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The Orchestral Music of Sir Edward German 

Ray Siese 

"May I venture to mention my life-long appreciation of your own sincere, original 
and very English music? I think that we all realise that you were writing truly 
native stuff at a time when even Elgar was struggling out of foreign toils. We all 
have a genuine affection for your work, and honour your example."1 

ERY FEW PEOPLE TODAY, if asked to whom Arnold Bax addressed this tribute in 1928, 
would come up with the name of Edward German.  Nor will many realise that the 

150th anniversary of his birth falls this year.  The Proms can no longer find room for him 
and even his birthplace, Whitchurch in Shropshire 
(left – The Old Town Hall Vaults) has allowed the 
occasion to pass without a Festival similar to 
those it mounted so successfully in 2006 and 
2009.  Bax's tribute was occasioned by the 
accolade of German's knighthood.   By that time, a 
process of pigeon-holing him was well under way 
– as the composer of highly successful light 
operas, notably Merrie England and Tom Jones and 
of enormously popular sets of dances from theatre 
scores such as Henry VIII and Nell Gwyn.  Yet the 
calls for German to be honoured had, as often as 
not, cited his achievement as an orchestral 
composer.  The Musical Times, for example, asked: 
"How many of Sullivan’s orchestral works are heard 
today? Is there one to rank with the Welsh 
Rhapsody, The Seasons and Theme with Six 
Diversions?”2   Awareness both of German's 
historical importance and of the quality of his 
concert music was fading and it was to continue to decline for fifty years after his death 
in 1936.  Consult almost any history of British music and if there is any mention of 
German (even the 1924 edition of Ernest Walker’s History of Music in England had none 
at all), it will almost certainly be as a kind of footnote to Arthur Sullivan as his heir in the 
field of light opera, or as his successor in that royal line of light music kings which 
continued with Eric Coates.  One will find scant acknowledgment of his symphonic 
output.  But in the 1890s, and the first two decades of the 20th century, the picture was 
completely different.  German was then much admired by Sir Arthur Sullivan, Hubert 
Parry, Charles Villiers Stanford and Edward Elgar.  Nor during the inter-war years was 
Bax's a lone voice – EJ Moeran, Havergal Brian, Thomas Dunhill and Ralph Vaughan 
Williams all expressed publicly their appreciation of German’s work.  There were also 
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private tributes. The following letter from Claude Aveling at the Royal College of Music 
in 1918 must have touched German greatly:3 

“I must tell you how greatly we all enjoyed your music to-day, it was like a whiff of 
fresh air, and it would have done you good to hear Parry let himself go privately to 
me about his great admiration for your gifts. He agreed wholeheartedly with me in 
my appreciation of the warmth and breadth of your music, qualities which the 
young composer very rarely seems to touch at all. Between ourselves, I think you 
would be over- whelmed a little if you realised what a high place you hold in Parry's 
mind.” 

    Another came from Norman O'Neill in response to a short letter of appreciation 
German had sent after seeing Mary Rose, with O'Neill's incidental music, in 1920:4 

"Thank you very much for your kind letter. I very greatly appreciate it coming from 
you, as I look upon you as the greatest of all our composers who have written music 
for the stage.” 

    Writing to the Daily Telegraph in 1934, Moeran complained that:5 
"A serious omission from the [BBC} programmes was the name of Edward German. 
He is interesting historically, apart from the value of his music. In the 1890s, when 
others were purveying second-hand Brahms, German was producing symphonies 
and suites with a distinctly English flavour and original character.” 

    Havergal Brian, writing in Musical Opinion in 1934, observed of six concerts of British 
contemporary music given by the BBC at Queen's Hall: 6 

“It was obvious that all the names of composers which stood for definite 
accomplishment in British music during the past thirty years could not possibly be 
included. For this reason the names of Parry, Stanford, Cowen, and German do not 
appear.” 

    And on German's death, Brian contributed a short article in Musical Opinion in which 
he observed "German's music was distinguished by a gracefulness and spontaneity entirely 
his own."7 
    Bax's and Moeran's focus on the 1890s is hugely significant.  In the field of orchestral 
music, Elgar did not add to his overture Froissart (1890) or his Serenade for Strings 
(1892), not achieving his breakthrough until 1899 with the Enigma Variations.  From 
then on, however, his music so surpassed all that had gone before that it gave birth to 
the notion – since accepted by nearly all historians – that apart from Sullivan's light 
operas, British composers wrote scarcely anything of lasting value in the late Victorian 
era.  In recent times this view has begun to be modified somewhat on the evidence of 
recordings of music by Sullivan, Parry, Stanford, Alexander Mackenzie, Frederic Cowen, 
Frederic Cliffe, Ethyl Smythe, William Hurlstone and others.  While these composers 
undoubtedly contributed to our musical renaissance by giving us a body of music of 
solid worth, their work was rarely of a distinctively national cast.  From time to time, 
however, the Scot, Mackenzie (from as early as 1867) and the Irish-born Stanford (from 

