
 

 

When John Bunyan’s Pilgrim meets a Cello – and an English Roman 

When the 24-year old Richard Wagner read English novelist Bulwer-Lytton’s fresh 
novel Rienzi, the last Roman Tribune (published 1835) somewhere in 1837, his 
megalomaniac tendencies immediately realised operatic possibilities, more 
specifically for an opera in the contemporary fashionable style of French Grand 
Opèra of Meyerbeer. The main attraction for Wagner was the possibility of 
spectacular mass scenes. The gigantic undertaking of five long acts was completed 
only after an interruption, and performed in 1842. The Overture  he wrote for Rienzi 
is a popular item among listeners because of its contents, which may be seen as a 
medley of attractive themes from the opera itself. The medley-type of overture was 
also part of the French tradition, according to which melodies from the opera itself 
would be strung together. In the overture, three themes dominate: Rienzi’s slow and 
solemn prayer from the last act, the soldiers’ battle hymn, and the fast march that 
ends the piece.  

Discussions around the cello as a solo-instrument with (or versus) the orchestra 
frequently return to the problem of proper balance with the orchestra, and composers 
criticised or lauded for their solutions. The characteristic tenor voice of the instrument 
means that its ideal acoustic position is below that of the higher strings and most 
woodwinds, and as a result its dynamic range cannot compete with the brass section 
either. Its late arrival on the concerto scene also meant the absence of a history of its 
capabilities. Since Boccherini’s elevation of the instrument onto the stage during the 
later 18th century, and a few decades later Beethoven’s significant contributions in 
the field of chamber music, very few composers were willing to be tested on that field.  
 
During the second half of the 19th century, the production of cello concertos 
gradually increased, with works by Schumann (1850), Saint-Saëns (1873 and 1902), 
and Dvořák’s B minor work of 1895 (and of course Elgar’s E minor somewhat later) 
forming the bulk of successful attempts. The far less often heard Cello Concerto in 
D minor by Edouard Lalo (1823-1892) can be regarded as only the sixth work 
belonging to this group. (Interestingly enough, another French-speaking composer of 
the time, Henri Vieuxtemps – famous for his seven violin concertos – also left two for 
the cello, written in the late 1870s). 
 
Lalo’s career is characterised by sheer hard work, as Thomas May put it, a testament 
to the virtue of perseverance. It was only in the 1870s – in the composer’s fifties – 
that his career finally took off. His Symphonie espagnole – in reality the second of his 
four violin concertos – has remained to this day as his best-known work.  
 
In more than one respect the Cello Concerto is a product of the time. As a concerto 
it reflects the outward appearance of a classic three movement work. But this has 



been “reinterpreted” by the composer by titling the movements respectively Prélude, 
Intermezzo and Introduction. As a composition by a trainee from the famous 
Conservatoire in Paris on the other hand the work reflects the popular “binary 
approach” for each of the three movements: a slow start followed by a faster section. 
This was a popular composer’s ploy for the prescribed pieces of that institution’s 
practical examinations. The idea behind these two-tier compositions can probably be 
explained as a slow-moving, tense drama that can only be resolved by a virtuoso 
closing section. The accent in Lalo’s concerto is therefore clearly on the soloist, who 
is present in the foreground, with a taxing solo part.  The well-written solo part 
contains a variety of technical show and ample expressive moments, whereas the 
orchestra appears to have mostly an introductory or supportive function.  
 
The first movement thus follows the pattern Lento – Allegro maestoso. 
Characteristically the Lento part is tense, dramatic, and full of surprises. The 
fragmentary recitative of the cello is punctuated every few seconds by isolated, loud 
and passionate orchestral chords – about 18 of them in the first few minutes, with 
many more to follow in the rest of the movement! These intrusive poltergeist-chords 
are of such an intensive nature that they almost acquire thematic meaning. 
 
The traditionally slow middle movement follows a ternary pattern – slow – faster – 
slow, with the middle section reminding of a scherzo. The last movement has the 
features of the proverbial grand finale: the slow introduction – naturally with ample 
cello declamations – gradually make way for Vivace, including a lengthy cadenza. 
 
Lalo’s international success with his Symphonie espagnole concerto has been traced 
back to his mother’s Spanish origins, and the work was one of the first French 
compositions containing clear elements of Spanish origin. (Other similar instances 
include music by Chabrier and Ravel, to name but two).It remains debatable whether 
the Hispanic timbre is also present in other works, such as the Concerto, and not 
merely in “filtered” or indirect references. Furthermore one has to keep in mind that 
the inclusion of “exotic” sounds in music was high fashion in late 19th century music. 
Lalo also wrote music with “Russian” or “Norwegian” timbre – whatever that may 
have meant to the composer. 
 
