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CHAN 10809(3) – SIBELIUS

The Symphonies of Jean Sibelius
In the second half of the nineteenth century the orchestral genres most favoured by Finnish composers were overtures (often cast with programmatic titles) and tone poems, some of them based on the Finnish national epic, the Kalevala. The majority of the orchestral works by Jean Sibelius (1865 – 1957), which preceded the First Symphony, from Scène de ballet (1891) to Lemminkäinen (1895 – 1897), represent these genres, including the large, five-movement Kullervo, Op. 7 (1892) for two vocal soloists, male choir and full orchestra, which was originally subtitled ‘symphonic poem’ although it later was often called the Kullervo Symphony, also by the composer.
The orchestra of the Helsinki Philharmonic Society, founded by the conductor and composer Robert Kajanus in 1882, included many symphonies from both the classical and romantic periods, as well as contemporary works, in its repertoire, but before the turn of the century there was no real tradition of symphonic composition in Finland. As far as we know, by the premiere of Sibelius’s First Symphony in 1899 only two Finnish composers had written works with the title symphony (today rather seldom performed): Axel Gabriel Ingelius (1847) and Ernst Mielck (1897). Sibelius was the first Finnish composer to become internationally recognised as a symphonist, aided by his career as a conductor which was closely connected to his activity as composer: he conducted the premieres of all his symphonies and most of his symphonic poems although he never performed works by other composers.
Symphony No. 1 in E minor, Op. 39
As was typical of Sibelius’s orchestral works, the composition of the First Symphony was an intricate process of several years’ work. The earliest sketches for musical ideas appearing in the Symphony probably date from 1897 and reveal connections to the ‘Ballade’ from the incidental music to King Christian II, first performed in 1898. As a whole, the sketch materials related to the Symphony are linked to several compositions of varying scale completed in the years 1898 – 1909. In addition to King Christian II, these compositions include the ‘Idyll’, Op. 24 No. 6 (first version 1898) and ‘Air varié’, Op. 58 No. 3 (published in 1909) for piano, and  Cassazione, Op. 6 (1904) for orchestra. In Sibelius’s compositions the interchange of musical materials among several pieces, before the works began to establish their final shape and identity, was rather the rule than the exception.
Likewise, the entanglement of literary or other extra-musical impetus with musical ideas was a characteristic of the way that Sibelius usually composed his symphonic works. The sketches for the First Symphony feature references to possible titles for the work as a whole and its four movements. At one stage, Sibelius planned to give the Symphony the title ‘A Musical Dialogue’ (Musikalisk dialog) and in this plan, the movements were furnished with descriptive titles, or ‘mottos’: I. ‘It blows coldly, cold weather from the sea; motto for movement one in the symphony’; II. ‘Heine (The north’s fir dreams of the south’s palm)’; III. ‘Winter saga’; and IV. ‘Jorma’s heaven’. The ‘motto for movement one in the symphony’ may derive either from a Finnish-Swedish folksong, which features a kind of knightly romanticism, or a gloomy Nordic ballade. The title of the second movement is related to Heinrich Heine’s poem ‘Ein Fichtenbaum steht einsam’ (from Lyrisches Intermezzo). ‘Winter saga’ might refer to Shakespeare’s play A Winter’s Tale, and ‘Jorma’s heaven’ most probably derives from Juhani Aho’s novel Panu (1897; with the subtitle ‘Descriptions of the Final Battle between Christianity and Paganism in Finland’). Whether the music in its final form reflects these descriptive titles or ‘mottos’ is open to debate, but the fact that Sibelius contemplated programmatic content for the Symphony demonstrates that his roots as a symphonic composer lay in the tradition of romantic programme music. As Sibelius explained to his wife, Aino, in a letter in 1893, he was indeed a ‘tone painter’, and Liszt’s ‘view of music’ was closest to his own. That the composer in his late years denied any programmatic ideas behind his symphonies is another story.

The First Symphony was premiered – without any programmatic or descriptive title – by the Philharmonic Society Orchestra and the composer in a successful concert dedicated to his own works in Helsinki on 26 April 1899. Critics generally greeted the work with enthusiasm, and Sibelius was recognised as the symphonic follower of Beethoven; although according to some writers Tchaikovsky was the closest stylistic point of reference for the Symphony. 

