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About Behind the Lines  

Behind the Lines was a year-long programme of free participatory events and resources for 

all ages to commemorate the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. The programme 
was delivered in partnership by Westminster Music Library and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and supported using public funding by Arts Council England. 

Public Workshops  

Beginning in autumn 2013, educational leaders and world-class musicians from the Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra led a series of 18 interactive workshops for adults and families (early 
years and primary age focus). Sessions explored the music and composers of the First World 
War through these engaging creative composition workshops, targeted at the age group 
specified, and using the music and resources housed in Westminster Music Library. 

Schools Projects  

In addition to the public workshop series, Behind the Lines also worked with six schools in 
Westminster and the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea; two secondaries and four 
primaries. These six schools participated in 2 day creative composition projects which drew upon 
the themes of the programme and linked in with the schools own learning programmes – in 
particular the History, Music and English curriculum.  

Additional schools projects can be incorporated in to the Behind the Lines programme between 
2014 – 2018, although fundraising will be required. For further information or to discuss 
fundraising ideas with the project partners please contact rwalters@westminster.gov.uk    

Summer School 

The programme culminated with a four day creative summer school for young musicians (Years 
6-11) across Westminster and RBKC, to commemorate the outbreak of the First World War and 
celebrate its music and composers. Participants explored numerous key compositions and 
composers, drawing upon the resources and works held in the collections at Westminster Music 
Library, and devised their own new musical compositions in response to these works, supported 
by the musical expertise of 5 professional musicians and leaders from the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra.  

Featured Composers 

The programme featured key composers, and signposted numerous others, who all lived during 
The Great War and composed music that was directly inspired by their experiences, including the 
socio-political climate at the time. Key composers included Elgar, Ravel, Holst and Vaughan 
Williams, who were each the subject matter for a set of public workshops and a resource pack. 
However, in addition, the programme explored other key and lesser known composers through 
thematic explorations such as the integration of poetry in to WW1-inspired composition with 
Gurney and Bliss, or the works of composers who died during active service such as Butterworth 
and Farrar.  

Resource Packs 

Just like this pack, the other featured composers and themes of the programme each have a 
Behind the Lines Resource Pack, which are available from Westminster Music Library, online at 
www.musicbehindthelines.org or by request to education@rpo.co.uk   
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Biography 

Edward Elgar (1857–1934) 

Edward Elgar is described in Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians as an ‘English composer 
[whose] abundant invention, largeness of vision, and strength and singularity of musical character 
place him high among European Romantic artists and at the peak of British music of his time. He 
drew inspiration from the culture and landscape of his own country, resourcefulness from the 
study of his continental colleagues; and contributed to all the major forms except opera, creating 
a significant body of symphonic literature, the finest oratorio by an Englishman, and in his popular 
music a style of direct national appeal.’ 

Elgar was born at Lower Broadheath, near Worcester, on 2 June 1857. He was the fourth child 
and second son of a Worcester piano tuner and music shopkeeper, and his Roman Catholic wife. 
He showed promise early on learning piano, violin and organ. He was largely self-taught with 
violin lessons being his only formal musical training; he had hoped to study in Leipzig but this 
was not financially viable. By the age of 16 he had started arranging and composing, and was 
playing music freelance in local orchestras, which performed his new works. He went on to 
become a violinist in the orchestra for the Three Choirs Festival. By the late 1870s Elgar was 
himself teaching violin. 

One of his first pieces, Sevillana, was performed in London in 1884, however, no opportunities 
immediately followed. Elgar met Alice Roberts in 1886 when she took lessons in piano 
accompaniment; they were married quietly in 1889 at Brompton Oratory. There was considerable 
opposition from her family. She was a daughter of an Indian Army general and nine years his 
senior and her family saw Elgar as below her class, and also Catholic. But Alice fully believed in 
Elgar’s ability as a composer and championed his cause throughout her life. She suggested they 
move to London where the music scene was more cosmopolitan and contacts could be made 
with publishers and conductors. However, it was actually at the Worcester Festival in 1890 where 
he had some success with his overture, Froissart.  

Elgar moved back to Great Malvern to teach, during which time he composed The Black Night, 
The Light of Life and King Olaf, the latter cantata being his biggest success to date. National 
recognition still eluded him however. It was to be the Imperial March written for Queen Victoria’s 
Diamond Jubilee in 1897 which brought him to public notice. A commission for a cantata, 
Caractacus, followed but he finally broke through in 1899 with his orchestral work Variations on 
an Original Theme (Enigma), premiered in London by German conductor Hans Richter who was 
a great promoter of Elgar’s work. 

During the 1890s Elgar made several visits to Germany and, like many British composers and 
musicians of the time, was profoundly influenced by the German musical scene. He heard a great 
deal of Wagner as well as Weber and Gounod whose work he studied and performed.  

From the turn of the century until 1914, Elgar finally achieved great acclaim at home and 
widespread fame in Europe as far as Russia, which was greater than any other English 
composer had done. His music was included in programmes conducted by Weingarter, Strauss, 
Steinbach and Busoni. 

