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Ralph Vaughan Williams, 1872-1958 

A London Symphony (Symphony No. 2) 

This is a work we almost don’t have! It was premiered in 1914, but the manuscript score was 

shared with a composer in Germany, and it got lost during the War. Fortunately, a “short” 

score existed that allowed for some performances and allowed Vaughan Williams to make 

various changes. The version we hear today was published in 1936. 

* * * 

Ironically, Vaughan Williams was urged, if not propelled, into writing a symphony in the first 

place by friend and composer George Butterworth, who died during the Battle of the Somme 

in 1916. This Second Symphony is dedicated to Butterworth—another connection between the 

music and the Great War. 

* * * 

The composer did not have a detailed set of images for listeners to consider while hearing the 

music. He once said that Symphony by a Londoner could be a better title. Nevertheless, there 

are some clues: the first movement, for example, quotes the chimes of Big Ben tolling the 

hour. The chimes might be heard on London’s "Hampstead Heath on an August Bank Holiday," 

to borrow the composer’s title for the movement. The second movement invites us to imagine 

"Bloomsbury Square on a November afternoon," while the third invokes the Westminster 

Embankment at night. While Big Ben is heard again in the last movement, the mood there 

turns melancholy as one contemplates the decline of Britain and the end of empire. 

 

 

 

 



Edward Elgar, 1857-1934 

Cello Concerto in E Minor, Op. 85 

Elgar promised cellist Carl Fuchs a concerto in 1900, but after he did not deliver, Fuchs sent a 

reminder in a letter. In 1903 a cellist friend of Fuchs, Paul Grümmer, brought this up to Elgar in 

person, and Grümmer, like Fuchs, followed up with a letter in 1906. But nothing concrete 

appeared for over a decade. In 1918, Elgar had a tonsillectomy, and when he awoke from the 

anesthetic, he wrote down the first theme of the work. His wife noticed a difference in his 

works beginning in 1918, so was this theme part of a flurry of post-war pieces? Did the 

dangers of the operation stimulate him to act on his promised concerto? Did this theme come 

to him during the operation? 

* * * 

The concerto was not an instant hit with audiences—the 1919 premiere by the London 

Symphony Orchestra un-der Elgar with Felix Salmond as soloist was ill prepared largely 

because the evening’s other conductor used up most of the rehearsal time. Salmond had been 

highly involved with the composer during work on the piece though, oddly, Elgar did not 

dedicate the work to him as one might have expected. 

Curiously, the concerto has been strongly associated with two women cellists: Beatrice 

Harrison, with whom Elgar made two recordings of the work (1920 and 1928), and Jacqueline 

du Pré, whose 1965 recording under John Barbirolli (himself a former cellist) did much to 

establish the work in the minds of concertgoers. 

* * * 

Elgar was once asked what the concerto “meant,” to which he replied, “A man’s attitude to 

life.” Certainly, there is an atmosphere of calm or tranquility about the work as is true of other 

works from this time in his life. He was in his sixties (an old man in those days) and had just 

come through the Great War, which was devastating to English life and thought, so what he 

may have meant was “A man’s attitude to life towards the close of his life.” 

 

John Lunn, b. 1956 

Downton Abbey: Suite 

This Scots composer is primarily known for scores created for various British television series, 

but he has also composed operas and a violin concerto, among other works. He is probably 

best known for his work on Downton Abbey, a long-running series that launched in 2010, 

which garnered him Emmy and BAFTA recognition in multiple years. He has also prepared 

music for the film that continues the story line. 

 