                                                           
3 Letter from Aveling to German 12.3.1918, EGA 
4 Letter from O'Neill to German 25.10.1920, EGA 
5 Daily Telegraph 27.1.1934 quoted in Lewis Foreman From Parry to Britten – British Music in Letters 
1900-1945 (Batsford,1987), 169 
6 Musical Opinion, Feb.1934, 431 in Havergal Brian on Music (vol.1) (Toccata Press, 1986), 191 
7 Musical Opinion, Dec.1936, 203 in Havergal Brian on Music (vol.1) (Toccata Press, 1986), 49 
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the 1880s), did give us such music, mainly through the use, and arrangement, of their 
native traditional airs.  For music innately English and of intrinsic worth, we must, as 
Moeran pointed out, look to German's orchestral output throughout the 1890s.  Yet his 
singular achievement in this field has been virtually ignored.  In his 1966 book The 
English Musical Renaissance, Frank Howes went so far as to assign German, along with 
Cowen and Sullivan, to the older order led by William Sterndale Bennett.  Yet during the 
1890s, when nearly all the leading figures of the day, along with up and coming 
composers, most notably Elgar, were writing choral works for the major provincial 
festivals, German conspicuously bucked this trend.  Alongside the incidental music 
commissioned by leading actor-managers of the day for Shakespearean and other 
productions, German was invited to write major symphonic works for those very same 
festivals – a second symphony, two large-scale symphonic suites, and a symphonic 
poem.  During the 1890s, Parry, Stanford, Mackenzie, Cowen and Elgar wrote twenty-
one choral works for such festivals.  Of the five orchestral works produced, German 
contributed four!  It was not until 1902 that Merrie England, the light opera which was to 
carry his name round the English-speaking world, appeared.  German's change of 
creative direction arose directly from Sullivan's death, which brought an invitation to 
complete the latter's light opera The Emerald Isle. So successful was this that German 
embarked on a light opera of his own in collaboration with the Emerald Isle librettist 
Basil Hood.  For German this path no doubt seemed perfectly natural; he could not 
foresee that in this country the genre itself was facing imminent extinction at the hands 
of musical comedy or that future success as a composer of light opera would consign his 
symphonic music to near oblivion.  It is only in the past twenty years or so that nearly all 
German's orchestral music has been recorded by Marco Polo and Dutton Epoch.  Thanks 
to their enterprise, we are now for the first time in a position to reassess his 
achievement in that field.  In the course of this chronological survey of German's 
orchestral music (in which I include the best of the theatre scores he arranged for the 
concert hall), my aim is first, to demonstrate that the foregoing tributes to its originality 
and English character remain valid and second, to challenge the still widely held critical 
view that the best of German is to be found in the light operas.8 
    Of the expressive qualities which cause us to identify certain music as recognisably 
English, the most potent – beyond the use of folk-song – are probably those which reflect 
character, history, and landscape, as when, for example, Elgar gives voice nobilmente to 
our love of pageantry and Vaughan Williams hymns the glory of the countryside or of 
our musical past.  Yet it has been the very force of such major creative personalities 
which has for a long time obscured the fact that they were not the first to strive towards 
a distinctly English idiom.  A case could conceivably be made for Sullivan as the pioneer 
in this enterprise, which would date the beginning of the English musical renaissance to 
as long ago as 1864 when The Masque at Kenilworth appeared.  Most historians, 
however, favour 1880, on the basis of the first performance that year of Parry's choral 
setting of scenes from Shelley's Prometheus Unbound.  Listening to that work, however, 
one is forced to conclude that their view has more to do with Parry's discerning choice 
of text rather than with the quality of his music, which only very occasionally suggests 
an English idiom, most noticeably in the Spirit of the Hour's soprano solo.  More 
plausible altogether would be either 1883, for the Wedding March from Parry's 
incidental music for The Birds, as Jeremy Dibble has observed9, is most certainly a 

                                                           
8 see Robert Matthew-Walker in International Record Review (July/August, 2012), 34 
9 Jeremy Dibble, C Hubert H Parry – His Life and Music (Oxford, 1998 ed), 218 
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precursor of Elgar's nobilmente vein, or 1887, when Blest Pair of Sirens appeared, a work 
which Dibble claims exerted an influence on many later English composers up to and 
including Finzi10.  But if the honour of being first in the field goes to Parry, it has to be 
observed that his Englishness evolved but gradually and never became an invariable 
feature of his style, not emerging fully until around 1912, in such works as the 5th 
Symphony, the Ode on the Nativity and later in the immortal Jerusalem.  Parry was most 
certainly not a conscious nationalist in the occasional manner of Stanford and 
Mackenzie. 
    It was in 1880 – the year of Prometheus Unbound’s premiere – that German entered 
the Royal Academy of Music (RAM).  The Victorians, of course, worshipped leading 
composers from Germany (Mendelssohn, Spohr, Wagner, Brahms) and fêted others from 
France (Saint-Saëns, Gounod), Bohemia (Dvořák) and Scandinavia (Grieg).  German felt 
very keenly that this still prevalent foreign domination was immensely damaging.  As 
well as Parry, the leading group of younger British composers of the day, then in their 
late 20s and early 30s, included Mackenzie, Stanford, and Cowen.  A few years their 
senior, Sullivan had already made his mark as a composer not only of light operas (Trial 
by Jury, The Sorcerer, HMS Pinafore and The Pirates of Penzance) but also of incidental 
music for the theatre, choral works and orchestral music.  While this is not the place for 
a detailed examination of German and Sullivan's musical relationship, given the almost 
ritual linking of their names, it is important to stress the fact that their creative 
personalities and gifts were completely different.  Thomas Dunhill summarised the 
position thus in an extended article in the Musical Times in 1936:11 

“...neither Merrie England nor its successors, happy and spontaneous as they are, 
represent German’s art at its best..... Edward German had scarcely the sprightly 
humour, nor the careless ease of expression, nor the rhythmic variety that made 
Sullivan's theatre music so delicious..... On the other hand German had a far 
stronger sense of style and far more brilliance. As a writer of concert music 
Sullivan, even at his best, could not approach him. If any one of German's major 
works were to be played in the same programme with the 'di Ballo' Overture of 
Sullivan, for instance, the latter would be completely overshadowed. Such mastery 
of colour, and constructive resourcefulness as German possessed were quite outside 
Sullivan's province.” 

