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Edward Elgar
1857–1934

Variations on an Original Theme, 'Enigma', Op. 36
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Listen first to the ‘Enigma’ theme itself: a wistful, slightly mel‐
ancholy melody in the strings,  with a  distinctive falling-and-
rising  shape,  which  then  undergoes  its  fourteen  transforma‐
tions. Each variation has its own character; listen for how Elgar
conjures a different personality in each.

A few highlights to listen for: the very first variation (‘C.A.E.’), a
tender  portrait  of  Elgar’s  wife  Alice;  the  boisterous,  leaping
‘Troyte’ (a friend’s hopeless attempts at the piano); the gentle,
watery  ‘Dorabella’  with  its  fluttering  woodwinds  (depicting  a
young woman’s slight stammer,  affectionately);  and above all
the great central variation, ‘Nimrod’: a profound, slowly build‐
ing hymn of friendship (portraying Elgar’s friend A. J. Jaeger),
one of the most moving pieces in all music, often played at me‐
morials  and  ceremonies.  Listen  for  the  way  it  grows  from
hushed strings to a glorious, noble climax. The finale (‘E.D.U.’,
Elgar’s own self-portrait) gathers up earlier themes and builds,
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with organ and full  orchestra,  to  a  triumphant,  life-affirming
close. Throughout, savour Elgar’s masterly orchestration and his
gift for melody, warmth and nobility.

Gustav Mahler
1860–1911

Symphony No. 5
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The  symphony  falls  into  three  parts.  Part  One (movements
1–2):  listen for  the very  opening:  a  solo  trumpet  sounding a
fateful fanfare (echoing Beethoven’s Fifth) that launches a grim
funeral march, full of grief and shattering outbursts. The second
movement  is  stormy and turbulent,  wrestling  with  the  first’s
despair, but listen for the blazing brass chorale that flares up
like a vision of  triumph, only to collapse,  the victory not yet
won.

Part Two is the gigantic central Scherzo, the symphony’s pivot
from darkness  toward  light.  Listen  for  the  exuberant  Ländler
(Austrian country dance) rhythms, the prominent solo horn (a
real concerto-like role), and the sheer life and energy bursting
out. Part Three (movements 4–5): listen for the famous Adagi‐
etto,  scored for strings and harp alone: slow, tender, intimate
and heart-melting (Mahler’s love-song to Alma); let its hushed
beauty envelop you. Then, without a break, the Finale bursts in,
joyful, intricate and contrapuntal, full of bustling fugal energy
and rustic good humour. Listen for how Mahler brings back the
brass chorale from the second movement, now in full triumph,
and drives the whole symphony to an exultant,  life-affirming
close: darkness conquered, joy attained.
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