
Quad City Symphony Orchestra 

PROGRAM NOTES 
Masterworks III: English Serenade 

 
By Jacob Bancks 

Associate Professor of Music 
Augustana College 

 
SIR EDWARD ELGAR (1857-1934) 
Serenade for Strings, Op. 20 
 
Instrumentation: String orchestra. 
Premiere: July 23, 1896, Antwerp, Belgium. A pri-

vate reading had previously been conducted by 
Elgar in 1892 with the Worcester Ladies’ Or-
chestral Class. 

QCSO Premiere. 
 
The stature of Sir Edward Elgar is matched 
by very few composers in the history of Brit-
ish music. A number of his works have 
proven enormously popular and lasting, 
from the graduation ceremony staple Pomp 
and Circumstance (“Land of Hope and 
Glory”) to the concert and memorial service 
favorite Enigma Varia-
tions. He received nine 
honorary doctoral de-
grees, including from 
Cambridge and Oxford. 
He was knighted in 
1904, and his face was 
at one time featured on 
£20 bills from the Bank 
of England. Despite 
fluctuations of critical 
opinion through the 
decades since his 
death, he remains an 
icon of British music as it 
transitioned from the 
nineteenth to the twen-
tieth century. 

 
But up until forty-third year, very few observ-
ers would have guessed that Elgar would 
reach such heights. The humility of his back-
ground can hardly be exaggerated: the 
fourth of seven children of a Worcester pi-
ano tuner, he was mostly self-taught in mu-
sic. His dreams of studying at the Leipzig 
Conservatory were thwarted by his family’s 
finances, and he spent his early adulthood in 
a number of very modest engagements, in-
cluding serving as composer-in-residence at 
a mental hospital and leading a number of 
local, non-professional music groups.  
 
Thus it is perhaps unsurprising that many of 

Elgar’s earlier works were 
premiered not by major Brit-
ish orchestras or soloists but 
by regional amateur ensem-
bles. The essential role of 
non-professional musicians in 
the history of classical music 
is a highly understudied phe-
nomenon, and although the 
word “amateur” can have 
negative connotations today, 
the root of the word itself is 
the Latin amator, meaning 
“lover”, i.e., one who prac-
tices art for love, not money. 
Due to the unusual trajectory 
of Elgar’s career, amateur 

Drawing of Edward Elgar by William Rothstein 
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musicians played a particularly important 
role. 
 
Such was the case with his Serenade for 
Strings, which was first performed by the 
Worcester Ladies’ Orchestral Class in the 
composer’s native city. Like many amateur 
groups, little research exists as to the mem-
bership or origin of this ensemble, although 
we do know that this performance was under 
the auspices of the larger Worcestershire 
Musicians’ Union. At the time of this premi-
ere, Elgar was still seven years away from the 
fame that Enigma Variations would bring 
him, and we can wonder whether any of the 
ladies who performed this work’s first perfor-
mance understood the prominence for 
which this modest country musician was des-
tined.  
 

Serenade for Strings 
Listening Guide 

First movement: Allegro piacevole 
¯ RHYTHM: At the movement’s very 
beginning, Elgar introduces rhythmic 
figure in the violas that frequently recurs 
throughout the movement, often when 
the higher or lower voices hold longer 
pitches.  
¯ INSTRUMENTATION: Notice Elgar’s 
judicious use of the cellos and particu-
larly the basses. For much of the move-
ment, they play only isolated notes or 
short figures and rest frequently. By con-
trast, the violins play almost continu-
ously. This lends the movement a light 
feeling appropriate to a serenade, and 
avoids over-using the broader effects of 
all the instruments playing together. 

Second movement: Larghetto 
¯ MELODY: The movement begins with 
a quintessentially Elgarian melody, 
touching and sentimental, which may 

recall the “Nimrod” movement of the 
Enigma Variations for some listeners. Es-
pecially characteristic are the isolated 
melodic leaps upward, followed by a 
calming step downward. There’s even a 
musical term for such a gesture: appog-
giatura (literally, a “leaning note”). 
¯ TEXTURE: Like many composers, El-
gar frequently combines two kinds of 
musical texture. Although there is usu-
ally a predominating melody accompa-
nied by chords (“homophony”), often 
these accompanying chords are com-
prised of melodies themselves (“polyph-
ony”). In more complicated passages, he 
has ways of directing your attention; for 
example, when the accompaniment gets 
more complicated, Elgar often amplifies 
the overriding melody by directing it to 
be played in octaves. 