    German's earliest orchestral works date from his RAM years to 1887.  After writing a 
couple of short pieces (The Guitar, for strings and Bolero, for violin & orchestra), German 
embarked, in 1886 on a symphony.  The following year, he was accorded the signal 
honour for a student of having the complete work performed under Sir Joseph Bamby at 
an Academy concert at London's St. James Hall.  It is significant that the Musical Times 
not only reported it to be "a work of great promise", but also registered its national 
character, going on to say that it had "every confidence that Mr German will develop into a 
composer worthy to rank with those who are already at work in the formation of a genuine 
English school"12.   The E minor Symphony as we know it today is not that student work 
but the result of a thoroughgoing reworking of the original material completed three 
years later.  German himself conducted its first performance at London's Crystal Palace 
in December 1890.  He was by this time music director of the Globe Theatre and had in 
February that year tasted success in the concert hall with the Overture from his score for 

                                                           
10 Ibid.,258 
11 Musical Times, Dec.1936: Edward German – An Appreciation, 1075 
12 Musical Times, Aug.1887: Royal Academy of Music end of term concert 
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Richard III.  Expectations were high but the reception was mixed – some felt he had been 
unwise to revisit old material.  Hearing the symphony more than a century later, what 
strikes one immediately is its sheer tunefulness.  Of how many extended works of the 
period could one assert with confidence that one could sing the piece from first bar to 
last!  Moreover, the themes have an appealingly youthful freshness unique in German's 
output.  And then there is his already assured handling of form and imaginative 
orchestration.  In the brooding, spacious, introduction to the opening movement, 
German generates a palpable sense of drama and anticipation.  The decidedly stem idea 
heard (twice) in unison at the outset is answered tellingly by more consoling woodwind 
phrases in varied combinations.  The music soon sounds as if it is moving into the allegro 
proper but is in reality heading towards a third statement of that opening motif.  This 
rings out, with a Dvořákian glow – which German achieves by having the brass play it a 
bar after the strings.  Finally, before he launches the allegro, he makes dramatic use of 
the timpani.  Although immediately dispelling the preceding sense of foreboding, the 
sprightly first subject, because it is derived from the opening motif, does so quite 
naturally, without any transitional awkwardness.  The slow movement of the E Minor 
Symphony reflects German’s deep and abiding love of the English and Welsh 
borderlands.  The blissful opening melody evokes the profound peace of the countryside.  
German then colours the music in such a way as to suggest a constantly changing 
panorama.  There is, for example, a brief darkening at the first climax as when passing 
clouds dapple the landscape.  So sensuous is this music that you can almost catch the 
heady scents of summer meadows and hedgerows; we are worlds away from the 
relatively drab orchestral palettes of most of his English contemporaries.  Such potent 
evocation points ahead to the gentle pastoral vision of Cowen’s 6th Symphony (the 
Idyllic) of 1897 and beyond.   After a resplendent, almost Elgarian, climax, the movement 
ends with woodwind and muted violins bidding their wistful farewells.  The Menuetto 
Grazioso, which follows without a break, establishes a pattern in German's extended 
works of including a movement in a lighter vein.  These delicate dance measures, 
transporting us back in time, flank a Trio with the outdoor charm of Elgar's Wand of 
Youth.  The Finale also sets the tone for most of its kind in its generally robust 
cheerfulness but again, German's formal ingenuity also commands attention.  The 
inventive development section draws on material from the first subject and from the 
opening movement before arriving at a magical preview (oboe and solo violin) of the 
subject of the ensuing fugue – itself yet another variant of the symphony's opening motif.  
It would of course be surprising indeed if this symphony did not betray some influences: 
certainly you can hear snatches of Mendelssohn, Brahms, Dvořák and Parry.  Yet it is 
remarkable how these are already assimilated into a language which is both personal 
and recognisably English.  It is difficult to think of any other music by an English 
composer of that time which exhibits such melodic appeal, formal ingenuity and 
colourful orchestration.  How apt it was that Sir Thomas Beecham, presenting German 
with the Royal Philharmonic Society's Gold Medal in 1934, should declare that "Sir 
Edward had appeared some forty years ago like a comet in the English musical world"13. 
    German's next concert work was the Marche Solennelle (Funeral March in D Minor), 
which he himself premiered on 15 January 1891 at London's St. James's Hall.  Nothing is 
known of the original inspiration for this short but impressive work, which appears to 
have been given only twice more in German's lifetime.  The processional outer sections, 
marked by some notably chromatic passages, frame a more reflective Trio, which looks 

