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MUSIC 1

PROFIL PH0540

*C Davis/Staatskapelle Dresden 1998 LIVE

Track 3

In: 8’56

Out: 9’35











40”/

The Coda to the slow movement of Elgar’s First Symphony, first performed by Hans Richter and the Halle in Manchester in December 1908. To explain the mood of that lovely idea from 1904, the composer jotted a quotation from Hamlet: ‘the rest is silence’.

Soon after his fiftieth birthday in 1907, Elgar played what his wife called a gorgeous new tune. It has similarities with the Hamlet idea. In each, the first phrase has five notes. Where Hamlet leaps up a seventh, Gorgeous carries on down to the same note an octave lower, but only the fourth note is different.

Here’s Sir Colin Davis and the Dresden Staatskapelle in a live concert from 1998, on the Profil label, giving the tune a fine sadness.











40”/1

MUSIC 2

PROFIL PH0540

*C Davis/Staatskapelle Dresden 1998 LIVE

Track 1

In: beginning

Out: fade to 1’20










2/1

We’ll hear those rising and falling scales of four notes all through the symphony. So, Gorgeous tune and Hamlet from what Elgar called ‘the same oven’. And you’ll have noticed it’s also very similar to the new tune just before the end of the Enigma Variations, except that’s in the minor key, oddly enough. Complex melodic links in Elgar’s brain.

Even the great Elgar Festival of 1904, with Royalty and a knighthood, could not smooth Elgar’s path. He’d announced a trilogy of oratorios, but got stuck at number 2 (‘on a road to nowhere’ said the critic Ernest Newman). His conducting engagements took him to America, and he didn’t like America. He accepted a Professorship at Birmingham, found that he was no good at giving lectures, and then used one of them to increase the burden of public expectation he’d laboured under ever since 1896, when the success of King Olaf prompted a friend to write: ‘In one respect I am sorry for you. You have now the obligation of living up to a great reputation.’

In December 1905 Elgar proclaimed: ‘I hold that the Symphony without a programme – [that’s to say, a narrative justification] – is the highest development of art.’ But he hadn’t written one yet.

Symphonies were traditionally articulated by means of tonality – different keys. Beethoven could write wonderful symphonies with almost banal melodies. The Finale of the Fifth, for instance (Sings) serves merely to define C major at some length. But Elgar’s whole approach to music was based on wonderful melodies. Can he find a new way to compose a symphony? Well, first he can play that tune again.










1’30










2/3’30

MUSIC 3

*ARGO 4308352  downloadable from Universal’s new website

www.classicsandjazz.co.uk

Mackerras/LSO 1990 Walthamstow

Track 1

In: 1’30

Out: fade to 2’40





1’10









3’10/3’30

Sir Charles Mackerras and the LSO, originally on ARGO, now unfortunately only available by download.

What is a symphony? For most composers it seems to mean reconciling oppositions, resolving conflicts, to give sound a meaning. So after his tune, Elgar needs to set up a contrast. Here’s Sir Andrew Davis with the BBC Symphony Orchestra in 1991 – available on Apex and Teldec – with string playing so ‘modern’ and squeaky-clean that it’s beginning to sound old-fashioned.





30”









3’10/4

MUSIC 4

APEX 0927490212

*Andrew Davis/BBCSO 1991

Track 1

In: 3’30

Out: 4’06









40”









3’50/4

Compare this scrupulous observation of Elgar’s printed fingering in the light of knowledge of the style – David Zinman and the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, same year, 1991. Lovely stylish violin scoops.









15”









3’50/4’15

MUSIC 5

TELARC CD80310

Zinman/Baltimore 1991

Track 1

In: 3’14

Out: fade to 4’28









1’15









5’05/4’15

Zinman in Baltimore on Telarc. At the end there you began to hear how Elgar will compose a symphony with tunes. That lovely melody is a transformation of the second bar of the contrasting idea – a reaching, grasping theme, and what key was it in??

