Edward Elgar “The Spirit of England, 2007”
Recorded Excerpt: The Fourth of August

That, as most of you will know, was the beginning of The Fourth of August.  It contains so much of what Elgar’s music is about as he responds to the determined sentiments in Binyon’s Poem.  There is forward movement, resolution, as sense of duty as well as pathos and the octave rise in the first bar for the soloist seems to combine all these emotions in its four notes.  The Spirit of England is an important work and I will return to those sentiments and the music.

The Dean of Gloucester, in one of the most enjoyable of sermons, during this Festival’s opening service admitted defeat as he tried to link music to the recent saviour of Gloucester in the humble provider of drinking water: the bowser.  Now I am not going to try and link what is, in effect, a water tank on wheels to Elgar or his music except to say that your chairman once had a job of driving a land-rover towing a bowser back and forward between a mains supply and geological drilling site outside the city of Bath.  However, by mentioning the bowser I can, in a most contrived way, reflect that everything will sometime have its day!  Therefore, as I consider the journey the music of Elgar has made in my lifetime – I can only come up with the description of ‘remarkable’ which also applies to the bowser which suddenly has had its moment in the sun – or is it rain?

My damascene Elgarian moment was hearing that performance of the E flat Symphony conducted by Sir Malcolm Sargent which, happily, the BBC issued a couple of months ago.
By using one measure I think I can demonstrate how things have changed in the 44 years since hearing Sir Malcolm conduct in the Colston Hall, Bristol.  At the time the catalogue of available recordings available in Britain was produced by Gramophone magazine in a quarterly publication about A5 size.  Elgar’s recordings occupied 1½ columns of the edition.  There were no biographies by Kennedy or Moore, no complete recordings of The Apostles or The Kingdom and certainly not a note of The Spirit of England.  But things were, by then, on the move and it has been my privilege to have witnessed what is an enormous re-assessment of Elgar’s music by the listening public, performing musicians and academia since that moment all those years ago.

So, isn’t it wonderful to be involved in celebrating the 150th anniversary of one of this country’s greatest composers?  During the year, I am sure many of you will have heard music by Elgar which you barely knew or had never heard in the flesh before.  Indeed, because performances are relatively rare the performance of The Spirit of England you are about to hear might be the first for some of you.  For me it will be the second performance of at least three I will attend this year!  When I heard the work for the for first time – 35 years ago in Tunbridge Wells of all places – I recognised that in this music was an important aspect of Elgar’s character which I had not heard before and I became a passionate advocate of the work on the one hand and interested in the poetry of Laurence Binyon on the other.

But, already I find myself being diverted away from my main point and will return to The Spirit of England a little later!

It is rather daunting to make a contribution to the task of putting Elgar in his place, particularly when there are two masterful examples to hand.  May I commend Michael Kennedy’s piece on page 20 of the Festival programme and the article in last Monday’s edition of the New York Times by Diana McVeagh.  Both these wonderful biographers say exactly want I want to say in better English, more concisely and with insight I shall never possess.  For those with access to a computer do look at the New York Times web-site and read Diana’s exceptional and thought-provoking piece.

The point about today is that the great enjoyment we were experiencing in celebrating Elgar’s life and music in this sesquicentenary year should be tempered by the fact that, sadly, we are almost alone on this planet.  Occasionally there is a bright light such as the Bard Festival in New York State which is starting this weekend.   I shall be attending part two of the festival in October.  However, the truth is, that with one or two exceptions, Elgar’s music is not being re-appraised in other countries as I think most of us here would have expected.  True the work of the Society has helped but I would have expected the major orchestras of the world to have programmed Elgar’s music and their conductors to have learnt at least one new work in this year of all years!  Sir Simon, are you listening?

This talk is divided into three sections – perhaps I should call them movements – covering aspects of Elgar’s life and music at the beginning, and ending with some thoughts on Elgar’s position and reputation today.  The middle section or intermezzo will be a diversion looking at what I believe is the importance of The Spirit of England in the list of Elgar’s music.

Perhaps I should describe the first movement, which now follows, as having a largo beginning moving to allegro con brio!
By the way – you have just had the prelude!
* * *

Elgar frightens people.

