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The Early Years (1857-1898)



Background

� Elgar composed some fine music 
in the 1880s and the 1890s

� He became well-known and 
respected in western and northern 
England

� But the London establishment 
refused to take him seriously as a 
composer



Background

� Even his first major national 
success – the Enigma Variations
(1899) – was introduced to the 
London public by a foreign 
conductor



Background

� After an initial flop in England 
because of inadequate rehearsal, 
The Dream of Gerontius owed its 
success to German conductor 
Julius Buths, who had sufficient 
faith to have the libretto translated 
into German, and have it 
performed to great acclaim in 
Germany



Background

� With such praise flowing from 
Germany, the musical 
establishment in London could 
no longer ignore Elgar

� But they continued to ignore the 
major works that he had 
composed prior to Enigma



Elgar: The Early Years

1. The Wand of Youth 1857-1885
2. Courtship and Marriage 1886-1890
3. Influences
4. London 1890/91
5. Forli, Malvern 1891-1899
6. The Rebirth of English Choral Music



1. The Wand of Youth 1857-1885

Born at 
Broadheath, 
near 
Worcester, 
in 1857



His father, WH Elgar, 
owned a music shop 
in Worcester, and 
from 1863 the Elgars
lived over the shop



The Wand of Youth

At about the age of 
ten, young Edward 
composed music for 
a family play.  He 
later drew on these 
ideas for: 
� the Wand of Youth

suites (1907/8) and 
� The Starlight 

Express (1915).

Ken Russell’s famous image of the 
young Elgar with his father’s pony 

on the Malvern Hills



� Attended a Catholic school
� Had violin lessons: this was his only 

formal training in music
� Otherwise his ‘teachers’ were the 

music books and instruments in his 
father’s shop

� Praised for his piano improvisations
� Briefly worked in a solicitor’s office, 

but at 16 he left to become a freelance 
musician: organist, violinist, pianist, 
bassoonist, violin teacher. 



Elgar as a young man (centre), with 
brother Frank and their sisters



Three Early Pieces

1. The Valentine – an example of 
Elgar’s music for the Lunatic 
Asylum

2. Sarabande – an example of his 
“shed music” for wind quintet

3. Sevillana – an early orchestral 
piece

All three contain dance rhythms.



County Lunatic Asylum at Powick

From 1879-84 
Elgar was 
‘composer in 
ordinary’ to the 
County Lunatic 
Asylum, coaching 
and conducting 
the staff



County Lunatic Asylum at Powick

� As noted in U3A Sources (June 
2009), Elgar had to write or 
rewrite music to fit the available 
resources

� He remarked that he learned 
more about orchestration in this 
way than he would have learned 
at a music college!



The Valentine (excerpt)

� Such pieces served as an early 
form of musical therapy for the 
patients.  For its time this was very 
enlightened thinking!

� Elgar’s music for the asylum band 
often contained dance rhythms, 
thought to be therapeutic for the 
patients



Dance No.3: Sarabande

Elgar used this tune again in his 
score for The Spanish Lady



This is one of many 
pieces he composed 
in 1878-79 for wind 
quintet, which 
included himself on 
bassoon and younger 
brother Frank on 
oboe, plus two flutes 
and a clarinet.

Dance No.3: Sarabande



One of Elgar’s other 
early pieces for 
wind quintet has 
one of the best ever 
musical titles:

Mrs Witherspoon’s 
Soothing Syrup !

Dance No.3: Sarabande



Sevillana Op.7 (1884)

� In 1883, W.C.Stockley's Birmingham 
orchestra performed Elgar's
Intermezzo: Sérénade moresque . 

� In May 1884, Worcester Philharmonic 
Society performed his Sevillana (Scène 
Espagnole) , which was also performed 
in London under August Manns at the 
Crystal Palace later in the same month.

Northern Sinfonia/Sir Neville Marriner



In 1886 Caroline Alice 
Roberts became a piano 
pupil of Elgar in Malvern. 
She was the daughter of 
Major-General Sir Henry 
Gee Roberts.   She had 
published a novel, wrote 
verse, knew German, and 
sang in a choir. 

2. Courtship and Marriage 1886-1890

She recognised Elgar’s potential and character, 
and became dedicated to his objective to 
become a great composer.



Caroline Alice Elgar

Her Anglican family 
considered Elgar a poor 
tradesman, of a lower 
social class.  
Nevertheless, she took 
instruction in the 
Catholic faith, and they 
were married quietly at 
Brompton Oratory, 
London, in May 1889. 

Here are two chamber works from this period

She was nearly 9 years older than Elgar.



A short piano work - Enina Waltz (1886)



Salut d'Amour Op.12 (1888)

Elgar composed this 
very famous piece as 
an engagement present  
for Alice, and she 
presented him with a 
poem The Wind at 
Dawn, which Elgar set 
as a dramatic song.



