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22 JANUARY  
THURSDAY SERIES 6
Helsinki Music Centre at 19

Susanna Mälkki, conductor
Steven Isserlis, cello 

Claude Debussy: Gigues  8 min

William Walton: Cello Concerto 32 min
I Moderato 
II Allegro appassionato 
III Tema ed improvvisazioni (Lento – Allegro molto)

  
INTERVAL 20 min

Kaija Saariaho: Circle Map, fpF  28 min
Timo Kurkikangas, sound design
I Morning Wind
II Walls closing
III Circles
IV Days are Sieves
V Dialogue
VI Day and Night, Music

Claude Debussy: Rondes de printemps  9 min 

Interval at about 19.50. The concert ends at about 21.00.
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CLAUDE DEBUSSY 
(1862–1918): GIGUES 
AND RONDES DE 
PRINTEMPS FROM THE 
SUITE IMAGES

Artists do not as a rule particularly 
like having labels attached to them, 
and Claude Debussy was no excepti-
on. Though widely regarded as the very 
personification of Impressionism in 
music, he personally felt he came clo-
ser to the Symbolists and drew inspi-
ration from such Symbolist writers as 
Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Verlaine and 
Maeterlinck. This did not, however, pre-
vent him from claiming that he could 
embody the strivings of Impressionist 
artists better in his music than they 
could in their paintings.

Despite what Debussy himself might 
have to say, there is often no denying 
the Impressionist feel of his works. 
Whereas the heart of Symbolist art lies 
in meanings and their interpretations, 
which are difficult to decipher in purely 
musical phenomena, Impressionism as 
a concept is more to do with techni-
que, and at this level, the links between 
music and the works of such artists 
as Monet, Renoir, Degas, Pissarro and 
Sisley may be far more obvious. This 
connection is very strong when a work 
bears a very visual title, Images.

Debussy began writing his orchest-
ral suite Images soon after La mer 
(1905) – a Symbolist work and one 
of the best-known manifestations of 
Impressionism in music. In a letter to a 
friend he said he was, in his new work, 

trying to do something different, to 
create “impressions of reality”. Due no 
doubt to his new artistic departure and 
his work on the opera La chute de la 
maison Usher (The Fall of the House of 
Usher), based on the stories of Edgar 
Allan Poe but never completed, he did 
not finish La mer until 1912. At around 
this time he was also composing two 
piano collections entitled Images (1905, 
1907), but their music has nothing in 
common with the orchestral suite.

Gigues

Debussy originally called the opening 
movement Gigues tristes (Sad Jigs) – 
something of a contradiction in terms 
seeing that a Jig is by definition a jol-
ly dance. But though he later deleted 
the word ‘triste’ from the title, the sad-
ness remained in the music itself. It 
begins with a delicate, impressionistic 
tonal haze as a backcloth for a wistful 
oboe d’amore melody; this is not ac-
tually a folk tune but it could be. The 
other main thematic motif is a livelier, 
angular English Keel Row, a folk dan-
ce already hinted at by the flute in the 
introductory bars. Debussy weaves his 
two themes together, lets the music 
work up to a climax and then return to 
the oboe d’amore theme and the ini-
tial mood.

André Caplet, composer, conductor 
and a friend of Debussy’s, is traditio-
nally believed to have finished the or-
chestration of this movement accor-
ding to Debussy’s instructions, yet the 
manuscript speaks otherwise. Be that 
as it may, the music sounds so authen-
tic that if Caplet did have a finger in 
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the pie, it was very much as a humble 
assistant and not as an independent 
artist.

Rondes de printemps

The closing movement, Rondes de prin-
temps (Spring Dances), bears the mot-
to “Vive le mai, bienvenue soit le mai/
Avec son gonfalon sauvage” (Cheers to 
May, welcome to May with its wild ban-
ner). The words are borrowed from an 
old Italian song associated with a me-
dieval Tuscan spring festival. The actu-
al music does, however, have stronger 
associations with France, for Debussy 
here uses an old French nursery rhyme 
(“Nous n’irons plus au bois”) he had al-
ready written into a couple of earlier 
compositions.

Rondes de printemps represents 
Debussy’s Impressionistic orchestral 
technique at its most refined. It is full 
of light and the shadows caused by 
the light, and is more whimsical than 
Gigues. The nursery rhyme pops up 
here and there in many different – but 
recognisable – guises.

WILLIAM WALTON 
(1902–1983):
CELLO CONCERTO

The Cello Concerto belongs to the 
masterly mature period of William 
Walton. It was commissioned by Gregor 
Piatigorsky, an American cellist of 
Russian descent, who premiered it in 
Boston in January 1957. Of all his con-
certos, Walton liked this one best.