Third movement: Allegretto 
¯ FORM: Elgar provides a very brief 
closing movement to round out his sere-
nade. Although this movement begins 
with new material, listen for the recur-
rence of the signature rhythm from the 
first movement’s opening measures.  

 
RICHARD STRAUSS (1864-1949) 
Horn Concerto No. 1 in E-flat Major, 

Op. 11 
 
Instrumentation: Solo horn, two flutes, two 

oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, two horns, 
two trumpets, timpani, and strings. 

Premiere: March 4, 1885, by the orchestra of 
Meiningen, Germany, with Gustav Leinhos as 
horn soloist and Hans von Bülow conducting. 
A version of the same work for horn and solo 
piano was premiered publicly two years prior, 
performed by hornist Bruno Hoyer, a pupil of 
Strauss’s father, Franz. 

QCSO Premiere. 
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Richard Strauss’s father was Franz Strauss, a 
professional hornist in the Munich Opera Or-
chestra, and the son’s early training and mu-
sical experiences were among his father’s 
circles of professional colleagues in Munich. 
Growing up in this environment no doubt 
led him, long after he achieved international 
fame, to claim that “a musician with talent 
for composition, who plays the violin or 
some wind instrument in an orchestra, will 
have more skill in instrumentation (without 
any knowledge of its theory) than the equally 
gifted pianist or music critic who has dili-
gently studied textbooks, but has never 
come closer to orchestral instruments than 
the first row of a concert hall.” An aspiring 
composer “should not only study the scores 
of the great masters, but above all ask instru-
mentalists of all kinds to familiarize him with 
the exact technique of their instruments and 
with the timbre of their registers. He should, 
so to speak, try to find out the secrets of the 

orchestra tuning-room.” Thanks to his fam-
ily’s musical milieu, to Strauss himself these 
so-called “secrets of the orchestra tuning-
room” were revealed from a very early age. 
 
Of all such orchestral secrets, Richard likely 
knew the most about his father’s instrument, 
the horn, an instrument which features 
prominently in his output. Strauss wrote two 
concertos for horn and orchestra, and both 
remain a part of the active repertoire today. 
The first was written just a few years before 
Strauss achieved his first sensational success, 
the tone poem Don Juan, and was premi-
ered (in the early version for piano and horn) 
by one of his father’s students, Bruno Hoyer. 
Although formally the work is built on the 
standard three-movement, fast-slow-fast 
concerto structure, the seamlessness of the 
movement transitions hints toward Strauss’s 
later achievements in single-movement tone 
poems. 
 

Horn Concerto No. 1 
Listening Guide 

First movement: Allegro 
¯ MELODY: Much of the horn’s melody, 
including the opening figure, is built on 
“arpeggios”, or musical gestures made 
up of broken chords. Such melodies are 
especially suited to the horn, an instru-
ment built on the arpeggio-based notes 
of the overtone series. 
¯ ORCHESTRATION: The range of the 
horn lives in the middle of the orches-
tra’s range, neither very high (like flutes 
or violins) nor very low (like bassoons and 
cellos). Thus, though it is capable of pro-
ducing a lot of sound, Strauss nonethe-
less is careful not to drown the horn with 
the orchestra accompaniment . A good 
example of this is the duet the solo horn 

Richard Strauss as a young man. 
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has with the evocative, but not too loud, 
solo cello. 

Second movement: Andante 
¯ FORM: Note that Strauss moves 
smoothly between movements rather 
than allowing the customary break be-
tween them. Given the relatively short 
duration of the work, this preserves the 
continuity of the music. 
¯ INSTRUMENTATION: Unlike pianists 
or string soloists, hornists are physicaly 
unable to play continuously, so Strauss 
allows for some breaks of varying 
lengths, which occur more frequently in 
the second half the concerto.  

