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Music that came in from the Cold 
 

Of all music that breathes the air of Scandinavia, that of Sibelius is arguably the best-

known. Naturally his immediate neighbours in the field, such as Nielsen (Denmark), Grieg 

(Norway), Svendsen (Sweden), and several others, share the stage with him, and there 

have been attempts to explain their music in terms of a cold, unfriendly and mysterious 

world. 

His relatively long life – between 1865 and 1957 – apparently put him in a difficult time-

zone: As far as his creative world is concerned he seems to have been caught between late 

19th century enthusiasm for a nationalist approach on the one hand, and the challenging 

novelties of the early 20th century. His popularity in his Finnish homeland grew from the 

former era, with programmatic works like the ever-popular Finlandia and En Saga – besides 

many others based on indigenous Finnish folktales. His seven symphonies naturally linked 

indirectly to this source of inspiration, but also strove for more international acceptance. 

What makes Sibelius’ career the more interesting, is the fact that he still remains one of the 

few composers whose popularity at home led to his enjoying exceptional creative freedom 

by means of a life-long state pension, in order to save him from the world of teaching at a 

conservatory. Nevertheless his activity as composer was apparently grinding to an early 

halt: after 1925 he did not produce any large-scale works of significance.  

International success did not arrive without problems, though. He had spent several periods 

of study in Germany and Austria, and was therefore well-prepared for a life in music at the 

time which was largely dominated by Germany and the post-Beethoven era. Yet it is difficult 

to find any significant mention until the seventies of the previous century of the most 

important Finnish composer. Most earlier musicological treatises deal with him superficially 

as old-fashioned and an isolated relic of “romanticism”, if not outright ignoring him. It was 

only the (Austrian) conductor Karajan, and the Engish public that supported his music 

whole-heartedly. (A note on our own local history: it is no coinicidence that the musical style 

of Arnold van Wyk, who spent several years in England, exudes a strong Sibelian flavour.) 

The Violin Concerto is a product of his “middle” period. It originated in 1903, but was 

recast somewhat two years later. Today it is regarded as one one of the genre’s Big Six, 

together with the concertos of Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Bruch, Tchaikovsky and Brahms. 



As indicated, Sibelius had to cope with 20th century compositional tendencies that had little 

room for older ideals. The composer’s answer to the problem was a simple one, that 

insisted on using older means (including 16th century counterpoint) in more modern, and 

innovative clothes. In the fifth symphony (1915) he recast the genre by telescoping the 

traditional first and second movements into one – the scherzo became a built-in 

development of the first movement, and in the last (seventh) symphony he completely 

discarded the multi-movement model, in favour of the modern trend of a single-movement 

work. The traditional creative problem of the concerto, i.e. creating a balance between 

soloist and orchestral forces, is tackled in an inventive way, by the lengthy introductory 

violin theme of some thirty bars, which provides most material for the entire work (see 

example).   

Of these the descending 

fifth in the second bar, and 

the ascending fourth 

(between bars five and six) 

are probably the most important germ cells. This opening theme is introduced against the 

murmuring of strings, a technique that probably appeared for the first time in this way at the 

start of Beethoven’s ninth symphony, and became famous and well-used by scores of 

composers, notably Bruckner. The acoustic result became closely associated with late 19th 

century perceptions of the mysteries of nature. In the case of this concerto it assisted in 

creating an image of Finland’s endless pine woods and lakes. The slow-moving melody, 

aptly characterised by the composer as dolce ed espressivo (sweet and expresssive) has a 

strong nostalgic character, especially so with the solitary violin singing it. The end of the 

theme is underlined with a brief cadenza. The second idea is announced by the orchestra: 

an equally nostalgic theme, almost chorale-like in its solemn progression of stepwise 

crotchets. The violin’s version, with its expressive downward octave leaps, intensifies the 

emotional content. 

From now on the pace quickens, introducing an attractive dance-like melody (Allegro molto) 

by the orchestra, and introduces further developmental features, where the listener can 

easily detect the structural importance of the main theme. The second cadenza forms the 

final section of the development. Sibelius' rather unconventional application of traditional 

sonata form is clearly reflected by the reintroduction of the main theme, now transposed to 

the low G-string of the violin. When the Allegro molto returns in the orchestra, it is skillfully 



elaborated by the violin with fast bowing and double-stopping. The brief coda seals the 

movement, once again featuring elements from the main theme. 

The composer clearly envisaged the first movement as the main feature of the concerto, 

and longer than the second and third movements together. The ternary Adagio di molto 

appears to be little more than a conventional 19th century Romance, a type of solo genre of 

which Sibelius would later produce several examples. Similarly the lively rondo-finale is 

equally simple in character and form. The characteristic dotted rhythm of the main theme in 

itself bears no visible relation to the solemn first movement, or the poetry of the second. 

