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When Elgar was fifteen years old, a girl called Therese Martin was born in northern France.  By the time Elgar died she was already canonized as St. Teresa of Lisieux, Patron of the Missions and of France, with her statue in countless churches all over the world – the fastest-growing cult in the history of Catholicism.  And all of this on account of one book, her autobiography, which has the simplest message of spiritual childhood and its resulting trust in the Fatherly care of God.  That a girl, hidden away in a convent and dying aged only 24, could have made such a revolutionary impact on Popes, theologians and millions of other lives is a clear indication to me of a deep and unquenched thirst in 19th century Catholicism – a thirst for a warm, personal, simple approach to God.  Although Therese was born and died within Elgar’s lifetime, for him, it seems, her message came too late.  

Elgar’s own Catholicism is central to understanding his music: unlike Olivier Messiaen, it wasn’t principal the subject matter, but it did create many of the internal tensions and frictions out of which flowed a profusion of deeply personal musical ideas.  Whether through his struggle with its religious or moral teachings, or because it was the locks on the doors which otherwise might have opened to professional or social acceptance, it’s the backdrop to every scene in his creative life.  

It’s easy to forget that less than thirty years before Elgar was born, the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 had finally allowed Catholics a degree of religious and civil freedom that they’d been denied for the best part of three centuries.  Although the violence and martyrdoms of the first Elizabethan reign had gradually ceased, there were still severe restrictions regarding worship, land ownership, and employment until this change in the law.  Indeed, when Elgar was born, Catholics were not able to attend Oxford or Cambridge Universities.
In Elgar’s day, Catholics themselves were socially divided and religiously polarized, which made them both defensive and timid.  At one end of the social scale were Irish labourers, with neither a voice in England nor a say back home; contrast them with the few surviving Catholic aristocratic families, the recusants, hidden away on their vast country estates; all they wanted was to be left in peace.  Cardinal Newman’s embracing of Rome encouraged others who wanted to become Catholics; it made Catholicism intellectually respectable to those born within its walls; and, in a wider context over the remaining decades of the century, it influenced Roman Catholic theology itself.  
Elgar’s Catholic life is easy to chart – at least facts are.  It all began at St George’s Catholic Church in Worcester.  Elgar’s father, William, was the organist there.  In 1848, he married Anne Greening; she accompanied her husband to church regularly on Sundays, and a few years later, she decided to convert to Catholicism; William on the other hand remained an agnostic until his deathbed conversion.  Edward was born and baptized in 1857, and later attended small Catholic schools in the area.  After he left school aged fifteen he began to assist his father at St. George’s; he arranged and wrote music for the choir, and eventually took over the post of organist.  Soon afterwards he began to give violin lessons; among his pupils Alice Roberts.  When her mother died, Elgar lent Alice his well-worn and annotated copy of a favourite poem: The Dream of Gerontius by Cardinal Newman. 
They soon became engaged and, in 1889, married at the Brompton Oratory in a Catholic ceremony but without a Nuptial Mass; this wasn’t allowed, since Alice was still a Protestant, but three years later, Alice was received into the Catholic Church at St. George’s.

So much for the external facts; exploring Elgar’s internal Catholic life is a different matter. In the 1890s, he was still attending Mass every Sunday, and often afternoon Benediction on the same day as well. He didn’t talk very much about his personal faith or lack of it, but there are few clues from some of his letters. 
In 1892 Elgar wrote a touching letter home to the children of some friends during a Bavarian holiday, taking up a third of the text to enthuse about the folk-Catholicism he found there:  “No protestants … … workmen carrying their rosaries … bells ringing at the elevation [in the Mass] at which people in the streets take off their hats and make the sign of the Cross … crucifixes on the roadsides … … chapels to the blessed virgin …”.

