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Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra

Leader Marisa Riordan
Conductor Michael Bell MBE

The Gypsy Baron - Overture Johann Strauss II

Symphony in C Bizet

1. Allegro vivo

2. Adagio

3. Scherzo. Allegro vivace
4. Finale. Allegro vivace

INTERVAL

Refreshments available in the St Michael’s Centre

Variations on an Original Theme (‘Enigma’), Op.36 Elgar

Theme: Enigma
Variation 1. C.A.E.
Variation 2. H.D.S-P
Variation 3. R.B.T.
Variation 4. W.M.B.
Variation 5. R.P.A.
Variation 6. Ysobel
Variation 7. Troyte
Variation 8. W.N.
Variation 9 Nimrod
Variation 10. Dorabella
Variation 11. G.R.S.
Variation 12. B.G.N.
Variation 13. ***
Variation 14. Finale. E.D.U.



A word from our Musical Director

Welcome to the Spring Concert of Abergavenny Symphony Orchestra, in
which we are celebrating the anniversaries of two composers. Johann
Strauss I, the so-called ‘Waltz King” was born 200 ago in 1825. During
his lifetime he was just as famous for his operettas as for his huge
catalogue of waltzes, quadrilles, marches and polkas. Strauss’s first
operetta was Die Fledermaus, first performed in 1874. The Gypsy
Baron, whose overture opens our concert, followed in 1885. Its most
famous aria, for tenor, Als flotter Geist, doesn't feature in the overture,
but there is a succession of spirited Strauss tunes (yes, including a
waltz!) that makes this work an effervescent start to the concert.

The French composer Georges Bizet died 150 years ago in 1875. His
opera Carmen, one of the most popular of all operas, is the work above
all for which he is known. Yet this was the last opera that Bizet
composed in his short life (he was just 36 when he died). As a young
man of 17, whilst a student at the Paris Conservatoire, he wrote a
symphony, which was then quickly forgotten and only rediscovered in
1933, and first performed two years later. It is a work of the utmost
charm and freshness and is endlessly melodic. A real gem.

One distinguished critic once described Elgar’s Variations on an Original
Theme, better known to us as the Enigma Variations, as the greatest
orchestral work ever written by a British composer. It is certainly among
the most beloved of all works. 1 first conducted it forty years ago in
1985(!) and am always very happy to return to it. It is an affectionate
portrait of a group of Elgar’s friends, each of whom has their own
variation based on the opening theme of the work. The most famous of
these variations is of course Nimrod, often removed from the variations
and performed on many a solemn occasion.

Why the enigma, and who are the friends? All is about to be revealed...
Best wishes

Mictael

Michael Bell MBE




The Gypsy Baron: Overture Johann Strauss Il (1825-99)

The second half of the 19™ century was the period, when, probably not
unconnected to the nationalist uprisings in the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, things Eastern-Hungarian-Gypsy (fashionable understanding of
different ethnic groupings tended to be a bit vague) became all the
rage. Liszt's recitals of his exotically flavoured music were already
causing the sort of riots not seen again until the Beatlemania of the
1960s, while even the strait-laced Brahms enthusiastically reworked a
number of traditional tunes into his popular Hungarian Dances.

Not to be outdone, Strauss set out to compose a piece on a Hungarian
theme, based on a short story by the novelist Mér Jékai. He intended it
to be more serious in tone than his two previous great operetta
successes, Die Fledermaus and Eine Nacht in Venedig, although you
wouldn’t guess this from the plot, which is the usual delightful
mishmash of treasures and wives lost and found, and low-born
characters being ennobled and thus able to marry their true loves.
However, Strauss knew he had succeeded when summoned by Franz
Josef | to receive the imperial compliments on his “opera”, a title which
delighted the composer.

With his serious aims in mind, Strauss took his time with the music, to
the dismay of Jékai, who wanted the work finished for the Budapest
World’s Fair in the summer of 1885. As a result, the premiere,
conducted by the composer, took place a few months later at Vienna’'s
Theater an der Wien, to great acclaim, with encores demanded of most
of its big solo and choral numbers, and enjoyed an initial run of 85
performances.

The substantial, richly orchestrated overture is a tasty Austro-Hungarian
stew of a half-dozen of the operetta’s high points, including Habet acht,
one of Strauss’s grandest "gypsy" arias, and the ultra-Viennese
Schatzwalzer ("Treasure Waltz").

