How excited would you be if someone asked you to make the
world pramiere recording of a work by Elgar? The dust had
not long settled from the resounding trumph of the first
performance of Anthony Payne's realisation of the sketches
for the Third Symphory in 1998, when | was told that Elgar
had also had a projected *Piano Concerto”. Could a
realisation of thiz Piano Concarto be comparable to the Third
Symphany, and similarly take the musical world by storm?
The: slow movemeant | had been asked 1o record had been
edited from an original manuscript sketch by the
distinguished Elgar biographer, Dr. Parcy Young, al the
reques! of Harriet Cohen in 1957 Initially, he arranged it for
piano and strings, but later added wind and brass for a
performance by Leslie Howard in 1979. It was a very short
maovernent, but with an utterly beguiling thema, a typically
Elgarian liting melody that lingered wistfully in the mind,
redolent of some nastalgic longing.

Diaries and letters mention the “Piano Concerto” several
times from 1914 onwards, and when Elgar improvised five
peeces at the piano for a historic recording in 1929, he used
the liting slow movemeant
theme as the basis for the
fourth improvisation. It appears
that the intention to write a
peano concerto was in his
mind for a period of over 20 years, but the skelchbooks reveal
an almost lotal lack of enthusiasm for it

Elgar's own piano playing was idiogyncratic to say the
least, bul it was competent encugh to have been an essential
tood in his compositional process. However, he seems to
have had an intrinsic dislike of the typical “virtuoso" style of
piano playing, as he wrote to Alice Stuart Woriley (his
“Windflower") in 1911; ‘| do not like piano solo players’
playing but | love yours. .. | would not think of asking you to
play to ordinary people who would not understand what
poetical playing really is.”  Elgar loved to hear Alice play the
fragment for the Piano Concerto that he had composed (i.e.
the slow moverment thema), and there are several entries in
Alice Elgar's diary to this effect; ‘A.5.W. came and played the
lovely Piano Concerto piece’ (10th January 1914); 'A.S.W
came to tea and played the lovely phrasa of Piano Concerlo’
{26th Ociober 19186).

In January 1917 Alice records how Elgar himself played
the sketch to another close friend, the actress Mary Anderon
e Navarro: 'E. played his lovely fragment of Plang Concerto
owver and over again’. The following vear a meeting with the
planist Irene Scharrer prompted him to promise her the first
performance of his long-delayed concerto. The fact that tha
piace was still viflually non-existent is evidenced by another
letter to Alice Stuart Wortley in August 1919 in which, having
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idiosyncratic to say the least
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just completed his cello
concerto, he writes: ‘| wanl o
finish or rather commence
the piano concerto which
must be windflowarish, .,
Here he is again in another
letter to Alice in June 1924: |
arm doing the piano concerto
but do not tell amfone as |
may switch off at any moment - as is usual’

It | had drawn a blank in my detactive work at the British
Library, | was hoping that a visit to Percy Young in
Wolverhampton would prove more enlightening. | spent a
delightful day with him, hearing as much about his beloved
Wolverhampton Wanderers as about Elgar! There was the
added thrill for me fo be able to play the piano in his living
room that had once been Elgar's and that had been
begueathed 1o him by Elgar's daughter Cance. But, already
well into his nineties, Percy's mamory of the details and
sources e had used for his arangament had long faded.

As disappointing as it
was for me in the end not to
have besn able to ascertain
exacthy how much of the
movement was Elgar and how
much was Percy Young, | put these thoughts aside when |
recorded it; after all, the theme was undeniably Elgar's, and it
was undeniably hauntingly beautiful. It's easy to ses why the
recording has subsequently become a firm favourite on
Classic FM!

(Subsequent fo Margaret Fingerhut's recording, David Owen
Novnis, has recorded o considerable acclaim a thres
movement waork for piano and orchestra constructed by Robert
Waikar fram the Elgar Improwvisalions, There has been a BBC
documentary about the freshly minfed three movernent 'Elgar
Piano Concerto’, though Walker wrote in BBC Music Magazine
that 'l haven't written Elgar's Plano Concero. 've wrilten a late-
Romantic piano conceno using ideas by Elgar’, ed.) B
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WMargarat's CD of Percy Young's raaization of the shiow movement of Elgar's
Piano Concerto B avalable on Classico CO334, She has recently returned 1o
the concart platform after an operation and an exiended period out with a
“frozen shoudar®, Mer next London apoearanca will be for the Hendon Music
Sociohy on 28th April, playing Mozart and Poulenc with the Zaphyr Ensarie at
Jobn Keble Church, Edigware. She has a highly accialimed diecography 1o
Chandos and will be rasurming her reconding schedue with a concaria by tha
itle known English compoaser Edcgar Bainlon, with tha BBC Philharmonic. Sha
will algo be recording a dise of soko piano woekes by Alexandre Tansman
Margarad taughl for a number of years at the AMCM, and eé=0 hes a specisl
ralationship with tha Bimminghem Consarvatore. This summes she will be a
tubar at the Daringion Imnemational Summer Schoal. She will gve a
presantation on Elgar at the EFTA LIK Waraick confeence on July 29
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