That is he can intimidate those who do not find his music essential to their lives.  He occupies a place in their world about which they are largely ignorant - he seems to represent the Imperial ideal about which they are inherently uneasy and he reflects standards which modern society has, to a large extent, rejected.  Because of this, many who are part of the musical establishment seem to transmit their unease overseas and meekly allow Elgar’s music to become subservient to many of his contemporaries.  They overlook, for example, Wagner’s adultery and anti - semitism, Schubert’s syphilis, and Mozart’s intimate language – and quite right too – they all produced great art and it is not for us to be prejudiced because we disapprove of their morals or, to use a contemporary phrase, their life-style!
Therefore, why does Elgar remain problematic - a man who led a life which seems to have been almost without stain?  His only recorded profanity (if that is the correct word) was damn, he certainly did not contract syphilis and many of his friends were Jews!  Some biographers have suggested he fathered a child outside his marriage.  With only hearsay to go by I think that, on balance, this is unlikely.

But, as Elgar’s music is ‘the thing’ and is far too good to be ignored through prejudice then we can fall into the trap of protesting too much.  Nevertheless, in this sesquicentenary year we should, perhaps, take the opportunity of laying the foundations for the future whereby this great music can take its place in the concerts halls of the world.  At present it does not – and that is wrong!   
What I want to do today is to look at some aspects of Elgar’s music and character as well as the world in which he flourished and see whether there are reasons why we should be more relaxed in his company and, by extension, why he is an example to us today.
We need, however, to begin at the beginning.  Let me briefly paint the facts which underpin the truth and mythology of Elgar’s life.  He was born into a provincial, lower middle-class, Roman Catholic family; he had to go to work at fifteen in a lawyer’s office.  Not having other resources he taught himself music and orchestration by studying in his father’s shop and arranging tunes of the day for the Worcester glee club and the band of the lunatic asylum at Powick.  He remained a local Worcester musician struggling for recognition whilst teaching the violin to earn a living.  He married Alice Roberts in 1881.  She was the daughter of a Major-General in the Indian army and nine years older than her bride-groom.

This marriage created the environment for the composition of music on which Elgar’s reputation would be built with five choral works in the 1890’s: The Black Knight, the Bavarian Highlands, The Light of Life, King Olaf and Caractacus.  All this culminated in the Enigma Variations of 1899 and The Dream of Gerontius of 1900.  The next 20 years were the most productive of his career which was interrupted by the Great War.   At its end he began work on three works and a Cello Concerto.  Shortly after this Elgar’s wife, Alice died and he composed little between then and his death in February 1934.

Yes, Elgar was a provincial, and by saying that I want to make clear I mean he was not born into metropolitan London.  Bearing in mind what we now know of Elgar, I suspect this was a considerable advantage in that he seems able to have moved easily between the City of Worcester and the local countryside from an early age.  Early on he had his music taken seriously by his contemporaries and he was presented with the opportunity to compose and arrange for local groups.  It is difficult to see how a composer who was a slow developer would have found these opportunities in London or, more importantly, to have become noticed.   

Elgar was Lower Middle-class.  Does this matter and, more crucially, from the perspective of today does it matter?  It matters, because class mattered then.  Therefore we have to ask ourselves how lower class was he – remember his parents employed at least three servants and the Elgar family, if not rich,  never seems to have been acutely short of money and Edward was able to travel to London for violin lessons and to Leipzig and Bayreuth when a young man.  Furthermore, he was a Roman Catholic – a minority religious practice in a country where Church (the Church of England) and state were virtually indivisible.  In 2007 we have a great challenge to understand the significance of all this and appreciate the fear and prejudice against Rome which had dominated English politics for 300 years.
Funnily enough I do not think this mattered very much to Elgar for I am not aware of him mentioning his faith as an issue and, anyway, he became a great example to us all as an ecumenical figure happily working with the clergy of the C of E and using Worcester Cathedral as a cross between his musical and spiritual home for most of his life.

We should be grateful that Elgar was what he was - for all of what he was came together to create the mix which made him a great creative artist.  In stating this let us look at what he was not:
1. He was not an academic who graduated from a great seat of musical learning.

