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Symphony no.1  
1 Adagio molto ~ Allegro con brio  8’12

2 Andante cantabile con moto  8’37

3 Menuetto: Allegro molto e vivace  3’40

4 Adagio ~ Allegro molto e vivace 6’09

Symphony no.2  
5 Adagio molto ~ Allegro con brio  11’13

6 Larghetto 13’29

7 Scherzo: Allegro 4’05

8 Allegro molto 6’47
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“These performances invite comparisons with
entries by Furtwängler, Böhm, Szell, Karajan rather

than figures of lesser stature.”
American Record Guide

“An outstanding talent. Butt is absolutely the
master of Strauss’ dramatic style.”
Robert Marsh, Chicago Sun-Times

“Butt performs with brilliant imagination and
dramatic command.”

Music and Musicians
“Yondani Butt conducts with much verve and

accurate colour.” 
The Financial Times, UK

www.myspace.com/masterworksofgiants

‘… Beethoven’s originality reveals itself most often not by frustrating the
conventions that he learned as a child, but by magnifying them beyond the
experience or expectations of his contemporaries.’

As the great musicologist Charles Rosen suggested, the innovation of Beethoven’s music
stems from his expansion and development of existing forms, processes manifest in his first
two symphonies. In these works, Beethoven acknowledged the precedents set by Haydn
and Mozart while building upon them, taking the genre in a new and thrilling direction.

The First Symphony in C, Op.21, is, perhaps, retrospectively overshadowed by what
Beethoven would go on to achieve, but as a statement of purpose it brims with confidence
and skill. This was a musical declaration of intent. Initial sketches appeared in the late
1790s, but the symphony was not completed until some years later, premiered in Vienna
on 2 April 1800. Though not ground-breaking on the scale of his later symphonic
achievements, the First Symphony shows that Beethoven was, as Rosen stated, determined
to ‘magnify’ the accomplishments of the age. Mozartian in form, the spirit of the
symphony is closer to Haydn, especially in the humour displayed. 

The first movement begins with a musical joke, starting in the ‘wrong’ key (F) and on a
discord (a ‘seventh’ chord), before – eventually – arriving at C major as the tonic.
Furthermore, Beethoven chose unusual scoring for this opening, with woodwinds against
pizzicato strings – a sonority which caused surprise amongst critics of the day. To modern
ears, all this may sound relatively innocuous, but in the context of Classical conventions,
Beethoven was making a bold statement: the first bars of his first symphony broke the
rules, showing in one, concise passage that this was a composer assertively ushering in the
new. There follows a delicious, pastoral slow introduction (demonstrating Beethoven’s
ability to create an atmosphere of spacious calm long before the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony,
No.6). The movement then unfolds with an energy, originality and concision clearly
identifiable as hallmarks of Beethoven’s style, tempered by the elegance inherited from
precedents of the Classical epoch.



Award in the Symphony category for his recording of Glazunov’s Sixth Symphony. He
had won the same Award in 1986 for his interpretation of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Third
Symphony. Yondani Butt’s recording of Glazunov’s Third Symphony is recognized by
the Glazunov Society as definitive, and earned him the title of Honorary Patron of the
Society. His extensive discography includes works by Elgar, Glière, Grieg, Kodály, Lalo,
Liszt, Mahler, Raff, Saint-Saëns, Sibelius and Richard Strauss. His recording of
Goldmark’s Rustic Wedding Symphony featured in the Classical Charts and was a
Gramophone Magazine Critics’ Choice. 

In the early 2000s, Yondani Butt suffered damage to his vocal chords, and retired from
conducting. However, in 2009 he returned to the podium, working with the London
Symphony Orchestra to record many of the Austro-German classics, including
Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann and Wagner, as well as works by Tchaikovsky, and a disc
of French Classics.

Yondani Butt is also a composer.  He studied free counterpoint and composition with
Bernard Heiden (1910–2000). Heiden was born in Frankfurt am Main and was a
student of Paul Hindemith’s. In Indiana, Yondani Butt studied piano with Sidney Foster,
a protégé of Isabelle Vergarova and David Saperton at the Curtis Institute. In Michigan,
he studied ensemble with Eugene Bossart (1917–2011) and piano with Karen Keys,
who had been a student of Alfred Cortot. 

The Andante cantabile which follows is rather Haydnesque, a charming, triple-meter,
sonata-form movement featuring delicate interplay between solo woodwinds and the
strings. The earthy, rhythmically innovative Minuet has the character of a Scherzo: full of
vitality, it represents another clear indication that Beethoven was only following symphonic
precedent as far as retaining the name, ‘Minuet’; its character was quite different. Indeed,
after this symphony Beethoven would abandon the pretence of labelling the third
movement a Minuet at all, writing Scherzos from the Second Symphony onwards. The
Trio, by contrast, is an oasis of calm, the tranquil woodwind choir unmoved by rapid
strings – an effect so striking that the young Elgar copied out this entire passage with
fascinated precision.