Salut d'Amour Op.12 (1888)

“Never have I been so 
happy” wrote Elgar.  
“What a dear, loving 
companion I have.  
How sweet everything 
seems, and how 
understandable 
existence seems to 
have grown”



Salut d'Amour Op.12 (1888)

Nigel Kennedy (violin), Steven Isserlis (cello),  
Peter Pettinger (piano)



3. Influences

� Early Influences
� Continental Influences
� Influence of Nature



Early Influences: Sir Hubert Parry
� As a member of the Three 

Choirs Festival orchestra, 
Elgar played some of Parry’s 
works.  Among them was 
Blest Pair of Sirens which 
Elgar considered “amongst 
the noblest works of man”.

� Elgar was articulating a widely 
held view when, in a 1905
lecture, he called Parry “the head of our art 
in this country”. 



� Elgar played the violin 
at the première of 
Mackenzie’s cantata The 
Bride at the Three 
Choirs Festival in 1881, 
and later remarked that 
meeting Mackenzie was 
“the event of my 
musical life”!

Early Influences: Sir Alexander 
Mackenzie



Continental Influences

Elgar became a member of the Birmingham 
Orchestra and played under Dvo� ák in 1881. 
He also made regular day-trips from Worcester 
to rehearsals and concerts in London.  These 
must have been hugely influential:
� in 1883 he was at Manns's memorial concert 

for Wagner
� in 1884 he heard Richter conduct the third 

symphonies of Schumann and Brahms
� in 1886 he attended an all- Liszt concert
� His favourite living composer was Richard 

Strauss .



“Music in the air”

� “There is music in the air, music all 
around us, the world is full of it and 
you simply take as much as you 
require”

� “I do all my composing in the open.  
At home all I have to do is write it 
down”

� “The trees are singing my music, or 
have I sung theirs?”

Edward Elgar



4. The Elgars try their luck in London

� Elgar was determined to succeed where 
so many 19 th century British composers 
had failed: he wished to make a living 
just from composing

� The Elgars moved to London, where he 
composed his first major work, the 
assured Froissart Overture .  Elgar was 
inspired to compose Froissart after 
reading Sir Walter Scott's Old Mortality .



Froissart Op.19 (1890)

This was performed 
at the Three Choirs 
Festival (but not at 
that time in London). 
It shows Elgar’s
mastery of 
orchestration and 
contains many of the 
hallmarks of his 
mature output.  



Froissart Op.19 (1890)

This version is conducted by Sir Adrian 
Boult.
This amusing tribute to Elgar’s friend can 
be found at the Elgar Birthplace.



Froissart Op.19 (1890)

Elgar wrote “when chivalry lifted up her
lance on high” as the heading.

Froissart marked the start of a romantic, 
historical and chivalrous Elgarian
decade that also included:
� The Black Knight
� Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
� The Banner of St. George
� Caractacus



Chanson de Matin Op.15, No.2 (1890)

� Not published until 1899
� Originally for violin and piano
� Orchestrated by Elgar in 1901
� Its companion piece Chanson de Nuit

is perhaps more profound, but 
Chanson de Matin’s melody has 
ensured its greater popularity.



5. Forli, Malvern 1891-1899

� Elgar failed to establish himself in 
London and, after an ‘awful’, cold, 
hard winter, the Elgars retreated in 
1891 to Malvern.

� Elgar felt that this humiliation had 
much to do with his status: 
� self-taught
� Catholic
� son of a shopkeeper .



� He bought a bike, 
and recommenced 
teaching

� Urged on by Alice, 
he continued to 
compose.



Forli , where the Elgars
lived from 1891-1899.  
Serenade for Strings , 
King Olaf , Caractacus* , 
the Enigma Variations* , 
Sea Pictures* and The 
Dream of Gerontius* , 
were composed here.

*From 1898 they also 
rented a summer 
cottage, Birchwood 
Lodge, at Storridge



Serenade for Strings Op.20 (1892) 

� Elgar composed the famous Serenade 
for Strings for their third wedding 
anniversary

� The first public performance was in 
Antwerp in 1896

� It remained one of his favourite works 
throughout his life.



The Black Knight Op.25 (1892)
Symphony for Chorus and Orchestra

An initial draft 
of The Black 
Knight was 
signed ‘C.Alice
and Edward 
Elgar’



Holidays in Germany

� In 1892 a friend (Mary Baker) took the 
Elgars to Bavaria, where they returned 
several times for holidays.  They also 
visited Leipzig and Bayreuth, where 
they heard much Wagner

� Elgar composed Scenes from the 
Bavarian Highlands (1896) – six songs 
based on verses written by Alice

� Three Bavarian Dances Op.27 (1897) 
were orchestral arrangements, and 
were “an immense success”



Apart from the works already mentioned, 
during 1894-97 Elgar completed:
� The Snow and Fly Singing Bird (1894)
� Sursum Corda (1894)
� The Light of Life (1896)
� Te Deum and Benedictus (1897)
� Imperial March (1897) for Queen 

Victoria's Jubilee
� Organ Sonata (1898)

The march caught the public mood.