2. He was not educated at a great public school – he left school at 14.

3. He was not born into the local gentry – his father served it.

4. He was not a good enough musician to become a soloist.
I could go on but let me say why I do not think all this matters very much:

Elgar’s lack of a true formal training, was a godsend – it allowed him to develop his own style – gradually (and frustratingly for him) until his mature voice emerged during the 1890’s.  He really did take music from the air which, when combined with the music available in his father’s shop (some of which he studied assiduously), was further distilled by involvement in the music of St George’s Worcester and in the Cathedral.  Remember he was brought up in his early years in a house next to Worcester’s greatest building and he borrowed music from the Cathedral library as well as attending music there, and as we know, on Sundays the young Edward would run down the High Street after Mass at St George’s Church to hear the closing voluntary at the end of matins in the Cathedral.  This was his University: a musical family and the environment in which he was raised.  The building blocks were secure.  Here is an example of his apprenticeship, a Credo built on themes from Beethoven’s 5th, 7th & 9th Symphonies.
Recorded Example: Credo

Elgar lived in a musical City which did not threaten a young talent as I suspect would have happened had he been brought up in London.  He had the sense to recognise that he would never become a successful soloist but he had an acute musical ear through which he absorbed the sounds of the Orchestra by playing and listening to a wide range of music and visiting composers such as Dvorak.  Typically Elgar was two-faced about this.  On the one-hand he clearly resented the opportunities given to others but, on the other, he would relish his exceptional self-taught abilities in orchestrating music and, quite frankly, his superior abilities to any of his contemporaries.
We have the benefit and curse of hind-sight.  The benefit is that we can now listen, at will, to virtually every note that Elgar composed.  All the same we can never apply the truth precisely to anything in the past because time has filtered our knowledge or memories.  This was parodied to perfection in that great film of 60 years ago: Kind Hearts and Coronets when the Reverend d’Ascoigne is showing off his church to his would-be murderer disguised as a Bishop from Africa.  He says:  ‘And here we have the west window which has all the exuberance of Chaucer without, happily, any of the concomitant crudities of his time’.

The curse of hind-sight is that we can become over-exposed and complacent and because we forget how original the music of Elgar was when it burst upon on our fore-fathers.  Imagine the impact – having never heard a note before - of The Enigma Variations, The Dream of Gerontius, Introduction & Allegro, the end of The Apostles, The two Symphonies, and The Violin Concerto – the list is much longer and I am sure you can add to it without difficulty.  Also, before anyone jumps down my throat, I realize that The Dream of Gerontius, the E Flat Symphony and the Introduction and Allegro were not successful, initially.
I now need others to support my case.  Here is Vaughan Williams in 1957:
Recorded Excerpt: RVW
And here is an excerpt from The Introduction and Allegro for Strings from 1905.  In a recent broadcast by Bruce Wood he drew the listener’s attention to this miraculous moment - I quote: ‘[We come to the] codetta which rounds off the exposition.  It is a dozen bars of pure genius with the second subject, begun by the full forces, collapsing into the depths and dissolving into the welsh melody.  This is played by the quartet with the three upper instruments mutes and the second violin and un-muted cello both playing with the bow as near as possible to the bridge ‘sul ponticello’ and ‘tremolando’.  The tone colour this produces defies description and it is one that only a composer who was an expert string player as Elgar could have imagined.’ 
Recorded Excerpt: Introduction & Allegro

Having set him up, let us leave Elgar secure in his genius, before returning and looking at his position now and consider whether he can be an example to us today. 

The Spirit of England
In turning to The Spirit of England may I draw your attention to the excellent notes in the Festival Programme book by Anthony Boden.  He makes the following point about the work: ‘…Elgar shunned any hint of jingoistic triumphalism …, choosing instead to capture perfectly a profound sense of the waste and pity of war’.  

Programme notes cannot, perforce, go far enough, but Tony Boden gets to the essence of the work, so imagine my dismay when I heard of a choir rehearsing The Spirit of England for the first time recently and sniggering at Binyon’s verses!  These are as crucial to the work as Newman’s are for Gerontius.  I now realize what a distant world is that of August 1914 and that, to my surprise, we have a great deal of work to do if this work is to be accepted as the important piece I believe it to be.

