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Finlandia





          Jean Sibelius (1865-1957)

Born to an ethnically Swedish family, Jean Sibelius, was christened as “Johan,” but changed this to the French “Jean” in his teens, inspired by the first name of his seafaring uncle.  During high school, he became an accomplished violinist, and after a brief stint at law school, turned to music full time, studying at the Helsinki Music Institute (now the Sibelius Academy), and later in Berlin and Vienna.  When he returned to Finland to teach, conduct and marry, his country was experiencing increasing political oppression, as the despotism of Czar Nicholas II sought to overrule any self identity or self rule of the Finish people.  This challenged Sibelius to express the history, struggle, aspirations and identity of his people through music.  In this he succeeded beyond any of his dreams, as fellow-citizens championed his music and honored his leadership and achievements.  Finns, whether music lovers or not, agreed that pieces such as Kullervo, (1892), a five part symphonic poem based on the Finnish epic poem, Kalevala, spoke what the Finnish people dared not express in words.  Other nationalistic works composed to great acclaim were En Saga, Four Legends and Finlandia. 

Along with these nationalistic works, the output of his seven symphonies, each one a unique approach to the art form, cemented his worldwide musical reputation.  While his music is reflexively categorized as “Finnish,” based on those works with nationalistic intentions and with his occasional use of Finnish folk music idioms throughout his oeuvre, Sibelius’ music transcends his country and is not limited by any local conventions.  The continued reception of his works in concert halls throughout the world has seen to that.

Finlandia (1899), originally entitled “Finland Awakens,” was composed as one of six pieces of incidental music for a historical stage presentation.  Soon after the production, Sibelius revised the work into its current form.  In addition to its stirring fanfares and dramatic musical interplay, it displays Sibelius’ skill and experience at choral composition.  The music begins with the brass signaling clarion chords of defiance against oppressors.  Woodwinds and strings go on to sound tender melodies in a search for peace.  But contention soon follows in the fiery Allegro until the woodwinds gently present the sublime hymn of hope and peace.  The hymn, fortified by the strings, transcends all struggles, even as the piece moves to its dramatic and triumphant climax.  

Of the piece, musicologist David Hurwitz has written, “It’s so concise, so direct, so utterly lacking in bombast yet so totally sincere, that this work has become the model for romantic nationalism in music.”  The “Finlandia Hymn” has been used by others throughout the world who have set their own words to its eternal melody.  But it belongs forever to the Finland, where it has become the unofficial national anthem.  We can agree that its citizens have chosen wisely.

Symphony No. 2   



                 Howard Hanson  (1896-1981)

The early 20th Century finally saw the watershed in America’s music that its natives had longed for.  Until the First World War, music lovers in Eastern cities looked to the European greats to guarantee the highlights of their concert season.  Among others, Tchaikovsky, Dvorak and Mahler were all given free trans-Atlantic tickets by the New York music establishment in order to concertize and direct and educate the assumed second rate American talent.  All that suddenly changed after WW I, when a nexus of several trends set the stage for our home-grown composers to appear on center stage.  Because of the “Great War,” Vienna, the old capital of European music, fell on very hard times, while at the same time, some of America’s inherent and rising wealth was being channeled into local music schools, orchestras and prosperous performances.  Second, the immigration of many notable European composers to our shore, such as Rachmaninoff, Weill, Schoenberg, Bartok, Hindemith and Stravinsky, spiced the musical melting pot.  And most important, America’s rising composers, such as Gershwin, Harris, Thompson, Sessions, Barber and Copland, grew up free of any feeling of musical inferiority.  Among these was Howard Hanson.

Born in Nebraska to Swedish immigrants, he studied in New York at the Institute of Musical Art, the forerunner of The Julliard School.  Continued studies in Chicago at Northwestern provided the credentials for his teaching career, which began at the College of the Pacific in Stockton, CA.  While he taught composition to students, his own works were well received, and he garnered the first prize of the American Academy, which awarded him three years of study in Rome.  Upon his return to the States, his conducting and compositions came to the attention of George Eastman, inventor of the Kodak camera, who had endowed the Eastman School of Music only a few years earlier.  Hanson became its director in 1924, and during his long tenure until 1964, he transformed it into one of the premier music conservatories of the world.  

Most important for other American composers, Hanson became their unqualified champion.  Starting in 1925, he began conducting concerts with major orchestras exclusively performing American compositions, premiering works by Thompson, Carter, Cowell, Harris and one of the country’s first classical African-American composers, William Grant Still.  Hanson’s own composing continued with vigor, as he wrote chamber music, concertos, band music and symphonies, of which he wrote seven.  His only opera, Merry Mount (1933) received a lavish production at the Met (even though it suffered a rapid disappearance from the stage and has rarely been heard since).

Symphony No. 2, Op. 30, (1930) the so-called “Romantic,” was commissioned by Maestro Serge Koussevitzky to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the Boston Symphony Orchestra.  Its broad, expansive and stirring musical landscape was immediately welcomed by listeners and it has endured to become his most frequently performed work.  A few of Hanson’s more radical colleagues, such as Carter and Copland, found the work conservative in relation to their own adventures, but the public has ignored their opinion, as the work is appreciated both for its muscular melodies and angular rhythms, as well as the sublime expanding vistas of its calm middle Andante.   

