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The opening of the Third Symphony, one of only three passages that Elgar completed in full score




























Introduction





The odds on a productive composer dying with his desk cleared of unfinished projects are low, and the repertory sports a number of works which were completed by another’s hand after the original composer had died. This has happened increasingly over the last two centuries, due to the growing status of the composer in society and the feeling that works of music are designed for posterity as much as the present. In some cases, ethical as well as artistic considerations have meant that a completion has been surrounded by controversy. Has the amount of extant material and its musical quality justified the completion, and to what extent will the composite work bear the stamp of its original creator? Ultimately, does any composer have the right to complete another’s work after his death?


In fact, there have been as many different problems facing posthumous collaborators as there have been pieces in need of completion. One of the first examples of such a collaboration provides a classic instance of what can be involved musically. When Mozart died, he left only the first movement of his Requiem complete in full score. But there were fully written-out vocal parts for all but one of the next eight movements, and Mozart had noted down all the clues required to furnish a convincing orchestral accompaniment. No music at all was left for the last three movements, but an overall continuity could be realistically attempted by taking into account the liturgical text, and observing Mozart’s earlier compositional practice. Indeed, when Sussmayr was commissioned by Mozart’s widow to complete the work, he was able to make a very decent job of it, rescuing the essential substance of what would undoubtedly have been a transcendental masterpiece and placing it in a sensible textural and structural context. I am sure the Requiem’s countless admirers forgive Sussmayr his occasional moments of stiffness when contemplating what he made available to them.


Add to the kind of problems Sussmayr faced a number of fragmentary ideas which, though complete in themselves, have been left with very little indication of an overall continuity, and you will appreciate something of the conundrum posed by the sketches for Elgar’s Third Symphony. It is of a complexity which has convinced some that completing the work is either impossible or ethically indefensible. Too much guessing would be involved, goes the argument, and there is simply not enough Elgar to justify the exercise. What is more, there is the dilemma posed by the composer’s dying wish that nobody should ‘tinker’ with his sketches. This led to a sixty-year embargo which was only lifted for me to start official work on the symphony in 1996.


The history of another famously unfinished twentieth-century masterpiece, Mahler’s Tenth Symphony, provides a number of interesting parallels with Elgar’s Third. In each case, publication of the majority of the sketches followed the composer’s death; then, many years later, Deryck Cooke’s attempt to complete the Mahler and mine to finish the Elgar were variously disallowed. Finally, BBC programmes about the two works led to the copyright owners permitting completion. The musical problems posed by the symphonies were diametrically opposed, however. Whereas Mahler offered a complete continuity throughout five extensive movements, but often left the texture worryingly sparse, Elgar bequeathed fully textured ideas with a perplexing lack of continuity. In Mahler’s case, of course, two movements had been completed as early as 1924 by Krenek and Berg, and they subsequently hovered on the edge of the repertory. Elgar’s embargo discouraged any such activity.


All posthumously completed pieces have required work of the kind carried out in the three cases so far mentioned: that is, in varying degrees, filling in textures, creating a continuity for fragmentary material with its inevitable lacunae, and, most testing of all, composing complete sections where no material at all is extant. The collaborating composer will count himself lucky if he can claim an element of probability in any of his solutions to the problems posed by an incomplete manuscript, especially if that involves overall structure; and he will often be compelled to admit that there is no more than a possibility of his having approached the original composer’s thought. There will be justification for what he is doing, though, if he places the original material in a suitable, indeed meaningful, context. This, of course, is the acid test we should apply to all such completions, including Alfano’s final scenes for Puccini’s Turandot, Jarnach’s closing monologue for Busoni’s Doktor Faust, Halffter’s realization of Falla’s Atlantida, or Serly’s of Bartok’s Viola Concerto. The scantier the surviving material, the greater the chances that need to be taken, and the more the collaborator lays himself open to criticism. But he owes it to the original creator to be brave. Even if he only dimly reflects the vision of a crippled masterwork, he will have performed a worthy service.


It remains for me to acknowledge the debt I owe to three particular musicians whose creative input was absolutely vital to my enterprise. My friend Colin Matthews not only cheered me by making the earliest practical suggestion about getting the symphony performed, with his NMC recording plan, but also brought a composer’s mind to bear on the sketches, and on at least two occasions compelled me to improve an idea which, in a state of post-natal fatigue, I had been prepared to live with. He also noticed a flaw in the one aspect of my orchestration which I had carried out carelessly. The harp part was indeed ‘a little Stravinskyan’ from time to time, and its final Elgarian aspect is very much due to his caring attention. Then there was the enormous enthusiasm and commitment of Andrew Davis, whose unbuttoned response when I showed him my score for the first two movements raised my spirits sky high. I cannot imagine a more exciting interpretive collaborator. It was also of inestimable value to have the ears and eyes of Professor Peter Evans in support. Here was the sharpest musical mind I have ever encountered, and the most discerning Elgarian, and the time spent on detailed scrutiny of both the short and full scores went way beyond what I might reasonably have expected of my old university teacher.