To understand The Spirit of England we have to appreciate the Laurence Binyon wrote the verses which Elgar sets within days of the war beginning for England on 4 August 1914.  Admittedly the verse vary in quality but Binyon seems to have seen, immediately, that the war would change everything, that it would kill millions and that it would knock the heart out of Britain.  But, and this is what Binyon does so well, he suggests that this sacrifice has to be paid in his ecstatic vision he paints in the last verse of For the Fallen’.  This is an English Valhalla for the young who ‘will grow not old’.  Inconveniently Elgar called his work after the first verse of The Fourth of August and, immediately, restricts performances to a very domestic audience.

I accept that Binyon paints a somewhat naïve vision of the battles to come in the verse:

They went with songs to the battle, they were young, straight of limb, true of eye, steady and aglow.  They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted; they fell with their faces to the foe. 

But do you know, this was partly true for the British Expeditionary Force, the contemptible little army which checked the German advance in that fateful August, was like that – it was only later that reality set in with the country – not just its women which was being asked to ‘bear, to break but not to fail’.
And this is where Elgar seems to get it right finding, in the music, his heroic melancholy, nobility, resignation and then the ecstasy at which Binyon hints.  As it turns out this was to be Elgar’s last substantial choral work and in writing For the Fallen he manages to compose a requiem for his time and, I suggest, for all time.  The great critic Ernest Newman saw this when he wrote in 1916: ‘For the Fallen is as moving a piece of Elgar has ever given us – a work of passionate sincerity and a beauty that is by turns touching, thrilling, and consoling.  …The emotional basis of the music is proudly elegiac, with moments of soaring rapture.  …Technically it is a work of the rarest quality.  It takes a lifetime of incessant practice to attain a touch at once so light and so sure as this’.
I have referred to the ecstasy in some of Binyon’s imagery and I think we can see how Elgar’s music matches this as The Fourth of August ends with the octave rise at Endure O Earth, and as For the Fallen soars and dies away to its reflective end.  May I also make two textural points?  First listen for the aircraft in the orchestra in verse three of To Women and secondly note that Elgar altered the words in the fourth verse of For the Fallen: the chorus sings They shall not grow old – in 1915 the verse was barely familiar and I doubt that Binyon had the nerve to point out what he meant to Elgar!

Let me now turn to my third movement and   
* * *
Elgar’s Legacy

In my opinion England’s greatest composers are Tallis, Byrd, Purcell, Elgar, Vaughan Williams and Britten.  Tallis and Byrd lived at a time of which we can have little understanding.  Byrd was persecuted for his faith, but kept his head down and therefore kept it.  Purcell composed during a time when public executions were the norm.  Some of his verse settings are pornographic but I have heard no criticisms which cause embarrassment to the performers of his music or for those who feel that William Byrd, the recusant, might have shouted louder in favour of the old faith.  Vaughan Williams and Britten, both of whom lived at the same time as Elgar collected folk-song or arranged it and wrote some deeply pacific music.  They lived at the time of Empire but seemingly were not part of it.  There is a body of opinion in this country which is embarrassed by something which Elgar would, along with his fellow countrymen, have taken for granted.  Somehow, they feel, his country had acquired an Empire which, in some form or another, subjugated other races and exploited the natural resources of other lands.  Any benefit which might have accrued to any member of the Empire, as a result, is not open for consideration.  That Purcell lived in a different time and had a different morality seems not to matter to the same people.
I have come to the conclusion that this (and the apparent accoutrements of Empire) is now the greatest barrier to Elgar being taken seriously abroad.  This, and our British inability to have a profound self-confidence about his greatness.  Those of you who have access to the internet do listen to a discussion which took place between Professor Leon Botstein of Bard University and the egregious Norman Lebrecht who has decided, without producing any evidence, that Elgar’s valuable contribution to music lies in three works:  The Variations and two concertos.  He state, and I quote: ‘[that] you cannot have a non-contentious conversation about Elgar.  There are those who claim him as the quintessence of Englishness and others who will claim as the quintessence of Imperialism.’
The problem any commentator has is that Elgar has to be put in context.  This means mentioning the Empire which, at worst, is politically incorrect and embarrassing.  All this is in great contrast to, say Germany, which knows it is a country of great composers; indeed it seems to me that it was that self-knowledge that helped it drag itself out of the chaos of World War 2 and the Nazi period.  As we do not play the music of the Nazis they do not have to be mentioned.  It is quite extraordinary how German writers who look back on, say the period 1933 – 1945 manage to avoid mentioning – and I risk sounding like John Cleese – the war!  And, in some ways it did not and does not matter.  For example, if the person involved is not reprehensible like Richard Strauss, then it was quite right that he was invited to London for a festival of his music once he had been –de-Nazified – not that I think this was necessary!  In contrast, Germany seems to have forgotten Elgar in 1914 and suffered collective musical amnesia ever since.
On the other hand, we, in this country send our orchestras on tour with not a note of British music and appoint principal conductors who have no understanding (at best) or interest in our musical heritage.  There are five major orchestras in London – not one has a British principal conductor at its head.  With Sakari Oramo (an example to any one his London colleagues) leaving Birmingham this leaves Mark Elder as the only serious Elgarian at the head of any British Orchestra.  So if we do not believe in Elgar who else is doing to?
But on the assumption that you do believe we have, I think, to address head on what I feel is the greatest impediment to performance by overseas orchestras and the adoption of his music by international conductors.