Following a piece of music through different keys is like being taken for a country walk. Some of us have no sense of direction at all, but we enjoy the view, and are pleasantly surprised when we turn a corner and there’s the pub. Others have a fine sense of place and position – even read maps, and can look forward to the pub. The musical parallel I’d suggest is Perfect Pitch – that strange memory of pitch that can be such a plague as well as a blessing. If you know what key you’re approaching, and you can recall what key you started in, you can keep your bearings.

I think Elgar had Perfect Pitch, for certain notes take on great significance in his music. Obviously, for a man with the initials EE - he referred to himself as ‘the octave’ – the key of E crops up a lot. Salut d’amour, the Cello Concerto, the first and last songs of Sea Pictures till Clara Butt told him she hadn’t got a top B.

And the note Aflat has some special meaning for him too, though I haven’t found out what, yet – there’s that huge double-bassoon gathering-note in In the South, and the mid-point of the Concert Allegro, for instance. So those two A flats at the beginning were not just to call the audience to attention.

This means that Elgar’s tonal processes are likely to be more difficult to follow. Luckily, his procedures with melody are so fulfilling that they provide a beautiful countryside even for those of us without an aural map.

The music steadies itself with a new tune in the violins. You’ll hear how it’s accompanied by descending-notes in sixths in the harps, from the first four notes of the ‘gorgeous’ tune.









1’40









5’05/5’55

MUSIC 6

NAXOS 8550634

*Hurst/BBCPO 1992

Track 2

In: 4’21

Out: fade to 5’24









1’05









6’10/5’55

George Hurst and the BBC Phil. Wonderful when the horns play the tune again.

We’re beginning to hear a web of thematic relationships – that beautiful, linking theme; a hint of the opening motto theme against the second subject – and we’ll find that the little melodic twist that comes between them – sings – ‘sad and delicate’, Elgar called it – has a role to play later.

Musical relationships based on the shifting sands of melodic transformation need careful pacing, or they fall apart. Beethoven’s tunes and keys are so clear that we can follow his procedure whatever unnecessary liberties are taken by the conductor. Elgar is a different matter. It’s not that you don’t vary the speed at all, of course. But it’s how you vary it. Not like this, anyway.





45”









6’10/6’40

MUSIC 7

DG 4531032

*Sinopoli/Philharmonia 1990

CD1 Track 1

In: fade up to 4’03

Out: fade to 5’05









1’05









7’15/6’40

Sinopoli and the Philharmonia losing the thread of the argument, and made additionally absurd by the flute apparently standing on a chair to get nearer the microphone. Best bit of that Deutsche Grammophon recording is Stephen Banfield’s refreshingly different note.

You would expect Sir Roger Norrington, who started life as a Schütz specialist, with all those Baroque proportional time signatures, to get that sort of thing right. He does, and he makes Elgar’s metronome marks work too. Let’s hear a climax where the time changes from four in a bar to three in a bar. Elgar specially marks the fact that the bars should, however, be the same length. Most conductors wallow, and lose the thread. A few proudly get it right – exactly right. Norrington can walk and chew gum. He can actually phrase it too!









40”









7’15/7’20

MUSIC 8

HANSSLER CLASSIC 93000

*Norrington/Stuttgart Radio-Sinfonieorchester 2000

Track 1

In: 5’42

Out: fade to 7’






1’20









8’35/7’20

Norrington and the Stuttgart Radio Symphony on Hanssler Classic. The ‘sad and delicate’ theme transformed by angry brass, and the motto back, to bind the movement together.

Sir Colin Davis shapes some woodwind arabesques very beautifully. But he makes a terrific noise turning the pages, and sings along.









25”









8’35/7’45

MUSIC 9

PROFIL PH0540

*C Davis/Staatskapelle Dresden 1998 LIVE

Track 1

In: fade up to 7’52

Out: fade to 8’49









1’









9’35/7’45

Next, what Elgar called a ‘restless, enquiring and exploring theme’.