Third movement: Allegro 
¯ MELODY: “Of all the instruments,” 
wrote Strauss, “the horn is probably the 
one that blends best with all instrumen-
tal groups.” Notice how passages of just 
woodwind or just string accompaniment 
allows Strauss to highlight the various 
blending qualities of the instrument. 
¯ ORCHESTRATION: Listen for the 
highly agile flute arpeggios that recur 
several times in the movement. Note 
that Strauss cleverly split these musical 
gestures between first and second flute, 
allowing them to be more sprightly and 
dynamic together than either of them 
might be on their own. 

 

BENJAMIN BRITTEN (1913-1976) 
Serenade, Op. 31 
 
Instrumentation: Solo tenor, horn and strings. 
Premiere: October 15, 1943, with Peter Pears, 

tenor and Dennis Brain, solo horn, with Wal-
ter Goehr conducting. 

QCSO Premiere. 

 
Addressing an American audience in 1964, 
Benjamin Britten expressed his gratitude for 
a number of benefits he drew from visits to 
the United States, where he sought a safe 
harbor in which to live as a conscientious ob-
jector during World War II. “But,” he said, 
“the thing I am most grateful to your country 
for is this: it was in California, in the unhappy 
summer of 1941, that, coming across a copy 
of the Poetical Works of George Crabbe in a 
Los Angeles bookshop, I first read his poem, 
Peter Grimes.” This poem, which Britten 
would later adapt into his most renowned 
opera, happened to be set in near his native 
place. In that moment, he said, “I suddenly 
realized where I belonged and what I lacked. 
I had become without roots.” A sudden, in-
exorable desire to return to his homeland 
thus brought him home to his native Alde-
burgh on England’s North Sea coast. Eng-
land and Englishness in general would there-
after form an extremely important thread 
running through nearly all of Britten’s works. 
“I believe in roots, in associations, in back-
grounds, in personal relationships,” he said. 
“And I only came to realise that in California 
in 1941.” 
 
Chief among the these “roots and associa-
tions” is the magnificent, ancient body of 
English poetry. Among composers, Britten 
possessed an unmatched understanding of 
the English language as it had been used 
over the centuries, and unparalleled skill in 
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setting it to music. Compiled within two 
years of the epiphany in the California 
bookshop, the texts to Britten’s Serenade for 
Tenor, Horn and Strings comprise a veritable 
anthology of British poetry, exploring the 
vast web of English culture that compelled 
his turn homeward. The work was written to 
be sung by tenor Peter Pears, Britten’s life 
partner and constant collaborator, and the 
22-year-old horn virtuoso Dennis Brain. 
 
The Serenade shares a number of paradoxi-
cal musical characteristics found in nearly all 
of Britten’s works. Formally, Britten makes 
clear delineations between sections and 
movements, but the beginnings and end-
ings of individual movements are often in 
themselves subtle and highly inconclusive. 
Much of his harmony is what most listeners 
would consider familiar or “tonal” (using ma-
jor and minor chords and keys), but Britten 
uses tonality in a uniquely haunting, eerie 
manner, designed as much to unsettle and 
disturb us as to reassure us. Most character-
istic of all is the tenor part; like nearly every 
important work of Britten’s (including Peter 
Grimes and the War Requiem), the Serenade 

was fashioned to highlight the properties of 
Pears’s unique voice: light, high, and agile, 
with an intense expressive range. 
 

TEXTS 
 

Pastoral 
(Charles Cotton, 1630-1687) 

 
The day’s grown old; the fainting sun 
Has but a little way to run, 
And yet his steeds, with all his skill, 
Scarce lug the chariot down the hill. 

 
The shadows now so long do grow, 
That brambles like tall cedars show; 
Molehills seem mountains, and the ant 
Appears a monstrous elephant. 

 
A very little, little flock 
Shades thrice the ground that it would 

stock; 
Whilst the small stripling following them 
Appears a mighty Polypheme. 

 
And now on benches all are sat, 
In the cool air to sit and chat, 
Till Phoebus, dipping in the West, 
Shall lead the world the way to rest. 
 

