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22 NOVEMBER    
FRIDAY SERIES 6  
Helsinki Music Centre at 19.00

BENJAMIN BRITTEN 100 YEARS

Stéphane Denève, conductor 
Simone Lamsma, violin

Benjamin Britten: Passacaglia Op. 33b 
(from the opera Peter Grimes) 7 min

Benjamin Britten: Violin Concerto Op. 15 32 min

I Moderato con moto – Agitato – Tempo primo 
II Vivace – Animando – Largamente – Cadenza 
III Passacaglia (Andante lento – Un poco meno mosso) 

INTERVAL 20 min

Albert Roussel: Symphony No. 3 in G Minor Op. 42 24 min

I Allegro vivo
II Adagio
III Scherzo (Vivace)
IV Allegro con spirito

Maurice Ravel: Boléro (Tempo di molto moderato assai) 16 min

Interval at about 19.50. The concert ends at about 21.05.
Broadcast live on Yle Radio 1 and the Internet (yle.fi/klassinen). 
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BENJAMIN BRITTEN 
100 YEARS

The active composing career of 
Benjamin Britten (1913–1976) spanned 
more than 40 years of creative toil, 
yielding a heap of operas, orchestral, 
vocal and chamber music. Britten was 
also devoted to education and to the 
development of musical life. It was im-
portant, he felt, to compose for the 
whole nation, and especially for chil-
dren and amateurs. Music had to 
be made accessible to all, for it gives 
depth to existence, makes people more 
aware, and adds joy to life. Britten is 
also remembered as a confirmed paci-
fist, an intellectual, and a champion of 
gay rights. His friends also knew him 
as a keen tennis player, a swimmer, an 
outdoor man and a lover of fast cars 
(Alvis, Jensen, Rolls-Royce).

BENJAMIN BRITTEN: 
PASSACAGLIA 
FROM THE OPERA 
PETER GRIMES

The Passacaglia on today’s programme 
is from Britten’s best-known opera, 
Peter Grimes (1944). The opera tells of 
a surly fisherman called Peter who kept 
himself very much to himself. When 
his young apprentice dies in doubtful 
circumstances, the villagers begin to 
suspect him, to cast slurs on him and 
hound him, even though the court de-
clared him innocent of the boy’s death. 

The community cannot accept differ-
ence and proclaims him guilty (a situa-
tion familiar from such Danish dogma 
films as Dogville 2003 and Jagten 2012). 
Driven to the brink of insanity, Peter 
drowns himself.

The Passacaglia is an interlude in 
the middle of Act II, during which 
Peter and his new apprentice climb the 
cliff to the fisherman’s cottage. The 
Passacaglia communicates the conflict 
between Peter and the community, but 
also the turmoil in Peter’s mind. The 
music proceeds irrevocably towards the 
tragic events. (Just as the two are set-
ting out to sea, the boy slips and falls 
down the cliff to his death, and Peter 
later commits suicide.)

The inevitable fate is underlined by 
the structure of the Passacaglia, built 
on a recurring motif in the bass. The 
double basses and cellos play lurching 
pizzicatos against funeral march-like 
rolls on the timpani. Above them is an 
agonising theme, first on a solo viola 
and then on other instruments, and 
painful interim gestures. The mass and 
momentum, persecution and suffering 
steadily build up.

BENJAMIN BRITTEN: 
VIOLIN CONCERTO 
OP. 15

Britten composed his Violin Concerto, 
in D major, in 1939, during the Spanish 
Civil War and on the eve of the Second 
World War. Spanish references, warlike 
motifs and lament are very much to 
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the fore. The Spanish allusions include 
many of the rhythms, from a Bolero 
to a Sarabande, the guitar-like effects 
and the deeply anguished song of a 
solo violin. The war effect is created by 
drums, brass fanfares and general tu-
mult.

The concerto opens with a timpani 
motto motif, swishing cymbals, and 
strings. Thus begins an Iberian pasto-
rale in which the solo violin theme in-
habits a shadowy landscape while the 
motto motif rolls from one instru-
ment to another. The music gradually 
gets more ponderous as a slow march. 
The second theme dances and wails, 
strums and sings, challenges and fears 
while the violin’s glassy flageolet notes 
emanate in the upper spheres.