The music examples used in Part Two are of four kinds. Those in facsimile appeared originally in W. H. Reed’s book, Elgar As I Knew Him, while the printed ones come from the sketches which Reed chose not to use. All are now lodged at the British Library, hence those few which are referred to without being reproduced are given the designation BL followed by their page number. For permission to reproduce this copyright material, and various items of correspondence, I am deeply indebted to the Elgar family. Finally, passages in the full score of my completion of the symphony (published by Boosey & Hawkes) are identified by an E/P (Elgar/Payne) reference, giving the movement in Roman numerals followed by the bar numbers.



















PART ONE: A History





As I begin this account of the history of Elgar’s unfinished Third Symphony and of my involvement with it, my head is still reeling from the experience of hearing my completion of it for the first time in the BBC’s Maida Vale Studio One on 18 October 1997. It had been a long and stressful journey which led to this incredible occasion, and I could not help casting my mind back to the autumn day in 1972 when I first started to contemplate the sketches which Elgar left at his death. I had found them reproduced in facsimile at the end of W. H. Reed’s book Elgar as I Knew Him, along with descriptions of how he had played them on his violin with the composer at the piano. Reed also reported Elgar’s famous deathbed plea not to let anyone tinker with the work, and I little realized how that embargo would one day come to cloud my life.


Within a very short space of time, I became convinced of the power, nobility and poignancy of the often fragmentary material which Reed had published, and even at that stage I began to imagine the longer spans into which some of the ideas might be extended, along with the orchestral sonorities which would bring the ostensibly monochrome short score to life. I wrote out the sketches in my own hand, as the reproductions were not always easy to read and disentangle, and I soon had them memorized, so that they were running in my head and occasionally joining up with each other in different combinations. In other words, I was already in love with the fragments, and felt chagrined that Elgar had been prevented from completing what seemed to me to be an embryonic masterwork of incontestable emotional and intellectual grandeur.


Not everyone agreed with my estimate, and my rage knew no bounds when a well-known conductor, who should have known better, disparaged the sketches on a BBC musical brains trust. Apparently they proved that Elgar was creatively over the hill, and had permanently run out of creative momentum after the death of his wife, Alice, in 1920. To prove it, he played the glorious second subject of the first movement at twice its proper speed by mistaking the relationship between its 4/4 time signature and the previous section’s 12/8. We were advised to listen to the sequential clichés as the appalling performance continued, and I wonder how many people found it easy to discount the work after that. Certainly commentators have not covered themselves with glory in this respect, and more than one has misunderstood the sketches and underestimated their power. I certainly don’t count myself blameless in this respect: it was a long time before the significance of some pages which I had been dismissing for years suddenly revealed itself to me, leading me to believe that perhaps I could do what I had always thought impossible: make a performing version of the whole work.


In the early days of my acquaintance with the Third Symphony, my work on the sketches was only intermittent, and frequently quite casual. My own career as a composer was taking its first tentative steps, and journalistic hack work used up whatever spare time was left over, so that Elgar 3 would languish in my bottom drawer for months or even years at a time. But when I did find the time and inclination to think about the symphony, I usually found fresh connections and relationships between its ideas; and a time came, in the 1980s, when I began to feel that it might be possible to complete the Scherzo. This was just a fancy: I had no desire to write it out fully, least of all in orchestral dress. I just amused myself with the thought that perhaps it might be possible, in the barely foreseeable future, to recreate one of the movements from Elgar’s unfinished symphony as an intriguing concert item.


It was to be a long time before I took the matter more seriously and wrote out a complete movement in short score. Tinkering with the sketches – precisely that ‘tinkering’ which Elgar had forbidden on his deathbed – was a covert hobby, and I never thought of taking the trouble to view the original sketches in the British Library, or study the history of Elgar’s work on the symphony from the time of its conception. My activities were haphazard, and it was usually quite by chance that I came upon the scraps of information which were to accumulate into a deeper understanding of Elgar’s intentions. Someone who knew of my interest told me that the musicologist Roger Fiske had actually worked on the sketches and put them into shape for a workshop broadcast in 1968. I thought it might be worth seeing what he had done, and went to the BBC to look at his manuscript. My initial reaction was one of considerable disappointment. The sketches had been rather stiffly assembled, and Fiske had made no attempt to recreate Elgar’s orchestral style. On further inspection, however, I made a crucial discovery: there was music here which did not appear in Reed’s book. This was the first inkling I had that there were sketches, and truly marvellous ones at that, which had escaped Reed’s attention. I had always assumed that he had reproduced everything of importance. It was a vital discovery, but I still made no effort to discover what secrets the full manuscript at the British Library might be harbouring.