In the spring of 1900 the Philharmonic Society Orchestra was preparing for its tour of Europe, culminating with concerts at the World Exhibition in Paris with Sibelius’s First Symphony included in the programmes. Before leaving for the tour Sibelius decided to revise the work. The revisions in the second and third movements were especially extensive, and as a whole, Sibelius compressed the Symphony significantly. The new version was performed in Helsinki on 1 July 1900, and before Paris, it also received performances in Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Holland and Belgium. Sibelius joined the tour, but not as conductor and did not once step up to the podium as conductor. However, the tour was a great success for Sibelius and a milestone in Finnish musical history.

In the summer of 1902 Sibelius finalised the score for publication, making further revisions at that point. In the meantime he had also completed and premiered his Second Symphony which he had wanted to publish at the same time but only the First appeared in 1902. The publication of the Second was delayed until the summer of the following year.
Symphony No. 2 in D major, Op. 43
In the autumn of 1900 Sibelius travelled to Berlin with his family; the family then continued further south, staying in Italy until the spring of 1901. Probably at that time Sibelius was working on his new symphony, hoping to complete the work and get it performed in the autumn, but, as often happened, he had to change his plans, and the Second Symphony was finalised and premiered in the early part of 1902.
The surviving sketch materials for Symphony No. 2 are perhaps not as revealing as the materials for No. 1. The well-known verbal references to ‘Don Juan’ and ‘Christus’, seemingly attached to certain thematic ideas for a composition plan titled ‘A Feast – four tone poems for orchestra’, which Sibelius wrote during his sojourn in Italy, are more likely witness of individual moments of inspiration or impressions than ideas intended to be developed and executed as a compositional scheme. As in the case of the First Symphony, the sketches reveal highly fascinating connections between the Second Symphony and other works completed in the early part of the twentieth century. Who could have guessed that Sibelius had at some point tried to melt together the opening passages from the last movements of the Second Symphony and the Violin Concerto!
The premiere of the Second Symphony in the Philharmonic Society Orchestra’s concert on 8 March 1901 was a tremendous success. From the earliest reviews the critics reflected on the possible extra-musical content of the Symphony and some of them even heard a political message in the work. According to Kajanus, the work was an
overwhelming protest against all the injustice in our time that threatens to rob the sun of its light and our flowers of their fragrance.
Sibelius never supported or commented on such interpretations. According to the composer, the Symphony was, as many of his other works, ‘a confession of the soul (or faith)’. Either way, the Second Symphony, with its triumphal Finale, secured Sibelius’s international fame, and remains the most often performed of the composer’s symphonies.
Symphony No. 3 in C major, Op. 52

While the critics connected the First and Second Symphonies to the tradition of the romantic ideals – especially Tchaikovsky – or the Finnish national ‘School’, the Third Symphony seemed to have been born under a very different star. For many, the reduced size of the orchestra required for the Third alone (in fact only the third trumpet and the tuba were excluded from the ensemble required for the Second) and the reduced use of full-bodied orchestral tuttis have been a sign of a new, more classical – or even neoclassical – idiom appearing in the C major Symphony.

The huge amount of manuscript material that has survived for the Third Symphony reveals that Sibelius composed the work by selecting and connecting together ideas and materials which he had saved on his sketch pages over the course of years, and, as in the case of the two earlier symphonies, ideas for several other works were interwoven in the process. The list of compositions related to the Third Symphony is especially long and interesting; in the light of sketches, the Cassazione (1904), Pohjola’s Daughter (1906), String Quartet in D minor (Voces intimae, 1909), and Orchestral Suite Scènes historiques II (1912) are it closest relatives.

Sibelius probably wrote the earliest thematic ideas of the Third Symphony in 1901, but the first mention of a work in progress is to be found in the composer’s letter to Axel Carpelan in September 1904. Over the following three years, the composition of the Symphony proceeded in parallel with several other large-scale composition projects. In 1905 Sibelius planned, together with the writer Jalmari Finne, a three-part oratorio based on the ‘Marjatta legend’ (the last Rune) of the Kalevala, and this uncompleted project may have found some echoes in the three-movement Symphony. Additionally, in 1905 – 06 the symphonic materials were intertwined with a ‘Luonnotar’ plan – also based on a Kalevala legend, but not related to the Luonnotar (Op. 70) of 1913 – which Sibelius suddenly changed to the Symphonic Fantasy Pohjola’s Daughter in June 1906. The Third Symphony was completed in September 1907, just before its premiere at an all-Sibelius concert.