During this period he produced most of his well known works. The Dream of Gerontius was his 
first major religious work. Often called an oratorio, a description disapproved of by Elgar, The 
Dream of Gerontius initially wasn’t received well due to it being poorly rehearsed, and there was 
some opposition to its overt Catholic text. Elgar wrote at the end of the score ‘This is the best of 
me’ and he was hurt and disillusioned by its poor reception. It did, however, receive two 
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performances in Düsseldorf where it was heard by Richard Strauss who named Elgar the 
‘Meister’ and stated that he was the foremost English composer of the day. Elgar planned to write 
a trilogy of religious works which were to be performed on consecutive days at the Three Choirs 
Festival and were to use leitmotifs in the manner of Wagner. He completed The Apostles and 
The Kingdom, but the third part, The Last Judgement, was never written despite encouragement 
from friends. 

Other works from this period included his two symphonies, the Introduction and Allegro for 
strings, the concert overtures Cockaigne and In the South, the first four Pomp and Circumstance 
marches, the Coronation Ode, the Wand of Youth Suites (which were based on music he had 
written when a child), the Violin Concerto and The Music Makers. The First Symphony written in 
1908 was performed over 80 times in its first year in cities including Vienna, St Petersburg, 
Leipzig and New York. 

The Pomp and Circumstance March No. 1 was so popular that A. C. Benson wrote the now 
familiar words of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ to the central theme, and this was re-used in the 
Coronation Ode in 1902. Elgar was knighted in 1904 at the age of 47, and in 1911 was admitted 
to the Order of Merit, but was not appointed to the post of Master of the King's Music until 1924.  

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Elgar continued to live in Great Malvern until 1904, 
when he moved to Hereford. In 1905, the position of Professor of Music at Birmingham University 
was created and Elgar was invited to be the first recipient of the chair. Although it was a role he 
didn’t particularly enjoy, he held the post until 1908, giving several lectures on the state of British 
music. In 1912, he had moved back to London, taking residence at Severn House in Hampstead. 

 

For a detailed account of Elgar’s life and work in the war see the section below 

 

Shortly after the war Elgar was struck by tragedy. Alice died on 7 April 1920, and with her death 
Elgar’s creativity deserted him. The Cello Concerto was to be his final masterpiece. His style of 
music was also no longer fashionable and from now on he composed no major new works; what 
he did write was generally taken from material he had sketched when he was younger. He still 
continued to conduct however, and took a great interest in the emerging recording industry. He 
briefly worked on an opera, The Spanish Lady, in 1932, as well as a third symphony, but they 
remained incomplete at his death at Worcester on 23 February 1934. Elgar was buried beside his 
wife at St Wulstan's Church, Little Malvern. The Third Symphony has subsequently been 
completed by Anthony Payne, who elaborated on Elgar’s sketches, and received its first 
performance in 1998. 

Elgar gave the appearance of being a late Victorian and Edwardian country squire, but this rather 
belies his more humble origins. He was of lower social class and, coupled with his Catholic faith, 
felt he was rather out of step with the British Establishment.  

Following the unification of Germany and its victory in the Franco-Prussian War, there was a 
growing feeling that Germany was increasingly dominating Europe, including in the cultural 
sphere. The response in England was to seek to develop a distinctive English musical identity. 
This was led by Parry, Stanford and Grove. The Royal College of Music was founded at this time 
and Grove published his Dictionary of Music and Musicians. They believed in a Schumann-
Brahms model and the movement was based in Oxford and Cambridge. Elgar, however, did not 
fit into this and remained on the outside, slowly developing his own style, although he too was 
greatly influenced by German music. Despite Stanford’s early support of Elgar and respect for his 
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music, some tension developed between the two composers, the origins of which remain unclear. 
Elgar was always highly regarded by Strauss, however. 

The struggles he experienced to find recognition for nearly 25 years wounded him; he was 41 
before he produced his first unquestionable masterpiece. This experience left him with a certain 
mistrust of others, even following his subsequent fame, and he commonly claimed he had no 
interest in music. He was not comfortable in the big cities and never settled in London. He always 
returned to the Malverns where he would enjoy cycling, golf, a day at the races, walking and his 
dogs. 

Elgar is often portrayed as the most English of composers but his influences are varied, they 
include Schumann, Wagner, Gounod, Saint-Saëns, Franck, Liszt, and Brahms. These influences 
make his “Englishness” difficult to define. His music combines nobility, spirituality and can range 
from great warmth to melancholy. He wrote brilliantly for the orchestra and had an excellent 
command of choral music, and alongside his large scale works are many popular shorter and 
lighter pieces. 

Elgar during the War 

When the First World War broke out on 4 August 1914, Edward and Alice Elgar and their 
daughter Carice were on holiday in the north of Scotland. While most guests left the hotel, the 
Elgars were stranded for a while; boats had been commandeered to transport troops and there 
was limited road transport to take them to the nearest railway station thirty miles away. As they 
slowly travelled back to England they witnessed large troop movements. 

Back in London however, Elgar found things were closer to normality. Having not been involved 
in a major war in Europe for a century, the country seemed to be expecting a short conflict and 
life carried on as normal, for example, with the opening of the Proms festival. 

A very stirring performance of Land of Hope and Glory was given at the Proms, and in the same 
concert, Sospiri was also played. This rather sad and melancholy work for strings, harp and 
organ, described by Alice Elgar as ‘lovely like a breath of peace on a perturbed world’, contrasts 
with the upbeat Pomp and Circumstance March, and perhaps indicates the divided feelings of the 
composer towards the war. 

