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Only through its historical characteristics does music acquire its relation to the unattainable. Without historical mediations, understood as a mere principle or primal phenomenon, it would be utterly impoverished, abstract and in the real sense, lacking in essence.


Consideration of the contemporary relation of philosophy and music leads to the insight that the timeless essence of music must be viewed as a chimera. Only history itself, real history with all its suffering and all its contradiction, constitutes the truth of music.


Theodor W. Adorno, Essays in Music
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Introduction


IN THIS BOOK I offer an account of the spectacular revival of serious music in England that began at the start of the twentieth century. It was music of a semantic richness that had not been produced in this country since the time of Purcell and Handel. The renaissance was begun by Edward Elgar and sustained, most robustly and protractedly, by composers from the next two generations: Ralph Vaughan Williams and Benjamin Britten. It lasted for at least the first three quarters of the twentieth century and its artefacts were of a quality to equal those created in this same period by the art form traditionally seen as the predominant one in English culture: literature.


Benjamin Britten never met Elgar. Vaughan Williams knew them both – but not well. There was no sense of musical legacy to relate them. Indeed, Britten reacted very strongly, sometimes with violent distaste, against the work of his two elders. Nevertheless there were many features in their chief compositions that make them appear to constitute a tradition, not least the highly developed awareness that each had of English literature and their passionate belief in music as a profound and serious art.


The story I have to tell will be something other than a musicological history. I will seek to place the achievements of these three principal figures of the great revival of English music in a much larger context, one that illuminates their relationships with the other arts, particularly with literature, and with the historical forces that impinged on their lives.


There was, for instance, for all three of these English composers, the fact of America. In 1898, the year in which Elgar initiated England’s renaissance with the composing of his Variations on an Original Theme, popularly known as the Enigma Variations, the United States was in the process of joining, and soon clearly surpassing, Britain as a world power. The opportunities and the money available in America attracted all three composers. They each spent time in the United States and each responded very differently to the higher standard of material living and to the democratic manners that they encountered there. More significantly for their music, they each looked to American authors for the texts of some of their most ambitious compositions. An important source for Elgar’s early cantatas was the writings of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, a highly regarded figure in American literary life towards the end of the nineteenth century. Walt Whitman, who has maintained a more enduring reputation as a poet, provided the words for Vaughan Williams’s exhilarating first symphony and for several of his other works. The American poet was one of his great inspirations and admirations throughout his life. Benjamin Britten lived in America in the 1930s. His greatest achievements, unlike those of his two predecessors, were in opera and two of his three operatic masterpieces derive from American texts: Billy Budd is based on a novella by Herman Melville and The Turn of the Screw on one by Henry James.


The emerging influence of America and its culture is just one of the influences conditioning the English musical revival. Another is the rapid and dramatic political change that marked the seventy-five years or so covered by this book. All three composers were extremely aware, socially and politically. Elgar frequently proclaimed his Toryism and even, at one point in his life, discussed the appropriateness of offering himself as a parliamentary candidate for the Conservative and Unionist Party of which he was such an ardent supporter. Vaughan Williams was anything but a Tory. Often a Labour voter but at heart an Asquithian Liberal, he unfailingly took a definitive position on each of the great political issues of the day. As I have shown in my biography of him, he declared, clearly and unambiguously, his attitude to the Boer War, to the issue of Home Rule in Ireland and to the General Strike of 1926. Political principles also drove him to involve himself in the two world wars of the century to a degree far beyond what was expected of a man of his years. Benjamin Britten was similarly conscious politically. Maturing, while at the Royal College of Music and after, among left-wing film and theatre people and close to the then Marxist poet W.H. Auden, Britten was also, in the 1930s and indeed throughout his life, a pro-active pacifist. Such a moral and political position shows itself very explicitly in his War Requiem. But Britten’s views also show themselves implicitly and more subtly in many other of his works. The greatest works of Elgar and Vaughan Williams are also very much a music of philosophical attitude. In some very obvious respects they are a response to history. Within them there is a long-term movement from one musical genre to another. It proceeds from the choral forms of Elgar’s early years, cantatas and oratorios, to the symphony, and thence, in Britten’s maturity, to the opera. To take the major works in the chronological order of their composition, as I will do here, is an illuminating way of reading the history of the time and the responses of three unusually perceptive men to it. Other composers such as Gustav Holst, William Walton, Arnold Bax and Malcolm Arnold contributed significantly to the English musical renaissance of this period. But the three who are my subject maintained the most sustained and deepest engagement with the issues presented by the times. As we proceed through the near three quarters of a century I shall have cause to mention the insights offered by the other arts, by poetry, fiction, painting and sculpture. But the main focus will be on the music of these three generations of composers and on the insights and perceptions into the dramas, tragedies and calamities of the century that the semantics of music uniquely convey.









1


Edward Elgar


THE PRECISE MOMENT of the beginning of the radical revival of English music at the end of the nineteenth century has been vividly described by the composer who launched it, Edward Elgar. It happened on the evening of 21 October 1898. The year before, Queen Victoria had celebrated her sixtieth year on the throne of Britain and its worldwide Empire. And just a month before that historic moment for English music there occurred, in the Sudan, the great Battle of Omdurman. It was one of the worst acts of slaughter in the history of the British Empire. An army under General Kitchener, which was amply equipped with Maxim guns and up-to-date artillery, massacred an army of Dervishes who had only pre-industrial weapons. The British offensive was an attempt to reassert imperial power in the region. It was also viewed as an act of revenge for the killing some thirteen years before nearby at Khartoum of General Gordon, who had a reputation in Britain as a heroic, near saintly Christian imperialist. (In 1899 Elgar’s proposal for a ‘Gordon’ symphony was accepted for the Three Choirs Festival in Worcester.) But the avenging of General Gordon at Omdurman with relentless, mechanical slaughter gave pause even to the young Winston Churchill, present as a war journalist and long hardened to the realities of modern warfare. Walking the battlefield two days after the engagement, he was appalled by the sight and stench of the thousands of Dervish dead. They were, he concluded ‘destroyed not conquered by machinery’.1


This was also the year in which the disgraced Oscar Wilde published his lengthy poem of punishment, humiliation and suffering, The Ballad of Reading Gaol. At the same time his fellow Irishman George Bernard Shaw had a major success with his play Arms and the Man, which had for its central theme the futility of war. Another great success during these months was Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast, a setting by the twenty-three-year-old Samuel Coleridge-Taylor of a text by the then widely admired poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.