The concerto abounds in Walton’s 
emotional but not over-sentimental 
expression. The cello’s broad, singing 
quality takes pride of place, and the 
forceful, even aggressive feelings often 
heard in Walton’s music play only a mi-
nor role. The harmonies are often said 
to have a Mediterranean touch; from 
1946 onwards Walton had often spent 
time on the island of Ischia, where in 
1956 (the year of the Cello Concerto), 
he bought a house to live in perma-
nently. The concerto is in three move-
ments, but instead of the conventio-
nal quick-slow-quick, the order is here 
slow-quick-slow.

The dominant mood of the calm 
opening movement is one of medita-
tion, balancing with subjective senti-
ment and traditional English “landsca-
pe music”. The driving force behind it 
is the quick, edgy scherzo that reveals 
the cello’s more virtuosic side.

The last movement is the longest 
and most expansive. A singing the-
me lends itself to a set of variations 
or “improvisations” as Walton called 
them. The moods and textures vary as 
is usually the case in variation move-
ments, and two of the variations are 
solo cello cadenzas. The expression is 
at times restrained, at times lyrical, and 
in the orchestral variation between the 
cadenzas vigorously incisive. The big 
coda recalls the themes of the open-
ing movement as it drifts away into si-
lence.
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KAIJA SAARIAHO 
(1952–): CIRCLE MAP

Kaija Saariaho was inspired to wri-
te Circle Map (2012) for orchestra at 
around the same time as the opera 
L’amour de loin, but geographically the 
two lie far apart. The source of inspi-
ration for Circle Map was the Persian 
poet Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Balkhi-
Rumi (1207–1273), known as Rumi for 
short. An Islamic philosopher, he belon-
ged to the mystic Sufi school that has 
yielded its own cultural tradition and 
that is regarded critically by many or-
thodox Islamic thinkers.

Each part of Circle Map is based on 
a four-line poem by Rumi. The six po-
ems did not originally have titles, but 
Saariaho picked out fragments of the 
English translations as headings. The 
poems are, however, heard on tape 
in the original Persian, read by Arshia 
Cont, an Iranian working at the IRCAM 
centre adjoining the Pompidou Centre 
in Paris. Saariaho has processed the re-
citation by electronic means, thus brin-
ging together age-old poetry and mo-
dern technology.

The recitation and imagery of Persian 
poetry served as a source of ideas at 
two levels: the musical expression of 
the words and, as electronically-pro-
cessed sound material, as part of the 
musical texture. In Circles, for example, 
the recitation is like a ghostly, choir-like 
sound that can be circulated in space, 
and in Dialogue as a thin female voice, 
then enlarged as a chorus and finally 
as a deep male answer to the female 
voice’s question.

The sound world of Circle Map is, in 
typical Saariaho manner, infinitely rich. 
It has both rich and delicate splashes 
of colour, and loud, coarse, edgy and 
complex timbres. In places it exploits 
the colours and textures of separate 
instruments and groups, at other times 
colour combinations mixed and blen-
ded at many levels. The core of the tex-
ture often consists of a recurring pulse 
set up by percussions, harp, and piano 
plus celesta.

Abridged programme notes by Kimmo 
Korhonen translated by Susan Sinisalo

SUSANNA MÄLKKI

Famed for her versatility, Susanna 
Mälkki is equally at home conducting 
a symphony orchestra, a contempo-
rary music ensemble or an opera. She 
studied orchestral conducting at the 
Sibelius Academy with Jorma Panula, 
Eri Klas and Leif Segerstam after first 
making a distinguished career as a 
cellist. From 1995 to 1998 she was 
co-principal cellist in the Gothenburg 
Symphony Orchestra. Now Principal 
Guest Conductor of the Gulbenkian 
Orchestra, she takes over as Chief 
Conductor of the Helsinki Philharmonic 
Orchestra in autumn 2016. She has 
also served as Music Director of the 
Ensemble Intercontemporain and 
as Artistic Director of the Stavanger 
Symphony, and has guest conducted 
many celebrated orchestras in Europe 
and North America.
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Highly acclaimed for opera, Susanna 
Mälkki conducted Mozart’s The 
Marriage of Figaro at the Finnish 
National Opera in August. She then 
travelled on to the Hamburg State 
Opera for a production of Janáček’s 
Jenůfa in which Karita Mattila sang the 
leading role. In April 2011 she was the 
first woman to conduct an opera at La 
Scala, Milan, and was immediately re-
invited. In 2010 she conducted the pre-
miere of a ballet by Bruno Mantovani 
at the Opéra national de Paris, retur-
ning last season to conduct Janáček’s 
The Markopoulos Case.

