long in the memory.

In the following  scherzo, the composer uses a procedure he has often
favoured, anchoring the chromatic ranging (which incorporates every note of the scale) of its
gruff, grimly furtive and half-lit principal theme very firmly for the first 114 bars over a
recurrent G pedal point which grudgingly slips a semitone at a time until, arriving on E, the
delicate, waltz-like trio is introduced.   The timpani reassert a new pedal point, rooting the
material in B, and the striding scherzo returns, gradually giving way as the trio ‘blossoms’ in
the sunnier climate of E flat.  The final sustained chord (G, B, E flat (D sharp)) forms an
augmented triad, ushering in the intensely private world of the slow movement.

As in Butterworth’s previous three symphonies, the  is the spiritual heart of the whole
piece: an inwardly searching, contemplative exploration of richly interlaced and, occasionally
impassioned, harmonies.  An upwardly rising arpeggio figure (in fact a 12-tone row,
suggesting that the influence of the Richard Hall’s progressive instruction on Butterworth
may have been more lasting than even the composer consciously admitted) introduces a brief
lament on the cor anglais accompanied by a background of shifting atonal note-clusters.
Becoming more passionate and troubled as the movement grows, with moments of strident
terror from trumpets and horns, the music is eventually calmed by the reassuring warmth of



dedication to Sibelius and Nielsen might arouse suspicions of derivative writing, but these are
allayed at once when the opening theme proclaims its author’s original voice - this is a

‘moorland’ symphony, with firm, Yorkshire roots.  A more personal and introverted work than
its predecessor, the Second is the least inclined of all the Butterworth symphonies to yield up
all its secrets on first hearing, yet it rewards repeated listening with the cogency of its
argument.  Though there are similarities with its predecessor, it is the differences, such as the
economy of scoring to match its directness of utterance, that impress the most.

In this BBC broadcast, the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Christopher
Adey, present the score with high energy and, when required, acute sensitivity.  Such a
detailed interpretation allows the poetry of the composer’s vision to emerge.  Butterworth was
well pleased with this compelling performance of one of his most complex but richly
rewarding large-scale works.

Sketches for material used in Butterworth’s  (1986) were made in 1970,
yet, apart from outlining some brief motifs, no more work was done on it until over a decade
later.  With funding from an Arts Council bursary, the composer began work in earnest on
the score in 1983.  Unusually for Butterworth, it is an abstract piece in which he takes a fresh
look at some of the issues underlying his Symphony no.1.  He characterised it as ‘the First
Symphony but without so dark a landscape’.  However, far from being a slavish re-tread of
familiar ground, the Fourth is an accomplished and accessible symphonic statement in its
own right.  He was correct that some of the anger and angst of the first symphony had abated
(not surprisingly, perhaps, as the composer had now reached his sixties), yet there is a mature
craftsmanship and directness of expression in this work which makes it one of Butterworth’s
most memorable and instantly communicative scores.

The composer had this to say about the piece: ‘Spiritually, this symphony is a ‘November’
work – its prime inspiration stemmed from the high moorlands of northern England at that
time of year; and like the earlier symphonies and the large orchestral suite , it has
been informed by a specific emotional response to the landscape of these remote northern
hills.’5

Its opening ,  is a prime example in Butterworth’s symphonies of a

5  Composer’s prefatory note to the unpublished score in the present writer’s possession.

as there, this simple motif provides momentary repose before each new departure.  The dark
tones of the bass clarinet introduce a dialogue, involving the wind instruments and as it
evolves, references to the previous movement become more open, until the ‘lapping’ figure is
presented unequivocally first on the oboe and then more forcefully on the trumpet, rising
from pianissimo to triple  in the space of just one impassioned bar.  The climactic
moment passes and the first broad musical paragraph ends with the horns echoing the
two-note rocking figure.  As each subsequent episode unfolds, Butterworth explores the
expressive potential of the thematic material with increasing fervour and tenderness using
blocks of orchestral sonority to differentiate the simple structure.  The trumpet and clarinet
reflect the markings ‘piangevole’ and ‘molto espressivo’, respectively, as the movement draws
to a quiet close.

Butterworth’s imaginative use of orchestral colour is striking throughout this movement.  The
emotional intensity of his string writing is especially notable, a significant point to weigh
against his reputation in some critical quarters as essentially a brass band composer (the
quality of his First Piano Trio (1983) and Viola Concerto (1992) was to provide further,
conclusive evidence).

