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From its first notes, Elgar's Introduction and Allegro, Op. 47 (1905), identifies itself as "open 
air" music. The orchestra, complemented by the gentler timbre of the string quartet, clearly 
lends itself to the composer's adoption of the Baroque concerto grosso form, though the 
composer makes no attempt to imitate earlier styles. The work's vitality and effect instead lie 
entirely in its overall freedom and imaginative sweep.
 Elgar proved himself particularly adept in writing for strings in such works as the Serenade, 
Op. 20 (1892), the "Enigma" Variations, Op. 36 (1898-1899), and his symphonies. In the 
Introduction and Allegro, he replaces intimacy and intricacy with bold, song-like melodies 
that evolve into a clearly defined structure. The string writing falls so felicitously under the 
players' fingers and bows that the work is just as popular with performers as it is with 
audiences.
 The bold, formal introduction is followed by a striking contrast of mood in a wistful tune with 
more than a hint of Celtic twilight. The composer found innocent pleasure in puzzles of all 
kinds, and wrote of hearing the melody as "distant singing" while on holiday in Wales; 
however, there is no further evidence of its origin. The tune is variously expanded 
throughout -- at one point it becomes part of a decidedly unacademic fugue -- in a manner 
that might have seemed prosaic in less capable hands. The work is crowned by final, 
thrilling, seemingly inevitable tutti return of the "Welsh" tune.
 Nothing disturbs the graceful amiability of this early work, begun a year before Elgar's 
marriage in 1889. These "little tunes," as the composer called them, are about as far as one 
can get from the patriotic fervor of the Pomp and Circumstance marches and the emotional 
intensity of the larger orchestral works.

Elgar: Serenade in E minor all three movements, Allegro piacevole, Larghetto and Allegretto, 
are enchanting: the first liltingly rhythmic, the second a meditation of serene beauty on a 
melody similar to that of the Lento movement in the Symphony No. 1, the third a genial 
reworking of first-movement themes.
 The opening movement, in 6/8 time, is based around an opening theme which is suffused 
with the feel of English ballad; perhaps some snatch of West-Country melody caught the 
young composer's ear and worked its way into his creative process. It weaves in and out of 

minor and major before yielding to the no less serene second theme, bearing Elgar's 
trademark interval of a seventh leap. This same thumbprint figure can be found in the 
sensitive following movement, in which there is a constant unfolding of melody rather than 
contrasting themes. A Tristan-like turn, as well as a phrase which seems to be a quotation 
from that opera (Elgar was an unashamed admirer of Wagner's music), are worked up to a 
crest which subsides; overall, though, the music is purged of excessive chromaticism, and 
any Wagnerisms used in a very different and sensitive context. The closing movement uses 
a sunny and winsome theme also in 6/8 and returns to the seventh leap of the opening 
movement, the theme in its final resolution bearing a curious resemblance to the trio of the 
last Pomp and Circumstance nearly 40 years later. Coincidental? Perhaps, but also 
indicative that nothing is incongruous within one's own frame of reference.
 Elgar, himself a violinist, was sensitive to the coloration of the string orchestra, and his 
touch does not falter throughout a work which he described as being "real stringy." There is 
no straining after effect and no obvious personal or pictorial associations -- all is pure music 
as well as pure poetry. Yet anyone who knows the English countryside around Hereford 
where Elgar lived can hardly fail, especially in the second movement, to be reminded of that 
peaceful, solitary landscape.
 The composer made an arrangement of the Serenade for piano duet, though it is now 
difficult to think of it other than in its original form.

 Although written on commission to honor the memory of the Rev. Robert Hadden, ward of 
the Worshipful Company of Musicians, one can hear in Elgar's Elegy for strings deeply felt 
echoes of "Nimrod." The composer's closest friend and advisor, Augustus Jaeger, had 
passed away only one month before, so it is hardly surprising that that most eloquent of the 
Enigma Variations peers through the bars of this short work.
 It is tempting to compare this brief but eloquent work to one from a few years previous, the 
adagietto from Mahler's Fifth Symphony. The two are structurally arch-shaped, speak closely 
related emotional languages, and are similarly scored. The Elgar work retains a stoic yet 
deeply felt dignity that sidesteps the angst of the Mahler symphony movement. Yet from the 
outset, the Elegy speaks a more intense language than usual for the composer, containing 
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very dense string writing and more dissonance than the norm. Some consolation is to be 
found in the middle section, which is also highly reminiscent of the composer's earlier string 
music -- perhaps a deliberate touch of poignancy, for those works were wrought during a 
much happier time in the composer's life. With the reprise of the opening section the arch of 
the music touches down to a somber yet calmly accepting close.

Elgar's Sospiri was premiered on August 11, 1914, and in less than two weeks the world 
would be forever changed. Much of the composer's music from this period is read as an 
elegy to a disappearing golden age: the long-fading close of the Second Symphony, Falstaff 
being dismissed by the new young king. Granted, these readings have the benefit of 
hindsight. Yet in the case of Sospiri the interpretation seems reasonable, for world events 
were rapidly drawing to a head, and a sense of world-weariness, albeit restrained, is deeply 
felt in this brief, unusual work. The composer's wife, in fact, said that the work was "like a 
breath of peace on a perturbed world." The title is Italian for "sighs" or "sighing."
 Although Elgar said that as a whole he did not care for French music, there is something 
quite Gallic in the Fauré-like delicacy and clarity of the writing here. This impression is due 
in part to the ethereal scoring for strings, harp, and organ (the organ part, unusually, is ad 
lib). The main melody enters dissonantly over the harmony, and the resolution, as well as 
the wide intervals, seem evocative of the title. After the reprise of the opening, the different 
voices, each from a different entry point, glide to a long-held final cadence that brings to 
rest this sensitive essay in resigned serenity.

"Greensleeves" is a traditional English folk song. A broadside ballad by the name "A Newe 
Northen Dittye of ye Ladye Greene Sleves" was registered by Richard Jones at the London 
Stationer's Company in September 1580, and the tune is found in several late-16th-century 
and early-17th-century sources, such as Ballet's MS Lute Book and Het Luitboek van 
Thysius, as well as various manuscripts preserved in the Seeley Historical Library in the 
University of Cambridge.
.
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Sir John Barbirolli conducts English String M
usic

Recorded by EMI Introduction And Allegro, Fantasia On 'Greensleeves': Kingsway Hall, London 1962
Elegy & Sospiri: Kingsway Hall, London, 1966

1 Elgar: Introduction and Allegro, Op. 47 14:06
Elgar: Serenade in E minor, Op. 20
2 I. Allegro piacevole 3:58
3 II. Larghetto 6:00
4 III. Allegretto—Come prima 3:17
5 Elgar: Elegy, Op. 58 4:30
6 Elgar: Sospiri, Op. 70 5:17
7 Vaughan Williams: Fantasia on "Greensleeves" 4:39
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