The unique quality of the movement led to the English author Donald Tovey’s humourous 

description of the movement as “...a polonaise for polar bears...” Technically the rondo is 

the most demanding movement of the concerto, with taxing tasks for the soloist.  

Even more than Sibelius, the contributions of Russian composers seem remote. The 

country’s dependence on models from Western Europe had for long been a stumbling block 

in the development of a national music culture. Opposing Tchaikovsky’s Western style the 

emergence of a nationalist Russian approach was seriously propagated by a group of five 

composers, later to be ridiculed as the Mighty Handful. Apart from Rimsky-Korsakov, 

Alexander Borodin (1833-1887), an exact contemporary of Brahms, became one of the 

group’s best-known composers, mainly through his opera Prince Igor, the tone poem In the 

Steppes of Central Asia, and the Second Symphony in B Minor.  

Borodin, a chemist by profession, spent the little time he had (and during periods of illness) 

on his hobby of composition. How he managed to produce an impressive musical oeuvre – 

with almost no professional training – amidst lectures, research and the founding of a 

medical faculty of women doctors, is still somewhat of a mystery. His success with the first 

symphony encouraged the composer to start the second in 1869, while composing Prince 

Igor. When the symphony was resumed later again, and discarded material for the opera 

became useful for the new symphony. Listeners acquainted with music such as the famous 

Polovtsian Dances from the opera, may recognise elements with the same character in the 

symphony. In fact, the composer apparently had a related heroic theme in mind for the 

symphony, for which the opera’s theme fitted perfectly.The eventual success of the work 

even led to it being nicknamed the (Russian) Eroica. Almost singlehandedly the composer 

succeeded like few others, to establish a worthy and respectful Russian sound in the 

“Western” genre of the symphony.  



In accordance with widespread 19th century practice, this is ideally achieved by the use of 

folksong and dance material. But the musical language of central and Eastern Europe is 

characterised additionally by unique melodic, rhythmic and harmonic qualities. Simplified 

this means that the usual major or minor scales appear to be elaborated with unexpected 

intervallic qualities and key relationships, resulting in (at least for “Western” ears) exotic 

characteristics, as can be illustrated by the first theme from the symphony’s first movement 

(see example). This opening is often mentioned as a main influence on Tchaikovsky’s 

fanfare opening of his fourth symphony. 

 

This theme reappears abun-

dantly in the course of the 

movement, and reappears in 

the recapitulation in augmented 

form, i.e. double the original note values. 

The very fast scherzo (Prestissimo) has been described as an imagined scene of Cossacks 

racing over the Russian steppes, pursuing a fleeing enemy. The middle section is a 

pastorale, with musical glimpses reminiscent of the modes of the Orthodox church. This 

movement is possibly the only one in recent history where the composer uses the rare 

meter of 1/1, which simply means that every bar consists of one beat, equalling a 

semibreve, the sense of which escapes us: in practice it simply equals 4/4, or four crotchets 

to a bar!  

In stark contrast, a mild, somewhat melancholic mood pervades the Andante. In this 

movement the composer uses the horn, acompanied by the harp, to paint a picture of the 

legendary Gusli – a bard-like figure from ancient Russian folklore.  

The finale is the crowning glory of the symphony, with the rousing celebration of an 

imaginary victory in mind. The main theme of the movement is characterised rhythmically 

by the alternation of 2/4 meter with ¾, which results audially as 5/4, again pointing to 

Tchaikovsky, as precursor of the latter’s 5/4 waltz in the sixth symphony. The fast 

movement’s rhythmic complexities are heightened by unexpected accents. The coda of this 

ecstatic movement has been described as characteristic of the balalaika, the national 

instrument in Russian folklore. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=File:Orchesterwerke_Romantik_Themen.pdf&page=73


Hendrik Hofmeyr has long been established as a leading South African composer  of the 

younger generation born after 1950. It is therefore fitting to celebrate his approaching 60th 

birthday later in this year with a large-scale work. Hofmeyr has been working tirelessly to 

create music purely for human enjoyment, rather than merely following fashionable trends. 

With his first work in the symphonic genre, the massive Sinfonia africana of 2003 the 

composer succeeded in drawing much attention. The largely artificial furore around the 

work is still fresh in our memory, and we are looking forward to his latest contribution. In 

accordance with his musical philosophy his second symphony, subtitled The Four 
Elements,  is dedicated to Greek philosophy’s classification of the world (and humanity as 

such) by means of the basic elements Air, Water, Earth and Fire. As a result  the work’s 

four movements are perfectly in line with the proud classic tradition of the symphony: the 

symphony develops gradually from the colourful introductory movement towards the fiery 

finale. In accordance with his emphasis on detail, Hofmeyr goes to great lengths to explain 

the intricate web of symbolism in his work, which will be published in the programme.  