The third movement evokes a late evening spent on a beach with fellow orchestral players
after a concert in Aberdeen.  The solitariness of the dark seashore impressed the composer,
with the swish of pebbles washed up on the sand and the thud of the surf.  These distinctive
noises found their way into this dark .  Structurally this is the most
traditional movement of the four, being virtually a minuet and trio.  However Butterworth’s
scoring is anything but conventional.  The brass is silent and the percussion have a significant,
albeit discreet part to play: timpani and side drums have sweeping arcs described upon them
by dance band wire brushes and a suspended cymbal is struck by a soft timpani stick.  The
initial theme, given to low flute over a macabre waltz rhythm on timpani, harp and muted
double bass, elaborates the arching form of the first movement’s opening bars.  An artless,
innocent-sounding ‘Trio’ section is derived from the gentle rocking motif of the second
movement.  When the ‘Minuet’ returns, it develops into a Hindemithian fugal discourse until,
with a foreshortened version of the Trio, the spectral, disembodied music suddenly
extinguishes itself.

With its chamber-like scoring, childlike, almost cloying fragmentary themes, faltering



rhythmic patterns and sardonic undertone, this movement is one of the composer’s most
uncharacteristic and yet fascinating achievements.  It remains something of an enigma: if it is
a waltz, it must be considered a ‘Valse Triste’ and if a scherzo, the joke is a piquantly sour
one.

The last movement was inspired by three principal factors: the relentless northern winter
weather; a thrilling rail journey aboard the New Elizabethan from King’s Cross, London to
Edinburgh and, in particular, hearing a string quartet by Leonard Salzedo, whose Finale took
the form of a whirling .  Following on from the preceding movement virtually
without a break, Butterworth’s Finale, marked , is remarkable for the
vehemence of its utterance as a hurricane of a  is unleashed.   The visceral
excitement of the incessant rushing chromatic scales, whooping horns and snarling trumpets
and trombones is a prelude to an unremittingly savage movement.  An ingenious modulation
through all the keys in the chromatic scale, each raising the tonal centre by a semitone, creates
a long term heightening of tonal tension.  Though this is undoubtedly a structural

, the listener is more likely to be compelled by the frenzied, elemental ferocity of the
music.  Tremendous momentum is generated as the score burns through key after key,
feeding off its own self-sufficient energy.  The thirteenth rise in pitch heralds the extended
Coda, a veritable whirlwind, which brutally fragments the thematic material’s attempts at
coherence.  The symphony culminates in a climax in which Tennyson’s Nature ‘Red in Tooth
and Claw’ seems to consume itself in an act of mesmerising self-destruction.  It ends in B flat,
the key in which the finale began and the tonal centre of the whole symphony, with the
reappearance on brass of the initial Sibelian motto theme, but this brief and hasty allusion
seems almost like a nod to symphonic convention after so much hellishly alien terrain has
been traversed in the interim.

For a composer who espoused the theory that tonality and melody have certain universally
recognised physical and emotional properties which cannot be lightly overthrown,
Butterworth has made his Finale noticeably short on thematic material.  Brass and woodwind
are entrusted with such motifs as there are – stripped down to reveal the tritone in all its
rawness.  The strings provide a shifting chromatic underlay and in the concluding pages, their
writhing, slithering upheavals suggest some slimy primeval creature heaving itself obscenely
into view.  It is not until just before the Coda that a recognisable theme is defined and then
promptly torn to pieces.    Is this movement really just an expression of the composer’s

coda.  Tonal centre, pitch and tension rise as the music gathers momentum, building up to a
more spacious  section; the opening agitation promises to be resolved into a positive
ending.  The violins briefly revisit their lamenting,  figures from the closing
section of the previous movement.  An expressive version of the bassoon theme appears on
oboe, and muted strings bring a sense of tranquillity.  A droll final flourish stops the
symphony in its tracks.  Butterworth was not a composer for barnstorming perorations,
grandiloquent rhetoric being anathema to him.  As with the First Symphony, the work ends
with a feeling of calling a halt rather than triumphant finality.

Butterworth was delighted with Boult’s performance and had high hopes of another critical
success.  J. H. Elliott wrote in , ‘such well-knit and thoughtful music, though
it belongs to a tradition now in decline, or rather out of fashion, deserves a wider circulation’
(31 October 1964).  The critic of the , commenting on the symphony’s
second performance the night after its premiere, observed that, ’… the central adagio has a
particular appeal of its own.  More lyrical than the other two movements, it has a poignancy
which appears to spring from some deeply felt spiritual or emotional experience’ (2
November 1964).