                                                           
13 Birmingham Mail/Post, Jersey Evening Post, Bolton Evening News, 20 April,1934, EGA 
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back to the seemingly military exploits of the departed.  Until recently, the work 
survived only in a military band arrangement, German's autograph full score having 
fallen victim to Chappell's fire in 1964.  The orchestral score was reconstructed by David 
Russell Hulme for the recent Dutton Epoch recording. 
    During 1891, German was commissioned to write music for Sir Henry Irving's 
spectacular production the following year of Shakespeare's Henry VIII.  German 
successfully resisted Irving's wish for historical authenticity to extend to his using folk 
tunes.  He wrote to Irving: “If you will have confidence in me I will give you music that will 
have the necessary touches of old English style and be in keeping with the play. I am 
naturally desirous that such music shall be my own”14.  German was true to his word and 
his score brought him his first popular and lasting success.  The Overture is in sonata 
form, with contrasted first and second subject groups portraying respectively the 
confident, bluff and hearty King and the loyal and loving Queen Katherine.  The brief 
development section, in which fragments of Henry's and Katherine's themes are 
intertwined, is preceded by a quotation (maestoso ff) from the Act 4 coronation march.  
This ceremonial march is interesting in itself as an early example in German's works of a 
kind to reappear in his symphonic poem Hamlet and in the music for Much Ado About 
Nothing.  It was later to become familiar in the hands of Elgar and Walton.  The opening 
material then returns, Katherine's theme now given to a solo oboe.  Thereafter, the 
music rapidly gathers pace, dominated to the end by Henry's vigorous theme.  Whatever 
the overall merits of German's extensive score, the Three Dances, which sold 30,000 
copies in the first year, have remained by far the best known numbers.  The gently lilting 
Shepherds' Dance was an Elgar favourite, reportedly always bringing a lump to his 
throat, while the exuberantly rhythmic Torch Dance is another landmark piece for its 
time, overtly pictorial in conveying through melody and dynamics the flickering flames 
carried by the mummers. 
    It was for his Henry VIII score that German first found the stylised 'olde English' idiom 
to be exploited further in his light operas Merrie England and Tom Jones and which, to 
German's irritation, was sometimes adopted by the likes of Eric Coates (From the 
Countryside Suite of 1915), Montague Phillips (The Rebel Maid of 1916-17), and 
Frederick Rosse (Petite Suite Moderne of 1919).  In remarking German's influence on 
Coates' early music, Geoffrey Self acknowledged that this was all for the good in the 
sphere of orchestration "for even Elgar is hardly superior to German in colour and deft 
touches of detail"15.  The style itself, however, was the target of much withering criticism 
over the years, though some present day critics are inclined to regard it as German's 
authentic voice, rather than that of his symphonic output.  In this respect, German was 
surely the victim of his own success.  Most of his contemporaries indulged in occasional 
forays into period pastiche but he simply did it more memorably than anyone else.  One 
has only to compare, for example, German's Bourée and Gigue from Much Ado About 
Nothing with Parry's in his Lady Radnor's Suite to hear that whereas German's are both 
individual and outstandingly tuneful, Parry's, though pleasant, are essentially routine 
and anonymous. 
    In February 1892 German's Gipsy Suite was premiered at the Crystal Palace under 
August Manns.  As German is frequently referred to as one of the founding fathers of  
British light music, it's worth noting at this point that this is the only example of the 

                                                           
14 Quoted in William Herbert Scott, Edward German – An Intimate Biography (Cecil Palmer,1932), 57 
15 Geoffrey Self, ”In Town Tonight” : A Centenary Study of the life and music of Eric Coates 
(Thames,1986), 27 
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genre in German's output for the concert hall; the others are all drawn from theatre 
scores.  He approached composition from an altogether different standpoint from Eric 
Coates, who never sought to write anything other than light music.  In fact, the kind of 
music German aspired to write was what he called light good music, of which Bizet's 
Carmen was for him a prime example. German's stylistic departure was duly noted in the 
programme notes: 16 

"Mr. German is known..... by his Overture to Richard the Third.... also by his 
Symphony in E Minor. He has now tried his hand on the illustration of a less serious 
though not less suggestive and picturesque theme..... From its very title, it will be 
understood that the composer has not attempted to make his work in any way 
“classical". It is indeed a series of light and characteristic dance movements, 
intended to illustrate different phases of Gipsy life." 

