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Music 1

LONDON 4213862

Solti/LPO 1980

Track 1

In: start

Fade at 40”

Sir George Solti powering his way through the opening of Elgar’s Concert Overture In the South. On the London label. His terrific energy makes those typical Elgar repeated snippets – the technical jargon is sequences – fuse together to make a sweeping phrase.

The Overture starts with the same idea on three different chords. The deep red of E flat major (sing) the blue of C minor (sing) and the .. green of A flat (sing). And there we are back in E flat – red again. Three .. colours to make up the usual four-fold phrase. And so far, it could almost be by Richard Strauss – so much so that when August Jaeger, Elgar’s editor at his publisher Novello’s, suggested they mention Strauss in the programme-note, Elgar wrote back to say ‘Oh, I don’t think I’d mention Strauss.’

But the very next phrase could only be from the complicated mind of Elgar. His three-fold colour sequence carries on across the four-fold phrases, so now we begin in the blue of C minor. And to this upthrusting vigorous theme, Elgar adds a wailing, falling countermelody which threatens to undermine its triumph.

Listen to it again. Here’s Norman del Mar, with the same orchestra in the same year – the London Philharmonic in 1980 – making unexpectedly heavy weather of it.

Music 2

Classics for Pleasure CDCFP9003

del Mar/LPO 1980 Walthamstow

Track 5

In: start

Out: 55”

Norman del Mar, rather trudging across the furrows of Elgar’s sequences in the teeth of the title Classics for Pleasure. Leonard Slatkin tries to conceal Elgar’s methods of construction by simply going very fast. It’s the LPO again, but the booklet doesn’t deal in things like When? though it does boast the stupidest liner-note of all.

Music 3

RCA 82876603892

Slatkin/LPO no date or place

CD1 Track 1

In: 19”

Out: 49”

Leonard Slatkin and the LPO on RCA. Oddly, the speed there merely emphasizes that the same bit of music comes round and round. If he’d heard the great Elgar scholar Jerrold Northrop Moore’s beautifully obvious aperçu that Elgar deals in sequences because he is such a great melodist, and the best way to develop a melody is by sequence, Slatkin might have found merit in them. Like George Hurst, whose paradoxically fleet-footed swagger sounds almost like Elgar himself.

Music 4

NAXOS 8553564

Hurst/BSO 1995 Poole

Track 16

In: 32”

Out: fade 1’40

George Hurst and the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra in 1995, on Naxos.

Elgar’s admirers had put together a three-day Elgar Festival at Covent Garden – all set for March 1904. What they really wanted was a Symphony, and so in November 1903, Elgar set off on a working trip to Italy, the North West Riviera. His mood on departure chimed more with that wailing theme than the upthrusting one. He wrote to Ivor Atkins, the organist at Worcester:

‘I’ve been into the Cathedral, which I have known since I was four, & said “farewell” – I wanted to see you. I am sad at heart and feel I shall never return!’

His Italian hotel at Bordighera was ‘not very enchanting’, but he cheered up a bit when he bumped into, not only the Archbishop of York, but also the Dean of Westminster, both of whom he pressed into theological service on the libretto of The Apostles. Elgar was an inveterate networker. Still, the atmosphere was ‘too English’ for him to work, and so they went on to Alassio, whose name provides the subtitle of the Overture.

On the 3rd January Elgar wrote, with not uncharacteristic self-pity:

‘This visit has been, is, artistically, a complete failure & I can do nothing’. He decided to try to finish a concert overture instead of his Symphony.

He did the scoring in a mad rush once he got home, but it’s as full of wonderful details as ever. One of my favourites is the high note on the low contra-bassoon, which piques [?peaks in?] a sort of gathering-note that crops up in a lot of Elgarian structures. Only Mark Elder gives it its proper value. It’s not beautiful, but it heightens the listener’s anxiety even more than that worrying off-beat bass-drum that’s pursuing a quarrel of its own all through.

Music 5

HALLÉ CDHLL7500

Elder/Hallé  2002 Studio 7

Track 5

In: start

Out: 2’13

Mark Elder with his Hallé Orchestra in 2002. Deep clear sound, excellent pacing.

The sources of Elgar’s ideas for In the South are unusually fully documented. The vigorous opening dates back to 1899, and was inspired by the bulldog Dan, who belonged to the organist of Hereford Cathedral. Elgar found Dan particularly stimulating. He plays a starring role in the Enigma, fetching a stick out of the river and shaking himself; and his snuffling in his sleep suggested, of all things, the Prayer motive in The Apostles. In the South had its origin in a dog-fight!

Near Alassio is the hillside village of Moglio. Elgar was much taken with its name and its steepness, and would almost roll down the hill, singing ‘Moglio, Moglio, roglio, roglio’. So he put that in, after a little bit of generic Arcadian shepherd oboe.