Its reception was not nearly as enthusiastic as that of the previous two symphonies. According to the reviews after the premiere on 25 September 1907 the critics encountered difficulties in describing the new work. Although the second movement of the Third became one of the most popular symphonic movements by Sibelius, the expressive qualities, or the content of the work, remained alien to contemporary listeners; as the musicologist and composer Ilmari Krohn wrote:
the barrier [to ‘understanding’ the Symphony] was not its appearance, which was acknowledged as lucid and clear, but the content, the wordless speech of the tones.
It was clear from the beginning that the Third Symphony would not gain a wide popularity, and a year after the premiere, in a letter to Sibelius, the publisher Robert Lienau regretted the lack of public interest in the work. According to the American music critic Olin Downes, Sibelius himself called the Third Symphony his ‘most unfortunate child’, and in 1943, the composer recalled a discussion he had had with Gustav Mahler when he visited Finland in the autumn of 1907:

The Third Symphony was a disappointment for the audience, because everybody expected it to be like the Second. I mentioned this to Gustav Mahler, when he was here, and he also said that ‘with each new symphony you lose those [listeners] you have gained with the previous ones.
Symphony No. 4 in A minor, Op. 63
If the Third Symphony indicated a stylistic turn in Sibelius’s symphonic composition, the Fourth showed it even more drastically – so much so that the premiere of the work on 3 April 1911 belongs to the most disharmonious in Sibelius’s career. In 1943, the composer reminisced about the first performance:
when I performed my Fourth Symphony for the first time, not a single person applauded and no-one came to thank me.
And according to Sibelius’s wife, Aino, after the performance there were ‘shifty looks, head-shakings, sheepish or secretly ironic smiles’. Even though the critics attempted cautiously to describe the ‘mysterious enigma’ they had heard and were benevolently interested in the ‘modernism’ of the work, those who welcomed the new symphony were indeed few.

Was Sibelius surprised by the cool reception of the Fourth Symphony? Was he not prepared to confront the rejection? The diary entries from the weeks preceding the premiere seem to imply that the composer had a feeling of the audacity of the work and could forecast the reaction of the audience. At the end of March he wrote:
bear your ‘compositional cross’ with manliness.
And on the day preceding the premiere he noted:

Iacta alea est! A must! It requires a lot of 

manliness to look life in the eyes.


Perhaps some of the special characteristics or the ‘atmosphere’ of the Symphony derive from the poetic visions or narrative ideas behind the work. Sibelius denied a newspaper critic’s description of the work, after the premiere, as a ‘Koli’ (a reference to a rocky hill in central Finland) or ‘Mountain’ Symphony, but himself characterised the work a ‘psychological symphony’. It is a well-known fact that during December 1910 Sibelius was working on a vocal composition based on Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven (in a German translation), using material that finally appeared in the Finale of the Symphony, and this may be another dimension of the ‘psychological’ aspect. Perhaps the background narrative ideas influenced or even guided the stylistic orientation in Sibelius’s music, and in the case of the Fourth Symphony resulted in highly individual expressivity. The unconventional and bold musical shaping in the Symphony encountered rejection in performances also outside of Finland, but later the work became at least a spiritual model for many Finnish composers.
Symphony No. 5 in E flat major, Op. 82
Thanks to the ground-breaking sketch study by Erik Tawaststjerna in his biography of Sibelius, the genesis of the Fifth Symphony is perhaps the best-known case of an intricate compositional process in Sibelius’s output and certainly one of the most fascinating examples. Even the history of the completed work is unusually eventful. Sibelius finished the original score of this symphony in autumn 1915 and the work was premiered at a concert celebrating his fiftieth birthday on 8 December that year. In the following year he revised the work, and this version was premiered, likewise on his birthday, in 1916; but the final version was completed and premiered only in the autumn of 1919. During this process the original symphony, with its traditional four movements (the 1915 version), emerged as a three-movement work by bridging the first two movements. According to traces of the revision in the surviving orchestral materials this happened in 1916; however, the materials do not allow a full reconstruction of this intermediate version.