    While the four movements of the Gipsy Suite are far removed from the authentic 
Romany world and may at times call Bizet to mind, the score is essentially English, even 
to the extent of interpolating a country dance into the concluding Tarantella. 
    In 1893 German provided music for Henry Arthur Jones's melodrama The Tempter, 
which required him to evoke such spectacles as a shipwreck and bacchanalian revels.  
He later made a three movement concert suite.  The Overture includes a notably 
romantic theme (dolce) for clarinet, representing the heroine, which opens a central 
section foreshadowing somewhat the Elgar of Cockaigne.  The real gem of this score is 
the Berceuse which precedes Act 3.  After four bars of cushioned repose (Andante quasi 
larghetto), first violins sing a serene melody (dolce), its phrases gently ebbing and 
flowing, later encouraged a little by more animated woodwind, before the melodic lines 
expand towards a richly scored and perfectly placed central climax (f), which intensifies 
but does not disturb, the music's inner calm.  When the melody returns (violins and 
flute, with prominent harp), it is with a sense of inevitability, affording us a Faure-like 
glimpse of some timeless truth.  The piece ends very softly.  Had this lovely music borne 
Elgar's name, it would doubtless be as well known as Chanson de Matin, which it pre-
dates by some four years. 
    Asked for a work for the 1893 Norwich Festival, German responded with his Second 
Symphony in A Minor.  This is no longer than the E Minor Symphony, but the Norwich 
Symphony, as it is called, seems more spacious, the movements better proportioned.  
There is also a greater maturity of expression, along with a remarkable affinity in places 
with the Elgar yet to come.  Among critics, only Eric Blom seems to have spotted what he 
chose to call this "curious" characteristic17.  Sir John Barbirolli was much less equivocal, 
considering the Norwich the sort of symphony Elgar might have written at that date.  
Certainly, you can hardly miss the affinities in the wistful sighing phrases in the second 
subject group of the opening movement.  The Andante, as in the E Minor Symphony, is a 
rural evocation.  It opens mistily, strings reflecting on a wisp of melody which proves to 
be the precursor of the delicate pastoral theme which emerges from a solo oboe.  
Woodwind and strings later examine the preceding material in a passage of reflective 
counterpoint which provides another striking foretaste of Elgar, this time of Enigma.  
When the oboe theme returns towards the close of the movement, it is bewitchingly 
scored for solo violin, divided strings and bubbling clarinets.  The following Allegro 
scherzando is nearer the more stylised world of German's theatre music, but with a 
degree of rhythmic irregularity that distances it from the dance.  Indeed, its playful 
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17 Eric Blom, Music in England (Pelican Books, Rev.ed.,1947), 230 
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character and skipping main theme suggest frisking lambs rather than country dances.  
Following publication in 1931 of the full score of the Norwich Symphony (at German's 
own expense), the work was  taken up by a number of leading conductors, including 
Henry Wood, John Barbirolli, Leslie Heward and Adrian Boult. 
    The presence of passages scattered throughout German's music (and occasionally that 
of others such as Cowen), which to our ears sound Elgarian inevitably raises the vexed 
question of influence.  This would probably merit detailed study.  There were certainly 
fascinating parallels in the respective backgrounds of German and Elgar; and from their 
first meeting at the 1905 Norwich Festival there developed a close friendship, with each 
openly admiring of the other's music18.  German was especially touched by the tribute 
Elgar paid him at a dinner held in German's honour on the occasion of his knighthood in 
1928.  As to influence, it is a matter of historical fact that in the 1890s, when the London-
based German was writing the bulk of his orchestral music, Elgar's work was little 
known, particularly in the capital.  During the following decade, when Elgar was in full 
flow, giving us those masterpieces from which our very notion of what is essentially 
Elgarian derives, German's orchestral music, both for the concert hall and the theatre 
was already reasonably well known.  We know that Elgar heard the Norwich Symphony 
in 1905 and he may possibly have known much else of German's.  On this basis, and on 
the evidence of the music itself, if there was any influence, it seems more likely that this 
would have been on Elgar.  The recent Dutton Epoch recording of German's 1911 
Coronation March and Hymn drew from one reviewer a careless observation of a kind 
still encountered too frequently.  Overlooking entirely the fact that German had re-used 
thematic material from 1892, he commended the composer for his ability to "don an 
Elgarian Imperial cloak when called upon to do so”19!  Although, as previously mentioned, 
German's influence on English composers of light music was considerable, for others the 
impact of Elgar after 1900 was greater.  It can be heard clearly, for example, in the 1903 
Fantasie-Variations on a Swedish Air by Hurlstone, another who was attempting to forge 
an English idiom. 
    For Forbes-Robertson's 1895 production of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, German 
wrote some of his most inspired music.  His melodic gift is at its most potent in the love 
music of the Prelude, which is written in a full blooded romantic idiom hardly 
encountered in British music since Mackenzie's The Rose of Sharon of 1884.  A piece 
which Vaughan Williams particularly admired was the Pavane.  On reviving this at the 
28th Leith Hill Festival, he drew attention to German's unique genius and prophesied 
that fifty years hence his name would be honoured when other more ambitious 
composers are forgotten. He concluded:20 

“Shall we ever cure ourselves of the snobbery which raves over some perfunctory 
little dance by Mozart or Schubert ...and refuses entry into the Pantheon to such a 
charming little tune as this Pavane?” 

    Other impressive movements are the languorously evocative Nocturne and the 
Dramatic Interlude which precedes the final Act. 

                                                           
18 Dominic Guyver, Edward Elgar and Edward German – Friendship and Correspondence (Elgar 
Society, 1985), Part I:15-18; Part II:10-17 
19 See Note 8 
20 Musical Opinion, May 1937, 722-3 in Havergal Brian on Music (vo1.1) Toccata Press, 1986), 195 
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    The Norwich Symphony, alas, was to be German's last. George Bernard Shaw had harsh 
things to say about both German's symphonies. Of the Norwich, he said:21 

“The Norwich symphony struck me as a mass of clever composition wasted. It is 
dramatic music without any subject, emotional music without any mood, formal 
music without any conspicuous beauty and symmetry of design, externally a 
symphony, really a fulfilment of a commission or seizure of a professional 
opportunity, otherwise purposeless; ..........The first performance in London duly 
achieved, he can easily break up the symphony, and use the scraps - which are 
valuable - as material for future work in his own line." 