After the death of Frederic Delius, Gustav Holst and Edward Elgar (all in 1934), 
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) – often referred to as “...that most English of 
English composers...” became the unofficial leader of English music of the 20th 
century. According to Hubert Foss, one of Vaughan Williams’ first biographers, the 
composer’s music usually conjures up views of the the English countryside. This 
opinion is fairly accurate, especially considering the titles of some of his works, and 
his confession to the very strong “pastoral” element in his style. Core works of this 
kind belong to the average listener’s daily dose of music, such as Fantasy on a 
Theme of Thomas Tallis (Greensleeves Fantasy), and The Lark Ascending. The 
absorption of English folk music traditions formed an essential part of his oeuvre, 



which in itself categorises the composer firmly as “nationalist” – together with 
contemporaries such as Sibelius, Falla, Grieg and others.  
 
These qualities, coupled with specifically the home reception of his music put him 
very much in the same frame as Sibelius: conservative, slightly old-fashioned, and 
weary of modernist tricks of early 20th century trends in music. Furthermore, his 
interest in and love for church music – he composed several popular hymns – made 
links with past English masters necessary, on account of which he is praised for 
“bringing back the fame of the Golden Age of Elizabethan musicians such as Tallis, 
Gibbons and Weelkes...” 

It comes as no surprise then that Vaughan Williams planned for more than thirty 
years to write an opera on John Bunyan’s famous religious bestseller of 1678, The 
Pilgrim’s Progress, a task that was only finalised in 1951. In the early forties he 
thought of giving up the challenge, and used material for the opera in his Fifth 
Symphony in . It was probably in part the reason for the symphony’s exceptionally 
good reception by English audiences. After the somewhat challenging, even 
aggressive quality of the fourth symphony – completed in 1934, and which was 
described as an expression of restlessness in Europe  – the Fifth (1943) was 
experienced as the opposite, “...at peace with the noise of the war...”, even as some 
kind of escapism from the still raging war. It is largely a contemplative and listener-
friendly work, which at the time of composition was seen as a fusion of the 
composer’s style. Fittingly the composer also quotes two hymns of his own 
composition in the work.  

As a deliberate change of stylistic colours after the Fourth, the four movements of the 
Fifth did away with the conventional tempo indications, such as Allegro or Presto, and 
replaced them with simple genre titles – Preludio, Scherzo, Romanza and 
Passacaglia.  A strong pastoral quality reigns in the greater part of the work. In 
musical terms the pastoral strives to generate the mood of quiet solitude and peace, 
in the Baroque era often associated with the tranquillity of nature and shepherd life. 
Slow tempi, long stretches of unchanged harmony, and the virtual absence of 
dramatic contrasts and climaxes of any kind are therefore some of the main 

characteristics of the Fifth. It is for this latter reason 
that the first movement’s two themes are related. The 
main idea of the horns at the start of the movement 
(see example) is a good example of a typical repetitive 
pastoral motif, and is present as a unifying force 
throughout all four movements.  

The Scherzo is faster (marked Presto) but light, playful. Warbling flutes suggest a 
rustic meadow scene in spring. The third movement (Romanza) is equally pastoral, 
but slower. The little theme above opens the movement in long, quiet, thick string 
chords. Against these clouds of string sounds a solo cor anglais / alto oboe ( = 
“English horn”) laments quietly. The composer copied a passage from Bunyan’s text 



at the top of the Romanza: “Upon this place stood a cross, and a little below a 
sepulchre. Then he said: ‘He hath given me rest by his sorrow, and life by his death.’” 
According to Phillip Huscher of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, those words are 
set to the same poignant melody of the cor anglais (See next example). (About the 

title Romanza: The 
movement should not be 
confused with the normal 
usage (Romance) in the 
sense of anything 

“romantic”. The Italian term is apparently used for music with a vocal connection, 
which in turn links with the symphony’s literary background, as an expression of 
peacefulness...)  

For the final movement Vaughan Williams reached back again to the Baroque 
technique of the Passacaglia – a more or less stable bass melody upon which the 
upper voices are constructed, the same technique that Brahms employed in his 
fourth symphony’s finale. But in order to achieve a not too rigidly structured piece 
Vaughan Williams chose not to keep it totally unaltered, but gradually blended the 
theme into the symphonic fabric. The last bars of the movement quote the pastoral 
motive of the first example above again, thereby closing the work in the same way as 
it started.  

As mentioned before, as a “conservative” composer Vaughan Williams appears to be 
in the same company as Sibelius, whose music had its strongest support in England, 
and for whom the Englishman had the greatest admiration. Sibelius humbly 
acknowledged Vaughan Williams’ dedication of the Fifth Symphony.  