The history of the Fifth Symphony is especially intriguing due to the surviving sketches, which bear witness to connections between the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Symphonies, and possibly even Sibelius’s last tone poem, Tapiola. As Tawaststjerna and Kari Kilpeläinen have shown, musical ideas for the three symphonies appear side by side on manuscript pages probably dating from 1914 onwards, so the evolution of the three sister symphonies, completed in 1919, 1923, and 1924, cover a span of around ten years.

The manuscripts reveal that some thematic ideas appearing in the Sonatina for Violin and Piano (Op. 80) were originally intermingled with the materials for the Sixth Symphony. In addition, some of the sketches for Symphony No. 6 probably at some point related to a compositional plan for a ‘Concerto lirico’, which had been intended to become Sibelius’s Second Violin Concerto. The sketches also shed light on poetic ideas or impressions which Sibelius had in mind during the time of planning these three symphonies. While the verbal references in Sibelius’s diary entries connected to the Fifth seem to reflect experiences of nature, the Sixth was possibly connected to projected tone poems called ‘Kuutar’ (The Maiden of the Moon, or a Moon-Spirit) and the Kalevala-inspired ‘Sammon taonta’ (The Forging of Sampo). One of the themes appearing in the Seventh was originally intended for  a vocal work based on Carl Snoilsky’s poem Sterope, reflecting ancient Greek mythology.

As a part of the grandiose celebration of Sibelius’s birthday, the premiere in Helsinki of the Fifth Symphony in its original version was received with solemnity, and possibly the audience was relieved to hear that the composer had not continued further on the stylistic path of the previous symphony in this new work. The first performance of the revised version in December 1916, in Turku, was also successful, but as the reviews after the performance in Helsinki were reserved, the composer decided to withdraw the Symphony once more. Finally, at the premiere of the final version in November 1919, the audience and the critics – as well as the composer – were satisfied.
Symphony No. 6 in D minor, Op. 104
The 1920s is often described as Sibelius’s last creative decade and a period in which he achieved – as a consequence of a coherent stylistic development – a ‘synthesis’, or his ‘universal’ style, the quality underlying the ‘symphonic unity’ of his last symphony and of his last tone poem, Tapiola (1926). It has been claimed that during that decade Sibelius’s creativity began to fade and that his last great achievements were followed by the ‘silence of Ainola’. However, when we examine Sibelius’s list of works, the years 1925, 1926, and 1927 do not appear  – at any rate not significantly – less prolific than, for instance, the years 1896, 1901, or 1910. And if we acquaint ourselves with Sibelius’s music composed between the years 1919 and 1929 we encounter a diversity of styles almost incomparable with that of any other period in his compositional career: rococo pastiche (Autrefois, Op. 96b), Viennese waltz (Valse chevaleresque, Op. 96c), Schumannesque piano music (Huit Petits Morceaux, Op. 100), pieces ‘alla zingarese’ for violin and piano (Danses champêtres, Op. 106), sentimental and light-hearted musique de salon (Suite caractéristique, Op. 100), as well as chromaticism and strikingly dissonant harmonies (the Overture to The Tempest, Op. 109 No. 1). There really is no ‘synthesis’ or ‘universal style’ if we discuss Sibelius’s output of the 1920s in its entirety.

This variety of styles was present at the premiere of the Sixth Symphony on 19 February 1923. The programme also included the first movement, ‘Die Jagd’, from the Orchestral Suite Scènes historiques II, Autrefois, Valse chevaleresque, and the premieres of two small suites for string orchestra (Op. 98b and Op. 100). In reviews the Symphony was not welcomed with overwhelming enthusiasm but rather a moderate and reflective gratitude. Since then descriptions of the ‘pure and clear’ characteristics and ‘sublime’ atmosphere of the Symphony have often been connected with analytical observations on motivic and contrapuntal techniques and modal (Dorian) harmonies in the work. Sibelius commented on these views in his laconic manner:
people write and theorise many kinds of things about the Sixth Symphony, but they do not see that it is a poem above all.
Symphony No. 7 in C major, Op. 105
The fact that the Seventh Symphony was premiered on 24 March 1924, slightly more than a year after the Sixth, may bespeak, a virile working period in Sibelius’s life. The work was premiered under the title Fantasia sinfonica, demonstrating Sibelius’s new outlook on symphonic form. The idea of a new ‘symphonic fantasy’ as a substitute for the classical-romantic symphony in the traditional four movements had intrigued the composer for at least two decades and some of his earlier symphonies can be understood to be pointing towards a new concept of a symphonic work, for example in the spring of 1919 Sibelius planned to revise his Fifth Symphony as a single-movement work and considered giving it the title ‘Fantasia sinfonica I’. Nonetheless, it would be an overestimation to claim that in the series of Sibelius’s symphonies there was a linear or goal-orientated development towards the single-movement Fantasia sinfonica.