Nocturne 
(Alfred, Lordy Tennyson, 1809-1892) 

 
The splendour falls on castle walls 
And snowy summits old in story: 
The long light shakes across the lakes, 
And the wild cataract leaps in glory: 

 
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes fly-

ing, 
Bugle blow; answer, echoes, dying, dying, 

dying. 
 

The cover of a recording of Britten's Serenade, with photos 
(left to right) of the composer, Pears, and Brain 
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O hark, O hear, how thin and clear, 
And thinner, clearer, farther going! 
O sweet and far from cliff and scar 
The horns of Elfland faintly blowing! 

 
Blow, let us hear the purple glens replying: 
Bugle, blow; answer, echoes, answer, dy-

ing, dying, dying. 
 

O love, they die in yon rich sky, 
They faint on hill or field or river: 
Our echoes roll from soul to soul, 
And grow for ever and for ever. 

 
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes fly-

ing; 
And answer, echoes, answer, dying, dying, 

dying. 
 

Elegy 
(William Blake, 1757-1827) 

 
O Rose, thou art sick; 
The invisible worm 
That flies in the night, 
In the howling storm, 

 
Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy; 
And his dark, secret love 
Does thy life destroy. 
 

Dirge 
(Anonymous, 15th century) 

 
This ae nighte, this ae nighte, 
Every nighte and alle, 
Fire and fleet and candle-lighte, 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
When thou from hence away art past, 
Every nighte and alle, 
To Whinnymuir thou com'st at last; 

And Christe receive thy saule. 
 

If ever thou gav'st hos'n and shoon, 
Every nighte and alle, 
Sit thee down and put them on; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
If hos'n and shoon thou ne'er gav'st nane 
Every nighte and alle, 
The whinnes sall prick thee to the bare 

bane; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
From Whinnymuir when thou may'st pass, 
Every nighte and alle, 
To Brig o' Dread thou com'st at last; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
From Brig o' Dread when thou may'st pass, 
Every nighte and alle, 
To Purgatory fire thou com'st at last; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
If ever thou gav'st meat or drink, 
Every nighte and alle, 
The fire sall never make thee shrink; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
If meat or drink thou ne'er gav'st nane, 
Every nighte and alle, 
The fire will burn thee to the bare bane; 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
This ae nighte, this ae nighte, 
Every nighte and alle, 
Fire and fleet and candle-lighte, 
And Christe receive thy saule. 

 
Hymn 

(Ben Johnson, 1572-1637) 
 
Queen and huntress, chaste and fair, 
Now the sun is laid to sleep, 
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Seated in thy silver chair, 
State in wonted manner keep: 
Hesperus entreats thy light, 
Goddess excellently bright. 

 
Earth, let not thy envious shade 
Dare itself to interpose; 
Cynthia's shining orb was made 
Heav'n to clear when day did close: 
Bless us then with wishèd sight, 
Goddess excellently bright. 

 
Lay thy bow of pearl apart, 
And thy crystal shining quiver; 
Give unto the flying hart 
Space to breathe, how short so-ever: 
Thou that mak'st a day of night, 
Goddess excellently bright. 
 

Sonnet 
(John Keats, 1795-1821) 

 
O soft embalmer of the still midnight, 
Shutting with careful fingers and benign 
Our gloom-pleas'd eyes, embower'd from 

the light, 
Enshaded in forgetfulness divine: 

 
O soothest Sleep! if so it please thee, close 
In midst of this thine hymn my willing eyes, 
Or wait the “Amen” ere thy poppy throws 
Around my bed its lulling charities. 

 
Then save me, or the passèd day will shine 
Upon my pillow, breeding many woes, 
Save me from curious Conscience, that still 

lords 
 

Its strength for darkness, burrowing like a 
mole; 

Turn the key deftly in the oilèd wards, 
And seal the hushèd Casket of my Soul. 

 

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART 
(1756-1791) 
Symphony No. 36 in C major, K. 425 
(“Linz”) 
 
Instrumentation: Two oboes, two bassoons, two 

horns, two trumpets, timpani, and strings. 
Premiere: November 4, 1783, Linz, Austria. 
QCSO Performance History: Mozart’s “Linz” 

Symphony has been performed only once in 
QCSO history, when James Dixon conducted 
the work in 1984. 