Symphony in C Georges Bizet (1838-75)

With the Enigma Variations, this concert presents one of music’s most
celebrated mysteries, yet Bizet’s symphony also comes with its share of



unanswered questions. Written as a composition exercise by a 17-year-
old student at the Paris Conservatoire, it then disappeared from musical
history until the manuscript score was discovered in 1933, receiving its
first performance in 1935, 60 years after the composer’s death. It
seems not to have been mentioned by anyone at the time, not by Bizet
in his voluminous correspondence, nor by Gounod under whom he was
studying. Various reasons have been suggested for this: that Bizet
genuinely thought little of it, that it was too closely modelled on
Gounod’s own Symphony in D, or that symphonic composition was
undervalued and hence under-cultivated in 19%-century France
compared with opera. The last is certainly true; apart from Berlioz’s
four (none of which is a remotely conventional symphony) and a couple
by Saint-Saéns and Franck (who was Belgian), it is hard to think of
another significant contribution to the genre from this period.

Now that Gounod’s symphonies have sunk into a well-earned obscurity,
there is no longer any danger that Bizet will be accused of plagiarism
through a performance of this delightful symphony. In fact, Bizet’s
reason for suppressing it may have been that, despite his obvious debt
to Gounod, he was uncomfortably aware that his own piece was simply
so much better than his master’s. Especially in his first movement,
where Bizet shadows Gounod almost bar-for-bar, one is reminded,
hearing the two side-by-side, of the scene in MiloS Forman's film
Amadeus, where Mozart takes Salieri’s stiff little Welcome March (“That
doesn’t really work, does it?”) and with a couple of deft touches turns it
into Non pit andrai.

There are fewer parallels in the inner movements; Bizet replaces
Gounod’s rather faceless Andante with an Adagio containing one of his
loveliest melodies, a long oboe theme that would have served perfectly
as a nocturnal depiction of the ramparts of Seville in Carmen. In the
Scherzo, the debt seems to be in the other direction, since its rustic
French character very much anticipates Gounod’s Petite symphonie for
wind instruments, written ten years after Bizet’s death. The first theme
of the Finale, a scurrying Moto perpetuo, leads to a two-part second
subject, the first a delightful flowing melody, the second a joyous
fanfare.



‘Enigma’ Variations, Op.36 Edward Elgar (1857-1934)

It was Mahler who famously described himself as “three times homeless
— a Bohemian in Austria, an Austrian among Germans and a Jew in the
whole world” — yet there is little doubt that Elgar felt the same, as a
Roman Catholic among Anglicans, a tradesman’s son among the
aristocracy and a first-order genius in a field of Victorian also-rans. He
certainly blamed this triple handicap for the slow appreciation of his
early works, although it could be argued that these pieces — oratorios
such as King Olaf, The Light of Life and The Black Knight — while giving
some hints of the mature Elgar, contain little to distinguish them from
other forgotten works by Parry, Stanford or Cowen, and that Elgar was
no more than a late developer. Whatever the case, it was not until his
early 40s that his first fully characteristic works, the Organ Sonata and
these “Variations on an Original Theme”, appeared.

The story of their composition is almost too well-known to need
repeating: how Elgar’s doodling with a particular theme at the piano
caught Alice’s ear and she encouraged him to improvise variations in
the characters of a number of their friends. In the completed work,
these begin with Alice (C.A.E.) and end in defiant style with Elgar himself
(“Edu” being short for the German spelling of his name).

The full catalogue of the “Friends pictured within”, to whom the work is
dedicated, is as follows:

I: Alice Elgar, gentle, noble and passionate;

Il:  Hew Steuart-Powell, a fine amateur pianist with whom Elgar
played chamber music, who liked to warm up with tricky
chromatic exercises;

Ill:  Richard Townsend, a comic actor whose voice would leap
unexpectedly into falsetto;

IV:  William Meath Baker, a bluff country squire and generous public
benefactor, who “expressed himself somewhat energetically”;

V: Matthew Arnold’s son Richard, a lover of serious conversation
into which he would unexpectedly interject witty remarks;

VI: Isobel Fitton, a viola pupil of Elgar’s;



VII:

VIII:

Xl:

Xll:

Xili:

XIV:

Troyte Griffith, a Malvern architect, whose piano-playing was
more energetic than competent;

Winifred Norbury, a stalwart of the Worcester Philharmonic
Society, owner of a fine 18"-century country house;

Elgar’s publisher and dearest friend Augustus Jaeger (“Hunter” in
German, whence Nimrod, a mighty hunter named in Genesis).
This supreme example of Elgar’s melodic art, which has become
almost a second English national anthem, builds in three great
waves from its quiet opening to a grand, noble, yet still restrained,
climax.