Symphony No. 5



      Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827)

At the age of 22, Beethoven moved from his hometown of Bonn, Germany, to Europe’s music capital, Vienna.  He was young, gifted and immediately recognized as a wild piano virtuoso, under whose hands the still delicate instruments of the day were pounded as never before.  While his exciting playing made people cry and swoon, his ever present piano technician complained of the constant upkeep of strings and keys needed to keep the recitals going.  While dependent upon the wealthy, in whose homes his recitals created riveting events, he had the brashness not to pander to them, refusing to remove his hat when passing the nobility in the streets, as was the assumed duty of the commoner.  Within a short time, and despite his scorn of convention, he had become prosperous and famous, being supported by one or the other well-healed aristocrat.  But at first, it was Beethoven as the pianist that had made his fame, while his composing didn’t command nearly as much attention. 

At the turn of the century, as his hearing and performing waned, Beethoven began to tackle what he and others considered the pinnacles of composition—the string quartet and the symphony.  With the composition of his first six quartets, Op. 18, dedicated to Prince Lobkovitz and the premiers of his First and Second Symphonies in 1800 and 1802, Beethoven was finally recognized as one of the most gifted and substantial composers to follow in the footsteps of Haydn and Mozart.  But while these works did not appear to break with tradition as they continued to adhere to pre-existing musical forms, his contemporaries were not deceived as to their revolutionary nature.  The patterns of the four movements in these pieces still followed the norm—the first being in sonata form, the second a reflective slow movement, the third an apparent minuet and trio and the last a rousing finale.  Printed on the page, the familiar names for each movement gave no hint of the oral explosions in store for the listener.  While the First and Second Symphonies, when compared to his later works, sound similar to Haydn and Mozart in our ears today, Beethoven’s audiences rightly heard the stirrings of a musical revolution.

With his Third Symphony, (1804), the revolution broke out in full force.  While some critics complained of its great length and willful chaos, other contemporary publications were enthusiastic.  Ignoring the doubters, Beethoven began a period of feverish output.  In the year 1806, he worked simultaneously on half a dozen major works:  a revision of his opera, Fidelio, the “Appassionata” piano sonata, the Razumovsky string quartets, the Fourth Piano Concerto, the Violin Concerto and his next two symphonies!  What is now labeled the Fifth Symphony had actually been started a few years earlier, but was put aside while he composed the Fourth.  (Because it was published first, it received the “4th” designation.).  The more gentle and playful Fourth Symphony now appears a stepchild to the Third and Fifth Symphonies, but only because it is bracketed by these two volcanic musical outbursts.

The Fifth Symphony was not born easily.  Beethoven labored on it from 1804 to 1808, when it was finally premiered at the Theater-an-der-Wien on December 22.  To say that the concert was over-the-top would be an understatement.  Beethoven conducted and played the piano for a program of his works consisting of his Fourth Piano Concerto, the aria, “Ah! perfido,” three sections from the Mass in C major, the Fantasy in C minor for piano, chorus and orchestra and both his Fifth and Sixth Symphonies!  While the program was huge, the critical response was meager, due to poor conditions.  The orchestra, which had had only one rehearsal, played poorly, the auditorium was extremely cold and the audience was simply overwhelmed and exhausted.  However, a performance of the Fifth Symphony about a year later, garnered raptures reviews.  The influential critic and novelist, E.T.A. Hoffmann swooned that the work, “opens the realm of the colossal and immeasurable for us”  The Fifth, “unfolds Beethoven’s romanticism for us more than any of his other works and tears the listener irresistibly away into the wonderful spiritual realm of the infinite.”   Whether or not we agree with this high-minded appraisal, which seems to overlook the work’s energetic rhythms and visceral exuberance, no one since Hoffmann has failed to have been moved, energized and transported by the works power, whether seen as primal or spiritual.

How did Beethoven do it?  The first movement’s universally recognized four note opening motive is short, to the point, and repeated until it rebounds in our bones.  The motive and the whole first movement, in C minor and in rigorous sonata form,  is uncluttered, direct and limited in harmonic range, making it accessible to the widest range of listeners.  The following Andante, in A-flat major, brings relaxing consolation as it masquerades as a seemingly familiar theme and variations.  But just when we think we’re in familiar classical territory, a massive statement in C major sounds a battle cry against the overwhelming C minor of the first movement.  Against all convention, in the middle of a slow movement, Beethoven signals that a battle is on—will C major triumph in the end?  Next, the Allegro plays with earlier themes.  The key is again C minor and the initial motive is heard, slightly altered and muted, in the horns.  A welcome trio relieves the tension with a boisterous C major fugato, until the return of the theme brings only an echo of the initial rhythmic motto.  Then, ever so slowly, with only the plucking of strings, the whole orchestra appears to fade from the scene.  The suspense of this diminishing retreat goes on, beyond all expectations for 43 bars, until, like a sudden sunrise, we are flooded with a full-orchestral fanfare in full-throated C major, announcing, in march like tempo, that C major, and all that it implies, has arrived to take over the field.  Into this joyous fray, Beethoven inserts, for the first time in any of his symphonies, 3 trombones, a contrabassoon and a piccolo, which serve to push the boundaries of the symphonic soundscape.  The exciting development recalls themes from the work’s earlier movements and the driving rhythms combine to propel the work to the concluding presto of overwhelming excitement, power and brilliance.  How did he do it—with directness, harmonic battle, surprise, instrumentation, rhythm and frenzy?  While we may think we know, we don’t.  Nevertheless, audiences have always known and embraced its unquestionable and inspiring power.