Richard Hickox knows how to bind all these disparate elements together, from the glorious over-the-top cadence to the melody that Elgar named onomatopoeically ‘Fanny Moglio’.

Fig 9 – Fig 13

Music 6

CHANDOS CHSA 5038

Hickox/NOW 2005 Brangwyn Hall

Track 1

In: 1’52

Out: 2’50

Richard Hickox and the National Orchestra of Wales in 2005, on Chandos.

George Hurst is another who takes Elgar’s hints. Where so many languish in this music, Hurst observes that Elgar wrote only one tenuto, and so he pulls back only once.

Music 7

NAXOS 8553564

Hurst/BSO 1995 Poole

Track 16

In: 2’30

Fade 3’35

George Hurst and the Bournemouth Symphony. I remember having an argument with Nigel Osborne long ago about whether Elgar was an English composer or a German one. We were both arguing from the wrong end, about techniques, while we should have been thinking about character, and the expression – or sometimes the concealment – of emotion. After all, no-one really thinks Mozart is an Italian composer. And so no-one really thinks that Elgar is another Wagner – except, it seemed to me as I listened glumly, Giuseppe Sinopoli – who doesn’t notice the wrong note in the third flute at the beginning here.

Music 8

DG 4531032

Sinopoli/Philharmonia 1989 Tooting

CD1 Track 5

In: 2’26

Out: 3’23

9+7, 11+9

Sinopoli and the Philharmonia on Deutsche Gramophon, recorded in 1989 and making [?marking  ?punching] the accents in the hope that they might mean something, though he’s damned if he knows what.  One of the reasons Elgar marked his scores so fully is that his meaning is so hard to pin down. No good going through the motions if you haven’t worked out what they’re for.

Let’s hear someone who had worked it out. As Lady Elgar wrote in her diary:

‘Mr Boult to tea. Quite a nice quiet man. He really seemed to understand.’

Fig 13- fig 17

Music 9

EMI CfP 0946 3 52394 2 3

Boult/LPO

Kingsway Hall 1955 (G Alexander vla)

Also on Testament SBT 1229

Track 1

In: 3’19

Out: 4’20

12+4,  15-5

Sir Adrian Boult and the LPO, in 1955, on EMI and on Testament. [?The sound a little wiry perhaps, but not the performance.]

Someone having a little walk-round in the studio in the middle of that section, which Elgar suggested might represent the Elgar family musing, though only, I suspect, because he thought it should represent something. His absolute music was still before him.

You recall Elgar toying with three chords and four-fold phrases back at the start? And you may have noticed in the big brass descending scale near the beginning how he changed his six quavers in a bar from three groups of two to two groups of three, just before the terrific climax he marks nobilmente. Now he’s set a different version of the same conundrum. The timpanist continues the three-time rhythm while everyone else plays in two. Just so it’s not too easy, Elgar marks the join to be ‘a little slower’. Not all conductors can manage this. It’s one of the few tiny blemishes on Constantin Silvestri’s much-loved old Bournemouth recording, now no longer available. Come back soon! Even Boult speeds up rather than slows down.

Richard Hickox is perfect at the join, and then carries on to show us what a very precise score-reader he is. Listen out for the second, smaller, climax. Just after it you’ll hear a very odd note deep down in the texture. It’s the fourth horn, doing what it says in the score.

But more important, hear how Hickox moulds the music so it flows like molten glass at just the right temperature.

Music 10

CHANDOS CHSA 5038

Hickox/NOW 2005 Brangwyn Hall

Track 1

In: 4’23

Out: 5’52 

14, 17 +4

Hickox is the only conductor who makes his fourth horn do that. E flat against E natural. [But in the very next bar in the violins, there’s a D sharp, which is the same note as E flat, turning into an E natural. So it could almost be right. But] in fact Elgar himself changes the note in his recording, which is apparently no longer available, though it can only be a hiccup on the CD motorway, surely.

Andrew Litton gets the horn note right, but everything else wrong. At the end of this section, Elgar specifically asks that the crotchet stay the same speed. Litton has wallowed so deep that he actually has to go twice as fast to make sense of the new music. And so he tears Elgar’s delicate web to pieces. 

Fig 17 – fig 21

Music 11

EMI 5622002

Litton/RPO Abbey Road 1987

Track 1

In: 4’57

Out: 5’58

16-8, 17+6

Andrew Litton and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in Abbey Road in 1987, for EMI.

This question of pacing has to remain a bit subjective, of course. These late-Romantic structures are bendy enough to accommodate various bulges. But it’s always worth reading the score closely, to take the composer’s clues as to where he thought the bulges should come.

Andrew Davis controls a splendid accelerando into the next section of the music. But then he ignores Elgar’s metronome mark. Now, metronomes are horrid inflexible things. But as you listen, you may come to the conclusion that this is just a bit slow. Certainly, Andrew Davis does. He speeds up. Should have thought of that!