Michael Colbert, writing in the  on 31 October 1964,
commented, ‘the impression that this symphony affords is that we are transported to a lonely
moorland scene, with all its bleak beauties, its swathing mists and its violent atmospheric
changes’.  Recalling similar remarks voiced about the First Symphony, Emily Brontë’s novel
is invoked as he goes on to state that ‘the texture of Mr Butterworth's work is such that an apt
title could be ‘Wuthering Heights’, for here we have highlights in music for the true feeling
and substance of such a pictorial scene’.  Concluding that the symphony ‘bespeaks
magnificent and original musicianship’, Colbert predicts that ‘it … will find its place as a
major addition to the contemporary repertoire’.

Unfortunately, that prediction has not come true. Though the Bradford premiere attracted
all the London critics, the symphony did not impress them nearly as much as the First
Symphony had done in Cheltenham in 1957, and the composer came to regard this critical
rejection as something of a setback.  Nonetheless, there is much to admire in this work, which
builds on the solid achievement of its predecessor.  There is genuine symphonic tension in
the outer movements and originality as well as deep feeling in the central .  Its



Most of the creative work on the piece was done late at night in the silence of the family home,
yet ideas also came to Butterworth as he was out walking after dark on the Yorkshire moors.
In the central slow movement in particular, those late evening sojourns are recalled.  A large
orchestra is handled with restraint.  It consists of triple woodwind, four horns, three trumpets,
three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion and strings.

An economy of thematic material is in evidence throughout the score.  The  first
movement opens with a powerful  climax which appears to have taken up the whirlwind
energy from the First Symphony’s Finale seven years before.  A passionately fraught theme
materialises and figures related to the material from the First Symphony flit by.  A rising
theme on clarinet accompanied by a relentless, chugging rhythmic figure provides the second
subject.  Towards the end of the movement, these themes form the basis of a much faster,
scherzo-like section, but as the music progresses, the emotional temperature gradually drops.
The movement ends calmly, resolving rather than elaborating the initial material.  The last
bars are grounded in the lower strings, and it is from this position that the slow movement
begins.

The  is the heart of the symphony - an impassioned threnody, full of poignant yearning,
unfolding a personal tragedy.  The composer revealed to the present writer that the deeply
emotional quality of the slow movement was partly caused by the sudden death of his dog,
accidentally killed at the time he was writing this movement.  A rich palette of divided strings
ushers in the movement.  A solo cello has the eloquent main theme, .  The
music continues with just the strings for some considerable time, and the listener may begin
to wonder if any other orchestral sections are going to be added.  Then, the arrival of
woodwind brings added sonority.  When brass players join, there is an impressive conflict of
rising and falling scales, reminiscent of the rushing scalic figures at the start of the symphony.
In the evocative coda an outburst of raw grief from the strings occurs in an ardent passage
with wide interval leaps and sighing falls.  Percussion enter with a nostalgic effect on
glockenspiel like some distant churchyard bell in the hush of the evening and the movement
is dismissed with eerie tam-tam strokes.

The  Finale starts quietly and bassoons present a theme, a fragment of which is to grow
relentlessly towards the end of the movement.  As an agitated  continues, the
solo oboe has a fragmentary hint of the impassioned string passage from the slow movement’s

predilection for the Northern climate, as suggested in a review by the  critic,
or is there something more personal lurking behind its violent exultations?  Perhaps some of
the composer’s appalling wartime experiences are being exorcised so that Man’s inhumanity
to Man is reflected here as well as the basic savagery of the natural world - could those
climactic whooping horns be construed as a fearful call to arms as well as a cry of Nature?
Like all worthwhile music, this finale stands up perfectly well on its own, beyond amateur
psychological probing.

The symphony’s first performance took place at the final concert of the Cheltenham Festival
on 19 July 1957 and was an outstanding critical success, not least because of Barbirolli’s
championing of the score.  The great conductor’s speech, made on the day after the premiere,
conveys his enthusiasm: ‘We of the Hallé feel very proud that from our own ranks we have
produced a very fine major work.  I would like you to know that when the Reading Panel4

chose this work they had no idea that the composer was a member of this orchestra.  His work
was chosen on its merits’.