But for the forty-one-year old Edward Elgar, then living in suburban Malvern in Worcestershire, there had not yet been any comparable success. He too had composed cantatas using texts by Longfellow: The Black Knight of 1892 and Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf, first given a performance some five years later. Longfellow was in some respects the Walt Disney of the nineteenth century. Early Disney films such as The Sword and the Rose (1953) and The Story of Robin Hood and his Merrie Men (1952) are highly reminiscent of the extremely romanticized, emphatically picturesque view of old Europe that Longfellow supplied to his fellow Americans in a novel such as Hyperion (1839). And not only Americans. Longfellow was widely read in England. Elgar’s mother was a keen admirer. Her son grew up sharing this enthusiasm and it must certainly have helped confirm his delight in the world of feudalism and chivalry. An early expression of this was his concert overture Froissart (1890), named for the fourteenth-century French chronicler. Elgar also set Rondel (1894), a poem deriving from Froissart and translated into English by Longfellow.


However, none of Elgar’s Longfellow settings brought him great success – certainly not financially. He still earned much of his living as an itinerant, overworked musician and music teacher. On the historic evening of 21 October 1898 he was weary after spending much of the day giving violin lessons at The Mount, a girls’ school in Malvern. He came home dispirited. Years later he gave an account of what suddenly happened:





I came home very tired. Dinner being over my dear wife said to me ‘Edward, you look like a good cigar’, and having lighted it I sat down at the piano …


In a little while, soothed and feeling rested I began to play, and suddenly my wife interrupted by saying: ‘Edward that’s a good tune’. I awoke from the dream: ‘Eh! tune, what tune?’ And she said, ‘Play it again, I like that tune’. I played and strummed and played, and then she exclaimed: ‘That’s the tune.’2


He played on he remembered, and then





The voice of C.A.E. [Alice Elgar] asked with a sound of approval, ‘What is that?’ I answered, ‘Nothing – but something might be made of it’.


This was the origin of the work that was to be entitled Variations on an Original Theme and is now usually referred to as the Enigma Variations. It was Elgar’s breakthrough work and vastly enhanced his reputation in Britain, and within a few years successful performances in Germany and Russia helped to bring him European fame.


For all its Worcestershire associations, audiences abroad will have enjoyed the work simply as music, for the impressive sequences of sound it contains, with all its many changes in texture, speed, tone and volume, with its alternations from the skittish to the noble, from the knockabout to the near sacred. Distant audiences will probably not have taken a great deal of interest in the piece as the kind of programme music that Elgar indicated in his dedication of the work ‘to my friends pictured within’. But programmatic the work certainly is in one important respect and writers on Elgar have offered a great deal of background information and characterizations of the fourteen individuals, nine men and five women, evoked for us in the music. Looked at in this way the Enigma Variations is a sound picture of life in a rural English county at the very end of Queen Victoria’s long reign. With its wide range of characters, mostly middle class and cultured, and one of them titled, it recalls the group portrait created by George Eliot in her great novel Middlemarch, published almost a quarter of a century before the Enigma Variations. This too gives us a vivid sense of a small town and a rural community at the very end of a readily definable historical period, at a moment of historical change.


Elgar’s Variations do not, of course, probe the failings, limitations and suffering in provincial life that George Eliot investigates. The group portrait of Elgar’s circle of Worcestershire and Malvern friends is for the most part a sunny one, showing the individuals ‘pictured within’ as amusing, entertaining, sensitive, good-hearted. Some of them are people of emotional and spiritual depths.


But the well-to-do country town of Malvern, where he lived from 1891 to 1899, was but one half of Elgar’s story over the years as he struggled and persevered to establish himself as a composer. The other half was Birmingham.


In 1882, the year that Wagner’s final opera Parsifal had its debut at the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, the twenty-five-year old Edward Elgar took a lowly musical job in Birmingham. He was engaged to play among the second violins in William Stockley’s Orchestra. This was Birmingham’s very first symphony orchestra and had been established in the fast-thriving industrial city just over a quarter of a century before Elgar joined as a very junior member. He would work for Stockley for some seven years, that is to say until he was thirty-two and had a wife who was able to help support him financially.