Like many of you here today I was brought up in a world when ¼ of the map of the world was painted pink.  During the 1950’s things changed fast as Empire Day moved to Commonwealth day and we celebrated the independence of the Gold Coast as it became Ghana at school.  All this: the Empire and even the changes which saw its demise were something of which we, school-children, were very proud.  Of course there was Kipling to put the Empire to words and Elgar – the arch imperialist – who set it all to music.  It was they who waved the flag at every opportunity and who glorified the pith helmet which sat on a head or desk in every corner of the world.  Of course none of this is true – Elgar’s only setting of Kipling was of five of his poems, four of which were part of the very ordinary review, The Fringes of the Fleet in 1917.

Let us consider Elgar’s Imperial March from 1897.

Recorded Example:  Imperial March

What strikes me is that the one thing it is not, particularly in its trio, is Imperial or, at least, our vision of what an Imperial March might sound like.  Now it is Imperial because Elgar called it Imperial but to me that is about as far as it goes.  However, I have talked to enough people in the media over the last years as well as non-British lovers of music to believe that this word is now the most significant barrier to a wider acceptance of Elgar’s music.

To me it matters not a jot how ‘Imperial’ Elgar was but as he seems to be the composer of Imperial music we need to consider this more deeply.  Not so long ago I travelled to London from Brussels by train in the company of an Indian accountant.  He spotted an Union flag flying in a Kent garden and said to me ‘you know I still feel uncomfortable when I see that flying.’  So you and I may not see this image of Elgar as a barrier to his music but others surely will - not because of politics but because of birth.  That is why I want to begin to try and lay this to rest today – we really should listen to Elgar’s music – any music with the minimum of prejudice.

I can find little recorded comment by Elgar as to his attitude to Empire.  Professor Bernard Porter makes a strong case that he was, at best, ambivalent to its more extravagant ideals.  It is a few works and that image he created of a mustachioed colonel where the problem lies, and it is to the music that we must go:

I have said that the Imperial March is hardly that of the pith helmet so what about:

The Banner of St George of 1896
The Coronation Ode from 1902
The Crown of India of 1912
Pageant of Empire from 1923
Let’s tackle The Pageant of Empire first which Elgar wrote as part of the great British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1923.  ‘I have written five things in a week’ (he wrote) – one about Shakespeare’.  It turns out that these are gentle poems by Alfred Noyes about the ‘white’ Empire: Australia, Britain, Canada and New Zealand.  Although the poetry has virtually disappeared it is all much better than earlier doggerel which you all know such as:

Hail great Queen Victoria

In her regalia

One foot in Canada

The other in Australia
Even the chorus with its threatening title The Immortal Legions refers to those who served the Empire and paid the ultimate price and is therefore their tribute.  It ends with the words ‘glory, honour and thanksgiving, now to our glorious dead.’
Recorded Example: Immortal Legions

