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(performed in commemoration of the 150" anniversary year of the composer’s birth)




PROGRAM NOTES
BY TONU KALAM

Jean Sibelius: Andante festivo

Sergei Rachmaninoff: Symphony No. 3 in A minor, Op. 44

Tonight’s program consists of two pieces that, at first glance, could hardly be more
contrasting: the brief, simple Andante festivo by Sibelius, scored only for strings, with timpani
added for the final few measures — followed by the complex, expansive Third Symphony by
Rachmaninoff, which enlists the full dynamic and textural resources of a large modern
orchestra. Despite the instrumental and stylistic differences, these works share a common
historical bond. Both pieces were premiered in the 1930s, and both were developed towards
the end of their creators’ compositional careers. Perhaps a more striking connection is that for
many decades following the deaths of Sibelius and Rachmaninoff, their music was considered
old-fashioned, passé, and stylistically irrelevant, compared to the musical innovations of the
early 20" century by composers such as Igor Stravinsky and Arnold Schoenberg. However,
the passage of time has brought a deeper understanding and appreciation of their respective
musical and structural achievements.

Jean Sibelius’ Andante festivo has a curious genesis, having originally been conceived
in 1922 for string quartet to commemorate the 25" anniversary of the Sdynétsalo sawmills in
Finland. It was then revised as a string octet for the 1929 wedding of Sibelius’ niece, before
the current version for string orchestra and timpani appeared in 1938. Sibelius conducted this
last version in a recording with the Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra, which was broadcast
as Finland’s trans-Atlantic greeting to the World’s Fair held in New York in 1939 — and which
remains the only existing recording of Sibelius conducting his own music. The piece
comprises only a couple of simple melodic kernels and is rooted in one key throughout, with
slight rhythmic and dynamic variations to create subtle contrasts. But in its singlemindedness
it possesses a warmth and depth that is instantly attractive and memorable.

As a performer, Sergei Rachmaninoft is considered one of the greatest pianists of the
20" century. As a composer, his reputation once rested largely on the popularity of his Second
and Third Piano Concertos and his Second Symphony, all of which were written prior to his
departure from Russia in 1917. After settling in the United States, he resided first in New
York and later in Beverly Hills, spending summers at his villa on Lake Lucerne in
Switzerland. Due to the rigorous demands of constant touring and performing as a pianist, he
had limited time to compose, and he wrote only a handful of major works in the 1920s and
1930s. Nonetheless, the quality of these later pieces contributes greatly to the more recent
reassessment of his stature as a highly original and important composer. The Third Symphony
was completed in 1936 and premiered by Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra,
Rachmaninoff’s favorite orchestra. And it was with that ensemble that Rachmaninoff himself
conducted the very first recording of the piece in 1939, which remains a remarkably beautiful
performance. We are delighted tonight to commemorate the 150" anniversary year of
Rachmaninoff’s birth by presenting this imaginative and dynamic musical canvas that is now
receiving the respect and admiration it deserves.
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