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The First Sibelius, the Fourth Beethoven ... and the Only 
Tchaikovsky ... 

The birth of Beethoven’s only opera, Fidelio, was not easy. For the first 
performance in 1805 (then still under the title of Leonore, the heroine of the opera),  
his usual audience of admirers had left Vienna because of Napoleon’s advancing 
soldiers, and the reception was unfavourable. A reworking for 1806 – plus two new 
overtures – was equally unsatisfactory. It was only with the return to political stability 
that Beethoven was persuaded in 1814 to revive the work, now finally retitled Fidelio 
– the pseudonym for the heroine Leonore. Against this historical background,m the 
message of the opera – the heroine’s insistence on justice for her imprisoned 
husband – as well as the composer’s more concise new version resulted in its 
enduring triumph.  
 
Due to the lapse of eight years since the last failure, the composer also insisted on 
preparing a new overture, the fourth one (after the overtures Leonore II, III and I). In 
this way he completed four overtures for one opera – in contrast to Rossini who 
allegedly composed one overture for four operas – to quote Robert Schumann’s 
cynical remark. Whereas the earlier overtures have close thematic links with the 
subsequent opera, the Fidelio overture has almost none. More and less complicated 
musicological arguments for this abound, but it is probably simply the composer 
trying to write something completely new, and a bit shorter than any of the earlier 
three. The introductory bars start with the main idea – a brisk fanfare-like theme, 
which dominates the whole overture. In the course of about six minutes one hears 
the brief second theme – divided between horns and strings. From then on the pace 
accelerates considerably, and the closing bars could easily be experienced as an 
expression of the joyous conclusion of the opera, when Leonore (alias Fidelio) is 
reunited with her almost starved Florestan. 
 
Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto is surrounded by several interesting historical facts, 
not strictly necessary for enjoyment of the work, but nevertheless having some 
bearing on the work and its origins. The year 1877 was the year in which his lifelong 
association with the wealthy Nadeshda von Meck started. She believed in the 
composer’s potential, and her financial support meant that he did not need any 
fulltime employment. It was also the year of his fateful marriage of convenience (to 
hide his homosexuality) that lasted less than three months, and drove him to the 
brink of suicide. Taken on a European tour by his brother, the composer regained 
strength and became acquainted with Lalo’s Symphonie espagnole, a new five-
movement work for violin and orchestra, which had its first performance two years 
previously. A spurt of creativity led to the completion of several works interrupted by 



the marriage fiasco, and, inspired by Lalo’s work he completed the violin concerto in 
less than three weeks early in 1878.  
The passionate concerto was found “too difficult” for its dedicatee, violinist Auer, and 
was revived only through the intervention of his publisher in 1881, when it received its 
first public performance in Vienna by violinist Brodsky, under the famous Wagner 
conductor Hans Richter. The seriously under-rehearsed concert had a fair reception 
by the audience, but the fearsome Viennese critic Eduard Hanslick tore it to the 
proverbial pieces; he found it vulgar, “stinking” music. It is possible that the staunch 
Brahms supporter saw the Russian as some kind of a threat to Brahms, whose own 
violin concerto (also from 1878) had been performed there three years earlier. At the 
time Brahms was considered the only true successor to the other German musical 
hero, Beethoven. When Brahms and Tchaikovsky actually met some years later, it 
became clear that no two composers could be further apart than these two, also 
regarding their music. The staunch, down to earth and very private Lutheran from 
North Germany, and the refined, somewhat effeminate Russian had little to share.  
Brahms would also have had little to say to Lalo. The French composer’s obsession 
with Spanish timbre, combined with stunning tunes and and glamourous technical 
fireworks for the virtuoso Sarasate is a world apart from Brahms’ sincere reverence 
for Bach and the intellectual symphonic style – also in his concerto. Tchaikovsky is 
quoted to have said that Lalo “...does not strive after profundity, but carefully avoids 
routine, seeks out new forms, and thinks more about musical beauty than about 
observing established traditions, as do the Germans...”, possibly a jibe aimed at 
Brahms in particular... 
 