The finale is a wonderful instance of Beethoven’s musical sense of humour, with its opening
ascending figure coyly revealing more and more of itself before eventually emerging into
the first theme of the movement. It is worth noting that this movement was the first to be
drafted, originally with a view to opening the symphony, its wit and technical assurance
setting the tone for the material which followed. The ‘scale’ theme pervades the fabric of
the movement, including an harmonically adventurous use of the theme in the
development. There are further instances of humour when the woodwinds seem to
announce the recapitulation, only to find they have been beaten to it, as well as the
comedic mocking of the scalic idea in the glorious coda.

Indeed, this finale is a fine early example of Beethoven’s ability to use simple ingredients
with colourful inventiveness, as described in the 1827 biography of the composer by
Johann Aloys Schlosser:

He may proceed from an ordinary, even insignificant theme, and explore, spin
out, or develop all its inherent possibilities… In this we can compare Beethoven to
Goethe. Like that great man, he sometimes begins with an unpromising subject,
but its treatment, down to the smallest detail, reveals a truly original spirit.



Yondani Butt was born in Macau. He holds a Ph.D. in chemistry, on which subject he
has published numerous research papers. He studied conducting with Wolfgang Vacano
(1906–1985) at Indiana University, majoring in chemistry. He continued to study
conducting with Josef Blatt (1906–1999) at the University of Michigan while pursuing
his chemistry degree.

Yondani Butt has inherited from his teachers a unique musical heritage. Both Vacano
and Blatt were born in 1906. Vacano was born in Cologne, moved to Berlin as a child,
and studied at the Staatliche Hochshule für Musik. Blatt was born in Vienna and
studied piano with the great Leschetizky at the age of four. He later studied conducting
with the legendary Clemens Krauss who was the music director of the Vienna
Philharmonic as well as the Vienna Opera. Krauss was greatly influenced by Arthur
Nikisch, and was a close friend of Richard Strauss. Through this exceptional lineage,
Yondani Butt has inherited a vast repertoire via both Blatt and Krauss, notably the works
of Mahler, Richard Strauss and Wagner. Vacano had taught some students conducting at
Indiana and Aspen, but Blatt rarely took on students. Yondani Butt was recommended
to Blatt by Walter Robert, himself Blatt’s fellow-student and a famous piano pedagogue. 

As founder of Symphonie Canadiana, Yondani Butt has led the orchestra on major tours
throughout North America. From 1983, he held the position of Resident Conductor of
the Victoria International Festival, creating the highly successful Concerti Extravaganza
series, for which he conducted more than 23 concerts in six weeks. Frequently in
demand as a guest conductor, Yondani Butt has recorded and performed throughout the
USA, Canada, Latin America, Asia and Europe. 

Hailed by Robert Marsh of the Chicago Sun Times as “an outstanding talent”, Yondani
Butt has received acclamation from critics and audiences for his many CD recordings
and concert performances. In 1995, Yondani Butt received an MRA Gramophone

Yondani Butt ~ conductorThe first movement of the Second Symphony in D major, Op.36, shows similar
resourcefulness, with just two main themes which Beethoven uses as the basis for a vibrant,
fascinating movement, prefaced by a stately slow introduction. Indeed, while the First
Symphony is a comedy of manners, the Second, composed between 1801 and 1802, is a
grand and spirited drama played out on a large scale, with unifying structural devices to
match. When the work was first performed, it was the longest symphony yet composed.
Again, Beethoven was breaking with the past in the audacity of his symphonic vision. 

Yet the coherence of Beethoven’s conception in this symphony is cemented by his use of a
form bound up with the Classical era: sonata form, employed, in various guises,
throughout the symphony. Even the slow movement, which begins serenely before
developing into something more complex and intriguing, is in an expansive sonata form,
with exceptional handling of the unfolding themes. Perhaps most unusually, both the pithy,
vivacious Scherzo (now named as such, replacing the conventional Minuet) and the Trio
have their own development sections, albeit not fully fledged. 

The drama of Beethoven’s Second Symphony is, inevitably, caught up with the onset of
deafness with which he was afflicted during the writing of this work. This traumatic
development – acutely devastating for a musician, especially – may explain the work’s
vehement outbursts, and the shifts in atmosphere between relatively carefree moments and
darker, more sinister interjections. A vivid instance of this is heard during the Trio, when a
rural idyll created by the wind choir is threatened by an interrupting unison F sharp in the
strings. Although the winds win out eventually, the sense of an unwanted presence spoiling
the fun (as it was in Beethoven’s life) is palpable.

The finale opens with a striking, almost unhinged gesture, which recurs later in the
movement, each time adding a touch of eccentric energy. Like a gun releasing a sprint, this
opening unleashes a knotty collection of ideas, giving way to moments of gentler lyricism
amid the bustling vigour. Ending this substantial movement is a coda of some 150 bars,
described by a contemporary critic as ‘a pierced dragon which will not die, dealing vain but
furious blows with its tail.’

© Joanna Wyld, 2014
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