6. The Rebirth of English Choral Music

1886 Sullivan: The Golden Legend*
1887 Parry: Blest Pair of Sirens
1895 Parry: Invocation to Music
1896 Elgar: King Olaf*
1897 Elgar: The Banner of St.George
1898 Elgar: Caractacus
1898 Coleridge-Taylor: Hiawatha’s 

Wedding Feast*
1900 Elgar: The Dream of Gerontius

* Words by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow



“Once the Enigma Variations and The 
Dream of Gerontius were accepted as 
classics, it became fashionable to 
dismiss virtually all of Elgar’s previous 
works.  So far as the fine cantatas of the 
1890s were concerned, this was rather 
like suggesting that, once Tristan and 
Isolde had appeared, such earlier proofs 
of Wagner’s art as Lohengrin , 
Tannhauser and The Flying Dutchman
should be withdrawn.”

Michael Pope, 1984



Scenes From The Saga of 
King Olaf Op.30 (1896)

London Philharmonic Orchestra and Choir 
conducted by Vernon Handley



Scenes From The Saga of King Olaf: 
The Challenge of Thor

I am the God Thor
I am the War God
I am the Thunderer!

Here in my Northland
My fastness and fortress
Reign I for ever!



Scenes From The Saga of King Olaf: 
The Challenge of Thor

� King Olaf is a 95-minute cantata for 
soprano, tenor and bass soloists, 
full choir and orchestra, based on 
the epic poem by Henry Longfellow

� It comprises a prologue, nine 
scenes and an epilogue



� King Olaf is finally defeated by 
the Danes in a naval battle.



As torrents in summer,
Half dried in their channels,
Suddenly rise, tho’ the
Sky is still cloudless,
For rain has been falling
Far off at their fountains.

Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
The Death of King Olaf: Epilogue



So hearts that are fainting
Grow full to o’erflowing,
And they that behold it
Marvel, and know not,
That God at their fountains
Far off has been raining.

Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
The Death of King Olaf: Epilogue



Stronger than steel is the 
sword of the spirit
Swifter than arrows the light 
of the truth is
Greater than anger is love, 
and subdueth.

Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
The Death of King Olaf: Epilogue

Soloists: Teresa Cahill (soprano), Philip Langridge (tenor), 
Brian Rayner Cook (bass)



The dawn is not distant
Nor is the night starless
Love is eternal.
God is still God, and His faith 
shall not fail us.
Christ is eternal.

Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
The Death of King Olaf: Epilogue



A strain of music ends the tale
A low, monotonous, funeral wail
That with its cadenza, wild and sweet
Makes the saga more complete.

HENRY LONGFELLOW (1807–1882)

Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf
The Death of King Olaf: Epilogue



Caractacus Op.35 (1898)

Three Choirs Festival Chorus/Philharmonia
Orchestra conducted by Sir Andrew Davis

Dedicated to Queen Victoria



� Caractacus is a 100-minute 
cantata 

� First performed at the Leeds 
Festival in 1898.  Parry, Stanford, 
Fauré and a rather sick Sullivan 
were in the audience.

Caractacus



Caractacus
Elgar inscribed the names of important 
works that he composed at his 1844 
Broadwood piano on its soundboard.  
Caractacus is among these.



� Elgar’s mother, Ann Elgar, 
suggested that he should write a 
work set on the Malvern Hills

� Much of Caractacus is a notably 
pastoral work

Caractacus



Caractacus

� Caractacus led British resistance to 
the Roman conquest.  He was defeated 
in the initial invasion, but escaped.

� He was quite successful in guerrilla 
warfare, but after another defeat was 
handed over to the Romans by Queen 
Cartimandua of the Brigantes in 51AD.

� Caractacus was taken to Rome for trial 
and a potential death sentence.



Triumphal March from Caractacus

� “The march triumphal thunders amid 
the shouting crowd, with flash of helm 
and corslet, while trumpets scream 
aloud” through the streets of Rome 
passing “the marble palace, the golden 
shrine, the Forum” etc.

� In contrast, the captured Britons “drag 
their weary way” in front of the “car of 
triumph”.



Caractacus Scene VI

� Caractacus was allowed to make a 
speech in the Senate (a version of this 
is recorded by Tacitus).  He so 
impressed Emperor Claudius that he 
was pardoned and he and his family 
were allowed to live in peace as 
honoured citizens in Rome.



Triumphal March from Caractacus

Caractacus at the 
Tribunal of Claudius 
at Rome
Engraving by Andrew Birrell
of a painting by Henry Fuseli



Caractacus Scene VI: Finale

“The centuries roll away, 
the empire of the Romans has 
crumbled into clay.

“The Oak has grown.
Britons alert! and fear not!”

Oddly, after 95 minutes of the story 
of Caractacus, we jump forward 
about 18 centuries for the Finale!



Caractacus Scene VI: Finale

� What emerges is a cross between a 
patriotic song and a declaration of 
human rights or “message of the free”
as Ackworth calls it:

“Where the flag of Britain, 
its triple crosses rears,
No slave shall be for subject, 
no trophy wet with tears …
Equal law to all men, like 
brothers hand in hand!”