An equally important find involved me in what seemed at the time an uncanny experience. It happened in a week when I had spent several hours playing with the jigsaw puzzle of sketches. I was driving my wife to one of her concert dates, when on an impulse I turned the car radio on. To my total astonishment, I heard the grand melody which, according to Reed, belonged to the finale of the symphony. I nearly drove off the motorway in my excitement, and for a split second thought I was the recipient of some communication from above and beyond. What was I hearing? The sketches had not been workshopped, of that I was certain. Eventually the closing announcement came: we had been listening to a new recording of Elgar’s incidental music to Laurence Binyon’s play Arthur, which he had written in 1923. Another cog had fallen into place. So the composer had plundered another work to fill out his symphonic design. I had yet to learn what an inveterate self-borrower Elgar was.


I acquired by some means a copy of the complete Arthur music, and photocopied all the pages which used material Elgar was later to incorporate into the symphony. There was much food for thought here, including a developing variation built upon one of the Scherzo’s themes which does not feature in Reed, nor, as I subsequently discovered, in the full sketches. This was destined to play a vital role in my completion of that movement. But of equal significance was the experience of hearing some of the symphony’s music in orchestral guise, even if it was only played by the pit orchestra which Elgar’s Arthur score demanded. It somehow brought my feeling for the symphony into sharper focus, indicating something a little more tangible about its emotional world.


However, there were to be no further revelations of this kind for the best part of twenty years. The material I had picked up from Reed, Fiske and the Arthur music served throughout that period for my only very occasional contemplation. After 1974 I had become a full-time composer, and was wrestling with commissions and style developments of my own which absorbed all my concentrated effort. My involvement with Elgar 3, ever a thing of fits and starts, came to a protracted pause, although I would still occasionally cast an eye over my pages of partly connected material and wonder at the sheer quality of the ideas. This was not a matter for regret, however, since at this stage I had no intention, even privately, of attempting a completion of any of the movements. Given this quite palpable lack of ambition, it is odd that I still felt the need to tinker. It is almost as if my unconscious was urging me on.




*





I find it impossible to remember now when I made any significant strides forward during this period, but on a crucial day in November 1993 my whole approach to Elgar 3 was forcibly changed. Paul Hindmarsh of BBC Manchester rang to enquire whether I would be interested in a project he wanted to propose for the BBC’s Fairest Isle Year (1995). He had been asking that doyen of English twentieth-century music experts Lewis Foreman whether he could think of anyone who would do a programme on Elgar 3, and maybe prepare some of the sketched material for performance. This might involve linking some of the sketches, and possibly orchestrating passages. Foreman knew of my long-standing enthusiasm, and said he thought I was the man for the job: hence the call. Naturally, I said it would give me the greatest pleasure to work on the sketches, and I barely heeded Paul’s warning that I had better hold my horses until he obtained permission to go ahead from the owners of the copyright; that is, the surviving members of Elgar’s family.


Perhaps I should have been more cautious, but I took what in the long run proved to be the right decision and plunged into work on the spur of the exhilarating moment. I finished the Scherzo before Christmas, and the Adagio on 23 February, the sixtieth anniversary of Elgar’s death, although I only realized this some days later. During my work on these movements I had received, in some trepidation, photocopies from the BBC of the complete sketch material held at the British Library. The cause of my anxiety was obvious. Would I find among the pages which do not appear in Reed, or had not been used by Fiske, anything which challenged the various continuities I had so far been able to construct? The answer was no, luckily, and by the end of February 1994, with the BBC still unsure whether they were going to get legal permission for the project, I could assess what I had actually achieved so far.


The Scherzo was comparatively easy to complete, since all of the main material appeared in Reed: a main section drawn from Arthur, two extended interludes (one taken from the never to be completed oratorio ‘The Last Judgement’, the other requiring a fair amount of harmonization), a wonderfully characteristic modulating theme for reinstating the main subject and key, and a haunting coda, again drawn from earlier sketches, with a final cadence of extraordinary concision. Reed’s description of what he used to play in his sessions with Elgar made it quite clear where the interludes were to be placed, but it posed one major problem: after the first interlude Reed talked of returning ‘to the first subject with slightly different treatment’. There is no trace of this different treatment in the sketches, but I hazarded a guess that the Banquet Scene in Arthur, which uses just such a variation, would provide a solution to the problem. I lifted it from its context and slotted it into the Scherzo, the only time I was to raid another of the composer’s works, although I believe that his own self-borrowing justified my decision in this specific instance.