5”









9’35/7’50

MUSIC 10

DUTTON CDSJB1017

*Barbirolli/Halle 1956

CD 1 Track 4

In: 8’57

Out: fade to 10’41









1’45









11’20/7’50

The ‘restless’ theme brought to a great triumph. Pity one of the cellos got a bar ahead just before that. Barbirolli and the Halle in 1956, on the Dutton label. Barbirolli really knew a thing or two about Elgar. He played in the premiere of the Cello Concerto, and a few months later he played the solo part himself.

The other conductor with a personal connexion was Boult, of course. His first recording of Elgar One, with the LPO in 1949, was just after his enforced retirement from the BBC, and something of his crossness can be heard in the second movement.










30”










11’20/8’20

MUSIC 11

Pristine Audio Boult 1949

Track 2

In: beginning

Out: Fade to 1’10










1’10










12’30/8’20

Two different transfers of that recording are available. I played the one with more hiss but better sound once your ears have got used to blanking it out, on Pristine Audio. Or there’s a transfer on Testament that does all the work for you.

Elgar’s scoring for the violins – his own instrument – is bewilderingly resourceful. He divides first and seconds into two and three, he extracts soloists, he instructs the last desks to play on their own, pointing out that this gives a much more diffused sound than having the front desks play on their own. That’s an important indication of his spatial thinking. For Elgar, the two sets of violins are in stereo. Often, the seconds are given the higher notes, and very often firsts and seconds echo and chase each other – important when Elgar deploys his favourite method of melodic development, repetition in sequence. It can sound dull when firsts and seconds sit next to each other, on the conductor’s left.

Several conductors use Elgar’s layout, with seconds on the right – Mackerras, Norrington, Sinopoli –  and Mark Elder. At the end of the Symphony, Elder rather spoils his authentic credentials by changing the antepenultimate timpani note to something that only pedal timps can manage – wanting to reinforce the bass, but unfortunately clarifying a splendidly Elgarian ambiguity in the process. More of that later, but meanwhile his stereo violins rant at each other magnificently.










1’15










12’30/9’35

MUSIC 12

HALLE CDHLL7500

*Elder/Halle 2001

Track 2

In: fade up to 56”

Out: fade out to 1’46






50”










13’20/9’35

Now a pastoral contrast, with perky details brought out by Bryden Thomson and the LPO on Chandos. 






5”










13’20/9’40

MUSIC 13

CHANDOS CHAN8451

*Bryden Thomson/LPO 1986

Track 2

In: Fade up to 1’58

Out: Fade to 2’50






55”










14’15/9’40

Bryden Thomson and the LPO. Now here’s a way you can develop tunes without actually changing them at all. You simply play them together.










10”










14’15/9’50

MUSIC 14

PHILIPS 4166122

*Previn/RPO 1985

Track 2

In: fade up to 2’54

Out: fade to 4’03










1’10










15’25/9’50

André Previn and the LSO demonstrating that the opening scurry not only fits with the clarinet tune, but can go both above and below the march – invertible counterpoint!

Intriguing to think that Elgar and Schoenberg were simultaneously seeking contrapuntal solutions to the crisis of tonality. I prefer Elgar’s answer to the problem myself, but the trouble is that even Elgar couldn’t keep it up for long.

At the end of this brilliant scherzo, the scurrying theme slows down by stages – from semiquavers to triplet quavers to quavers to crotchets, and then just the first few notes very slow indeed.










30”










15’25/10’20

MUSIC 15

CFP CDCFP9018

*Handley/LPO 1979

Track 3

In: 5’20

Out: 6’20







1’










16’25/10’20

Vernon Handley on Classics for Pleasure, with the LPO yet again. Handley sees the point that, if Elgar is slowing the music down with notation, he needn’t slow it down more by beating slower. Norrington(?) takes the risk, and is rewarded by a note of tragedy, even in the slowed-down march, that allows the Adagio to fall softly on the ear as a consolation.










