
Edward Elgar
June 2, 1857 – February 23, 1934
Born in England

•  Edward Elgar was born in Lower Broadheath 
in England.  As a child, he lived in Worcester,    
England where his father, a piano tuner and 
musician, owned a music shop.  The family 
lived in an apartment above the shop.

•  As a boy, Edward learned to play violin,       
bassoon and organ.  He began composing 
music at the age of 10 and by the time he  
was 16 he was teaching violin and conducting 
local orchestras.

•  After his marriage at the age of 31, he focused on composing.  His 
most famous pieces are the Enigma Variations and the march Pomp 
and Circumstance still heard today at many school graduation cer-
emonies.  He also composed symphonies, concertos and chamber 
works.

Vocabulary:

Variation:  to modify or develop a musical theme by means of har-
monic, melodic, or rhythmic changes.
Symphony:  a large-scale composition for orchestra, usually in four 
movements.
Concerto:  a composition for orchestra and soloist.

Chamber Music:  music for a small ensemble where each part is 
played by only one performer and suitable for a small room.



Enigma Variations: Nimrod - Classroom Activity 

Background Information
One evening early in 1898, Edward Elgar sat down at the piano in the parlor of his 
home in Worcester and began to explore the possibilities of a particular theme.  
“What is that?” asked his wife, her curiosity aroused.  “Nothing,” he replied, “but 
something might be made of it.”  And indeed something soon was.  On October 24 
of that year, Elgar was able to report to his close friend, the critic and editor August 
Jaeger, “I have sketched a set of Variations on an original theme.  The Variations 
have amused me because I’ve labeled ‘em with the nicknames of my particular 
friends. . . .  That is to say, I’ve written the Variations each one to represent the mood 
of the ‘party.’  I’ve tried to imagine the ‘party’ writing the variations himself or herself, 
and have written what I think they would have written—if they were <silly> enough to 
compose.”  The composition to which Elgar was jocularly referring was his Variations 
on an Original Theme, Op. 36, a work now known more universally and familiarly as 
the Enigma Variations.

Dedicated by Elgar to “my friends pictured within,” the Enigma Variations received 
its premiere on June 19, 1899 under the baton of the celebrated German conductor 
Hans Richter at St. James Hall in London.  At Richter’s suggestion, Elgar made some 
minor changes to the score and conducted the premiere of the revised version him-
self in Worcester of September 13 of that same year.  An unqualified success then, 
the Enigma Variations has gone on to become one of Elgar’s most popular scores 
and one of the relatively few works by any English composer to gain a firm foothold 
in the standard orchestral repertory.  

The nickname “Enigma,” which appears on the title page of the published score, 
alludes to a cryptic remark made by Elgar that there is a “hidden” theme that, al-
though never actually played, runs in “silent counterpoint” to the main theme of the 
work.  Much futile effort was spent by friends, critics, and commentators in trying to 
discover the identity of this “unheard” theme.  Regardless of the guess, however, El-
gar’s response was always the same:  to smile benignly from behind his walrus-mous-
tache and say, “Ah, that’s telling!”  Whatever the secret of the “enigma” was—if 
there ever really was one—it went with the composer to his grave.

©Kenneth C. Viant, Canton Symphony Orchestra

There are fourteen variations in the work.  The ninth is dedicated to      
August J. Jaeger, a music critic and publisher.  He was considered to be 
Elgar’s best friend.  Elgar named the variation “Nimrod” after the great 
hunter in the Bible.  Jaeger, in German, means hunter.



Enigma Variations: Nimrod - Classroom Activity 

1. Elgar composed each variation in honor of a family member or friend.  
Before he wrote the piece, he had become sad and depressed and 
was going to stop composing music.  His close friend, August Jaeger, 
encouraged Elgar to not give up.  Jaeger, a music critic, had always 
been honest with Elgar and helped him improve many of his composi-
tions with his opinion.   Jaeger reminded Elgar of Beethoven, who was 
also sad and depressed because he was losing his hearing.  Howev-
er, Beethoven continued to write beautiful music.  Jaeger told Elgar 
that is what he must do.  Jaeger’s kindness and encouragement was 
a turning point in Elgar’s life.  Not only did he write Enigma Variations, 
but he continued to write many beautiful works.

2. Have a discussion about kindness.  Has anyone ever shown you kind-
ness?  How did it make you feel?  What are some ways you can be 
kind to others?  (Help students find examples if necessary.)

3. If using our theme books, discuss how the boys in the books show 
kindness toward their grandmothers. (Tosh helps his grandmother 
remember things; he shows concern for her by talking to his mother 
about her forgetfulness; he surprises her with tea cakes he made him-
self.  The other boy does chores for his grandmother; the grandmother 
shares vegetables from her garden etc.)

4. Listen to the Nimrod variation and find ways Elgar used musical ele-
ments to describe Jaeger’s kindness and to show kindness toward 
Jaeger.

Slow tempo
Warm strings
Legato (smooth)
crescendo into deep feelings
opening bars channel Beethoven’s Pathetique Piano Sonata 
(Jaeger was very fond of Beethoven’s music)