The fact of the matter is that this is an appropriate description of Tchaikovsky’s Violin 
Concerto: His idea of “musical beauty” no doubt refers to the abundance of pure 
melody, that is, the solo violin in the foreground most of the time, clothed in one 
passionate Slavic outpouring after the other. Lalo’s (and Tchaikovsky’s) violin 
techniques both belong to the category of post-Paganinian technical fireworks – 
something Hanslick detested above all:  “...The violin is no longer played; it is pulled 
about, torn, beaten black and blue...”. 
 
Like Lalo in his Symphonie espagnole, the soloist appears almost immediately with 
the main theme of the first movement. A second idea is the traditional more lyrical 
melody. The soloist is seldom very far away, and the lengthy cadenza for the 
unaccompanied violin has almost the same dimensions as the “development” 
section, i.e. about three minutes, before the return of both themes. The singing 
quality of the second movement (fittingly named Canzonetta) is a continuous a lyrical 
outpouring, framed by the same material, that leads toward the fast and furiously 
passionate Russian dance finale (Allegro vivacissimo).  

Sibelius’ First Symphony is the first of seven, all written in about 25 years, between 
1899 and 1925. Besides Shostakovitch and a few less-significant others, the genre 
had all but ceased to exist after Mahler – and of course Sibelius. The instrumental 



genre in four movements had once been the measuring stick for generations of 
composers between the early 18th and early 20th century, with immense popularity 
at the time of Haydn (credited for at least 107 works) and Mozart (about forty works 
qualify). With Beethoven the task – and the works themselves – became much larger, 
and he didn’t live to finish his tenth. Perhaps out of superstition, neither Mahler, 
Bruckner nor Dvořák would dare exceed the number Nine... and Brahms – a late 
starter – completed his cycle with only four. This decline in production was due to 
severe changes in the doctrine of aesthetics, and could not be avoided. Instead of 
“mere” music for relaxation, the genre gradually became burdened with a variety of 
“meanings”, ranging from nature, autobiography and religion, to politics or heavy (and 
often enigmatic) philosophy.  

But towards the end of the 19th century the message for aspiring symphonic 
composers was becoming clear, as a result of which the symphony had to change its 
colours if not be abandoned altogether. The foremost representatives of the new 
generation, born around 1860 and later – all of them contemporaries of Sibelius –  
such as Richard Strauss, Schoenberg, Bartók, Stravinsky, Debussy and others found 
their musical future outside the symphony tradition. Strauss turned to “symphonic 
poems”, including an autobiographic “Sinfonia domestica”, Schoenberg evaded the 
expected large orchestra by writing a “chamber symphony” and Debussy’s only 
attempt (at age 18) remained a torso for two pianos. In any case, any composer still 
insisting to write his First in 1899 seems to be tempting fate, and attempting to solve 
a Gordian Knot of grave and virtually impossible proportions. This can be illustrated 
by the situation around Mahler’s symphonies. Although they tend to transcend the 
traditional genre qualities, they would only enter the world long after the composer’s 
death, and were until recently still regarded as “problematic”.  And, we may add, 
there are hopeful signs that Sibelius’ time has also arrived. At least the first five 
symphonies appear regularly on concert programmes.  

During his lifetime Sibelius’ position as symphonist was restricted to Finland, where 
he was (and still is) regarded as a national hero. There are statues, streets and 
conservatories named after him and banknotes bear his portrait; his name has been 
given to a glacier and an asteroid, and in the 21st century digital world of musical 
composition one of the best-known notation programmes is named after him. 

Outside Finland it was mainly the English-speaking world of Britain and the United 
States that took him seriously. (Due to his English years of study South African 
composer Arnold van Wyk was a keen admirer of the composer, so that an English 
critic described his first symphony as merely “a nod in the direction of Sibelius”.) 
Books and lexicons from the continent either ignored Sibelius, or dismiss his music 
as mere empty nationalism (especially via Finlandia), sentimentality or naive attempts 
at imitation of nature. This cold reception, coupled with his inability and unwillingness 
to adapt to European trends at the start of the century, led to worsening depression 
(and alcohol abuse), and all compositions written after 1925 – including an eighth 
symphony – were destroyed by the composer.  