Like the majority at the time, Elgar felt a sense of duty to his country and the cause. This became 
his public persona and he was to compose works to reflect this during the course of the long war. 
However, he was aware of the horrors of war and privately found no glory in it. Early on in the 
war, he was to write, ‘concerning the war I say nothing – the only thing that wrings my heart and 
soul is the thought of the horses – oh! My beloved animals – the men and women can go to hell – 
but my horses…’ This was the voice of a man brought up in the English countryside where the 
horse was always present, but also the voice of a man who was able to foresee the level of 
destruction which was to come. 

Having regularly visited the country, Elgar owed much of his musical development to German 
music and composers. He enjoyed fame on the continent and in Germany in particular, providing 
another reason why he was greatly saddened that war had broken out. When Thomas Beecham 
was asked where Elgar’s friends were, he answered ‘they’re all interned’, such was Elgar’s 
popularity and support among Germans living in Britain. Xenophobia had taken hold of the 
country. 

One of the first things Elgar attempted musically was to try to get A. C. Benson to change the 
familiar words of Land of Hope and Glory to something less jingoistic, but the public mood 
prevailed. He was no pacifist though; on the civilian front, on his return from Scotland, he signed 
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up as a Staff Inspector with the Hampstead Special Constabulary on 17 August, filling in for those 
policemen who had enlisted to fight. Alice served on charitable committees and taught French to 
the troops, while Carice joined the War Office’s censorship department. Severn House, where 
they lived in London, became a venue for small fund-raising concerts, and Elgar conducted at 
larger events. 

The war brought financial difficulties for Elgar as cultural life was eventually curtailed. 
Performances of his music also dried up in Germany, while in France – an ally to the UK – Elgar 
had never gained the same popularity, so performances of his work reduced drastically on the 
continent. 

Elgar’s first composition of the war was Carillon, a patriotic recitation for speaker and orchestra of 
words by Belgian poet Émile Cammaerts. (For details see Featured Compositions) 

He followed this with Une Voix dans le Désert and Le Drapeau Belge, also to words by Émile 
Cammaerts, but in these later pieces the early optimism that characterises Carillon had given 
way to a greater weariness. 

Elgar also turned his attention and sympathies towards Poland, which was suffering in the conflict 
on the Eastern Front. He wrote a short orchestral piece, Polonia, which quotes Chopin, 
Paderewski, and the Polish national anthem. This was written to raise money for the Polish Relief 
Fund, where all the proceeds from the Belgian pieces too went to charitable funds. 

It was clear by this time that the conflict was not going to be as short-lived as originally 
anticipated, and the night call outs in the cold, combined with his age, forced Elgar to resign as a 
Special Constable in March 1915. He did join the Hampstead Volunteer Force, where he enjoyed 
learning how to fire a gun, however, during this year the Zeppelin raids on London forced him to 
leave the city as much as possible. While he escaped, he set to work on incidental music to The 
Starlight Express, which is a children’s play and equally just as escapist; it explores dreams and 
childhood, although it wasn’t a great success. 

By now, he had discovered the poems of Laurence Binyon, three of which he would set and 
would form The Spirit of England. (For details see Featured Compositions) 

Elgar’s health had suffered in the meantime: he had returned to London, but living there was a 
strain, and he was now suffering from exhaustion and depression. There were continual money 
worries, and he had a recurring ear disease which troubled him regularly. He was approached to 
write a ballet, The Sanguine Fan, which lifted him a little, and he then set about writing a song-
cycle to words by Rudyard Kipling, which would be called The Fringes of the Fleet. First 
performed in June 1917, it toured around the country and is perhaps the only jingoistic work he 
ever wrote, coming at a time of stalemate on the Western Front when such a boost to morale was 
required. 

Elgar’s health and spirits continued to ebb and flow, and after the success of The Fringes of the 
Fleet he suffered more depression. No diagnosis was found but it was suggested by his doctor 
that the Elgars move well out of London. Alice duly found a place called Brinkwells: a thatched 
cottage near Fittleworth in Sussex which had a garden, was surrounded by woods and had some 
fine views, but was sufficiently close to London for her and Carice. 

Elgar had his tonsils removed, and during a period of rest in Sussex, his mind cleared, enabling 
him to start sketching some new ideas. His energy and spirits picked up and he was soon 
composing more prolifically than he had done at any other time during the war. He started 
working on four works simultaneously in 1918. These included three chamber works and a cello 
concerto. During the war (and before) he had been either setting texts or experimenting with 
stage works – he had not written much for the chamber music genre, and it is possible that his 
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inspiration was now that he needed to get back to more abstract music. As he was getting older, 
he felt drawn back to the purity of expression in music, just as Beethoven had done with his late 
string quartets. It took Elgar until he was fifty to feel comfortable writing a symphony, and until he 
was sixty to write a sonata, a quartet and a quintet; in writing his Violin Sonata, String Quartet 
and Piano Quintet, therefore, Elgar found a sense of peace. He felt freer, as he no longer had to 
find fame or try to write the kind of music that would gain him recognition. He could choose to 
write what he wanted: more reflective music inspired by the rural location where he was now 
living. 