The Banner of St George tells the story (unsurprisingly) of the victory of St George but like Caractacus ends with an Epilogue: ‘It comes from the misty ages the banner of England’s might’.  It is all rather harmless and evinces from Elgar one of his least memorable choruses.  In Caractacus we face the much maligned verses in the Epilogue which moves the setting from the defeat of Caractacus to a vision of the British Empire to come.  But, and this is a but which applies elsewhere, the words (politically incorrect as they may now seem) celebrate freedom and equality beneath the law and only sink beneath the waves (verbally) when the chorus sings: ‘that nations all shall stand and hymn the praise of Britain, like brother, hand in hand’.  Nevertheless, that is not a statement of domination more one of hubris!
The Crown of India was a masque composed by Elgar to celebrate the crowning of King George V as King Emperor in 1912.  It portrays the cities of India bidding for the role of the Capital under the avuncular eye of St George.  This all seems rather patronising now, but the sentiments were well meant and were harmless, suggesting an overwhelming sense of responsibility for the ‘jewel in the crown’.  
Finally, The Coronation Ode, written to celebrate the coronation of King Edward VII is an extraordinary contradictory work.  In 1911, in his Coronation March, Elgar composed a dark, reflective, recessional work.  It is as if he is looking into the soul of the King and the burden of kingship rather than celebrating the crowning of the monarch.  It is similar in The Coronation Ode – here, in a series of verses Elgar reminds us of our responsibilities as citizens, how we should be alert against hostile foes and above all Elgar and his librettist, Arthur Benson, crave peace – a word which occurs often in the seven verse settings.

Then it ends with Land of hope and glory with its vision of ‘wider, still and wider’ which is, of course wrong.
what Benson wrote for the Ode was:
Land of Hope and Glory

Mother of the free

How shall we extol thee

Who are born of thee?

Truth and Right and Freedom

Each a holy gem

Stars of solemn brightness,

Weave a diadem.

Those words shouted out at the last night of the proms came later.  Here, I think, we have to bite the bullet.  For reasons that are obvious: people love singing a good tune, and if you can wave a flag at the same time our sense of perspective can become distorted.  Also, inexplicably, this annual jamboree is still broadcast around the world.

It is that tune in P&C No 1 that lies at the heart of the problem.  No programme on the radio about Elgar here or abroad can be broadcast without playing it – and the New York programme I mentioned earlier was no exception.   For us that tune means what we want it to mean; for others it is redolent of the red-jacket, the bear-skin and what they see as the assumed superiority of the British.  It is the tune that was the counterpoint to the frustration of first France and then Germany’s ambition to have an Empire across the globe.  This may be all long gone and it may be anachronistic but if that is what people think and we want Elgar’s music to be taken seriously then we have to address this image.

Therefore, as a start, I feel that we have to recognise that the tune must go in one significant area – the BBC should drop P&C No 1 from the last night of the proms.  It is a great march: in its own way a masterpiece but it has come to disguise Elgar’s music.  It has become the piece of music which is associated with him above all others but it gives a message which is at odds with most of his music.  By all means give the promenaders a few years advance warning but end the whole annual promenade jamboree once and for all with, say, a performance of The Coronation Ode.  There will be a row (I can see the Daily Mail headlines already) and I do not know what effect it will have.  If anything I suspect it will be gradual but eventually it would allow the world to understand that Elgar can be found elsewhere: in the slow movements of the Symphonies, in his Wand of Youth and in the Golgotha scene in The Apostles.  And it is in The Spirit of England, too, that we find him.

It is easy to celebrate empire or virtually anything else for that matter, but to find the voice for a grieving nation is rare, and it is in For the Fallen that he hit the nail on the head.  Benjamin Britten got it right when he wrote ‘[It] has always seemed to me to have in its opening bars a personal tenderness and grief, in the grotesque march, an agony of distortion, and in the final sequences a ring of genuine splendour’.

I hardly need say more - we should not forget Elgar spoke to the hearts of his people when they needed him most – it is hardly fair or even possible to ignore this with the image of the ‘last night’ sweeping all before it, for that is but a part of it.  No the answer is to listen and he will tell you all you need to know – that is why he was the spirit of 1857 and is now the spirit of 2007 and, dare I say, for as long as we have hearts to receive and ears to hear. 

Andrew Neill

Gloucester

10 August 2007
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