    Though typical of Shaw's reaction to most British symphonic endeavour, German took 
it very much to heart, casting future extended concert works in the form of symphonic 
suites or rhapsodies.  When asked for a work for the 1895 Leeds Festival, he produced 
his Symphonic Suite in D Minor (known ever since as the 'Leeds' Suite).  German directed 
the first performance in October that year.  Thomas Dunhill held the Suite in the highest 
esteem as "one of the unquestioned masterpieces of English music" and was worthy to 
rank with Elgar’s Enigma Variations."  He went on to say "Few recent writers of any 
nationality have packed more fancy, variety and imaginative display into the space of one 
work."22   At the opening of the development section of the spacious first movement, 
there occurs one of those remarkably scored passages which mark German out as a 
masterful orchestrator.  He spins a web of the most delicate colours from his two 
principal themes, including a notably lyrical passage that passes from a splash of harp 
with muted and divided, tremolo strings, via woodwind arabesques and a dolce excerpt 
from the second subject, to a tender duet (tranquillo) between solo violin and cello.  The 
second movement (Valse Gracieuse), despite its French title comprises, in Dunhill’s 
words a “delicious chain of melodies ....as English as it is possible for any waltz measure to 
be."  He compares the dainty leading theme to Elgar's Dorabella in the Enigma Variations 
as "the embodiment of some wayward figure of English girlhood."23  This Valse so quickly 
caught the public's ear that it unfortunately overshadowed the work as a whole.  The 
third movement is among German's finest, a moving Elegy of Elgarian eloquence, scored, 
most unusually for that time, for saxophone, muted strings (often divided), harp and 
timpani.  German's choice of the saxophone was possibly suggested by Bizet's example 
in L‘Arlésienne; and how absolutely right it is for this heartfelt outpouring.  Elgar must 
surely have recalled the opening of this Elegy when, nearly twenty years later, he came 
to write Sospiri.  It is interesting to discover from autograph sketches in the Edward 
German Archive that at some time between 1895 and 1898, German was planning 
another orchestral suite.  These show that German deleted his original title of 
Shakespearean Suite in favour of Merrie England!  Musically, however, this projected 
suite had no connection with the light opera of 1902.  The patriotic subjects that were 
evidently uppermost in German's mind at this time nevertheless found their outlet in the 
first of two works in 1897.  This was In Commemoration - an English Fantasia, written 
for Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee celebrations.  This is a brilliant extrovert piece, 
pre-dating Elgar's brand of pomp and circumstance by some four years.  German 
ensures formal coherence through close thematic working but gives each section a 
distinctive character so that we are scarcely aware of the music being in 4/4 almost 
throughout.  A rhythmic scheme of this kind, however, inevitably suggests a procession 
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of some kind, and the piece can perhaps be regarded as a vivid series of imagined 
tableaux vivants celebrating various aspects of the nation's life.  In 1897, however, it 
proved too noisy for some critics, who urged German to exercise more restraint- this, for 
example from The Musical Times:24 

"... [Mr German] has not been able to so distribute the orchestral means at his 
command that each part stands out boldly, and the chief melody predominantly so. 
Moreover, he all but abuses the large number of percussion instruments, till their 
din overpowers almost everything else; wherefore we would strongly advise the 
gifted composer to partly re-score his work. The Fantasia possesses so many good 
qualities and has such evident chances of popularity that no effort should be too 
great to remedy its defects." 

    In 1902, German did indeed revise the work, giving it a new title - Rhapsody on March 
Themes – though for publication in 1912, he changed it again: to March Rhapsody on 
Original Themes.  It seems that at times the title gave German more trouble than the 
music, for his revisions to the score itself were minimal.  Relaunched in the year of 
Edward VII's coronation, it proved more to the taste of a public and of critics growing 
familiar not only with Elgar's first two Pomp & Circumstance Marches but also his 
Enigma Variations and Overture Cockaigne.  German soon shows how adeptly he varies 
the character and scoring of his material.  On its first full statement, the jaunty principal 
march theme is but lightly scored, its character cheerful, yet restrained.  On its return 
after the trio section, German marks it Maestoso and, now fully scored, it emerges utterly 
transformed, exhibiting a decidedly ceremonial swagger.  In 1932, Gramophone 
magazine, reviewing a recording of the piece, welcomed it as:25 

"an attractive piece of construction, with the flaunting banners of the march spirit 
strengthening the rhapsodic mood, and a capital, broad tune for the trio.....German 
has an easy hold on form, orchestrates like a real lover of his medium, wears his 
heart on his sleeve, and is not frightened of the good old British ‘Britannia rules' 
background." 