When the armistice was signed in November 1918, Laurence Binyon approached Elgar again 
and invited him to set to music to words he had written for the peace. Elgar replied ‘I do not feel 
drawn to write peace music somehow…the whole atmosphere is too full of complexities for me to 
feel music to it; not the atmosphere of the poem but of the time I mean…the individual sorrow & 
sacrifice – a cruelty I resent bitterly & disappointedly.’ For Elgar such pomp and circumstance 
was totally inappropriate given what had been lost, although Alice, who had come from a military 
background, hoped that Elgar might write some kind of war symphony. Instead Elgar wrote his 
Cello Concerto. (For details see Featured Compositions) 

Times were still hard after the war with shortages and upheavals caused by the conflict, but 
performances of the three chamber works took place, and late in 1919 the Cello Concerto 
received its first performance. 
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Chronology of key dates and World War One connections 

1857  Born at Broadheath near Worcester on 2 June 

1868  Educated at Littleton House 

1869–78 Takes violin lessons, his only formal training 

1872  Works briefly in a solicitor’s office 

1873 Starts arranging and composing and becomes a freelance musician playing in a 
range of local orchestras and ensembles 

1877  Establishes a violin teaching practice 

1884  Sevillana first performed in Worcester and London 

1889  Marries Alice Roberts and moves to London 

1890  Gains some success with Froissart overture 

1891  Moves back to Malvern 

1892  Visits Germany (makes four further visits by 1902.) 

1897 Gains public notice from the Imperial March written for Queen Victoria’s Diamond 
Jubilee 

1899  Variations on an Original Theme (Enigma) is given its first performance and 
establishes Elgar as England’s foremost composer both at home and abroad 

1900 Oratorio The Dream of Gerontius first performed and receives mixed reviews, and 
is followed by The Apostles and The Kingdom 

1901 Writes Pomp and Circumstance March No. 1 to which A. C. Benson writes the 
words of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. 

1901–14  Writes most of his major works including two symphonies, the Introduction and 
Allegro for strings, the concert overtures Cockaigne and In the South, the Pomp 
and Circumstance marches, the Coronation Ode, the Wand of Youth Suites, the 
Violin Concerto and The Music Makers 

1904  Receives knighthood 

1905  Becomes Professor of Music at Birmingham University until 1908 

1908  Writes First Symphony which is a great success worldwide 

1911   Admitted to the Order of Merit 

1912  Moves back to London from Hereford 

1914  First World War breaks out in August 

Rousing performance of Land of Hope and Glory given at the Proms along with 
Sospiri 

Tries to get Benson to change the words of Land of Hope and Glory to something 
less jingoistic 

  Signs up as a Staff Inspector with the Hampstead Special Constabulary 

Severn House, Elgar’s London home, becomes a venue for small fund-raising 
concerts 

Suffers financial difficulties due to general reduction in artistic activity and reduction 
in the number of performances of his work abroad 
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As his contribution to King Albert’s Book, and in support of the Belgians, Elgar 
composes Carillon with words by Émile Cammaerts  

1915  Makes a recording of Carillon 

  Composes Polonia, to raise money for the Polish Relief Fund 

Composes Une Voix dans le Désert and Le Drapeau Belge, also to words by Émile 
Cammaerts, with all proceeds going to charity 

Resigns from Hampstead Special Constabulary but joins the Hampstead Volunteer 
Force 

Zeppelin raids on London drive Elgar out of the city to Worcester, the Lake District 
and Stratford 

  Composes incidental music to The Starlight Express 

1916 Composes The Spirit of England made up of three poems by Laurence Binyon – 
The Fourth of August, To Women and For the Fallen. Elgar is unhappy with some 
of the words of The Fourth of August so only To Women and For the Fallen are 
performed 

  Suffers poor health, exhaustion and depression and takes rest 

1917  Moves back to London 

  Writes ballet The Sanguine Fan    

Composes The Fringes of the Fleet – a song-cycle to words by Rudyard Kipling 

Inserts problematic verse of The Fourth of August after news of enemy brutality – 
The Spirit of England receives its first complete performance 

  Moves to Brinkwells in Sussex to counter his continuing poor health 

1918  Elgar’s health improves and he gains a new lease of life 

Composes Violin Sonata, String Quartet and Piano Quintet in quick succession   

  First World War ends in November 

Turns down Laurence Binyon’s suggestion that he set Binyon’s words for peace 

Starts work on the Cello Concerto  

1919  Cello Concerto is first performed on 27 October 

1920 Alice dies on 7 April. Elgar is distraught, his creativity deserts him and he writes no 
further major works, but instead shows interest in the fledgling recording industry 

1923  Moves back to Worcester 

1924  Becomes Master of the King’s Music 

1932  Records his Violin Concerto with the 16 year old Yehudi Menuhin 

1934 Dies at Worcester on 23 February and is buried beside his wife at St Wulstan's 
Church, Little Malvern 

 

For a Chronology of Major works visit www.elgar.org/3chronol.htm    
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Featured Compositions 

For links to audio versions of these featured compositions, see here  

Elgar was musically active during the war but found composition a struggle; what he did write 
was generally commissioned or written at the suggestion of others. Apart from the featured 
compositions below, he wrote two other pieces using the text of poems by Émile Cammaerts, 
Une Voix dans le Désert and Le Drapeau Belge. For the Polish Relief Fund he wrote Polonia, 
and Kipling provided the words to The Fringes of the Fleet. Two works unrelated to the war 
included the incidental music to The Starlight Express and the ballet The Sanguine Fan. In 1918, 
he wrote, in quick succession, a Violin Sonata, a String Quartet and a Piano Quintet, which were 
his first works written during the war which were entirely his own and not suggested by others. 
 