Dora Penny, another viola pupil, whose hesitancy of speech is
gently mocked by Elgar;

George Sinclair, organist at Hereford, although the music actually
depicts the antics of his dog Dan on a walk beside the Wye;

Basil Nevinson, a cellist whose section is given a deeply-felt
melody. If, as seems likely, Elgar started planning a cello concerto
as early as 1905, Nevinson’s playing may well have acted as an
inspiration.

Supposedly one Lady Mary Lygon, away on a sea voyage at the
time (the liner’s engines depicted by the strange sonority of
drumsticks on timpani), although the same “***” was used later
by Elgar to conceal the identity of the dedicatee of the Violin
Concerto, with whom he may have been romantically involved.
The man himself.

But the real Enigma of the piece is not the identity of the friends, who
(with one exception) were easily identified, but arises from the teasing
note that Elgar left regarding the piece:

The Enigma | will not explain — its 'dark saying' must be left unguessed,
and | warn you that the connexion between the Variations and the
Theme is often of the slightest texture; further, through and over the
whole set another and larger theme 'goes’, but is not played... So the
principal Theme never appears...

This has often been taken to mean that another melody can be made to
fit against the ‘Enigma’, but that’s not much of a challenge, since the



theme’s simple alternation of tonic and dominant harmony will happily
accommodate dozens of candidates. For what it’s worth, this writer is
fairly convinced by the suggestion that the “other”, unplayed theme is
the slow movement of Beethoven’s Pathetique Sonata, especially as the
Nimrod variation, according to Elgar, depicts a conversation between
composer and publisher about Beethoven’s slow movements. But this
is not a complete answer, because the puzzle of the “dark saying”
remains. One “saying” that fits nicely against the first four notes of the
theme is “Ed-ward El---gar”, but he can’t claim never to appear, since
there he is, bestriding the world, in his own finale. (You see how easy it
is to get drawn into fruitless speculation.) The whole thing may have
been no more than an Elgarian joke (he liked jokes) or perhaps even a
publicity stunt; the music is quite capable of being appreciated without
any knowledge of its history or references, but a bit of a puzzle never
did any harm.

The first performance took place in London in June 1899, then, with the
finale revised and extended, in Worcester in September of that year,
with Elgar conducting. It then quickly went international, from
Disseldorf in 1901 to St Petersburg in 1904 and a New York premiere in
1910 conducted by Mahler.

David Fraser 2025

MICHAEL BELL MBE was born in Neath. After graduating from Cardiff
University, Michael formed the Cardiff Philharmonic Orchestra and has
conducted the orchestra since CPQO’s inaugural concert in June 1982.

Michael has conducted an enormous and wide-ranging repertoire with
CPO, in more than 350 concerts, including symphonies by Mahler,
Richard Strauss, Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Vaughan Williams, Elgar and
Shostakovich, as well as major orchestral works by Stravinsky, Ravel and
Prokofiev, and many more besides.

Michael has always had a great enthusiasm for film music, and in 1994
introduced A Night at the Movies as an annual feature of CPO’s
repertoire. The concert in December 2017, celebrating the music of



John Williams, was performed to the highest audience figures at St
David’s Hall for thirteen years.

In the 2018 New Year’s Honours Michael was awarded an MBE for
services to music.

New members

If you would be interested in joining the orchestra, please contact us at
info@abergavennysymph.org.uk. You can check our website for details
of the rehearsal schedule.
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Our Next Concerts

Sunday 22"9 June 2025, 7.30pm
Our Lady and St Michael’s Church

Rossini — The Italian Girl in Algiers: Overture
Mozart — Concerto for flute and harp, K.299
Isabelle Harris, flute
Emily Harris, harp
Schubert — Rosamunde Entr’acte

Haydn — Symphony no.103

Local Concerts coming soon...

Hereford Symphony Orchestra / Michael Bell

Saturday 29" March, 3:00pm, St Peter, Hereford

Wagner: Die Meistersinger Prelude, Mendelssohn: Violin Concerto, Dvorak:
Symphony no.9, ‘From the New World’

Cwmbran Baroque Singers / Orchestra De Cymru
Saturday 5™ April, 7:30pm. St John the Baptist, Risca Road, Newport
Brahms: Ein deutsches Requiem

Gwent Bach Choir
Saturday 12 April, 7:00pm, St Mary, Abergavenny
Bach: St John Passion

Crickhowell Choral Society
May 2"-5% St Edmund, Crickhowell / St Catwg, Llangattock
“New Beginnings” — Crickhowell Music Festival 2025