 
The Austrian city of Linz is, topographically 
at least, not unlike the Quad Cities. It strad-
dles the Danube River, and lies at the geo-
graphical center of Europe. And just as the 
Quad Cities sits in “flyover country”, so too 
Linz was, for the Mozart family, a stopover 
point on the well-traveled road between 
their home in Salzburg and the imperial cap-
ital, Vienna. On Leopold Mozart’s first tour 
with his duo child prodigies Wolfgang and 
Nannerl in 1762, Linz was worthy of mention 
in a letter home because it was there that 
young Wolfgang caught a cold. (Given the 
Austrian tendency to worship the ground 
Mozart walked on, one could almost imagine 
a historical marker being erected in Linz to 
commemorate the event.) 
 
But the city lives most in Mozart’s biography 
as the subtitle of his thirty-sixth symphony. 
1782 and 1783 were both blissful and tragic 
years in Mozart’s life: in Vienna in August 
1782, he began his happy marriage with so-
prano Constanze Weber, and in June of 
1783, they welcomed their first child, 
Raimund Leopold. Shortly after the boy’s 
birth, the new parents left him in Vienna and 
travelled to Salzburg so Constanze could 
meet Mozart’s family for the first time; by 
mid-August, while his parents were still 
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away, the boy died suddenly of an intestinal 
malady. Wolfgang and Costanze would re-
main in Salzburg until November. 

 
On their way back 
to Vienna, the Mo-
zarts stopped once 
again in the half-
way-home town of 
Linz, and were 
hosted by Johann 
Joseph Anton, 
Count Thun-Ho-
henstein, a local 
nobleman. Mozart 
composed the 
“Linz” symphony 

in a mere four days as a tribute to the count, 
to be played by his court orchestra. Shortly 
thereafter he and Constanze continued on 
their trip to Vienna; though he lived eight 
more years, he would not return to his native 
Salzburg again. After the death of their in-
fant Raimund, he and Constanze would wel-
come five more children, only two of whom 
would survive to adulthood. 
 

Linz Symphony 
Listening Guide 

First movement: Adagio – Allegro spiri-
toso 
¯ FORM: The work opens, like many 
symphonies, with a slow introduction to 
contrast the lively main section to follow. 
But this slow introduction is itself a study 
in contrasts: note the overwhelmingly 
imposing, double-dotted rhythms of the 
first measures with the elegant, almost 
hesitant second phrase. This sets up the 
movement’s main section as something 
of a happy medium between the two 
opening characters. 

¯ ORCHESTRATION: Note that the 
woodwind section for the “Linz” Sym-
phony is smaller than usual. The absence 
of clarinets is probably due to the fact 
that the instrument was itself new tech-
nology at the time, though the clarinet 
did make its way into some of Mozart’s 
later symphonies. But more puzzling is 
the absence of flutes. This may have had 
to do with the absence (or low quality) of 
flutists in the Linz orchestra. 

Second movement: Andante 
¯ TEXTURE: Notice how Mozart uses 
the woodwinds and horns in contrast to 
the strings: where the strings have warm, 
somewhat lilting and dreamy dotted 
rhythms in rich chords, the winds and 
horn have darker, immobile octaves or 
other inert figures that sound almost like 
a church organ with the swell doors 
closed. 

Third movement: Menuetto 
¯ FORM: Like the slow introduction to 
the first movement, in this movement 
Mozart contrasts a grand, imposing min-
uet with a retiring and bashful trio. The 
trio features sikly lines from the oboe 
and bassoon.  

Fourth movement: Finale (Presto) 
¯ RHYTHM: As he often does, Mozart 
layers many different rhythms on top of 
each other. When the strings have fast-
running sixteenth notes, be impressed! 
But also notice that the excitement is of-
ten driven by more subtle long notes in 
the winds and horns. 

 
 

Mozart in 1782 or 1783, 
painted by his brother-in-law, 
Joseph Lange. 