 

Carillon, op. 75 

Background to the Composition 

As Belgium was invaded by German forces in the early weeks of the war, the response from 
Britain was one of great sympathy, as reports were received of alleged atrocities committed in 
response to Belgian resistance. Elgar responded to this with his first war composition, Carillon, a 
patriotic recitation for speaker and orchestra of words by Belgian poet Émile Cammaerts.  

It was Elgar’s contribution to King Albert’s Book, an anthology organised in aid of the Belgian 
Fund in which artists and statesmen showed their solidarity with the occupied country. Belgium is 
noted for its bells and they came to symbolise the country’s resistance, along with the fear that 
they might be taken, melted down and be used for the enemy’s war effort. The work was first 
performed on 7 December 1914 with the poet’s wife Tina Brand Cammaerts as narrator. Elgar 
was to conduct it frequently during the war and recorded a version in English early in 1915.  

 

Musical Breakdown 

 Key:  B Flat Major. 

 Structure: Sections of instrumental music are interspersed with narrated text. There is 
an ostinato theme of 4 repeated descending crotchets (B flat – F) present 
throughout the work, except during narrated sections.  

 Tempo: Allegro, dotted minim = 46. 
 

How the Piece Relates to WW1 

1. The use of bells in the instrumentation highlights their symbolic value for Belgium during 
wartime. 

 

2. The 4 note descending ostinato figure, in lower strings at first, is deliberately reminiscent of 
the peals of church/cathedral bells and, as it goes against the 3/4 time signature, also 
represents the often unequal feel of bell peal patterns. 
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3. The first theme establishes a strident waltz feel, over the ostinato con dignita (with dignity) 
and the upbeat melody gives the opening a feeling of hope for the Belgian soldiers and 
civilians.  

Opening bars: 

 
 

 
4. The second theme represents the threat and uncertainty inherent in war with rushing triplet 

figures against the ostinato in D Minor with a D pedal in the bass.  
 

 Second theme: 
 

 
 
 
 

5. There is a loud fanfare theme at bar 74, with the ostinato moving to the upper registers. 
This theme possibly relates to feelings of pride and triumph in future victory as well as a 
call to arms for the troops. 

 
   

TOP 



 
 

  Page | 13 
      

 
6. The theme directly following this, which appears again at the close of the piece, also has a 

triumphant and rousing feel, with the ostinato returned to the bass line. 
 
Fanfare and following theme: 

 
 

7. The first ostinato free theme, set to the text ‘To the sound of the bugle, the sound of the 
drum’ appears quietly at bar 98 in celli, bass, percussion and clarinet. The music here and 
the instrumentation are reminiscent of a small military band playing a waltz theme and this 
could be a reference to music played on the front lines. 

 Military band/waltz theme: 
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8. Cammaert’s text ‘We’ll ask the earth they loved so well, To rock them in her great arms…’, 
a section of the poem dealing with death and grief, is set to quiet held G minor and E flat 
minor chords for 3 bars at bar 241. This section perhaps represents mourning and grief in 
war. 

Mourning chords: 
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The Spirit of England, op. 80 and With Proud Thanksgiving 

Background to the Composition 

In 1915 Elgar discovered the poems of Laurence Binyon, three of which he would set and which 
would become his most enduring work of the war years. The poems in question, The Fourth of 
August, To Women and For the Fallen, would be the three settings for soprano, chorus and 
orchestra and would form The Spirit of England, and which are a far cry from his earlier 
patriotism. The work is dedicated ‘to the memory of our glorious men, with a special thought for 
the Worcesters’. The Spirit of England was to be Elgar’s last major choral work and moved 
Ernest Newman to write ‘With the exception of Elgar, none of our composers, so far as I know, 
has produced any music, inspired by the war, that expresses anything of what the nation feels in 
these dark days.’ 

The composition of The Spirit of England was not without its difficulties, however. The poem For 
the Fallen was due to be set by another composer, Cyril Rootham, so copyright issues had to be 
ironed out first with the publisher Novello. Of the three poems set by Elgar, For the Fallen was 
written first and was initially performed with To Women in 1916. For the Fallen contains the verse 
now familiar to us each year on Remembrance Day. 

They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old:  
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
At the going down of the sun and in the morning 
We will remember them. 

The first complete performance of the whole work was not until October 1917. The delay in 
completing the work was due to the difficulty Elgar had completing The Fourth of August. He was 
unhappy with the sixth verse which he felt accused the enemy of inhumanity, a view he didn’t 
share. However, as the war progressed and became more bitter and brutal, national hatred on all 
sides increased, so Elgar finally relented and set the verse. He still couldn’t find original music so 
instead re-used material from the Demons’ Chorus from The Dream of Gerontius.  

After the war was over, Elgar was asked to write a shortened version of For the Fallen for the 
unveiling of the Cenotaph on 11 November 1920, which was called With Proud Thanksgiving. As 
it was to be played outside, he arranged it for military band, but in the end it was not used as the 
ceremony consisted only of hymn singing. He then re-scored it for orchestra and it was given its 
first performance at the Royal Albert Hall on 7 May 1921. It is rarely performed today, the original 
version generally being preferred. 