The job in Birmingham provided a significant part of his income as a young jobbing musician. Verdi once spoke of his ‘years in the galleys’ as an aspiring opera composer. Elgar’s seven years as an obscure orchestral player constitute a similar protracted period of struggle. For seven years, a span of time with a biblical ring to it, Elgar commuted regularly between the country quiet of the small cathedral city of Worcester and the din, dirt and smells of Britain’s greatest centre of heavy industry and manufacturing. His train would take him from Worcester through the green, well-wooded, orchard countryside of his native county into and along the southern fringe of the Black Country, and thence to the vast, noisy railway station in Birmingham with its reek of coal and hiss of thronging steam trains. For seven years he would make his way up either Colmore Row or New Street. In Elgar’s time New Street was far grander than it is today. It was lined with imposing banks, stylish shops, department stores and arcades that were patronized by elegantly dressed members of the city’s moneyed middle class. (A mosaic at the entrance to the city’s art gallery commemorates the urbanity of Corporation Street at that time.) As Elgar, the struggling country musician, moved up the incline of the grand thoroughfare there would come into sight the Town Hall, the dramatic and characterful Birmingham landmark that stood, and stands, as an important site in the history of English music. It would be the scene of memorable occasions in Elgar’s career long after he left what he knew as ‘Mr Stockley’s Orchestra’. To his right as he approached the top of the rise that is New Street Elgar would have seen Christchurch, an early nineteenth-century church in the Classical style but endowed with a spire. It stood between the columned Town Hall and the newly built Council House. This latter building was a much larger, grander place with a busy baroque frontage and a soaring cupola. A showy construction, it had been completed and opened just three years before Elgar began working for William Stockley and was ostentatious testimony to the new wealth of Birmingham at the time. The older and more modest Christchurch was important for Birmingham people because, unlike other Anglican churches, it did not charge to rent a pew. It was also reputed to contain the remains of one of Birmingham’s many famous eighteenth-century entrepreneurs, the printer and type designer John Baskerville. In the year in which the Enigma Variations was first performed, this beloved church at the very centre of the city was pulled down and replaced by luxury shops.


The nearby Town Hall to which, for seven years, Elgar regularly directed his steps was closely involved with the musical life of Birmingham. Indeed it had been built to cater to it. One of England’s great provincial occasions for the performance of serious music had long been the Birmingham Triennial Festival. It had been founded in 1784 and became an important part of Birmingham’s burgeoning intellectual life. Some fifty years earlier the young Samuel Johnson had lived in the city for four years, lodging for a time in the High Street in the house of Thomas Warren, the founder of the city’s first newspaper, the Birmingham Journal. The venture was a precursor of the intellectual ferment at the end of the eighteenth century that led to the achievements of the Lunar Society, which met locally and in the city. It was these achievements that provided much of the theoretical as well as practical expertise that made Birmingham the fountainhead of the Industrial Revolution.


The rapid expansion of the city that came from industrialization created a large working class in the city, many of which came from Ireland and were Roman Catholic. One of the reasons that Cardinal John Henry Newman founded the Birmingham Oratory in 1847 was to cater for the spiritual needs of this transplanted community. This was the same year in which Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels and others offered those in the exploited working class an alternative view of salvation with the founding in London of the Communist League.


Newman was a prominent figure in the intense theological and ecclesiastical turbulence of the nineteenth century. He was a leading member of the Oxford Movement, arguing for the introduction of more Catholic elements into the Church of England. Beginning his career as an Anglican priest, this extremely gifted apologist converted to Roman Catholicism in 1845, thereby bringing a moment of drama and shock into English church history. In Rome Newman was authorized by Pope Pius IX to establish a religious community in England. Newman came to industrial Birmingham. He first gathered his followers together in an old gin distillery in Deritend, the medieval quarter of the city that by then had become something of a slum. He next proceeded to found his Oratory at St Anne’s, Alcester Street, a Gothic Revival building he had built nearby in the Digbeth area of central Birmingham. The community later moved to a more pleasant area in Hagley Road, Edgbaston, where another church was erected in 1852. Newman dedicated his Oratory church to the sixteenth-century Italian priest St Philip Neri, who founded an oratory in Rome where he ministered to the sick and poor. One of the devotional aids he employed in services was the use of laude spirituale or sacred songs. In time these became more complex and were known as oratorios; among St Philip’s followers who composed music for services there was Palestrina. The Newman Oratory on the southwest side of Birmingham thus related to a distinguished strain in the history of the cultural context of Catholic religious practice. The institution became a well-known feature of Birmingham life from the late nineteenth century onwards, often referred to locally as ‘Little Rome in Brum’. Like the grand landmark Town Hall and the Triennial Festival, the Birmingham Oratory was to play an important part in the life of the composer of The Dream of Gerontius.


Founded in 1783, the year that saw the conclusion of the American War of Independence, the Birmingham Triennial Festival grew rapidly and acquired an ever-expanding audience in the city and in its environs. The Festival was originally held in St Philip’s, a Baroque church (now a cathedral) built in 1715 by Thomas Archer, the architect of St John’s, Smith Square, in London. This church was part of the westward expansion of the city from its medieval centre around St Martin’s in the Bull Ring. Showing the influence of Borromini, whose buildings Archer had seen in Rome, St Philip’s, like many English churches of the period, had extensive wooden galleries to accommodate a larger congregation than would have been possible in a medieval church with a comparably sized ground plan. Despite this the church became too small as audiences grew and the Triennial Festival transferred to the Theatre Royal on New Street. By the early nineteenth century such was the size of the audience for serious music that this venue again proved too small and the idea of a purpose-built hall for the Festival was proposed. Such were the origins of Birmingham Town Hall, which lay more in the musical than in the political life of the city. This was in 1832, the year of the eventual passing of the Great Reform Bill and in which George Eliot set her novel Middlemarch, where the dramatic political struggle for the extension of voting rights provides a shadowy but highly significant background.


The imposing concert venue that is Birmingham Town Hall was an architectural expression of the civic self-consciousness and confidence that the Industrial Revolution and its attendant wealth brought to the city. It was this confidence, here and in the other burgeoning industrial cities, that compelled the political recognition and representation granted by the Great Reform Bill of 1832. Birmingham Town Hall was first planned in that same year and was completed and opened two years later. Still outstanding amidst modern high-rise Birmingham, the building is a Corinthian temple in the robust Roman style that emerged in British public buildings in the early nineteenth century. The sequence of emphatic columns that enclose the outer walls, inspired by the proportions of the Temple of Castor and Pollux in the Roman Forum, allude to its origins in the Roman Republic, which was a political model attractive to the energetic radicals of Birmingham and other fast-developing cities at the time of the Reform Bill.


