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ENIGMA VARIATIONS ov. x 
VAUGHAN WILLIAMS 
SYMPHONY NO. 8 

SIR JOHN BARBIROLLI 
conducting the Halle Orchestra 

EF or all the soigné sonorousness of his name in its impressive en- 
tirety, Sir Edward William Elgar, Bart., O. M., K. C. V. O., was not of 

noble birth. He was in fact the fifth son of an itinerant violinist-organist, 

piano tuner, and sometime music merchant who had trouble making 

ends meet. The composer was born on June 2nd, 1857, near Worcester, 

Where he was to die, mourned by an empire, on February 23rd, 1934. 

Like the émigré Handel, he was to rise from the humblest origins to 
the exalted office of Master of the King’s Music. Yet it is a fact that 
this “greatest of all orchestral technicians,” as he was adjudged by 
George Bernard Shaw, never enjoyed a single day’s formal education. 
There is no record of Elgar’s once having taken a course in any school 

but the school of hard knocks —a standard regimen for burgeoning 

businessmen, to be sure, but hardly the ideal incubation for a sensitive 

creative impulse. 
In short, the “self-made” Elgar seems to have been one of those men 

who find the longest way around to be the quickest way home. His 

father taught him fiddle and organ, and a smattering of harmony and 

counterpoint. At sixteen, the composer-to-be was sitting in the violin 
section of the local’orchestra. A little later, invited to join a wind quin- 
tet, he met and mastered the unwieldy bassoon. Each day he put in 

some time at his father’s shop, busying himself between customers by 
practicing on this instrument or that and variously satisfying an insati- 
able curiosity about the facts of what was beginning to be, more or 
less perforce, his chosen life. 

Nor did this assiduity go unrewarded. At twenty-two Elgar was 

named pianist and conductor of the Worcester Glee Club, a post that 

called for much intrepidity in the reworking of scores because the avail- 
able personnel frequently did not approximate the specified comple- 
ment. And in the same year Elgar drew an even more challenging 

assignment which, moreover, remains unique among the forces that 

have shaped creativity in the tonal art. To wit, he became bandmaster 

at the county insane asylum, presiding over a weird ensemble that 
comprised two cornets, a handful of violins, possibly a bass (or a pair 

—accounts differ), and no other strings. Only a perspicacious sort 

could have profited from such an ignominious job for five years, the 

while turning out countless polkas, quadrilles, and other trifles, origi- 

nal and arranged, for the delectation solely of an audience made up 

of mentally disturbed public charges and their keepers. 
About midway in this period Elgar took himself to Leipzig for a 

month’s vacation and spent it doing nothing but listening to music. 

He returned from this busman’s holiday with renewed zeal for com- 

posing, only to be offered the leadership of Worcester’s justly cele- 

brated Amateur Instrumental Society — an appointment he could not 

decline, even if he could not afford to let his other jobs go, either. 

And then, in addition, he succeeded his father as organist at St. George’s 

Roman Catholic Church in Worcester. Under the circumstances it is 

understandable that Elgar’s creative output in these years was some- 

thing less than prolific, although such pieces as the Mauresque from 

his Op. 10 were being performed with sizable success in Birmingham 

and elsewhere. 
It is perhaps inferring too much to say that Elgar was forced to 

forego composing. Presumably he could have dropped one or another 

of his positions without starving to death, and many a masterwork has 
been written in the presence of far more threatening adversities than 

Elgar ever faced. But genius conforms to no calendar in its gestation; 

artistic maturation is‘a function of individual homeostasis, without 

reference to any developmental schedule. Whatever impelled Elgar 

to conserve his creativity, he was magnificently self-prepared when the 

time came. It came in 1889, when he married the daughter of Major 

General Sir Henry Roberts and removed to London. Mrs. Elgar knew 

her husband’s measure. From their wedding day forward she encour- 
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aged him to concentrate on composition. A decade later, when the 

Enigma Variations caused a sensation in St. James Hall, the belated 

bloomer no longer could doubt that her confidence in him was justified. 
Insecure or otherwise not yet ready the young Elgar may have been 

— and there is more than a touch of Brahmsian self-abnegation in his 
correspondence — but he always liked his little joke. The biographer 