Music 12

APEX 0927495862

Davis/BBCSO 1992 St Augustine’s

Track 1

In: 5’56

Out: 7’28

17, 21

Sir Andrew Davis and the BBC Symphony Orchestra in 1992. 

That passage was inspired by the Roman bridge near Alassio. As Elgar wrote:

‘the massive bridge and road still useful, and to a reflective mind awe-inspiring.’

He himself underlined the words ‘reflective mind’. A good clue to all Elgar interpreters. Very little of what this music is about is on the surface. He wrote some words from Byron’s Childe Harold in the score:





a land

Which was the mightiest in its old command

And is the loveliest.

 - and allowed himself to dream of the tramp of the mighty legions.

Fig 20- 26

Music 13

HALLÉ CDHLL7500

Elder/Hallé  2002 Studio 7

Track 5

In: 6’31

Out: 7’43

19, 23

Mark Elder and the Hallé. I’m sure those extraordinary build-down discords, based on the interval of the fifth, like violin-tuning, were improvised at the piano. The clue is in that unexpected resolution of the discord. It’d be hard to think of, but fingers at the keyboard find it almost on their own.

John Eliot Gardiner recorded Elgar’s In the South with the Vienna Philharmonic for Deutsche Gramophon in 2001.

Music 14

DG 4632652

Gardiner/VPO

Track 1

In: 7’28

Out: 8’30 (fade)

23,26

Wonderful sound. John Eliot Gardiner and the Vienna Philharmonic. After Elgar has dreamed of the warfare of the past, he moves on to the warfare of the present in a section he thought of as Strife. Jaeger, his editor, confessed he couldn’t really get the ‘Hang’ of it, giving that slang expression not only inverted commas but a capital letter. Yondani Butt doesn’t get the ‘Hang’ of it either. He has a good sniff in the silence, and absent-mindedly holds the horns on for an extra bar while he wonders what to do next.

Fig 26- 34

Music 15

ASV CDDCA619

Yondani Butt/RPO  HWH1988

Track 1

In: 8’42

Out: 9’48

25, 28

Yondani Butt and the RPO for ASV in 1988. A prosaic reading.

Rather like the Elgar family musing, the idea of strife can be a red herring. What Elgar needs at this point is simply some quick music that isn’t too interesting. [It’s a mistake for pieces of music to make a level demand on the attention throughout, as is shown in different ways by Schoenberg and Philip Glass as much as by minor Italian masters of the eighteenth century.]

Sir Alexander Gibson takes the point of Elgar’s words con fuoco – with fire.

Music 16

CHANDOS CHAN8309

Gibson/SNO 1982 Glasgow

Track 3

In: 8’42

Out: 10’

26+8, 33 

Gibson and the Scottish National Orchestra in 1982. Quite a good performance, though the Second Harp can’t count. But perhaps just ordinary enough to trigger a bit of weeding out as we Build our Library. George Hurst’s sound performance I relinquish more reluctantly than Norman del Mar’s. Sinopoli, Slatkin, Litton and Butt I bid farewell to, with few qualms. Fine conductors all - but Elgar’s subtle subversive qualities escape them.

Those lines from Childe Harold Elgar put on the score must have reminded the composer of Berlioz’s piece Harold in Italy, with its viola soloist. And he must have felt that he could get a bit more mileage out of his Arcadian shepherd, all the more because, as Jerrold Northrop Moore observes, Elgar was never happier than when writing a good old tune.

Here’s Solti, building down beautifully to the viola solo. It’s just a pity his harpist never had any harmony lessons – letting a bass note ring on far past its sell-by date.

Fig 34- 40

Music 17

LONDON 4213862

Solti/LPO 1980

Track 1

In: 9’41

Out: 11’12

33, 35

Solti and the LPO again. The soloist made an excellent decision about the grace-note at the end there. Some are so incomprehending that they can play that beautiful melody and then give a great twitch at the end.

Elgar was so proud of this Canto popolare as he calls it that he published a piano arrangement of it, and fitted a poem of Shelley to it, so it could be a real song. The very best of all the recordings here is Hickox’s. It’s almost the slowest, but because he knows the difference between a first beat and an upbeat, it never gets bogged down. The effect is magical.

Music 18

CHANDOS CHSA 5038

Hickox/NOW 2005 Brangwyn Hall

Track 1

In: 11’41

Out: 14’03

35, 39

Richard Hickox.