Of Sibelius’s earlier orchestral works, Night Ride and Sunrise was premiered in 1909 in St Petersburg and Luonnotar in 1913 at the Gloucester Three Choirs’ Festival – Sibelius was not present at these performances – and in 1914 the composer conducted the first performance of The Oceanides on his triumphant visit to the Norfolk Festival in the USA. The Seventh Symphony is the only one among Sibelius’s symphonies to have been premiered abroad. The first performance took place in Stockholm, and before the Finnish premiere for the first time under its final title, in April 1927, the work had been performed in Copenhagen, Malmö, and Gothenburg. Although the early reception of the Symphony was positive, the new symphonic design and orchestral colouring in the Fantasia sinfonica / Seventh Symphony did not meet with full appreciation among the critics either in Sweden, Denmark, or Finland. 

The World War had disrupted international travel and communication, and forced a significant reduction in the number of performances of Sibelius’s works outside Finland; foreign income would also have been severely reduced. After the difficult years of the War the Seventh Symphony could have marked a new beginning for a series of foreign premieres of Sibelius’s works. In 1926, for example, both the incidental music to The Tempest and the tone poem Tapiola were first performed abroad, in Copenhagen and New York, respectively (Sibelius did not conduct either of these works, however). And, as is well known, the most awaited premiere outside Finland would have been that of the Eighth Symphony.
The Eighth Symphony and Three Late Fragments

The Eighth Symphony is certainly the most thrilling enigma in Sibelius’s creative career. What happened to it? Did he ever complete the work? Did he destroy the materials for the work entirely? Even today we do not have definitive answers to these questions. We only know that Sibelius at least was working on it at the beginning of the 1930s and also later talked about a ‘big work’ to be completed, but there is no certainty of the fate of the Symphony. Because Sibelius was working on a composition on the scale of a symphony, there quite simply must have been a variety of sketches and drafts for the work. The surviving manuscript material from his last three decades is rather extensive and reveals that, in addition to some completed and existing late works, as well as revisions and arrangements of earlier works, Sibelius had plans for vocal and other compositions, which never came to fruition. After c. 1935, the tremor of his hands, which he had already mentioned in diary entries from the beginning of the 1920s and which forced him to use pencil instead of ink in the late 1930s, sometimes made his handwriting very difficult to read. Still, the number of sketches, evidence of Sibelius’s attempts to write down music, is impressive. The ‘silence of Ainola’ is only to be understood as the fact that in his last twenty-five to thirty years Sibelius did not bring any new large works before the public. In all probability he did not ‘stop composing’; his creative imagination was awake and he also wrote music. However, the completion of extensive works evidently proved too much, particularly when, as we know, a ‘fair copy’ was not always, for Sibelius, his last word.

The late manuscripts (‘late’ meaning the years 1930 – 57) also include a few orchestral fragments, as well as drafts intended for orchestral use, which probably date from the 1930s. The single manuscript page HUL (abbreviation for Helsinki University Library) 1326, p. 9, is a fragment from an orchestral score (fair copy), consisting of five bars only. HUL 1325 is a pencilled orchestral score draft, thirty-three bars, with some parts crossed out and, occasionally, in handwriting very laborious to read. HUL 1327, p. 2, is a draft, on two to four staves, fifty-three bars, with more or less complete and unequivocal references to instrumentation, such as ‘Cor.’, ‘Fag.’, ‘Ob.’, and ‘pizz.’.

Because we do not have the Eighth Symphony we cannot know whether the fragments originally belonged to the (planned) work. On the other hand, we do not know of any plans for any other orchestral compositions from the 1930s or later years. Whether the three fragments are related to the Symphony or not, they offer fascinating glimpses into Sibelius’s creative imagination and stylistic orientation from a time when  physical restrictions – besides trembling hands, also weakened eyesight – inhibited him from  realising on paper his rich musical visions and dreams.
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