Musical Breakdown 

 Key:  1st movement – ‘The Fourth of August’ is in G Major with constant references 
to the relative minor (E minor), it briefly modulates to F Minor at figure 4 

2nd movement – ‘To Women’ is in A Flat Major (1 semitone higher that the 1st 
movement) with no key changes 

3rd movement – ‘For the Fallen’ is in A Minor (a further semitone higher) with 
a Tierce de Picardy to A Major on the final chord 

 Structure: 3 movements 

 Tempo:  1st movement – moderato e maestoso, crotchet = 92  

2nd movement – moderato, crotchet = 66 

3rd movement – ‘Solenne’, crotchet = 63    
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How the Piece Relates to WW1 

1. The opening theme, which is developed throughout the 1st movement, is a rousing lyrical 
theme in honour of the troops. This description is confirmed by the first line of text as the 
choir enters with the words ‘Now in thy splendor go before us’ taking up the musical line 
and shape from the orchestra. This is then mirrored by the first solo soprano entry. 

Opening theme: 

 

2. The second theme is equally grandiose and both together represent Elgar’s own feelings 
of national pride for the soldiers, perhaps especially towards the Worcesters to whom the 
piece is dedicated. 

Second theme: 

 

3. Both themes have an element of doubt, however, through repeated references to the 
relative minor. This perhaps highlights Elgar’s increasing fears and doubts about the 
conflict. 

4. Elgar chose to reuse material from the Demons’ chorus of his earlier work The Dream of 
Gerontius for the 6th verse, for which he originally refused to write music given it’s 
insinuations of German inhumanity. It may be that Elgar chose to rework earlier material 
here because he wasn’t filled with enough anti-German sentiment to write new material of 
that nature… 
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5. …Another opposing view could be that by 1916 Elgar, having come under the influence of 
increasing national hatred, decided to use this material because of its significance as 
representing demons in Gerontius. Either way, the music graphically represents sinister 
and malevolent forces in war. 

 

Adapted Demons’ Chorus music from ‘The Dream of Gerontius’ in the first movement of 
‘Spirit of England’: 

 

6. In the 2nd movement after the text ‘…and not a stab of steel is pressed home’ in bar 41 
Elgar adds a punchy sfp tremolo in violins, two notes a whole tone apart to portray the 
stab musically. 

Stab figure: 
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7. Movement 3: ‘For The Fallen’ opens with a repeated plagal descent from A to D (in A 
minor) in bass parts, accompanied by upper chords moving in contrary motion (pp and 
ppp), this sets a desolate mood which is frequently revisited throughout the movement. 

 

Opening bars of ‘For the Fallen’: 

 
8. The music for the opening stanza of text in this movement was reworked after the war in 

With Proud Thanksgiving. In For the fallen there is a section of introductory instrumental 
music before the choir enters quietly (piano) and the melodic line is shaped in a sombre 
reflective way, starting with the interval of a semitone, whereas in With Proud 
Thanksgiving the introductory music is cut back significantly and the choir enters loudly 
(forte) with a simpler, more declamatory line starting with the interval of a minor 3rd. This 
shows how Elgar reworked his music for ceremonial purposes, in this case the dedication 
of the Cenotaph (see above) where something more straightforward than the original 
would perhaps have been more suitable. 

 Opening soprano line in ‘For the Fallen’ 

 
 

 Opening soprano line in ‘With Proud Thanksgiving’ 
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9. A quick march begins at bar 66 of For the Fallen which starts confidently with loud 
(fortissimo) brass fanfare motifs, but diminuendos along a meandering descending triplet 
cello line to a soft pianissimo. This section has a spectral quality, like a ‘ghost march’, 
especially when the choir enters at bar 85. A musical representation of fallen soldiers 
marching in the afterlife perhaps. 

   

Opening bars of the quick march from figure 10: 
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Cello Concerto in E minor, Op. 85 

Background to the Composition 

The Cello Concerto was written in 1919 after the Violin Sonata, String Quartet and Piano Quintet, 
while Elgar was living at Brinkwells in Sussex. The peaceful surroundings inspired a burst of 
energy and ideas, and writing abstract chamber and purely orchestral music appealed to Elgar 
after he had spent the war setting words or writing music for the stage. Laurence Binyon’s 
suggestion to Elgar that he set his words written for peace had been turned down. Words were 
clearly insufficient to express the complex feelings Elgar had about the war, so the reflective 
Cello Concerto was his response, though he did describe the concerto as ‘a real large work & I 
think good and alive’.  

It was given its first performance in October 1919, but unfortunately was a disaster, as it was so 
poorly rehearsed. The concert also included Scryabin’s Poem of Ecstasy which the conductor, 
Albert Coates, gave priority in the time available. It has since, however, become a central work in 
the cello repertoire.  

Elgar was now 62. This work has been described by some as a requiem, not just the mourning of 
so much destruction and loss of life in the war, but also mourning for the loss of an ideal – a way 
of life which had been so familiar to Elgar, both socially and artistically, which had been swept 
way. 

Musical Breakdown 

 Key 1st movement – E Minor, modulates to E major in the central section.  