Enough ideas! Elgar leaves his violist hanging over a characteristically ambiguous two-note chord – is it the top bit of a major chord, or the bottom bit of a minor chord? And before we can decide, we’re off! Back to the beginning, but this time we don’t need the contra-bassoon’s gathering note, and we don’t need the timpani’s cross-rhythms. Elgar’s holiday in Italy has clarified these matters for him. The deep workings of his musical mind have transformed the commonplace stimulus of dog-fight and ruin into pure musical thought. He himself described the process:

‘The exhilarating out of doors feeling arising from the gloriously beautiful surroundings – streams, flowers, hills: the distant snow mountains in one direction and the blue Mediterranean in the other. The idea came in a flash. In that time I had composed the overture – the rest was merely writing it down.’

And having written it down, he was able to accept the King’s invitation to dinner, and hurry back from Italy. By the summer he was Sir Edward. A networker indeed!

Fig 41- 51

Music 19

EMI CfP 0946 3 52394 2 3

Boult/LPO

Kingsway Hall 1955 (G Alexander vla)

Also on Testament SBT 1229

Track 1

In: 13’15

Out: 14’10

40, 43

Boult and the LPO, not quite binding the sequences into a convincing whole. I suspect he’s changing Elgar’s bowing. [The very next piece Elgar wrote for the London Symphony Orchestra was the Introduction and Allegro. He was practically a virtuoso violinist, of course, and writing just for stringed instruments spurred him to great inventiveness in the matter of bowing, all clearly marked in the score. In particular, whenever a snippet is repeated, he arranges for the bowing to be ‘upside-down’ as they say, the second time. I recently looked through a number of sets of parts of the Introduction and Allegro, including Sir Malcolm Sargent’s, and they all change Elgar’s bowing so the sequences are the same way up. And that I think is what Boult is doing too.]

Here’s Mark Elder and the Hallé with Elgar’s shortened path to Fanny Moglio. That terrific nobilmente climax is completely missed out. Ah-ha!

Music 20

HALLÉ CDHLL7500

Elder/Hallé  2002 Studio 7

Track 5

In: 14’38

Out: 15’42

43, 46+
Fig 51-55

Mark Elder – but where’s that nobilmente gone? Sir Andrew Davis transforms it magically.

Music 21

APEX 0927495862

Davis/BBCSO 1992 St Augustine’s

Track 1

In: 17’51

Out: fade 18’55

50 ½ , 52ish

Andrew Davis with the BBC Symphony. But magical though that is, Davis never quite gets it going again afterwards. Richard Hickox builds up much better, but to my ears falls at the last fence, where the nobilmente comes back with a vengeance, this time combined with the opening thrusts.

Fig 55-end

Music 22

CHANDOS CHSA 5038

Hickox/NOW 2005 Brangwyn Hall

Track 1

In: 19’18

Out: 20’50

52 ½ , 58

Richard Hickox again – but this time, much too slow for me. John Eliot Gardiner and the Vienna Phil don’t fall into that trap. Rather the reverse. 

Music 23

DG 4632652

Gardiner/VPO

Track 1

In: 19’14

Out: 19’52

57,  59

The VPO and Sir JEG. That climax is surely much too fast. And at this point, I can resist no longer. Too tantalising really, to play you the composer’s recording when you can’t pop out and buy it. So please don’t write in to complain, but here is the Master himself. And you’ll hear that in fact Gardiner takes just the same speed as Elgar. But the difference is in the pulse, the nervous accent given to the horn lines. Gardiner’s horns are rather Brylcreemed compared with Elgar’s tousled humanity.

Music 24

EMI  CDM5672982

Elgar/LSO/ 1930

Ending, with timp

Track 6

In: 5’20

Out: 6’20

Just to hear the man himself! The mercurial 73-year old’s spirit soaring and plucking us after him. The LSO too, in 1930.

Elgar’s friend Jaeger doesn’t show at his best in today’s story. He had a little nit-pick about the ending, writing with heavy facetiousness:

‘Why the Divel have you a silent Bar in your Coda (Overture)? You WILL play pranks with your Kodas. Foolish boy! unsagacious neophyte!’

So where we heard that roll on the drums, Elgar originally left a – well, an enigmatic silence. The addition of the drum-roll probably explains why Elgar ignores his own instruction to slow down only slightly at the end. He actually turns the penultimate bar into two bars, and most have copied him ever since. I should love to hear the ending as it was before Jaeger meddled, though.

Still, in the right hands it all comes together well enough. And whose hands are they? Neither Davis nor Hickox quite nail the thing down in the last couple of minutes. Eliot Gardiner really gives the Vienna Orchestra an idea of what Elgar’s about, but I think they need a few more years to get it – if they ever decide it’s worth it. Boult has just too many blemishes, but Solti comes very close. In fact, he’d be my mid-price recommendation were it not for the fact that Mark Elder and the Hallé are mid-price too. Here they are, showing how Elgar’s strange, instinctive pacing can be found if you look hard enough. What a piece!

Music 25

HALLÉ CDHLL7500

Elder/Hallé  2002 Studio 7

Track 5

In: 19’

Out: end (21’01)
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