There was widespread critical acclaim.  Writing in the , Ernest Bradbury
commented that ‘Delius used to talk of an opera on ‘Wuthering Heights’, but nowhere did
he write music that suggests that masterpiece as Butterworth suggests it in this symphony’.
According to the  critic, ‘seldom at any Cheltenham Festival has a young
and little-known composer been so thunderously applauded ... the thematic linkage of his
movements is various and cunning; the odd device of making the second half of his first
movement a ‘mirror’ inversion of the first half is singularly telling and successful.’

Some minor reservations voiced in the press about the first movement after the premiere led
to revisions, made in consultation with Barbirolli, to make it ‘more balanced and convincing’
as the composer subsequently reported to the .  A second
performance of the work (in its new, slightly trimmer form) by the Hallé under Barbirolli took
place at St George’s Hall, Bradford on 2 November 1957.  The critical response was once
more highly favourable,  reviewer describing it as ‘a work of major
importance’.

4  Donald Mitchell, Mosco Carner, Harry Croft-Jackson and Reginald Goodall were the four members of the
1957 Cheltenham Festival Reading Panel who selected from numerous works submitted the new pieces
included in the festival concerts by the Hallé and Goldsbrough Orchestras.



Barbirolli also conducted Butterworth’s symphony with the Hallé at a Promenade concert at
the Royal Albert Hall in London on 29 August 1958 and again the piece elicited positive
reviews.  The critic of  called it ‘imposing’ and compared it favourably to
the music of fellow trumpeter-turned-composer Malcolm Arnold, suggesting that ‘he
[Butterworth] already [has] a similar technical skill and command of orchestral effect’.

Symphony no.1 was Butterworth’s breakthrough work, launching his career as a creative
artist and establishing his authentic, personal voice at a stroke.  Though it makes a perfect
starting point for an exploration of his music, it is also unique in his canon in several ways,
not least in the sardonic quality of the third movement and the unbridled savagery of the
Finale.  The performance presented here, taken from a Radio 3 broadcast on 2 December
1976 with the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra provides a rare opportunity to hear
Butterworth in the role of conductor when he was in his early 50s.  His broad orchestral
experience tells in this eminently well-balanced and cogently paced reading of a passionate
and substantial symphony that meant more to him than any of his other works.

Following a successful performance of the First Symphony in Bradford in November 1957,
Butterworth was asked by Jack Holgate, secretary of the Bradford Subscription Concerts
Committee to write another symphony for their centenary concert season.  It was completed
on 27 December 1963 and the world premiere took place at St George’s Hall, Bradford on
30 October 1964 with Sir Adrian Boult conducting the Hallé Orchestra.   The

is dedicated to the Bradford Subscription Concerts and inscribed ‘to the memory
of Jean Sibelius and Carl Nielsen’ (both of whom were born in 1865).  The composer freely
acknowledged the influence of both these Scandinavian symphonists and their dual
inspiration is discernible in the score.

When Boult had made guest appearances with the Scottish National Orchestra, he had given
technical advice on conducting to Butterworth and expressed an interest in premiering one
of his new works.  Sir Adrian received a copy of the score of the Second Symphony in
September 1964, after which composer and conductor corresponded, mainly on technical
issues of tempi, phrasing and bowing.  Boult spent nine hours of rehearsal time with the Hallé
Orchestra on the 25-minute work, constantly seeking Butterworth’s opinion, as Barbirolli had
done with the First Symphony. Arthur Butterworth with Sir John Barbirolli and the Hallé Orchestra after the first performance of his First Symphony at the

Cheltenham Festival at Cheltenham Town Hall on 19 July 1957
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ARTHUR BUTTERWORTH (1923-2014)
DISC ONE

Op. 25 (1964)
1 I Allegro molto  (8’08”)     2 II Adagio   (10’31”)     3 III Vivace  (9’30”)
 BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra conducted by Christopher Adey
 BBC Broadcast 20 January 1975

Op. 72 (1986)*
4  I Moderato, quasi Allegro  (11’28”)     5 II Allegretto con moto scherzo  (7’09”)
6   III Adagio  (9’49”)     7 IV Largamente—Allegro molto quasi presto  (11’13”)
 BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra conducted by Bryden Thomson
 BBC Broadcast 8 May 1986 (Premiere)

DISC TWO
Op. 15 (1957)

1   I Allegro molto  (9’36”)     2  II Lento molto  (12’09”)
3  III Allegretto con moto  (6’59”)     4  IV Vivacissimo e furioso  (9’29”)
 BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra conducted by Arthur Butterworth
 BBC Broadcast 2 December 1976

Total playing time : (106’01”)
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