    To pleas for the March Rhapsody's inclusion in the Proms, for which it is surely tailor-
made, the BBC, sadly, remains resolutely deaf. 
    For the other orchestral work of 1897, the symphonic poem Hamlet, German drew on 
material he had sketched for a production of Shakespeare’s play which had failed to 
materialise.  For an English composer, exploring this genre at this time was both 
significant and ambitious; few had taken it up in the wake of the first such British work 
in 1892, The Passing of Beatrice by the Scotsman, William Wallace.  Moreover, German's 
choice of subject invited comparisons with works by Liszt (1858) and Tchaikovsky 
(1888).  Hamlet was premiered at the Birmingham Festival in October that year under 
Hans Richter.  It was a work which Elgar particularly admired, and it's easy to see why: 
German's characterisation is extremely vivid and he keeps a fine grip on the narrative.  
Amidst much somewhat Lisztian treatment of Hamlet's thrusting motif, there is a 
beautifully tender melody conveying the trusting innocence of Ophelia, clothed in 
delicate, glowing orchestration.  And to herald the arrival of the King, Claudius, German 
gives us music which, incredibly, looks beyond Elgar to the ceremonial Walton, after 
which Claudius sweeps in pompously to the grandiose strains of a richly scored march. 
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    In December 1897 George Alexander asked German for music for his production the 
following February of Shakespeare's Much Ado about Nothing.  Although this ran for only 
seven weeks, German's music made a favourable, and lasting, impression.  The Overture 
captures brilliantly the restless high spirits of this comedy of vexatious behaviour.  The 
vigorous dance rhythms which propel the opening section catch the playful thrust of its 
good humoured banter, while the stability of the romantic second subject, associated 
with Hero and Claudio, is threatened a little by a nagging woodwind figure.  Ceremonial 
flourishes then herald the entrance march of Don Pedro (Pomposo con spirito), which is a 
close relation of those in Henry VIII and Hamlet.  A tranquillo passage and snatches of the 
opening material lead to the return, in reverse order, of the two leading subjects.  In 
addition to the excellent Overture, the score further enhanced German's reputation for 
writing immediately attractive old style dances in the shape of the Bourée and Gigue, 
which quickly became popular. 
    The Symphonic Suite The Seasons, written for the 1899 Norwich Festival, is German's 
most extended concert work and ranks among his finest achievements.  It displays to the 
full his gifts for expressive melody and compelling rhythm.  Drawing no doubt on his 
personal experience of the rural panorama of his native Shropshire, German maintains 
throughout an impressive sweep, conveying both the essential character of each phase 
of nature's annual cycle and emotions associated with them.  The third movement, 
Autumn, is the emotional heart of the work.  Easy on the ear as German's melodies are, 
they are not always as innocent of undertones as is supposed: very often the final phrase 
will sound a distinctly wistful note.  There is no better example than the melancholy 
theme which winds its way through Autumn: German's repetition of the very last phrase 
tellingly underlines the mood of profound regret.  By contrast, as the movement 
approaches its central climax, soaring strings against brass, underpinned by timpani, 
unleash a sustained orchestral storm of real power.  It's likely that those who complain 
of German having a limited expressive reach, are not sufficiently well acquainted with 
The Seasons.  It is surprising, for example, to learn that Gustav Holst "searching for a 
symbol of the English country-side" at that time when embarking on his Cotswolds 
Symphony apparently found nothing to build on except the "imitation Tudor heartiness of 
Edward German"26.  The most striking affinities, however, are between the impressive 
Elegy (In memoriam William Morris) of Holst's Symphony and German's elegiac Autumn 
movement, making one curious as to whether Holst had heard German's Suite.  
Certainly, The Seasons or German's Norwich Symphony would have provided more 
authentic pastoral evocations to inspire him than any amount of "imitation Tudor". 
    During the first few years of the new century, German’s parallel production of theatre 
and concert scores looked set to continue.  As well as music for a production of Anthony 
Hope's English Nell, he accepted an invitation from Leeds to write a violin concerto and 
started work on it.  English Nell opened on 21 August 1900 and German subsequently 
prepared two concert pieces from his score: the vivacious Overture – one of his best – 
which includes at its heart the traditional air Early One Morning and a set of Three 
Dances, which rivalled in popularity those from Henry VIII.  But Sullivan, who had 
hitherto shown German the greatest consideration, let him down rather badly in taking 
his leave of the world in November 1900.  As a result, German's creative energies over 
the next decade were to be concentrated on light opera.  In 1904, however, between A 
Princess of Kensington and Tom Jones, he found time to compose his Welsh Rhapsody for 
the Cardiff Festival.  Cast in four linked movements, this uses a number of traditional 
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Welsh tunes.  German treats these symphonically, with Men of Harlech a spectacularly 
rousing finale.  Especially affecting is the slow movement based on David of the White 
Rock, a tune which German particularly loved and which was played at his funeral.  The 
Welsh Rhapsody was not only an instant success but over the years proved itself the 
most durable of German's concert works, retaining a tenuous hold on the repertoire long 
after others had disappeared from view.  For such a quintessentially English composer, 
the irony of this success would not have gone unnoticed. 
    By 1909, German's light opera career had run its course.  He might have been expected 
to resume writing for the concert hall, perhaps returning to the Violin Concerto.  But he 
was acutely aware that Elgar, with masterpieces such as the Enigma Variations, 
Cockaigne, Introduction and Allegro, 1st Symphony and Violin Concerto, had overtaken 
him.  Not even Elgar's prompting, allied to a Philharmonic Society request, could 
galvanise German into creative activity.  Symptomatic of this crisis was his resorting to 
the use of two pieces from his Henry VIII score of 1892 to fashion his Coronation March 
and Hymn for George V's coronation in 1911. 
    In the immediate post-war years, there were signs of renewed creative confidence.  
For the Philharmonic Society, German produced in 1919 his Theme and Six Diversions, a 
splendid amalgam of his symphonic and lighter styles.  German did not reveal the 
specific idea behind this work but we do know that in 1911 Elgar had returned to a 
suggestion he had made back in 1905 – that German should write something about King 
Canute being inspired to compose by the chanting of the monks at Ely Abbey heard 
across the waters of the fens.27  That image of distant chant is conveyed most poetically 
by the 4th Diversion, scored for muted strings (divided), harp, and timpani; and the 

following 5th Diversion is a quick waltz of a quality 
which neither German nor his successors surpassed.  
    For the Royal Academy's centenary in 1922, German 
wrote The Willow Song, which he called a “Tone-
Picture for orchestra on the traditional melody A poor 
soul sat sighing from Othello”.  The choice of 
Desdemona’s sad song and the use of a modal tune 
possibly of Tudor origin, evoke memories of German's 
own very personal depictions of the England of that 
era.  But the music itself bears some kinship with that 
of younger English composers, most notably the pre-
war idylls of George Butterworth. After a central 
section in which the music rises to a radiant, richly 
scored, fortissimo climax, the main theme returns 
with a decorative counter melody on cellos and 
bassoons.  This touching work betrays no signs of 
declining creative power, yet it was virtually the last 
music German was to write. 