W. H. Read tells us that the composer took particular pleasure in off- 

handedly making cryptic remarks just to see what reactions he would 

get. One little joke that got rather out of hand was the enigma, if any, 

of his Op. 36. Writing to his friend August Jaeger in October of 1898, 
Elgar reported that 

I have sketched a set of Variations on an original theme. The 

Variations have amused me because I’ve labeled em with the 

nickname of my particular friends—you as ‘Nimrod.’ That is 

to say, I’ve written the Variations each one to represent the 

mood of the ‘party.’ I’ve tried to imagine the ‘party’ writing the 

Variations him- (or her-) self and have written what I think they 

would have written—if they were asses enough to compose. 

The frenzy of speculation in the wake of the premiere must have de- 

lighted Elgar. And even when the guesswork became tiresome and he 

felt called upon to declare a moratorium, he was unable to resist a 

further mystifying note: 

It is true that I have sketched for their amusement and mine 

the idiosyncrasies of fourteen of my friends, not necessarily 

musicians; but this is a personal matter, and need not have 

been mentioned publicly. The Variations should stand simply 

as a piece of music. The enigma I will not explain—its dark 
saying must be left unguessed, and I warn you that the ap- 

parent connection between the Variations and the theme is 

often of the slightest texture; further, through and over the 

whole set another and larger theme ‘goes,’ but it is not played 

... So the principal theme never appears, even as in some 

late dramas, e.g., Maeterlinck’s L’intruse and Les sept prin- 

cesses—the chief character is never on the stage. 

Needless to say, such statements as this inspired yet more detective 

work. The erudite Ernest Newman came as close as anyone ever did 

to unraveling the mystery. He recalled‘(writing in 1939) that Sir 
Thomas Browne had spoken of the ineffability of friendship as “a body 

of enigmas.” Perhaps indeed the phenomenon of friendship was the 

“larger” theme to which Elgar alluded. Then again, perhaps not. The 

mystery persists. 
So, however, does the music. Whether or not without regard to its 

“enigmatic” essence the piece has been in the international standard 
repertoire uninterruptedly since the crusading Hans Richter (carrying 

the coals to Newcastle, for fair) introduced it in London on June 19th, 

1899. On the conductor’s advice—J. F. Porte credits instead Jaeger 

Elgar made several changes in the orchestration and added a coda. 

The composer himself conducted this revised (and final) version at 

Worcester not quite three months later, on September 13th. 

The Op. 36 is dedicated “to my friends pictured within.” Twelve of 

the variations (No. 2 through No. 13) bear initials or sobriquets. The 

opening variation is Elgar’s musical impression of his wife. The four- 

teenth and last is, in effect, a self-portrait. Really it is less a variation 
than an apotheosis, but the composer confessed that he was supersti- 

tiously reluctant to let the number of variations stand at thirteen. 

One biographer, R. J. Buckley, implied that he could say on the 

authority of none less than Elgar himself that the haunting, strangely 

reticent theme (curiously characterized by shifting accents and suc- 

cessive intervals of the third) is “a counterpoint on some well-known 

melody which is never heard.” No one can say him nay. But neither 

has anyone come forward with a melody that is beyond all doubt the 

correct melody. And there the matter rests. Something over three dec- 

ades after Elgar’s death, his biggest little joke is still resonating, and 

the secret of his Enigma—if any—is still his alone. 
Herewith the dramatic personae of the Op. 36 in order of appearance: 

I. “C. A. E. “L’istesso tempo, G minor 4/4. Lady Alice Elgar. 

Il. “H. D. S-P.” Allegro, G minor, 3/8. H. D. Stuart-Powell, 

a pianist. 
Ill. “R. B. T.” Allegretto, G. major, 3/8: Richard Baxter 
Townsend, a writer; an amateur actor renowned for his ability 

to switch from his normally deep voice to a convincing fal- 

setto; Elgar pays musical tribute to this ability. 

IV. “W. M. B.” Allegro di molto, G minor-major, 3/4. Wil- 

liam M. Baker, a country squire inclined to vigorous pro- 

nouncements. | 
V. “R. P. A.” Moderato, C minor, 12/8. Richard P. Arnold, 

son of Matthew Arnold. 
VI. “Ysobel.” Andantino, C major, 3/2. Miss Isabel Fitton, 
an amateur violinist. 
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VII. “Troyte.” Presto, C major, 4/4. Arthur Troyte Griffith, 
a Malvern architect given to excitable arguments. 

