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Preface

Composed: March 1918, May-August 1919; Sussex, England

First performance: 27 October 1919, Queen’s Hall, London

Original publisher: Novello & Co., London, 1921

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes (2 = Piccolo), 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba ad lib., Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 29 minutes

Two completed concertos by Elgar survive, for violin (1910) and for cello (1919). Two others
were projected: there was an early one for violin in about 1890, of which nothing for certain
remains; and one for piano, which he talked of in 1920, then again in his last years, but of
which there are only sketches.

The performance of the Violin Concerto in 1910, given by Fritz Kreisler (1875-1962) to a
packed Queen’s Hall, marked a peak in Elgar’s popularity. But the following year the Second
Symphony met with a more puzzled response. Some would now rate it higher than the First,
but change was in the air — King Edward was dead, the Rite of Spring was being composed,
the ‘Great’ war was one year nearer. When war broke Elgar was 57, his wife 65. Only two
years previously they had moved from Hereford to a large grand house in London’s Hamp-
stead. Real success had not come to Elgar till he was over 40, and the move must have seemed
a natural progression. But it was too late, Their life in London was shadowed with anxiety.

During the war he composed occasional and stage music and the masterpiece The Spirit of
England. But he could -not tolerate town life for long and in May 1917 rented a cottage,
Brinkwells, in thick woods near Fittleworth in Sussex. It had belonged to a painter who had a
studio in the garden. The rest of that year was largely taken up with conducting The Fringes
of the Fleet, at the Coliseum and on tour. He was unwell and exhausted. In March the next
year (1918) he had an operation for infected tonsils, possibly a cause of the poor health that
had always dogged him. The night he returned home, he wrote down the main theme of the
Cello Concerto’s first movement — a long wandering melody which, taken in isolation, has
the qualities of tiredness and resignation.
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Back at Brinkwells, he improved. In August he began serious composition again and, working
in the garden studio, quickly composed three chamber works, the first in his mature output.
As the war ended in November, Elgar, whose ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ had been endlessly
sung during it, declined to write music for peace, feeling the time to be too full of complexi-
ties for celebration. The Elgars returned to their London house, which they now had to admit
was beyond their means, for the winter, and for the first performance of the Violin Sonata, the
String Quartet and the Piano Quintet. The cellist of the performing quartet was Felix
Salmond (1888-1952).

Then in 1919 the Concerto gripped him and he worked through May and June. Salmond
made several visits for technical tryouts, and Elgar offered him the first performance. By
August the work was finished.

He dedicated it to Sir Sydney Colvin (1845-1927) and his wife Frances: ‘your friendship is
such a real and precious thing that I should like to leave some record of it.” Colvin, a man of
letters and arts, had been Keeper of Prints and Drawings at the British Museum. He was close
enough to Elgar to receive some of his most intimate and telling confidences. In 1912 Elgar
disclosed opera plans to him, Chaliapin in Lear, and a Thomas Hardy idea. Colvin under-
stood his sometimes violent despondency, and could risk chiding him, when he felt it
deserved: [...] you take far too censorious & jaundiced a view of your countrymen [...]." In
1917 Colvin published his study of Keats, which Elgar described as first class. (After Lady
Elgar’s death in 1920, it was to the Colvins that he could write most simply and tenderly.)

The first performance of the Concerto was at the Queen’s Hall, London, on 27 October 1919,
in the opening concert of the London Symphony Orchestra’s post-war season. Elgar was to
conduct only his own work. The rest was conducted by Albert Coates (1882-1953), just
returned from eight years in Russia and giving his first full season with the London Symphony
Orchestra. He included the heady and demanding Poem of Ecstasy by the recently dead
Skryabin (1872-1915) and (obviously wanting to justify his new appointment) overran both
rehearsals. Elgar and Salmond were kept waiting and then went short of time. As a result, the
performance was indifferent, as Lady FElgar recorded, and Ernest Newman wrote that the
orchestra was merely a muddle. In such circumstances Salmond, still a chamber music player,
might well have projected his part wanly.

For all that, the Concerto can be grouped with Elgar’s chamber music, not only in period but
to some extent in mood. Though the orchestra is the same size as that for the Violin Concer-
to, it is sparsely used. The four movements are short. None of them is cast in fully traditional
concerto-sonata form, but the second movement corresponds to the symphonic scherzo
which most concertos omit.
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The whole work is braced by the commanding recitative for the soloist which opens it — and
then returns pizzicato as a link to the second movement (fig. 18), then melodically to shape
the fourth (fig. 42). The amplitude and panache of the opening gesture lead one to expect
something more emphatic than the tune that uncoils from it at fig. 1. It is significant how
many passages in this work end less expansively, less confidently, than they begin; certainly
this is not a failure of technique, but a most moving complex of disillusion and compassion.
As first heard, the main theme has no harmony and only a monotonous rhythm. In its six pre-
sentations, it shifts position so as to begin on the supertonic (fig. 2), the dominant (fig. 3), and
the tonic (fig. 4), so moving harmonically unease to confidence, but then back again. There is
a warmer, more conversational middle section, then the featureless melody returns, but the
soloist breaks into its tonic statement as if in desperation, and the movement ends bleakly.

A haunting link, which casts backwards and forwards, leads to a motus perpetuus. As in a
similar passage in his Introduction and Allegro, Elgar places the melodic shift just off the beat.
This, together with frequent chromatic self-cancellations, gives the whole movement a pre-
carious balance, and the cello, skittering high through flecks and wisps of orchestral colour,
sounds brilliant but unstable.

The Adagio, in contrast, is pure song, but stressed with suspensions and melodic dissonances
so as to reveal profound intimacy, an articulate expression of a most private mood. It ends on
a half-close, from which arises the final movement, whose rZsoluto marking does not quite
disguise some nervousness beneath the swagger. This ambivalence is further exposed in the
second subject (fig. 47), when a moment’s sweetness is peremptorily dismissed. The full pain
of the whole work is gathered at fig. 66, which begins by developing a passing counter-
melody (bar 9 after fig. 50, violins) with romantic, abstruse harmony, and moves through
passion and regret to die out with a quotation from the Adagio. Self-command is restored
and summation achieved with a full statement of the soloist’s opening recitative, and the work
ends swiftly.

The first recording, abridged, was made in December 1919 by Beatrice Harrison, Elgar
conducting. They recorded it in full in 1928, and it reveals that in the second movement at
bars 5 and 6 after fig. 22, they make an unmarked /argamente, to match the so-marked earlier
phrase. Among other notable interpreters of the Concerto are Casals, Pini, Tortelier, Fournier
and du Pré, and many younger players. The score was first published in 1921 by Novello and
Company, and the autograph is in the keeping of the Royal College of Music.

Diana McVeagh
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Adagio J =56

N

Edward Elgar
(1857-1934)
Op. 85

a tempo, rit.
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