2nd movement – E Minor/G Major 

3rd movement – B Flat Major  

4th movement – E Minor 

 Structure:  4 movements 

 Tempo:  1st movement – Adagio, crotchet = 56 (introduction/motto theme) then 
Moderato 

2nd movement – recitative, varying slow and fast tempi at first then Allegro 
molto, crotchet = 160 

3rd movement – Adagio, crotchet = 50 

4th movement – varying tempo for introduction then Allegro, ma non troppo, 
crotchet = 108 

How the Piece Relates to WW1 

1. The motto theme which opens the first movement reappears at the start of the second 
movement and towards the end of the final movement is full of anguish and expressivity 
which perhaps represents Elgar’s feelings on reflection about the war. 

Motto theme: 
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2. The main theme from the first movement (appearing after the motto theme) was first 
written down in March 1918 when the war was still far from over. It is developed 
throughout the movement, providing most of the thematic material, split in sequence 
between orchestra and soloist. It is a somber theme and is lightly orchestrated and 
accompanied for most of the movement (usually just wind and strings, or just strings) with 
brass only appearing fully at 2 loud climactic sections. The movement as a whole has a 
feeling of intimate reflection which could represent Elgar’s mood at the time. 

          Opening statement of the main theme (orchestrated with violas and cellos): 

3. The 3rd movement is slow and lyrical. This romantic adagio perhaps alludes to a time of 
greater innocence, in poignant contrast to the outer two movements. 

Opening bars of the 3rd movement:
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Elgar: Further Reference 

Elgar Related Books, Film, Audio 

Type Title  Author Location  

Book 

Oh my Horses: Elgar and the Great War Ed. Lewis Foreman Music Library 

The Life of Elgar Michael Kennedy Music Library 

Elgar: Illustrated Lives Simon Mundy Music Library 

Edward Elgar: A Creative Life Jerrold Northrop Moore Music Library 

Elgar: A Life in Photographs Jerrold Northrop Moore Music Library 

Elgar Robert Anderson Music Library 

Providence and Art: A Study in Elgar’s Religious Beliefs Geoffrey Hodgkins Music Library: Store 

Film Elgar Ken Russell DVD. Shops/Rentals 

Audio 
'The Longed-for Light' - Elgar's Music in Wartime 
(Includes Carillon) 

Elgar 
CD. Shops/Rentals. On Spotify  
 

Audio Carillon Elgar 
On YouTube (low quality 
audio) 

Audio The Spirit of England / Coronation Ode Elgar 
CD. Shops/Rentals. On Spotify 
On YouTube (audio only) 

Audio Fringes of the Fleet Elgar  CD. Shops/Rentals. On Spotify 

Audio Cello Concerto in E Minor, op. 85 Elgar 
CD. Shops/Rentals. On 
Youtube. On Spotify 
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http://open.spotify.com/album/28HRMJmuhukYSJlSqIqPGi
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xIGpLVdPDHY
http://open.spotify.com/album/2LW314C5rX1uRBSy3rmeIb
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RiwodQ-_8rE
http://open.spotify.com/album/7ga7oJHQ99aR5Yd3BGfq4e
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TGQ9kztLlwQ
http://open.spotify.com/album/2FUUQNejmLXGks5YYcfQKK
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Elgar Related Scores 

Title  Type Location in WML 

Carillon, op. 75 
Sheet Music – Piano Solo – Facsimile of 
the composer's manuscript 

Music Library 

Carillon, op. 75 Sheet Music – Full Scores Music Library 

Polonia, op. 76 Full Score                   Music Library: Office           

Une Voix dans le Désert, op. 77 
Sheet Music – Voice and Strings – 
Facsimile of the composer's manuscript 

Music Library 

Une Voix dans le Désert, op. 77 
Sheet Music – Full Scores – Facsimile of 
the composer's manuscript 

Music Library 

The Starlight Express, op. 78 Full Score Music Library: Office 

Le Drapeau Belge, op. 79  Currently unavailable 

The Spirit of England, op. 80 Vocal Score Music Library 

The Spirit of England, op. 80 Full Score Music Library: Office 

The Fringes of the Fleet (selection of four 
songs) 

Sheet Music – Vocal solo Music Library 

The Sanguine Fan Full Score Music Library: Office 

Sonata for Violin and Piano, op. 82 Score and part Music Library 

String Quartet in E Minor, op. 83 Sheet Music – Full Scores Music Library 

String Quartet in E minor, op. 83 4 parts Music Library 

Piano Quintet, op. 84 Score and 4 parts Music Library 

Piano Quintet, op. 84 Miniature Score Music Library 

Concerto for Cello and Orchestra in E 
minor, op. 85 

Full Score Music Library 

Concerto for Cello and Orchestra in E 
minor, op. 85 

Miniature Score Music Library 

Concerto for Cello and Orchestra in E 
minor, op. 85 

arr. Cello and piano 
Music Library 
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Elgar Related Websites 

Title  Description URL 

The Elgar Society 
The Elgar Society website. News, music information, 
chronologies and biographical information. 

www.elgar.org  

Grove Music Online 
Leading online resource for music research (free 
access for members of Westminster Libraries)  

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/ex
clusives/#music 

Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography 

Concise, up-to-date biographies of men and women 
who have shaped British history and culture (free 
access for members of Westminster Libraries) 

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/ex
clusives/#biography  

Elgar Related Periodicals 

Title of Periodical/Journal Volume and Page Date Article Title Location in WML 

Journal of the Elgar Society Vol. 11, no. 2, p. 97 Jul 1999 
Elgar’s Polonia, Op. 76 by Joseph A  
Herter 

