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23 March  
WEDNESDAY SERIES 11      
Helsinki Music Centre at 19.00 

Tugan Sokhiev, conductor 
Garry Magee, baritone 
Helsinki Music Centre Choir, coach Tapani Länsiö 
 
Alexander Borodin: Polovtsian Dances 14 min
Introduction (Andantino) 
Fly on the wings of the wind
Sing songs of praise to the Khan
Our Khan, Khan Konchak, is equal
Fly on the wings of the wind
Our Khan is equal
Entertain with dancing our Khan

Sergei Rachmaninoff: Spring 15 min

INTERVAL 20 min

Pyotr Tchaikovsky: Suite for Orchestra No. 3 42 min
I Élégie 
II Valse mélancolique 
III Scherzo 
IV Tema con variazioni

Interval at about 19.50. The concert ends at about 21.05. 
Broadcast live on Yle Radio 1 and online at yle.fi/rso.
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ALEXANDER 
BORODIN (1833–1887): 
POLOVTSIAN DANCES

The opera Prince Igor, and especially 
its Polovtsian Dances in Act II, would in 
time become great hits, but not un-
til after the death of their composer, 
Alexander Borodin. For it was these 
dances that made Diaghilev and his 
Ballets Russes famous in Paris and 
propelled Stravinsky’s Firebird to the 
brink of Modernism. Borodin’s sumptu-
ous melodies also led in another direc-
tion, the best example being the mu-
sical Kismet and its famous number 
Stranger in Paradise.

The second Act of the opera finds 
Igor a prisoner in the nomadic warri-
ors’ encampment. In the end he is able 
to escape and make his way home, but 
before that, the hospitable Khan de-
cides to demonstrate his lavish oriental 
life. He accordingly puts on a spectacle 
such as the Christian Prince could nev-
er have envisaged. As the dancing is at 
its height the Khan (bass) urges Igor to 
choose one of the female slaves, but 
performances of the dances often omit 
this solo.

Which of the opera’s choruses and 
dances make up The Polovtsian Dances 
tends to vary in concert performanc-
es. The second Act begins with a lyri-
cal chorus sung by the young girls and 
is followed by a dance seasoned with 
clarinet and tambourine. The high 
point of the dances is the finale to the 
Act, beginning with a chorus by the fe-
male slaves extolling their homeland; 
this was the music chosen to precede 

President Putin’s speech at the open-
ing of the Sochi Olympics.

The beautiful Polovtsian steppes 
and the extravagant words of Khan 
Konchak are less important than the 
feminine-masculine contrasts writ-
ten into the magnificent choral writ-
ing. The women begin with a “gliding” 
dance to which twirling woodwinds 
add an erotic frisson. The men’s wild-
est dances are egged on by hammering 
percussions and dotted rhythms, until 
finally the bacchanalia reaches a pitch 
at which even the demurest of listeners 
may feel obliged to loosen their ties or 
their scarfs.

SERGEI 
RACHMANINOFF 
(1873–1943): SPRING

Rachmaninoff finished composing 
Spring, a cantata for baritone, choir 
and orchestra (Op. 20) in early 1902; in 
April of that year he married his cousin, 
Natalia Satina, and prepared the canta-
ta for publication while on his honey-
moon. The cantata is a setting of the 
poem Green Rustle by Nikolai Nekrasov 
(1821–1877).

The orchestral introduction creates a 
sense of premonition. Spring is coming 
in the first chorus, but a jealous peas-
ant is planning to murder his wife, who 
has confessed she has been unfaithful.   
Rachmaninoff turns the poem into an 
operatic drama, and only a few years 
later he ended up as Chief Conductor 
of the Bolshoi Theatre.
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The baritone soloist reveals the 
depths of his torment: all winter he has 
been secretly hatching a plan. But fi-
nally, in the second choral section, “My 
thoughts lose their intensity, my knife 
falls from my hand. The woods, the 
fields, the meadowlands resound with 
eager song. While love endures, love 
tenderly; while patience lasts, live pa-
tiently; while mercy calls, be merciful; 
and may God be your judge.”

In composing his cantata, Rach-
maninoff finally scotched his crea-
tive crisis, and his marriage to Natalia 
turned out to be happy. The choral 
sections take on an orchestral pathos 
that pointed ahead to the symphonic 
tension of another cantata by him, The 
Bells. Meanwhile, the orchestra’s great 
melodic surges are reminders of his 
second piano concerto.

Spring is not always a happy time 
for all, and April may sometimes – at 
least in the north – be the cruellest of 
months, but Rachmaninoff’s Spring is 
therapeutic, empowering and life-af-
firming music.

PYOTR TCHAIKOVSKY 
(1840–1893): SUITE FOR 
ORCHESTRA NO. 3

Tchaikovsky’s third suite (Op. 55, 1888) 
was originally to have been a sym-
phony, but he changed his mind after 
transferring the opening movement 
to his Concert Fantasy, Op. 56 for pi-
ano and orchestra. The opening Élégie 
(Andantino molto cantabile), with its 

warmly-singing themes, is not particu-
larly mournful. It is cast in sonata form, 
but there is not much contrast between 
the themes or any very radical develop-
ment. The refined handling of the or-
chestra does, however, penetrate to the 
poetic core of his motifs and gives the 
music a luxuriously glossy sheen.