Also on vacation in the 1890s, Elgar made extensive notes in a travel book called “Tyrol and the Tyrolese”.   The Victorian author’s anti-Catholic remarks about the priesthood and the peasant people obviously offended Elgar, and his annotations can be clearly seen in the copy now owned by the composer David Matthews.  The words “bigoted”, “superstition” and “blind” are vigorously crossed out by Elgar, and, next to the author’s suggestion that sins of a sexual nature are thought less serious and more easily forgiven in Confession, Elgar has written: “that is a lie!”
But it’s when we consider the background to his most Catholic work that the real clues begin to reveal themselves.  When he decided in 1899 to set Cardinal Newman’s ‘The Dream of Gerontius’ to music, he was taking an enormous risk.  It was his first major commission, and his career was all set to take off.  So to choose this deeply Catholic text in a country where ‘Papists’ were a suspicious, despised and even ridiculed minority was to court disaster.  Yet he went ahead, with total disregard for any possible censure or disfavour. So it’s hard to believe that the words had no religious meaning for him at the time, especially as he was aware that his faith was an impediment to his career.  At the front of the score of Gerontius he wrote the bold letters: A.M.D.G. (Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam) To the Greater Glory of God.  This is the motto of the Jesuit order, who by the way, ran St George’s when Elgar was there.  Elgar poured his soul into this work; he described it as ‘the best of me’, and said that he’d written out his ‘insidest inside’.  When his publisher Jaeger suggested that there was too much “Joseph and Mary” about the work, he replied: “Of course it will frighten the low church party but the poem must on no account be touched!  Sacrilege and not to be thought of … It’s awfully curious the attitude (towards sacred things) of the narrow English mind”. 
 For me, a narrow-minded, low-church, English teenager, fifty years after Elgar’s death, the Dream of Gerontius was an exotic plant indeed, and it turned out to be the very first step on the road to my own conversion to Catholicism.
Only weeks after its famously disastrous premiere, Elgar wrote again to Jaeger: “Providence denies me a decent hearing of my work: so I submit – I always said God was against art & I still believe it … I have allowed my heart to open once – it is now shut against every religious feeling & every soft, gentle impulse for ever.” Although this sounds more like a temper tantrum than a reasoned rebellion against belief, it does suggest that Elgar’s Catholicism was more cultural than deep-rooted; and also I think there’s a telltale clue in his use of the word ‘Providence’: a strained and un-catholic view of God as Fate rather than as Father.  
This crisis after Gerontius appears to mark the beginning of a steady walk away from the Church, and of an increasingly black, depressive mood that would overshadow his emotional life until the end.  Although after reading Shaw’s Man and Superman in 1904 he could still write: “Bernard Shaw is hopelessly wrong, as all these fellows are, on fundamental things: - amongst others they punch Xtianity & try to make it fit their civilization instead of making their civilization fit It”; nevertheless, there are revealing references which continue to pop up in letters mentioning Alice or their only daughter Carice being at church whilst he remained at home.  For a Catholic to miss Mass on Sunday deliberately was considered a mortal sin, and to do so was a clear sign that Elgar’s institutional faith was nominal.

After Gerontius, Elgar began work on a trilogy of oratorios based on the life of Christ and his Apostles.  He did his own research, read many biblical scholars, and consulted two Anglican clergymen. Catholic biblical scholarship at the time lagged far behind the Protestants; and some of the volumes piled up on his desk would also have been on the Vatican’s list of Forbidden Books.  The first decade of the 20th century was the high-point of the Modernism controversy, when a witch-hunt was underway of certain theologians who’d been making an attempt to reconcile aspects of modern science and philosophy with ancient doctrines.  
It’s likely that Elgar was conscious of these issues and he might have been troubled by some of the discrepancies being uncovered in the latest research, undermining his trust in the veracity of Catholic teaching.  He never completed this trilogy, only The Apostles and The Kingdom were finished; and The Kingdom caused him more birth-pangs than any other work, according to his wife.  It seems that he’d simply lost interest in the subject matter – the embers of belief were glowing very faintly indeed. 
Over the years, Elgar’s attitude towards his Catholic faith degenerated from discomfort and indifference to fierce antipathy.  On his death-bed he refused to see a priest, and asked for his cremated remains to be scattered on a favourite river.  Until 1963, cremation was forbidden for Catholics, and so in itself this request was a demonstrable turning away from the Church.  In the event, Elgar did see a priest and is buried next to his wife in St. Wulstun’s Church, Little Malvern.  But the contrast with Gerontius’s preparation for death, set to music thirty years earlier, is a chilling drama in itself. 
In 1913 he wrote to his old friend Nicholas Kilburn that the only quotation he could find to fit his life was from the Demon’s Chorus in Gerontius: “The mind bold and independent, the purpose free must not think, must not hope …”  To George Bernard Shaw, with whom he established a fond friendship, he’s said to have wished that the negatives - the ‘nots’ - of the Commandments could be inserted into the creed: I do NOT believe in God; thou SHALT commit adultery, and so on … and, speaking of which, by the middle of the Edwardian reign, Elgar had formed a new, engrossing attachment to another Alice – Lady Alice Stuart Wortley, or ‘Windflower’ as he nicknamed her.  This relationship almost certainly remained unconsummated, but its intensity and passion was clear even to his wife and we can still hear its power today in works such as the Violin Concerto and the Second Symphony, both of which were written under the Windflower spell.  Many have lost their faith when required to choose between it and something of which it disapproves.
Nevertheless his witticism regarding ‘nots’ in the commandments and creed are more than just a frustrated reaction to the denial of some forbidden fruit.  There’s an important and profound Christian reflex hidden here.  Christ himself manifested a great intolerance of unnecessary rules and laws which He described as heavy burdens on people’s backs which religious leaders refused to help lift.  ‘The Italians make the rules, the Irish keep them’ is a quip which reveals candidly the state of scrupulosity which was flowing vigorously in the bloodstream of Christianity.  This way of thinking created a religious atmosphere, a repressive and reactionary fog, with which someone of Elgar’s background and generation would have been all-too familiar.  It gave little consolation or defence when someone was called upon to face the doubts and darkness which often come in matters of faith.
To return, as I began, to St Teresa of Lisieux. At the end of her short life, amidst terrible physical suffering, she admitted that only her faith prevented her from committing suicide, and that even her belief in God was under assault.   In his longer lifetime Elgar witnessed the collapse of England’s empire with regret; but he didn’t live long enough to benefit from the influence of both St Teresa and Cardinal Newman on the slow crumbling of Rome’s outer shell, and the subsequent revelation of a more gentle, consoling heart within – a Father not Fate, with all the tied ‘knots’ of alienation lovingly loosed.
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