Music Library: 
Store 

Musical Times Vol. 57, p. 235 01/05/1916 
The Spirit of England: Edward Elgar’s new 
choral work 

Music Library: 
Office 

Musical Times Vol. 58. p. 295 01/07/1917 
Elgar’s ‘Fourth of August’ by Ernest 
Newman 

Music  Library: 
Office 

Journal of the Elgar Society 
Vol. 9, no. 6,  
p. 296 

Nov 1996 Spirit Insights by Charles A Hooey 
Music Library: 
Store 

Journal of the Elgar Society Vol. 11, no. 1, p. 11 Mar 1999 
The Great War: Elgar and the Creative 
Challenge by Andrew Neill 

Music  Library: 
Store 
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http://www.elgar.org/
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography
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WW1 Centenary: Websites & Links 
Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Behind the Lines 

The website of this Behind the Lines programme, containing 
useful information about the resources available, workshops 
taking place, as well as information and media documenting the 
year-long project run in partnership by Westminster Music Library 
and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. 

www.musicbehindthelines.org  
 

Centenary News  

News and information about the 2014-2018 First World War 
Centenary. The website contains news items, videos, details of 
events, educational resources, and links to articles and blogs. 
The site also includes a summary of organisations who are 
involved with the study of the First World War, or who are 
planning Centenary events.  

www.centenarynews.com  

1914.org  

1914.org is a website which highlights centenary events and 
resources from across the globe, and includes the First World 
War Centenary Partnership: a network of over 1,000 local, 
regional, national and international cultural and educational 
organisations led by IWM (Imperial War Museums).  

www.1914.org    
 
 

 

War Memorials Trust 

War Memorials Trust is the national charity dedicated to the 
protection and conservation of war memorials in the UK. The 
website has lots of useful resources and information about war 
memorials, in particular some excellent teacher packs and lesson 
plans to help build a greater understanding of our war memorial 
heritage. 

www.learnaboutwarmemorials.
org   
 

In Memoriam 2014 

In Memoriam 2014 is a national War Memorials Trust (see entry 
above) project which will, with the assistance of local communities 
and groups, locate, log, maintain then protect the nation's war 
memorials in time for Remembrance Day 2014  

www.inmemoriam2014.org  
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http://www.musicbehindthelines.org/
http://www.centenarynews.com/
http://www.1914.org/partners/
http://www.1914.org/partners/
http://www.1914.org/
http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/
http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/
http://www.inmemoriam2014.org/
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Imperial War Museum The Imperial War Museum’s website. The information on this 
website tells you about the permanent displays, the archives, 
special exhibitions, forthcoming events, education programmes, 
corporate hospitality and shopping facilities at all 5 IWM 
museums. 

www.iwm.org.uk   

Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission 

This organisation commemorates the 1,700,000 men and women 
of the Commonwealth forces who died in the two world wars and 
maintains cemeteries, burial sites and memorials of all sizes. The 
website has useful learning resources and search facilities 
(memorial sites, Registers of war dead). 

www.cwgc.org/  

Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport 

The government is working alongside partners, on a series of 
national remembrance events, an extensive cultural programme 
and educational schemes. Information can be found  on this 
website. 

www.gov.uk/government/topic
al-events/first-world-war-
centenary  

Sounds of War – Instruments of 
Peace, Brighton, May 2014 
 
 

A month long series celebrating, commemorating and exploring 
the music and composers of two world wars. Music by Elgar, 
Gurney and Bliss to Messiaen, Boulez and Reich with Ligeti 
Quartet, OperaCoast, The Riot Ensemble and the Post-War 
Orchestra. Three new commissions, free of charge educational 
workshops including British Music Reloaded and an all-comers 
sing-along event. 

Web link 
 
 

War Horse at the New London 
Theatre 

War Horse at the New London Theatre – based on the novel by 
Michael Morpurgo set during WW1 which recounts the 
experiences of horse Joey, purchased by the Army for service in 
WW1, and his previous owner Albert in his attempts to bring Joey 
home. The music was composed by Adrian Sutton and there are 
interesting parallels to draw between his approach as a 
contemporary composer writing for a WW1 story setting, and 
those of our featured Behind the Lines composers as they wrote 
during the First World War itself. NB: Adrian will be writing about 
how he wrote the music for War Horse especially for Behind the 
Lines later in the year. Keep checking the BTL website 

Tickets & Show Information: 
www.warhorseonstage.com/tic
kets/london  
 
 
 
 
Adrian talks about how he 
wrote War Horse here: 
www.viewbix.com/v/reporting/2
6689D93-820A-431F-8381-
8E498FCB6EA5  
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http://www.iwm.org.uk/
http://www.cwgc.org/
http://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/first-world-war-centenary
http://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/first-world-war-centenary
http://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/first-world-war-centenary
https://www.facebook.com/events/612782438742723/?ref=22
http://www.musicbehindthelines.org/
http://www.warhorseonstage.com/tickets/london
http://www.warhorseonstage.com/tickets/london
http://www.viewbix.com/v/reporting/26689D93-820A-431F-8381-8E498FCB6EA5
http://www.viewbix.com/v/reporting/26689D93-820A-431F-8381-8E498FCB6EA5
http://www.viewbix.com/v/reporting/26689D93-820A-431F-8381-8E498FCB6EA5

