
Elgar called this symphony the “passionate pilgrimage of the soul.” The symphony was officially 
dedicated to Edward VII—who had died in May of 1910, ending the Edwardian Era. This was a 
time of rapid change in England, as it found its military and technical achievements challenged 
by other nations, Suffragettes fighting for social change, and the growing international unrest 
that would culminate in World War I. 

In light of this turbulent time, it’s no wonder that Elgar wrote the most dramatic moments of 
the symphony first. As his friend Charles Sanford Terry wrote: “In every movement its form and 
above all its climax were clearly in Elgar’s mind. Indeed, as he has often told me, it is the climax 
which he invariably settles first. But withal there is a great mass of fluctuating material which 
might fit into the work as it developed in his mind to finality – for it had been created in the 
same “oven” which had cast them all. Nothing satisfied him until itself and its context seemed, 
as he said, inevitable.”

Despite the official dedication, Elgar wrote to his loved ones that the symphony represented 
everything that had personally happened to him from April 1909 to February 1911—the resulting 
symphony is part travelogue, part emotional tribute to dear friendships. The words “Venice and 
Tintagel” are inscribed in the score, representing the composer’s travels and an inspiration for 
some of the important moments in the work. 

At the bottom of the first page, Elgar also wrote the first line of “Song,” a poem by Percy 
Bysshe Shelley: “Rarely, rarely, comest thou, Spirit of Delight!” Elgar said of the poem: “To get 
near the mood of the symphony the whole of Shelley’s poem may be read, but the music does 
not illustrate the whole of the poem, neither does the poem entirely elucidate the music.” So let 
us elucidate the specific inspiration below:

1. Allegro vivace e nobilmente The symphony opens with what is known as the ‘Spirit of 
Delight’ theme (referencing the line from Shelly), a descending motif. The second group 
of themes is lyrical, with wistful cello, leading to a surprising, shattering climactic moment. 
Elgar describes this moment as, “a sort of malign influence wandering through the summer 
night in the garden. The entire passage might be a scene in a garden at night when the ghost 
of some memories comes through it—it makes me shiver…” There is a “ghost” motive that 
interrupts the reverie—can you hear it? Listen for: how the whole movement is constructed 
using small motives that then expand and transform into each other. The musical tapestry is 
a series of interlocking ideas—can you hear how they are cooked “in the same oven,” as Terry 
wrote?

2. Larghetto The second movement opens with a reflection on St. Mark’s Cathedral in Venice 
before moving to a somber funeral march. Although this movement could be read in honor 
of King Edward VII, it’s also a reflection of personal tragedy, as well: Elgar had lost two close 
friends while working on the symphony. Listen for: A “sigh” motive in the woodwinds as the 
march draws to a close. It then becomes much more agitated, then the sigh motive reappears 
before we return to the opening march theme.
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION
Before the Concert

1. If most of the musical material for a movement was baked “in the same oven,” what does this suggest about the similarities 
between the various musical building blocks of the work?

2. Whose sigh do you think is depicted in the second movement?

3. What do you think the “Spirit of Delight” represents in the context of this symphony?

After the Concert
1. How is the third movement’s outburst a reflection of illness? What musical techniques create the fever and madness?

2. To return to the oven metaphor, are there any motives that you felt were half-baked, or were all of them golden-brown?
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3. Rondo The inspiration for this movement is the Piazza San Marco in Venice—immediately 
outside St. Mark’s Cathedral. This movement steps out from the shade of the basilica to 
sunshine of the square. Listen for: A pastoral theme appears midway through the movement, 
later to be interrupted with the “ghost” theme from the first movement—a sudden striking 
outburst. Elgar described this dramatic moment to an orchestra this way: “I want you 
to imagine that my music represents a man in a high fever. Some of you may know the 
dreadful beating that goes on in the brain; it seems to drive out every coherent thought. This 
hammering must gradually overwhelm everything.”

4. Moderato e maestoso As Ian Lace wrote of this movement: “The first movement may be 
viewed as a conflict between past and future, while the Second movement speaks of sorrow 
and remembrance, and the Third of manic despair. The Finale turns to look back over golden 
years that would never return. It is a movement full of confidence, colour, and aspiration.” One 
noble theme in this movement is nicknamed “Hans Himself,” referring to his close friend and 
conductor Hans Richter. Listen for: How Elgar brings back the “Spirit of Delight” motive from 
the first movement toward the end.

Despite such compelling, emotional source material, the premiere of the Second Symphony 
was not a success. Ticket prices were high for the concert, and the hall was only half-full. In 
addition, the work does not end triumphantly, looking ahead to the Coronation of King George 
V a month later. Instead, it seems to hover over the past, nostalgic and introspective. The end 
of the work, in particular, lacked pomp or glory, sending audiences out softly, questioning what 
was to come.