In the 19th century Finland was a Russian Grand Duchy, 
an almost unbearable political situation, which also left a 
mark on Sibelius’ work. The work that finalised his position 
in Finnish culture, the patriotic orchestral piece Finlandia, 
was also composed in 1899, the same year as the First 
Symphony. Ironically the proximity of Russian culture was 
apparently equally present – this work has been mentioned 
as inspired by Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture of 1878.  
Other influences are German and Viennese: Sibelius’ only 
tuition as mature composer were those from Berlin and 
Vienna, and consequently the Bruckner experience was 
seldom far off... But between the over-confident and genial 

brilliance of Strauss and the exquisitely refined delicacies of Debussy, Sibelius’ 
“conservatism” could only be the voice of a provincial loner on a backseat. Some 
tried to “rescue” him by labels such as “moderate modernist” or even belonging to a 
“third stream” of composers, i.e. neither progressive nor regressive. The composer is 
said to define his own music as not being a “circus” (probably referring to modernist 
tricks at the time), “... not cocktails, but simple and clear cold water.” He warned 
against misleading interpretations of nature paintings and folklore in his music.  

Seen against this background the most remarkable aspect about Sibelius’ 
symphonies is his strong awareness of clear form and structure, something 
contemporaries consistently strove to adapt as unique part of their “true” 20th century 
positioning. Where musicology had to find ways to interpret the structural bases of 
the works of these composers, Sibelius tended to stick largely to an established 
practice closer to the Beethoven age. Thus the First Symphony can be outlined as a 
full-blown first movement, with thematic variety and developmental techniques, a 
slow movement reaching from a melancholic start, developing towards touching 
grandeur. The hammering main theme of the scherzo can be experienced as a 
glimpse of Beethoven’s Ninth, and Tchaikovsky is present in the brooding finale, 
gradually developing into an orgy of sound towards the end. As an attempt to align 
him with contemporary thinking he would cast his last (seventh) symphony as a 
single movement work.  

The composer 
described his 
symphonic style in 

terms of his reverence for what he called the “logic” of motivic links. Not only is each 
movement adorned with clever developments of its themes; the introductory lone 
clarinet solo (with bass drum ruffle) at the start of the work can be seen as the cradle 
for most thematic ideas in the work. The first movement’s theme proper, an abrupt 
interruption of the clarinet, is a fanfare-like idea in the higher strings, and 
characterised by a descending four-note motive (marked in the example). It is 
especially this idea that permeates the whole first movement in some form or another 
(see example).  



For Sibelius the logic lies amongst other in the presence of the motive, also in 
combination with others, with the result that the whole movement speaks as it were 
with “one voice”. In the fiery scherzo the recurrence of the motive is perhaps the most 
significant, now rendered as descending fifths.  

The start of the slow Andante in turn, is characterised by its almost nocturnal mood, 
underscored by the 
long immovable E flat 
“pedal point” in the 
basses – a favourite 
technique of the 
composer. The main 

theme consists of three ideas in the first three bars of the piece: the first is a dotted 
rhythm, the second a small ascending melody fragment, and the third a zig-zag of 
four notes (see marked bars in example). Sibelius’ ingenuity in his first symphony can 
be experienced in his novel approach in the Andante. Although vaguely ternary it has 
the appearance of five interlocking “strophes”, all woven by the three ideas 
mentioned. The piece contains a variety of moods, including the warbling birdsong-
like woodwinds, and a surprising stormy subsection, before returning to the quiet 
beginning.  

The Scherzo is perhaps closest to Beethoven in its nervous haste. An attractive 
hammering theme (vaguely related to the main theme in the first movement) is the 
main ingredient, quickly followed by a second idea. The return of the main theme in 
the movement results in a kind of rondo pattern which can be seen as A-B-A-C-A-B-
A, where C is a slower reminder of the slow movement.  

The symphony’s finale is subtitled Quasi una Fantasia, which indicates a rather free 
unfolding of ideas. It serves as a fitting closing movement, because of its return to the 
clarinet introduction of the first movement, now for full orchestra – fittingly also 
because that theme functions as germ for the whole work. The prevalent mood is 
almost Tchaikovskyan, in its gradual build-up of tension to frantic proportions towards 
the end. The finale closes – as the first movement – with those two strange and quiet 
pizzicato chords.   

Together with the second and fifth symphonies the First has been concertgoers’ 
constant companion. It is a magnificent and very enjoyable work, and has been 
described as a proper point of entry for the often neglected composer into the 20th 
century.  