The second movement is a deathly 
dance with cross-rhythms, gaudy col-
ours, grotesque gestures and chromat-
ic trenches. The solo violin mews in 
octaves. The minor thirds on the harp 
and clarinet sound like a synthesiser or 
a landline phone’s engaged tone. The 
piccolos fire shots and the tuba has a 
solo – one of the strangest moments 
in violin concerto history! The closing 
cadenza is a dash through a tunnel of 
horror with a swelling organ point on 
the tuba and timpani and unison harp-
ing on the orchestra.

The third movement is a Passacaglia, 
i.e. a slow chain of variations on a re-
curring figure in the bass (on the 
same principle as the interlude in Peter 
Grimes). The figure appears first on 
the trombones, which until now have 
been silent. It then drops a semitone 
each time it reoccurs: the grief is more 
profound each time round. At times 
the violin struggles like a fly in a spi-

der’s web, at others it sings in a freez-
ing-cold landscape against slow shivers 
on the strings and a harp chorale. The 
movement ends in a state of delirium 
in a key that could be either D major 
or D minor.

Britten’s Violin Concerto is engulfed 
in grief. In addressing violence, mis-
ery and worry, it serves to uphold com-
munal anguish, just as laments once 
did, or the Spanish flamenco arising 
from the suffering of Jews, Moors and 
Romani.

ALBERT ROUSSEL 
(1869–1937): 
SYMPHONY NO. 3 
IN G MINOR OP. 42

The music of Roussel echoes the world 
of the early 1900s: nightclubs, circus, 
motorised traffic and war, but also 
worship of nature, longing for faraway 
places and spiritual searching. Roussel 
was one of the great names in early 
French Modernism, alongside Debussy, 
Ravel, D’Indy and Satie. In other words, 
his music falls within the domain of 
Impressionism, Neo-classicism and 
Surrealism.

Roussel’s Symphony No. 3 in G Minor 
(1930) delights in sudden changes of 
mood and pungent harmonies – with 
the First World War, Impressionistic 
scene-painting gave way to sharp Neo-
classicism. We hear the sophistication 
and intoxicating colours of France, the 
primitivism and sarcasm of Russia and 
the counterpoint and form of Germany.
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The first movement has a riff evoca-
tive of Bruckner and a slant and pok-
er face reminiscent of Shostakovich. 
The second buries itself in antiquity 
and finally evaporates into the air in a 
stratospheric glow from a solo violin. 
The third movement pays a quick vis-
it to the roaring twenties in Midnight 
in Paris style, while the fourth calls in 
Berlioz-like déjà-vu brass and a whin-
ing downward violin figure that sounds 
to the modern listener like Britney 
Spears’s Toxic (2003). The whole thing 
closes with an endless chord.

The third symphony is Roussel’s best-
known work, and he personally consid-
ered it his finest. Radio listeners con-
stantly come across his Jazz dans la nuit 
of 1928.

MAURICE RAVEL 
(1875–1937): BOLÉRO

Maurice Ravel’s Boléro (1928) is one big 
crescendo 15 minutes long. Beginning 
with a pulse as soft as down, it gradual-
ly builds up to an unbridled state of ec-
stasy. But before it reaches the climax 
that all have been waiting for, the snare 
drum will tap out its bolero rhythm no 
fewer than 163 times, plus seven re-
peats of the closing frenzy.

Over this steady, mechanical rhythm 
are two complementary tunes. The first 
flows along in a blissful, whiter-than-
snow C major while the second adds el-
ements of jazz, the Orient, tension and 
seduction to the brew. Beneath it all is 
a triple-time bass swinging backwards 
and forwards like a pendulum.

And so it goes on, bar after bar, like 
a growing hunger, passion, obsession. 
The Bolero throb, stubborn tunes and 
harmonic comp draw in more and 
more new instruments as time goes 
by: a flute, a sax, a piccolo trumpet 
and trombone, alone and in combina-
tion, with ever more glitter and colour. 
One of the most incredible moments 
comes about seven minutes into the 
work, when the flute, horn and ce-
lesta together flambé the first of the 
tunes. The music again seems to go up 
in flames towards the end, when the 
same snatch of tune is heard in several 
keys simultaneously.

The two tunes are each repeated 
nine times in all, last of all in one gi-
ant galactic cycle on the full orchestra. 
From then onwards everything is a wild 
scramble. Cymbals clash and the bass 
drum explodes, having been excluded 
right up the last six bars. The whole or-
chestra beats out the Bolero rhythm 
and collapses on a final crash.