In completing the slow movement, I had to be more daring, and at first my heart quailed at what I felt impelled to attempt. There was enough material in Reed, if augmented by what Fiske had used, to construct an exposition of real grandeur, although this time Reed’s description of what he played with Elgar did nothing to help with its organization. He seemed not to know how the movement began, for example, although the sketches make it quite clear, and he was not aware of the order in which the main subjects were to appear. By following clues in the manuscript, however, and trusting my intuition, I found it possible to put together over five minutes of continuous music. The trail seemed to end at this point, but I was beginning to see what sort of a movement it was probably going to be. The breadth of the material presented in the sketches indicated that there would not have been space for a development section such as occurs in the First Symphony’s Adagio. Most likely, this movement would have followed the plan of the Second Symphony’s Larghetto, in which the exposition leads immediately to a varied and developed recapitulation. While I was thinking about this, the full sketches arrived from the BBC, and one absolutely vital page set me on a course from which there was to be no turning back. There, on the most bizarre of all the sketches, surrounded by caricatures of cats, dogs and people, all ‘waiting for the Third Symphony’, I found a varied treatment of the main subject, described in Elgar’s hand as a ‘cumulative crescendo’. Woefully lacking in harmony and carelessly scribbled though it was, it set my heart and mind racing, and I knew at that moment that I would have to finish the movement. I had already conceived of ways to develop the second and third subjects by means of harmonic variation and sequential extension; and here, almost like the answer to a prayer, was Elgar’s idea for working the first subject. It chimed in perfectly with the plan I had started to evolve, and seemed to justify my conception; so I went ahead and completed the movement.


I thought at this stage that I had gone about as far as I could in extending Elgar’s material and filling out his structures. I might already be open to charges of hubris for writing half the slow movement, and the first movement would require at least as much creative input, the Finale even more. Under the circumstances, I felt that it was not viable, either ethically or practically, to attempt to complete the other two movements. If I was lucky enough to receive the family’s blessing for my labours, I would be able to offer the Scherzo and Adagio in completed versions as the focal point for a workshop on the symphony, and – who knows? – even, perhaps, as a modest addition to the concert repertory. All this was shortly to become of merely academic interest, however, because the family, after much heart-searching, decided that they could not overrule that fateful deathbed plea of Elgar’s to Reed. I could hardly blame them for upholding the composer’s emotionally charged directive and, deeply disappointed though I was, I bowed to their wishes with as good a grace as I could muster. I consigned the sketches, together with my work on them, to my bottom drawer. I had in any case a work of my own to push on with, and the deadline was pressing.




*





At this crucial point in the narrative, after the composer’s descendants and I had been compelled to face a particularly awkward moral dilemma, it is worth tracing the early history of the symphony up to the time of Elgar’s death, well documented as it has been. All our problems, both ethical and musical, stemmed from that period, and Elgar’s exhortation that ‘no one’ should ‘tinker’ has resonated across the decades. The facts surrounding it need to be aired. Elgar was by no means the first creative artist to make such a demand of posterity, and we need to think about its implications.


The idea of writing the Third Symphony took off in 1932. The composer’s old friend George Bernard Shaw seems to have been badgering him about it for some time; but on 7 January, in one of the earliest written references to it, he continued his campaign by post while on a sea voyage. ‘Why don’t you make the BBC order a new symphony? It can afford it.’ Shortly afterwards, in March, Elgar was at work orchestrating the Funeral March from Chopin’s Second Piano Sonata, a commission from the Gramophone Company for the BBC Symphony Orchestra to record under Boult. At the sessions on 30 May, the Telegraph critic Bonavia quizzed Elgar about the feasibility of orchestrating the rest of the sonata to make a symphony. Elgar said he would rather write a symphony of his own. That he chose to counter Bonavia in this particular way seems to indicate that Shaw’s campaign was beginning to have its effect. Bonavia published the conversation, and from then on public awareness grew. We may suspect this was Elgar’s intention when hinting at his willingness to produce a new symphony. From that moment, the die was cast, and with what amounted to a public statement he was forced to take the symphony seriously. After a number of fallow years, he probably needed to ease himself into the position of tackling such a demanding creative project.


In June, further proof was provided that Elgar was contemplating the project: in a letter to Wane Daley, one of his publishers at Keith Prowse, he said how glad he was to have had Daley’s views on the subject of the symphony at a previous meeting. By this time, rumours were obviously beginning to grow. In August, for instance, the young Walter Legge, who was editing the Gramophone Company’s magazine The Voice, wrote to ask Elgar whether what he had heard about the composer having virtually completed his Third Symphony was true. Elgar replied by return, ‘There is nothing to say about the mythical symphony for some time, – probably a long time, – possibly no time, – never.’ An understandable response from a creative genius at a delicate prenatal moment. However, next month, at a tea party during the Three Choirs Festival, the question was raised once more, and this time Elgar was more positive. The critic Colles wrote that the composer had spoken of the symphony as ‘written’, but had said that it would not be worth putting it into full score since no one wanted his music. Word got around, and the following day the Daily Mail printed a demand for the production of the new symphony.
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