After its opening the Town Hall soon attracted such leading figures in nineteenth-century musical life as Mendelssohn and Saint-Saëns. It was also the most important location in Edward Elgar’s long and arduous progress from obscurity as an impecunious violinist, travelling up from the country to a lowly place among the second violins in ‘Mr Stockley’s Orchestra’ at the Town Hall, to sudden, brilliant celebrity. Some twenty years later in 1903, the year in which King Edward VII was proclaimed Emperor of India, Elgar was the star at one of the grandest social and musical occasions ever seen in Birmingham Town Hall. This was the first performance of his oratorio The Apostles. Having achieved success with works such as the Enigma Variations, The Dream of Gerontius and the Military March no. 1 (‘Pomp and Circumstance’), Elgar now entered the Town Hall as an acclaimed celebrity. The demand for tickets to the premiere was such that extra seating had been installed. A large crowd stood outside the Town Hall to watch distinguished members of the audience arrive. Earl Howe, a prominent Conservative politician and President of the Triennial Festival, arrived with his wife. They were soon followed by members of Birmingham’s dynastic family, the Chamberlains of Highbury Hall in Moseley, the ladies strikingly dressed. The Birmingham Daily Mail reported,





A large party came from Highbury, Mrs Chamberlain who was wearing a red costume with black hat, being accompanied by the Misses Chamberlain and several other ladies and Mr Neville Chamberlain … so fashionable was the assembly this morning that comparatively few of the visitors arrived on foot … When Dr Elgar took his seat shortly before half-past eleven every inch of the interior of the vast building was occupied by an audience which will undoubtedly rank as one of the most brilliant of the many distinguished companies seen within the walls of the historic hall.3


Elgar’s slow, difficult rise to such eminence was very much in and through Birmingham. As a young man avid and energetic in the pursuit of recognition as a composer he had attempted many forays into the musical world of London. And indeed he had enjoyed some successes at the concerts organized and conducted at the Crystal Palace by Sir August Manns, which were an important part of the musical offerings in the capital from 1855 to 1901. But up to the time of Elgar’s marriage in October 1889, and to a lesser extent afterwards, Birmingham was an indispensable source of income and opportunities for performing his compositions.


William Stockley’s memoir of musical life in Birmingham contains kindly recollections of the young Elgar and also conveys the intense energy that pervaded the musical life of the city and the nearby Black Country at the time. His book shows very clearly how there was a vital, fast-growing musical culture in provincial England long before there were any renowned English composers. Elgar, Vaughan Williams and Britten were later to have careers that were only possible with these foundations. Stockley’s musical zeal could be, in more than one sense of the word, messianic. Here is his account of one of his numerous idealistic musical ventures:





It occurred to me that there was one class in town to which the enjoyment of music was almost impossible, through the nature of their occupation, viz., cabmen and drivers and conductors of omnibuses. Their loss was the harder, inasmuch as they conveyed others to the concerts etc., which they themselves had no chance of attending. I therefore laid the matter before the band and chorus and they cheerfully agreed to give up Sunday afternoon for a really good concert if the Town Hall could be secured for the purpose.


The Mayor readily consented to give us the hall for free if we would perform sacred music and make the concert a kind of service. This we, of course, did, the Mayor giving a short address and the whole company joining in the Old Hundredth Psalm.


The Town Hall Mission kindly helped by conveying the invitations and a unique audience of cabmen etc. and their families assembled in goodly numbers to hear a selection from The Messiah.4


In 1883, when Elgar was twenty-six and in his first year of commuting to Birmingham, he was excited to report to a friend that his Sérénade mauresque had been accepted by Stockley for a performance at Birmingham Town Hall. It is a pleasing piece catering to the taste for the Moorish that so strongly affected late Victorian design and is conspicuously on display in Leighton House in Kensington. It was also a feature of the Alhambra Court, which was added as part of the reconstruction of the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, south London, in 1854. Alhambras proliferated throughout the country and the vogue for North African exoticism would reach the height of its popularity with Rudolph Valentino as The Sheik (1921) and Sigmund Romberg’s operetta The Desert Song (1926). The Sérénade mauresque is more muted, showing us an Elgar in the kasbah enjoying some local colour but innocent of anything sounding like belly dancing. The piece was well received at the Town Hall. ‘I had a good success at Birm. Despite what the papers say’,5 he told his friend, the cellist and doctor Charles Buck. The slighting review, he explained, had been by a fellow composer who boasted a degree in music, but whose composition had proved unplayable at the concert.


On occasion Elgar himself submitted work to Stockley that the conductor rejected as unperformable. At the beginning of 1886 he told Dr Buck about a Scottish overture that is now lost. ‘Oh: about the Scottish overture … I showed it to old Stockley and he candidly said he could not read the Score (sic) and it sounded to him disconnected.’ Elgar was evidently much discouraged by the rejection and announced a moderating of his ambitions as a composer: ‘So I have retired into my shell and live in hopes of writing a polka someday – failing that a single chant is probably my fate.’6


But early in 1889, the year in which he composed the charming piano piece Salut d’amour, which made a good deal of money for its publisher Schott, Elgar’s relationship with the Stockley Concert Orchestra improved markedly. He was invited to take to the rostrum and conduct his latest composition, an orchestral suite. (Michael Kennedy has suggested that this was ‘probably’ the work which after revision became the Serenade in E minor, Elgar’s opus 1.) Elgar was extremely proud of his new standing as a conductor and of the performance he gave in January 1888 when he was thirty. And this in spite of, again, some negative reviewing. He told Dr Buck, ‘I had a good success in Birmingham with my Suite, but the critics, save two, are nettled. I am the only local man who has been asked to conduct his own work – and what is a greater offence, I did it – and well too; for this I must needs suffer.’7


The following year Elgar was married. He now left Birmingham and the West Midlands behind him. With the moral and financial support of his reasonably well-to-do wife, Alice, he moved to London, settling in Kensington, thereby putting himself in an easier position to make himself known in the capital city, the centre of the musical culture of the nation. But the venture finally proved unsuccessful and in less than two years the couple returned to Worcestershire. They rented a house, Forli, in suburban Malvern and Elgar again advertised his services as a violin teacher.