Susanna Välimäki (abridged)
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STÉPHANE DENÈVE

Stéphane Denève (France) is Chief 
Conductor of the Stuttgart Radio 
Symphony Orchestra and former Music 
Director of the Royal Scottish National 
Orchestra. He enjoys close relation-
ships with many of the world’s leading 
soloists, including Yo-Yo Man, Leonidas 
Kavakos, Joshua Bell and Nathalie 
Dessay.

Recent European engagements 
have included appearances with the 
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, the 
London Symphony, the Philharmonia 
and the Munich Philharmonic. In North 
America Denève made his Carnegie 
Hall debut in 2012 with the Boston 
Symphony Orchestra, with which he is 
a frequent guest. He has conducted op-
era in London, Paris, Milan, Cincinnati 
and elsewhere.

As a recording artist Denève has won 
critical acclaim for his French repertoire 
in particular. He is a double winner of 
the Diapason d’Or, was shortlisted in 
2012 for Gramophone’s Artist of the 
Year Award, and won the prize for sym-
phonic music at the 2013 International 
Classical Music Awards.

SIMONE LAMSMA

Dutch violinist Simone Lamsma has rap-
idly become a soloist in great demand 
with celebrated orchestras and conduc-
tors the world over. In addition to her 
FRSO debut she this year makes her 
first appearance with the Chicago and 
San Francisco Symphony Orchestras, 
the Belgian National Orchestra, the City 
of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra 
and the Warsaw Philharmonic. She is 
also the soloist with the St. Louis and 
New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, and 
on a tour of China with the Hong Kong 
Philharmonic.

Also an active recitalist and cham-
ber musician, Simone Lamsma has 
performed in recital in many European 
countries, in the United States and 
Brazil.

Simone Lamsma began studying the 
violin at the age of five. When she was 
11, she moved to the UK to study at the 
Yehudi Menuhin School before contin-
uing at the Royal Academy of Music 
in London, where she graduated with 
first-class honours and several prestig-
ious awards. In 2004 she was the winner 
of the Benjamin Britten International 
Violin Competition. Simone Lamsma 
plays the “ex Braga” Stradivarius on 
loan to her by an anonymous benefac-
tor.
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THE FINNISH 
RADIO SYMPHONY 
ORCHESTRA

The Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra 
(FRSO) is the orchestra of the Finnish 
Broadcasting Company (Yle). Its missi-
on is to produce and promote Finnish 
musical culture and its Chief Conductor 
as of autumn 2013 is Hannu Lintu.

The Radio Orchestra of ten players 
founded in 1927 grew to symphony or-
chestra strength in the 1960s. Its previo-
us Chief Conductors have been Toivo 
Haapanen, Nils-Eric Fougstedt, Paavo 
Berglund, Okko Kamu, Leif Segerstam, 
Jukka-Pekka Saraste and Sakari 
Oramo. The FRSO has two Honorary 
Conductors: Jukka-Pekka Saraste and 
Sakari Oramo.

The latest contemporary music is 
a major item in the repertoire of the 
FRSO, which each year premieres a 
number of Yle commissions. Another 
of the orchestra’s tasks is to record all 
Finnish orchestral music for the Yle ar-
chive. During the 2013/2014 season it 
will premiere six Finnish works commis-
sioned by Yle. 

The FRSO has recorded works by 
Eötvös, Nielsen, Hakola, Lindberg, 
Saariaho, Sallinen, Kaipainen, Kokkonen 
and others, and the debut disc of the 
opera Aslak Hetta by Armas Launis. Its 
discs have reaped some major distinc-
tions, such as the BBC Music Magazine 
Award and the Académie Charles Cros 
Award. The disc of the Sibelius and 
Lindberg violin concertos (Sony BMG) 
with Lisa Batiashvili as the soloist recei-
ved the MIDEM Classical Award in 2008, 

in which year the New York Times chose 
the other Lindberg disc as its Record of 
the Year.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts 
of the world. During the 2013/2014 sea-
son it will be visiting Central Europe un-
der the baton of Hannu Lintu.

All the FRSO concerts both in Finland 
and abroad are broadcast, usually live, 
on Yle Radio 1. They can also be heard 
and watched with excellent stream qua-
lity on yle.fi/klassinen.