25”










16’25/10’45

MUSIC 16

HANSSLER CLASSIC 93000

*Norrington/Stuttgart Radio-Sinfonieorchester 2000

Track 2

In: 6’46

Out: Track 3, fade to 52”










1’54










18’20/10’45

Norrington and the Stuttgart Radio Symphony.

The Adagio of Elgar’s First Symphony is so beautiful that at first we scarcely notice that its melody is note-for-note the same as the scurry from the movement before – a simple idea, but one that only works because of Elgar’s staggering harmonic virtuosity. He conjures his miracle, and then shows us how the trick was done: the horns and cellos play the whole tune just fast enough for us to recognize it.










25”










18’20/11’10

MUSIC 17

HALLE CDHLL7500

*Elder/Halle 2001

Track 3

In: beginning

Out: Fade to 1’32






1’32










20/11’10

Elder and the Halle. Like Norrington, Elder notices the metronome mark – not too slow at all – and then encourages his strings to find the modest tone that allows the music to make the right effect at that speed. Not too much vibrato, just as Elgar would have expected. After all, he wrote this Symphony before he tangled with Kreisler.

Many conductors take the tune at almost half speed – the duration of the Adagio ranges from Norrington’s 10 minutes and forty seconds to FOURTEEN minutes and fifteen seconds from Jeffrey Tate and the LSO – a performance of distressing vulgarity from start to finish.

Which is perhaps a cue to start the weeding out process. Sinopoli loses the structure, admittedly a difficult matter: even the Boult recordings don’t grip the attention to the very end. Sinopoli also presides over the tuba crashing in two bars early in the second movement, and an atrocious edit in the Adagio that destroys Elgar’s explanation of his conjuring trick.

Quite a number of recordings are perfectly acceptable, but don’t go deeper into Elgar’s mind than the surface of the score. Previn, Handley, Andrew Davis are all eclipsed, mainly by live performances, interestingly enough. There’s something about this symphony that needs an audience.

Mind you, that sort of honest, responsible reading was very necessary in the 70s and 80s, when Elgar was only just beginning to be properly appreciated. There were some strange performances about in those days! Constantin Silvestri learned Elgar One just before his death in 1969. He did his best to make the motto theme conform to what he had learned of the Empire from all those retired colonels in Bournemouth. But very little of Elgar’s music has anything to do with Empire at all, and certainly not the kernel of this most personal of symphonies. Silvestri’s slow movement has an extraordinary gusty discontinuity, the line bulging and breaking all along.










1’45










20/12’55

MUSIC 18

BBC BBCL 4182-2

*Silvestri/BSO 1968

CD1 Track 4

In: beginning

Out: fade to 50”










50”










20’50/12’55

Silvestri and the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra in a 1968 recording on BBC Legends, working hard at the string tone. It’s almost as if they hadn’t spotted that the notes have already formed a line at the beginning of the scherzo. If the Adagio is a beautiful woman with interesting conversation, Silvestri is a man continually distracted by her bosom. Still, that’s probably preferable to her fate at the hands of Sir George Solti in 1972.

Full string tone can work in the Adagio. Here’s Barbirolli’s Halle in 1970 in a live BBC broadcast, giving full value to the tenutos Elgar marked on the high notes of the second theme.
You’ll hear the descending scale from the motto theme played as a counter-melody.









35”










20’50/13’30

MUSIC 19

BBC BBCL41062

*Barbirolli/Halle 1970

Track4

In: 2’58

Out: fade to 4’04






1’05










21’55/13’30

Barbirolli on BBC Legends. 

We heard the Hamlet theme from the end of the Adagio (with its link to the Symphony’s motto theme) at the beginning of this Building a Library. Elgar brings it back at the very end of the movement.

10”










21’55/13’40

MUSIC 20

BBC BBCL41062

*Barbirolli/Halle 1970

Track 4

In: 11’08

Out: 12’15










1’10










23’05/13’40

The audience in Kings Lynn unfortunately stirring before the clarinettist had finished his perfect diminuendo – but they were not to know that they were listening to Barbirolli’s farewell to Elgar. On the way into the rehearsal that summer morning in 1970, he had a heart seizure, and a few days later he died.