Compositionally, however, the years in London were by no means a failure. A work from that time that still enjoys performances is the concert overture Froissart. In her diary Alice Elgar referred to this celebration of the chivalric as a ‘tale’. And in many of his longer compositions there is a clear narrative element, despite his repudiation of the programmatic in music later in life on a great public occasion in Birmingham. Alice was unable to attend the first performance at the Shire Hall in Worcester of his evocation of medieval noblesse; it was the time of the birth of the couple’s daughter Carice. Some four months later, however, she was extremely proud when she went to Birmingham Town Hall to hear her husband’s salute to the famous chronicler of the Middle Ages. A new and exciting level of achievement in this familiar venue was reached when Elgar was summoned to the platform to acknowledge the enthusiastic applause of the Birmingham audience.


As he persevered in promoting his career as a composer from his base in Malvern, for a period in the 1890s Birmingham ceased to be the regular looked-to source of income that it had been in his middle years. Assiduously he worked at getting his compositions performed all over the country. His cantata Caractacus had its first performance at the Leeds Festival in 1898. Another cantata, Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf, premiered at the Potteries town of Hanley at the North Staffordshire Musical Festival. The Serenade in E minor was first played at the then fashionable seaside resort (complete with tower) of New Brighton on Merseyside.


He also, at a distance from the capital, resumed the struggle to make his work known and recognized in London. The light but successful pieces Chanson de matin and Chanson de nuit were first played at the Queen’s Hall in Langham Place, which was just beginning to compete with St James’s Hall in Piccadilly as the premier concert venue in central London. His Imperial March was first played at the Crystal Palace conducted by the eminent impresario and conductor August Manns. And at last in June 1899 came the breakthrough occasion with the first performance of the Enigma Variations at the venerable St James’s Hall. The venue stood at the very heart of the imperial capital, fronting on to Piccadilly on one side and Regent Street on the other. The grand interior was decorated in an eclectic Victorian style reminiscent of both the Italian Renaissance and, again, the Moorish Alhambra palace in Granada. Little wonder that, with his ability to obtain performances in such a venue, Birmingham became less important to his career.


Even  by  1897,  following  the  first  performance  of  King  Olaf,  Elgar was coming to regard Birmingham as but one of a number of cities in a queue to stage his compositions: Liverpool, Bradford, Birmingham and Wolverhampton. ‘They follow of course on the C. Palace – like sheep – but alas! For us musicians there are so few pioneers … who will stand up and say “this thing is worthy” …’8 But in the autumn of 1898 Birmingham did a little better. The committee of the Triennial Festival proposed that half a concert be devoted to his works. Elgar, conscious of his improving standing in the larger music world, agreed, though underwhelmed and grudgingly. He told the Daily Telegraph music critic Joseph Bennett, ‘I received an official request from Birmingham … but they offer a ½ programme … I think I ought to have a whole programme now.’9


Within a year, however, Birmingham had come back with a far better proposal: the organizers of the city’s Triennial Festival offered him a commission ‘to write a large work’. The result was to be a milestone in Elgar’s career and in the history of English music. The work that Elgar delivered and that was first performed in the Town Hall in the first year of the new century, with William Stockley conducting, was The Dream of Gerontius.


Today this work is recognized as the supreme achievement among Elgar’s many works of choral music. But the process of its composition was difficult, even painful and its first public performance was for Elgar a catastrophe and a moment of deep despair. His first idea for the Birmingham commission was an oratorio on the subject of the conversion of Britain to Christianity by St Augustine of Canterbury. A few years earlier he had toyed with setting the Civitas Dei, a text by the Church Father who shared the name, St Augustine of Hippo. This was a subject that he would consider again in later years and one that was to provide a revealing link between him and Vaughan Williams.


But now as he considered possibilities for the Birmingham Triennial Festival, the subject of the saint who had led the Gregorian mission to bring Roman Catholicism to Britain, already in part subscribing to Celtic Christianity, posed problems. England at the turn of the twentieth century was a society in which theological and sectarian issues had a vastly greater social and political importance than they do today. Elgar’s devout and erudite Catholicism was often a disadvantage to him in advancing his career: in January 1899 he had to report to a journalist friend that his proposal of St Augustine of Canterbury as a subject had been rejected by the organizing committee of the Triennial Festival as ‘too controversial; this is as I feared.’10


So, paradoxically, Elgar turned to The Dream of Gerontius, a poem by the most divisive and controversial theologian of Victorian England, Cardinal John Henry Newman. At the Three Choirs Festival of September 1899 Elgar had a long walk with Father Bellamy of the Birmingham Oratory, who had known Newman personally and was a jealous and protective admirer of his famous poem. But Elgar’s publisher at Novello & Co., Alfred Littleton, was sceptical about the project. Elgar was greatly discouraged and reached the point of thinking of abandoning the commission, but the chairman of the Birmingham Triennial Festival committee hastened to Malvern to reassure him. This was George Hope Johnstone, who was Birmingham through and through. Born in Handsworth, he had pursued his highly successful career in the city’s jewellery quarter. The highly profitable firm he created specialized in cufflinks, waistcoat buttons and collar studs. On New Year’s Day 1900, after they had gone to church together, Johnstone guaranteed his support to his fellow Catholic and offered much better terms for the commission. Twelve days later Elgar visited Father Neville, Newman’s executor and friend, at the Oratory. With the priest’s authorization and encouragement he devoted himself single-mindedly to the work during the spring of 1900 and completed it in the first week of June. It was, he told his close friend August Jaeger, ‘awfully solemn and mystic’.11


Four months later The Dream of Gerontius had its first performance at Birmingham Town Hall on 30 October 1900. The country was involved in a general election, which, surely to Elgar’s delight, resulted in a Conservative majority for the Prime Minister Lord Salisbury. But the first performance of his oratorio, rooted as it was in his deepest beliefs and feelings, brought him only disappointment and distress.