VITT. “W. N.” Allegretto, G major, 6/8. Miss Winifred Nor- 

bury, an elderly aristocrat. 

IX. “Nimrod.” Moderato, E flat major, 3/4. Elgar’s recollec- — 
tion of an evening-long talk with August J. Jaeger, the critic 

and Novello editor, about Beethoven. Jaeger was probably 

the composer’s best friend. 

X. “Dorabella—Intermezzo.” Allegretto, G major, 3/4. Miss 

Dora Penny (Mrs. Richard Powell). 

XI. “G. R. S.” Allegro di molto, G minor, 2/2. Dr. George 

Robertson Sinclair, Hereford Cathedral organist, Three 

Choirs Festival conductor, and a neighbor of the composer’s. 
The variation includes not only Sinclair but also his dog! 

XII. “B. G. N.” Andante, G minor, 4/4. Basil Nevinson, a 
cellist. 

XIU. “***—Remanza.” Moderato, G major, 3/4. Lady Mary 

Lygon, who had just sailed for Australia (hence the clarinet 

allusion to Mendelssohn’s Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage). 

XIV."E, D? U.—Finale?* Allegro, G major, 4/4. Edu® was 
the composer’s nickname. Elgar noted that this variation was 

“written at a time friends were dubious and generally dis- 

couraging about [my] future. It was to show what E. D. U. 

intended to do....” Under the circumstances, a note of tri- 

umph is not untoward, and one is not surprised to hear echoes 

cf I and X, who were not dubious and generally discouraging. 

Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) was England’s greatest sym- 

phonist, in his own time or any other. Like Beethoven and Bruckner, 

he came to grips with this most demanding of all musical forms a total 

of nine times. The penultimate D minor dates from the composer’s 

eighty-fourth (!) year—1958—and bears an inscription to Sir John 

Barbirolli. In several respects this short, seemingly slight piece is quite 

unlike its more celebrated companions. For one thing, no one ever — 

has tried to fit a “program” to it. For another, it is laid out along strictly - 

“classical” lines, within which boundaries it is nevertheless unconven- 

tional in the extreme. Frank Howes has said unequivocally that the 

work proceeded from a revival of the composer’s “youthful interest 

in the orchestra as a box of tricks”; a certain parallel with the “Con- 

certo for Orchestra” of Béla Bartok ts unavoidable. But the analogy 

is inadequate, as these remarks must be in the presence of what Colin 

Mason describes as “the most sophisticated, civilized and universal 

music [that Vaughan Williams] has ever written.” 

The four movements in the Eighth Symphony are subtitled in turn 

Fantasia, Scherzo alla marcia, Cavatina, and Toccata. The composer 

himself spoke of the opening movement as “Seven variations in search 

of a theme.” It is in fact based on transformations of three motives, | 

and masterly in its unfoldment. The ensuing Scherzo is scored for 

winds alone; it will suffice to recall Martin Cooper’s succinct descrip- 

tion —‘‘as though Shostakovich had become a Cockney.” The heart- 

felt Cavatina is scored for strings only; Michael Kennedy speaks of 

its “tensions and divine discontents,” and concludes that it is the move- 

ment’s uncertainty of mood which is its power.” The closing Toccata 

is percussionville (enlisting “all the ‘phones and ’spiels known” to 

V. W.), even unto three tuned gongs added after the movement had 

been completed in consequence of the composer’s attending a per- 

formance of Puccini’s Turandot. It is a fitting finale for an essentially 

audacious Symphony all but surfeited with melodic invention, corus- 

cating coloristic effects, and sheer compositional virtuosity. Save per- 
haps the Verdi of Falstaff, no other octogenarian in the history of the 

tonal art has made music of such irrepressible vitality. The afore- 

mentioned Kennedy calls it “extraordinarily youthful and indiscreet, ’ 
and maybe it is, vis-a-vis the shibboleths of the Establishment. But 

V. W. always did roll his own. ; 

Notes by JAMES LYONS 

Editor, The American Record Guide 
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