In June 2010 Susanna Mälkki was 
elected a Fellow of the Royal Academy 
of Music in London. She is also a mem-
ber of the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Music. In 2011 she was awarded one 
of Finland’s highest honours, the Pro 
Finlandia Medal.

STEVEN ISSLERLIS

Acclaimed worldwide for his technique 
and musicianship, British cellist Steven 
Isslerlis enjoys a distinguished career as 
a soloist, chamber musician, educator 
and recording artist. He regularly ap-
pears with such leading orchestras as 
the Berlin Philharmonic, the London 
Philharmonia, and the Cleveland and 
Minnesota Orchestras and holds many 
solo recitals each year with pianists 
Kirill Gerstein, Stephen Hough, Olli 
Mustonen, András Schiff and others at 
highly-prestigious halls.

In the role of chamber musician, 
Steven Isserlis has been heard at, for 

example, the Wigmore Hall in London, 
and at the Salzburg and Verbier 
Festivals, for which he has also mas-
terminded many concert programmes. 
These have included a concert of Czech 
music, a concert highlighting the simi-
larities between voice and cello, and 
a Robert Schumann programme. For 
these, he has invited a host of celeb-
rated musicians, among them violinist 
Joshua Bell, violist Tabea Zimmermann 
and violinist Isabelle Faust to join him.

The award-winning discs by Steven 
Isserlis illustrate his varied repertoire. 
His most recent award-winning discs in-
clude the Bach Suites for Solo Cello and 
the Cello Concerto by Dvořák. He has 
also recorded the complete Beethoven 
works for cello and piano with Robert 
Levin and Olli Mustonen, and music by 
Thomas Adès. Forthcoming releases in-
clude cello concertos by Prokofiev and 
Shostakovich with the Frankfurt Radio 
Symphony Orchestra.

Steven Isserlis plays the Marquis de 
Corberon (Nelsova) Stradivarius of 
1726, kindly loaned to him by the Royal 
Academy of Music.
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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 mis-
sion is to produce and promote Finnish 
musical culture and its Chief Conductor 
as of autumn 2013 is Hannu Lintu. The 
FRSO has two Honorary Conductors: 
Jukka-Pekka Saraste and Sakari Oramo.

The Radio Orchestra of ten players 
founded in 1927 grew to symphony or-
chestra strength in the 1960s. Hannu 
Lintu was preceded as Chief Conductor 
by Toivo Haapanen, Nils-Eric Fougstedt, 
Paavo Berglund, Okko Kamu, Leif 
Segerstam, Jukka-Pekka Saraste and 
most recently Sakari Oramo. 

In addition to the great Classical-
Romantic masterpieces, the latest con-
temporary music is a major item in the 
repertoire of the FRSO, which each 
year premieres a number of Yle com-
missions. Another of the orchestra’s 
tasks is to record all Finnish orches-
tral music for the Yle archive. During 
the 2014/2015 season it will premiere 
four Finnish works commissioned by 
Yle. The programme will also include 
colourful orchestral poems by Richard 
Strauss, symphonies by Shostakovich 
and Haydn’s great The Creation. The 
orchestra’s distinguished guests will in-
clude conductors Leonard Slatkin, Kent 
Nagano, Herbert Blomstedt and Esa-
Pekka Salonen, soprano Karita Mattila, 
violist Tabea Zimmermann and pianist 
Olli Mustonen.

The FRSO has recorded works by 
Ligeti, 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 prestigious 
distinctions, such as the BBC Music 
Magazine Award and the Académie 
Charles Cros Award. The disc of the 
Sibelius and Lindberg violin concertos 
was Gramophone magazine’s Editor’s 
Choice in February 2014.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts 
of the world. One of the many highlights 
of the 2013/2014 season was a critically-
acclaimed concert conducted by Hannu 
Lintu at the Vienna Musikverein dur-
ing a tour of Central Europe. During the 
2014/2015 season the orchestra, under 
the baton of Hannu Lintu, will appear in 
Stockholm and tour Finland. It will also 
visit the EBU Festival in Bucharest with 
Joshua Weilerstein as its conductor.

The home channel of the FRSO is Yle 
Radio 1, which broadcasts all its con-
certs, usually live, both in Finland and 
abroad. Its concerts can also be heard 
and watched with excellent live stream 
quality on the FRSO website (yle.fi/rso), 
and the majority of them are televised 
live on the Yle Teema channel.