The premiere of The Dream of Gerontius was one of the great disasters in musical history. A leading cause was the sudden death, at the very moment that rehearsals were getting under way, of the chorus master Charles Swinnerton Heap. Yet another Brummie, born ten years before Elgar, this keen promoter of Elgar’s music had begun his musical career as a boy soprano singing with William Stockley’s orchestra at the Birmingham Triennial Festival. He later studied at Leipzig and St John’s College, Cambridge, and went on to teach at the newly founded Royal College of Music. He was an understanding and enthusiastic supporter of Elgar during the younger man’s years of struggle, and succeeded in obtaining for him the commission for King Olaf for the North Staffordshire Musical Festival at Hanley. Elgar long remembered his debt to Heap and dedicated two compositions to him: the oratorio The Light of Life and the Organ Sonata in G major (1895) with its extremely challenging finale. Elgar later commented that without Heap’s support he would have ‘remained in outer darkness’.


The unexpected death of his fellow Midlander and supporter, just as choral preparations for Gerontius were beginning, was a doubly grievous blow, for Heap understood Elgar’s music as many contemporaries did not, and rehearsed it with sympathetic insight and belief. It was also an incalculable loss for the Gerontius premiere that a new chorus master had to be found at minimal notice. Almost the only choice was Elgar’s old employer of some twenty years before, William Stockley. The former conductor of the Birmingham Festival Choral Society was now seventy years old and had been in retirement for three years. Rehearsals quickly proved that he now lacked the energy and commitment necessary to inspire the singers into an appreciation of Elgar’s score. Furthermore, Stockley had grown up as a Non-conformist and had little sympathy with the Roman Catholic concepts recurring in Cardinal Newman’s poem about the journey of a human soul from the moment of death to arrival on the hither shore of Purgatory.


The first performance was to be conducted by Hans Richter, the distinguished associate of Wagner and Brahms and the conductor at the highly successful premiere of the Enigma Variations. At the first rehearsal he was greatly dismayed by the inadequacy of the choir’s preparation. Wishing to motivate the singers and perhaps uncertain of his powers of eloquence in English, Richter invited Elgar to address the singers. Elgar did so, but not at all tactfully. He came close to losing his temper and told them that they made his music sound little more or better than ‘a drawing room ballad’. This telling off of the choir in front of the orchestral players provoked mutterings and resentment. Richter desperately insisted on extra rehearsal time. But to no avail: on the occasion of the first performance the choir was sometimes ragged, sometimes flat.12


Elgar’s disappointment brought him close to despair. Devout that he was, he concluded that the failure of Gerontius was divinely intended and that there was nothing to do but submit to God’s will, as he wrote to his close friend and musical adviser August Jaeger:





I have worked hard for forty years and at the last, Providence denies me a decent hearing of my work: so I submit – I always said God was against art and I still believe it. Anything obscene or trivial is blessed in this world and has a reward – I ask for no reward – only to live and to hear my work. I still hear it in my heart and in my head so I must be content.


The reviews of that first performance of Gerontius proved generally to be more favourable than Elgar might have expected. And so too were the recorded comments of many of those present in the Town Hall that day, but not everyone: Ralph Vaughan Williams had enthusiastically travelled to Birmingham expecting to hear a work that would equal the Enigma Variations, but he was ‘bitterly disappointed’ with Gerontius. For him it was not just the choir that was unsatisfactory. If Harry Plunket Greene, the bass baritone who sang the role of the Angel of the Agony, had ‘lost his voice’ then Marie Brema, singing the Guardian Angel, ‘had none to lose’. Vaughan Williams’s mockery continued: Edward Lloyd sang the title role ‘like a Stainer anthem, in the correct tenor attitude with one foot slightly withdrawn’.13


But other audience members that day could hear the great achievement and quality in the score underlying the questionable performance. As Jane Stanford, the wife of Charles Villiers Stanford, left the Town Hall in the company of Vaughan Williams she exclaimed to her husband’s former pupil, ‘Is not that a fine work!’14 The wife of William Baker, who was referred to in the fourth of the Enigma Variations (‘W.M.B.’), expressed a similar opinion to Dora Penny, alluded to in the tenth (‘Dorabella’): ‘A very poor performance but what a wonderful work!’ Subsequent performances and the developing reputation of Gerontius have long since confirmed its standing as one of the pre-eminent works of English choral music. From the outset the Prelude evokes a sounding of spirituality such as had rarely been heard before in the music of this country. The muted violas, clarinets and bassoons joined by the cor anglais transport the listener swiftly into a very particular world of hushed spirituality. The Dream of Gerontius was first heard at a time when the exploration of the spiritual was a central preoccupation in the arts in the West. Stéphane Mallarmé and the French and European symbolists who followed on from him saw it as their task to render ‘états d’âme’ (states of soul).15 This is a major concern in the work of the Irish poet W.B. Yeats at this period, especially in his Rose and Rosicrucian poems. The same is also true of the highly wrought poetry of the Russian symbolists at the other end of Europe: Andrei Bely and Alexander Blok.


