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Variations on a Theme by Edward Elgar 
Viola Quintet 

Duration: c. 5’ 30 
 

Performance Directions: 
  Directions given in bars 10-15 to Viola III & IV are to the players’ discretion. In 
Variation 1, it may be helpful for Vla. 1 to mark out the beats as this is a rhythmically 
complex passage. In Variation 4, Vla. III acts as a metronome for the ensemble so it is 
important she/he is extremely strict. In Variation 5, Vla. I is not muted. All variations 
run attacca, except between 4-5 where there should be a pause. Markings such as  
‘pomposo’ and ‘patriottico molto’ indicate that a little sarcasm can be employed. 
 

 = cresc. from silence 
 

 = dim. to silence 
 

  = Bartòk pizz. 
 

 = quarter flat 
 

 = three-quarter flat 
 
brullo = bleak 
 
Più caldo = warmer 
 
Programme Notes: 
  In this piece I wanted to explore the limitations of a once popular form – Theme & 
Variations. I purposefully took a tune which I find extremely dull, and tried to turn it 
on its head. 
  The first variation takes fragments of the melody (heard in Vla. I), and is 
harmonically based around the home key Ab. The second variation treats the melody 
in a Waltz style, though the harmonies become less traditional throughout the Waltz 
and the second time through is interjected with violent fragments of the 
countermelody by Vla. II. Variation 3 uses the melody both for harmonic and melodic 
material, creating intense clusters. Variation 4 uses the accompaniment as the melody, 
putting it through various meters changing at a fast pace. The last Variation doesn’t 
alter the melody at all but completely changes the atmosphere through ethereal 
harmonies. 
  This piece is inspired by Alkan’s Le festin d'Ésope variations, where he takes a 
small, simple melody and slowly rips it to shreds. 
 
 
 
 

Leon Haxby!
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