How do you follow that? The finale begins with the restless theme from the first movement, and then a slow march like the one in the Scherzo, but derived from that falling scale once again. Here’s Sir Colin Davis in Dresden – phrasing it!










25”










23’05/14’05

MUSIC 21

PROFIL PH0540

*C Davis/Staatskapelle Dresden 1998 LIVE

Track 4

In: beginning

Out: 1’08










24’15/14’05

Elgar could be a bit of a terrier with a rhythm. Mackerras doesn’t let it get stuck.

MUSIC 22

*ARGO 4308352  downloadable from Universal’s new website

www.classicsandjazz.co.uk

Mackerras/LSO 1990 Walthamstow

Track 4

In: 2’12

Out: fade to 3’







50”










25’05/14’10





Mackerras is the only one who’s noticed that sly reference to Rule! Britannia in the brass!

The march tramps after itself in canon, and horns and trumpets call urgently to each other across the orchestra. Zinman works up a splendid sweat here.










10”










25’05/14’20

MUSIC 23

TELARC CD80310

Zinman/Baltimore 1991

Track 4

In: 4’24

Out: fade to 5’55






1’30










26’35/14’20

The martial themes are curtly dismissed, and the motto reminds us where they came from, in the most magical transformation of all.










26’35/14’30

MUSIC 24

CHANDOS CHAN8451

*Bryden Thomson/LPO 1986

Track 4

In: 7’19

Out: fade to 9’










1’40










28’15/14’30

Beautiful legato string playing from the LPO. But Bryden Thomson too is seduced by mere beauty, and his relaxation of the tempo so late in the piece is fatal to the overall structure:

because we have to build to the end, where the motto theme will seal the Symphony into its place in history. In its first year it knocked up getting on a hundred performances, which must still be a record. It put Elgar’s career right back on course – for the moment.

Rounding up all the threads at the end of such an enormous piece is a tricky business. Live performances seem to manage it best. By this stage, wrong readings, or poor pacing, or a lack of staying power have thrown off everyone except Mark Elder at mid-price, Colin Davis, Charles Mackerras and Roger Norrington. Elder is a little under-voltage at the end, except for the changed timpani note I mentioned earlier, which completely alters the meaning of the harmony. Mackerras’s is a wonderful performance, if you don’t mind downloading. Norrington, like Barbirolli’s last recording, has all the virtues of live performance; but at the end, Sir Roger gives the Stuttgart horse its head, and it – ha – Boults.

Meanwhile, Sir Colin Davis has been rustling and humming away, to the point that I’ve started to welcome these extraneous noises as a symbol of music’s humanity. It needs humans to make it, and we do grunt and rustle. It’s even a kind of aural analysis to help the listener!

And at the end, the Dresden performance really shows what liveness is all about. At the dramatic pause before the final sweep to glory, you’ll hear the trombone split a high note. And, incredibly, you hear Davis hiss at him in fury. That puts the whole orchestra on its mettle, and they play like demons. For all its singing and coughing, this is the one for me.










1’30










28’15/16

MUSIC 25

PROFIL PH0540

*C Davis/Staatskapelle Dresden 1998 LIVE

Track 4

In: 8’54

Out: 11’50










1’55










30’10/16

Note: I have pruned the speech by about a minute since I did the sums, so should be just over 45’. Music 30/Speech 15.

Back-anno:

Norris points out that you have to admire the iron discipline of the Dresden audience. Fancy sitting on your hands after you’ve just heard that!

C Davis, 5 exx (including anonymous opener)

Barbirolli, 3 (2 versions)

Norrington, Mackerras, Zinman, Elder, Thomson, 2

Handley, Hurst, Sinopoli, Previn, Boult, Silvestri, A Davis 1

Mentioned only – Tate, Solti

17 versions.

Four versions not mentioned _ Tovey, Slatkin, Somary, Pritchard
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