The Dream of Gerontius of 1900 is very much of this period but it operates within greater dimensions than other works of the time. Its length and its mix of verbal and musical intricacy allow a detailed realization of the states of a human soul as it reaches and then transcends the ending of its mortality. It is a rich and powerful mingling of choral and orchestral writing. Different states and textures of spiritual experience are dwelled on. But there are also dramatic musical interventions punctuating and sectioning the progress of the narrative. There is the disconcerting entry of the snarling demons, the stirring hymn tune that emerges as Gerontius approaches the threshold of the afterlife and subsequently the sudden sobering insistences of the Angel of the Agony. And then, at the last, the touching moment when the Guardian Angel bids Gerontius farewell:





Farewell but not for ever! Brother dear,


Be brave and patient on thy bed of sorrow;


Swiftly shall pass thy night of trial here,


And I will come and wake thee on the morrow.


Vaughan Williams’s greatest choral work, Sancta Civitas, offers an interesting contrast to this in that it ends with a similarly affecting conclusion, not as here with the music of departure but, as we will note later, with the brisk music of divine arrival.


Michael Kennedy was surely right to see a strongly autobiographical component in The Dream of Gerontius:





Not only did Elgar bring Newman’s poem to life and give expression to his religious beliefs at that time; he expressed unforgettably the darker side of his own nature; the ‘sense of ruin’ pervades the music, and in Gerontius’s anguished cries on his bed of pain can be recognised the tormented spirit discernible in Elgar’s letters to Jaeger. From his deepest experience, Elgar created the last great artistic monument of the reign of Queen Victoria and the last of the nineteenth century.16


In one of the many letters of this time in which he sought to write of the autobiographical basis of the work, Elgar apologizes for ‘pleonasm’ or verbal excess in his attempt to speak of Gerontius in terms of his own life close to the Malvern Hills.





I think you will find Gerontius (sic) far beyond anything I’ve yet done – I like it – I am not suggesting that I have risen to the heights of the poem for one moment – but on our hillside night after night looking across the ‘illimitable’ horizon (pleonasm!) I’ve seen in thought the Soul go up and have written my own heart’s blood into the score.


You must hear it in Birmingham.17


There was always a conflict in Elgar between his lyric drive to express himself from ‘his own heart’s blood’ and his desire to give a broader account of experience. For all the autobiographical, lyrical influences that lay behind Elgar’s finest works, he struggled resolutely during the first years of his career, based in the Midlands, to compose more impersonal works of heroic narrative, such as Caractacus and King Olaf. With the influence of Wagner so powerful and pervasive at the time, it is understandable that an aspiration to epic is discernible in those musical narratives. In his book The Epic Strain in the English Novel E.M.W. Tillyard, clearly itemizing the components of epic, identified its influence and presence in some of the great fiction of the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth, for example in George Eliot’s Middlemarch and in Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo. It is even more conspicuously there in D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow and its sequel Women in Love, which is full of Wagnerian allusions. Both novels were published within Elgar’s lifetime. So too were the early parts of the Cantos by Ezra Pound, which also offer a heroic vision of the history of civilization.


The epic aspirations of the time very much inspire and infuse the next two works that Elgar was to compose for the Birmingham Triennial Festival. The first was The Apostles which had its premiere at a grand social occasion in Birmingham Town Hall in October 1903. Elgar had long been considering the epic story of the life of Jesus. He wrote his own text after a great deal of research into biblical sources and consulting both Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s version of the Christian story, The Divine Tragedy (1871), and Richard Wagner’s Jesus von Nazareth: Ein dichterischer Entwurf (1848), a sketch of the last weeks in the life of Christ that Wagner drafted as a preliminary text in the composing of an opera that was not to be completed.


The text that Elgar created presents the heroic narrative in seven episodes divided into two parts. The first episode tells of the establishment of the very first Christian community with Christ’s calling of the disciples; the second is about Jesus preaching the Gospel; and the third, ‘By the Sea of Galilee’, perhaps surprisingly, deals with the conversion of Mary Magdalene. In epic fashion, the central story of the hero is contextualized within a group of other carefully realized characters. The foregrounding of Mary Magdalene was something Elgar took from Longfellow. The second part of The Apostles again proceeds to widen the context with a gripping characterization of Judas Iscariot and a pondering of his motives. There follows ‘Golgotha’, an oblique orchestral intimation of the Crucifixion. Then comes the beautiful gentle music of ‘At the Sepulchre’, followed by a finale in which great, recurring alleluias are sounded forth by the whole ensemble of soloists, chorus and orchestra.


On many occasions in The Apostles the music that accompanies and serves to vivify the episodes is moving and memorable. The Prelude is powerful, as is the opening chorus. This is followed by the particularly affecting scene of the coming of the dawn with the notes of the shofar dramatically pervading the music as the disciples, one by one, are summoned. But for all its many fine effects The Apostles has not enjoyed the enduring popularity and performance life of The Dream of Gerontius. Like many modernist works of literature, painting and music, The Apostles is a work of collocation rather than of continuity. But unlike, say, The Waste Land or The Rake’s Progress it lacks a supervening musical design. It sounds more like a series of fragments than an organized and compellingly developed entity.


The work originated, of course, as but a section of a larger work. This is what Elgar sought to develop in the sequel to The Apostles which was The Kingdom, a work based chiefly on episodes from the Acts of the Apostles. It was a commission from the Birmingham Festival of 1906.


Before this, however, came an involvement with Birmingham of a completely different kind. This was Elgar’s acceptance of a professorship of music at the very recently created University of Birmingham. He delivered his inaugural lecture on 16 March 1905.