    German died in November 1936.  The Times' obituary, under the heading "the 
composer of light operas", was essentially an account of German's career as a theatre 
composer, though it did acknowledge that his concert works had won him a reputation 
in the 1890s.  It went on to observe that German:28 
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"at the time of the productions of (Merrie England' and (Tom Jones' [was} so 
frequently spoken of as Sullivan's  successor that his generation tended to forget 
that he was something much more than that - an artist of genius" 

    German, The Times stated, had in his lifetime "joined the ranks of the honoured but 
unperformed English composers."  This latter state of affairs was underlined two years 
later in Dunhill's article in the Musical Times, in which he highlighted the extent of the 
public's ignorance of some of German's best music and gave detailed accounts, with 
musical examples, of the Leeds Suite and The Seasons:29 

“Although, perhaps, no British composer of our time has enjoyed so many 
performances of his less important works as Edward German, it is a great 
misfortune that the younger generation is not familiar with his best music ....the 
superb Suite in D Minor (produced at the Leeds Festival of 1895) is, however, 
practically unknown to-day. So also are the 'Seasons' Suite, the joyous 'Rhapsody on 
March Themes'... and the 'Hamlet' Symphonic Poem - all brilliant compositions of 
happy imaginative quality." 

    In the early post-war years, the expansion of the BBC's light orchestras, including the 
formation of the BBC Concert Orchestra in 1953, along with their annual light music 
festivals, helped to keep German's lighter music alive.  Whilst the wave of patriotism 
which surrounded the present Queen's coronation in 1953 brought in its wake renewed 
interest in the light operas, it did not trigger public or critical curiosity about his music 
in general.  Sir John Barbirolli, however, kept faith with German's music, playing the 
Theme and Diversions at the 1956 Cheltenham Festival of British Contemporary Music.  
According to Frank Howes the work was:30 

"...laughed at as an awful example of what late Victorian music had been like – for 
that is what it was, a late survivor of the older tradition of English composition" 

    This damaging view was spectacularly wide of the mark.  Not only was a work from 
1919 far from being "late Victorian", but the music itself exhibited a decidedly post-war 
leanness and economy of expression.  Cheltenham, however, was clearly the wrong place 
and 1956 the wrong time for a German revival!  But Barbirolli was unapologetic – he 
opened the 1959 Festival with the Nell Gwyn Overture! 
    By the time of the centenary of German's birth in 1962, one eminent critic could 
devote almost his entire piece in the Daily Telegraph to enumerating what he saw as the 
limitations of the light operas and dismissed the concert works in a single sentence. 31  
For German, the tide was definitely out and there it stayed throughout the 1960s, 1970s 
and early 1980s.  Most disappointingly, the enterprising Lyrita Company, in reviving on 
LP during this time so much music by long neglected British composers, completely 
overlooked German.  A BBC radio programme in 1969 on the British musical renaissance 
also completely ignored German, along with, it has to be said, Mackenzie and Cowen.  
The associated Study Notes repeated the received wisdom that Elgar was "the first 
Englishman to be known chiefly for a splendid command of the large romantic 
orchestra"32. 
    It was not until1986 – the 50th anniversary of German's death – that there came a 
turning point in German's fortunes.  First and foremost, Brian Rees's authoritative 
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biography was published.  He remarked therein that "...a veritable glacier of neglect [had] 
crept over [German's] impressive orchestral work"33 and he expressed the hope that his 
account of the long neglected music would, in the fullness of time, lead to proper 
evaluation.  The following year a revival, on record, did indeed begin. 
    Hearing German’s long neglected scores brought to life has served to underline the 
injustice which he has suffered over the years.  Although there were periods when the 
Norwich Symphony, the Welsh Rhapsody, and the Theme and Diversions were played quite 
frequently, there is no continuous performing tradition among our leading orchestras.  
When John Wilson and the Halle gave Hamlet at the 2006 Whitchurch Festival this was 
their first performance of the piece since 1898!  Some hold that CDs, rather than live 
performances, are today's means of restoring neglected music to circulation; that it 
should not concern us unduly if music revived on disc does not re-enter the concert 
repertoire.  This may well be true of some music but my view is that German deserves 
both.  Whatever the period charm and tunefulness of his best light operas, their 
expressive reach is forever circumscribed by the limitations of their libretti, the music 
only occasionally breaking free from the straitjacket of the genre.  His symphonic music, 
however, by virtue of its quality of invention and strength of character, speaks to us, a 
century on, of timeless values.  More than any other English music of its time, this body 
of work most deserves a place in the repertoire, for it does indeed stand out from the 
prevailing cast of most English music of the 1890s by the likes of Parry, Stanford, 
Hurlstone and others in its immediate melodic appeal, colourful orchestration, and 
distinctively English character.  Now that Elgar's own standing seems to be unassailable, 
it is surely time for those over whom he still casts a long shadow to be given their place 
in the sun.  Whereas Parry's music is now given an occasional airing, German's is still 
limited to those pieces which are seen as sitting comfortably within a light music 
context.  We might do well to reflect that in restoring his symphonic works to our 
concert halls, we would also be honouring Elgar's memory, since German was 
undoubtedly the English composer he most admired and loved.  Elgar, more than 
anyone, would condemn the continuing neglect of German and rejoice in the prospect of 
his friend's music taking its place again alongside his own.  And there is surely room for 
both, for while Elgar's music reflects the reality of Edwardian opulence, refracted 
through a very personal creative prism, full of self-doubt, German's offers us an angst-
free vision of an idealised past of the imagination, showing us, in Jerrold Northrop 
Moore's words "what might have been"34. 

Ray Siese 
London, 2012
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