The Chair, funded by Richard Peyton, was endowed in his name. One of the many enlightened and cultured Birmingham businessmen of the day. Peyton was a member of a family firm of chemical manufacturers, a donor to the new Birmingham Art Gallery and for many years he was an honorary and very energetic officer of the Birmingham Triennial Festival. He often travelled to the continent to recruit artists, including Liszt and Saint-Saëns, to perform in the city. It would appear that the idea of the Elgar appointment was suggested to Peyton by Sir Oliver Lodge, the renowned physicist who served as the first principal of Birmingham University. The possibility of a professorship is said to have originated in a conversation between Lodge and another keen admirer of the composer, Hermann Fiedler, professor of German at the University. Some ten years earlier Fiedler had come to Birmingham from Leipzig to hold the chair of German in the old Mason’s College, which had been assimilated into the new university at the turn of the century. (Some thirty-six years later this same Hermann Fiedler, a tutor to the Prince of Wales and editor of the Oxford Book of German Poetry, which would long remain in print, would be the mediator in a complicated episode of patronage in the career of Vaughan Williams.)


Doubtless Elgar felt honoured by the invitation initiated for him by those eminent figures in the cultural life of Birmingham, but when the offer was first broached he worried that the lectures he would be required to give would divert too much time from his composing. Perhaps too, as someone who had completed his formal education by the age of fifteen, he may have had doubts about his ability to assume a senior academic role. But the innate self-belief that sustained Elgar in his worst episodes of self-doubt prevailed on this occasion too and he accepted the professorship. In a preliminary note to one of the lectures his confidence expressed itself in an aggressive dismissal of ‘the educated’, those from whom ‘no amount of education, no amount of the polish of university can eradicate the stain from the low type of mind we call commonplace’.


The lectures that Elgar delivered as Peyton Professor of Music in the University of Birmingham were edited by the energetic Midlands musicologist, football enthusiast and friend of Vaughan Williams, Percy M. Young. The lectures in one clear respect are a salute to Birmingham, an expression of gratitude for opportunities in time past and suggestions for improvements to the musical culture of the city, as part of what was proposed in the title of the first lecture, ‘A Future for English Music’. Specifically, he wanted to help ‘to make Birmingham, musically, a place it was worth the while of a student to live in’. Throughout the lectures there is an insistence on the local.


In that same first lecture, given many years before the concoction of the County of West Midlands, Elgar declares himself to be very conscious of ‘standing on Warwickshire land’. Right at the beginning, in his second paragraph, he declares that:





I hold it a happy chance, or, as we are serious today, I will say a happy Providence which places the new movement in English music in that district of England which was parent to all that is bright, beautiful and good in the works of him who we know and love under the name of Shakespeare.18


As a professor in the new university he is quick to acknowledge and admire the achievement of the other institution in the city that had for years advanced higher musical education: ‘at present nothing could be better than the teaching of the Music School of the Midland Institute under the direction of Mr Granville Bantock and the splendid staff of professors.’ He prophesied that ‘the University and the Music School of the Institute will work in perfect harmony and goodwill.’19


Elgar was a great admirer of Granville Bantock, a composer some eleven years younger than himself who had progressed from conducting an itinerant comic opera company to becoming director of concerts at the New Brighton Tower. He then became principal of the school of music at the Birmingham and Midland Institute, which had been founded in 1854. Elgar dedicated the second of the Pomp and Circumstance marches to him. It was Bantock who appointed the distinguished music critic and journalist Ernest Newman to be a lecturer at the Institute. Newman also wrote for a time for the Birmingham Daily Post and his correspondence with Elgar offers a revealing commentary on the composer’s creative career. With these three figures established in Birmingham, the musical life of the city had a brilliant nucleus.


With the painful disappointment of the Gerontius premiere now years behind him, Professor Elgar was now ready to acknowledge his indebtedness to William Stockley, who had given decades to developing and improving the quality of choral music in Birmingham, announcing to his well-to-do audience, ‘I look back in pride and gratitude to my connection with the Festival Choral Society and that I was able to learn something of choral effect in the old days under our revered chief, Mr Stockley.’20


Elgar proposed to his audience that musical culture was made up of three constituents: composers, executants and critics (as three of his principal lectures were titled). He singled out three contemporary composers for commendation. One was Josef Holbrooke, today a largely forgotten figure who had begun his career playing in music halls and as a result of his compositions had gone on to be another of Granville Bantock’s appointments in the music department of the Birmingham and Midland Institute. Elgar also mentioned Walford Davies, whose best-known work would be the very popular Royal Air Force March Past (1918). The year before Elgar delivered his lectures Walford Davies, who was then organist and choirmaster at the Temple Church in the City of London, had achieved a considerable success with his cantata Everyman, based on the fifteenth-century morality play. It was a popular subject at the time; six years later Hugo von Hofmannsthal, who had just written the first two of his six libretti for Richard Strauss, also had a success with his treatment of the story. Walford Davies would have other popular successes and go on to become a well-known broadcaster. On Elgar’s death, Walford Davies succeeded him as Master of the King’s Music.


The third composer to receive Elgar’s commendation was another figure from the world of Birmingham music, Granville Bantock. At the time Elgar was giving his lectures, Bantock was working on his very ambitious choral epic Omar Khayyám, a setting of Edward FitzGerald’s translation of the Persian poet’s Rubáiyát, one of the best-known and best-loved poetry collections of late Victorian and Edwardian times. Elgar saw these three composers, all a few years younger than himself, as the transmitters of a revitalized tradition, a new resonance in English music. He told his audience that ‘these men, Walford Davies, Holbrooke and Bantock, are making their way sturdily and opening the doors for the more juvenile composers upon whom we expect the burden to fall next .’21


In his lecture on ‘English Executants’, that is to say instrumentalists and performers, Elgar again stressed the local. William Stockley was once more acknowledged, this time for his achievements in developing the city’s Festival Orchestra. Commenting on what he generally regarded as a high level of performance in the country, Elgar commented that ‘In Birmingham, Mr Stockley paved the way for the present orchestra’s work and it would be easy to name many who made noble efforts to improve the stagnant state of music.’22
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