Both the Élégie and the two short 
middle movements have links with the 
world of ballet. The Valse mélancolique 
is morose rather than melancholy and 
its rhythms predate the second move-
ment of the Pathétique Symphony. 
Unusual, clacking rhythms also dom-
inate the brilliantly-orchestrated 
Scherzo. Flashing past in the mid-
dle section is what one contemporary 
commentator described as a Lilliputian 
army on parade.

The third orchestral suite is more 
shadowy than its predecessors and its 
themes are more homogeneous. In 
many respects it comes close to salon 
music in spirit, but its seriousness and 
inventiveness may come as a surprise. 
The suite as a whole is summed up in 
the closing theme, 11 variations and 
polonaise, which together last as long 
as all the other movements combined. 
The theme is Tchaikovsky’s own, but 
stylised in the spirit of Mozart.

In the variations Tchaikovsky engag-
es in bilateral cultural exchange with 
the Germans, possibly because he ded-
icated the suite to the conductor Max 
Erdmannsdörfer, who had premiered 
the second suite. Germanic counter-
point is therefore a marked feature 
of the first variations, culminating in 
a fugue in the fifth and a chorale in 
the seventh. The other variations have 
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a more Slavonic flavour, as does the 
fourth, where the brass blare out a sol-
emn Dies Irae reference.

Tchaikovsky continues the cho-
rale variation with a cor anglais solo 
Russian in spirit, in turn linking it with 
a dashing gopak dance. The tenth var-
iation is a cadenza played by the lead-
er of the orchestra. In the grand finale, 
Tchaikovsky takes a long run-up to the 
starting line but once he gets there, he 
carefully dramatizes the majestic pol-
onaise so as to provoke a burst of ap-
plause the audience.

Programme notes by Antti Häyrynen 
translated (abridged) by Susan Sinisalo

TUGAN SOKHIEV

Russian conductor Tugan Sokhiev 
made his breakthrough on winning the 
international Prokofiev Competition 
in 2000 and is now Music Director of 
the Orchestre National du Capitole 
de Toulouse and the Deutsches 
Symphonie-Orchester Berlin, and 
Artistic Director of the Bolshoi Theatre, 
Moscow. Among the many orchestras 
he has guest conducted are the Vienna 
and Berlin Philharmonics, the Chicago, 
Philadelphia and London Symphonies, 
the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra, the 
London Philharmonia, the Amsterdam 
Concertgebouw Orchestra and the 
Mahler Chamber Orchestra. He also 
conducts a lot of opera and has guest-
ed at the New York Metropolitan, the 
Mariinsky Theatre, Welsh National 

Opera and many other great opera 
houses.

The present season includes ap-
pearances with the Berlin and Vienna 
Philharmonics and the NHK Symphony 
in Japan. Sokhiev also tours Europe 
and the Far East with the Deutsches 
Symphonie-Orchester Berlin and the 
Orchestre National du Capitole de 
Toulouse. At the Bolshoi he conducts 
new productions of Katerina Ismailova 
and Faust.

Maestro Sokhiev’s recordings (for 
Naïve) with the Orchestre National du 
Capitole de Toulouse have won wide-
spread critical acclaim and include 
Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, Tchaikovsky 
symphonies, Mussorgsky’s Pictures 
at an Exhibition and Prokofiev’s Peter 
and the Wolf. With the Deutsches 
Symphonie-Orchester Berlin he record-
ed Prokofiev’s oratorio Ivan the Terrible 
on the SONY Classic label in 2014.

GARRY MAGEE

A celebrated interpreter of Slavonic 
operatic repertoire, Garry Magee (bar-
itone) graduated from the Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama in London 
and the National Opera Studio. He 
was the winner of the Kathleen Ferrier 
Award in 1995 and of the International 
Belvedere Competition in Vienna the 
following year.

Among the roles in his operatic rep-
ertoire are Don Fernando in Prokofiev’s 
Betrothal in a Monastery, the title 
role in Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin 
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and Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Figaro in 
Rossini’s The Barber of Seville, Alfonso 
in Mozart’s Così fan tutte and the Count 
in The Marriage of Figaro, Valentin in 
Gounod’s Faust and the title role in 
Berg’s Wozzeck. He has, among others, 
sung at English National Opera, the 
Bavarian and Hamburg State Operas, 
the Berlin Comic Opera, and the Vienna 
and Aix-en-Provence festivals. This 
season he makes his debut as Tornio 
in Pagliacci and Shchelkalov in Boris 
Godunov, and sings Don Fernando in 
Fidelio in Vienna.

Garry Magee has held recitals at 
such illustrious venues as the Wigmore 
Hall in London and the Châtelet in 
Paris, singing Lieder by Schumann, 
Beethoven and Mozart with pianist 
Melvyn Tan. He sings on the Chandos 
discs of Gounod’s Faust and Mozart’s 
Don Giovanni, and with Paavo Järvi and 
the Estonian National Orchestra in the 
Virgin/EMI recording of Sibelius’s The 
Maid in the Tower. He also features 
in DVDs of Mozart’s Così fan tutte 
and The Marriage of Figaro and other 
operas.

THE HELSINKI MUSIC 
CENTRE CHOIR

Founded in autumn 2011 on the ini-
tiative of Hannu Lintu, Jukka-Pekka 
Saraste and John Storgårds, the Helsinki 
Music Centre Choir of about 80 sing-
ers works in close partnership with the 
main Helsinki Music Centre occupants: 
the Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra, 

the Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra 
and the Sibelius Academy. Its Artistic 
Director has from the very beginning 
been composer Tapani Länsiö.

The Choir made its debut in 2012, 
in a performance by the Finnish Radio 
Symphony Orchestra conducted by 
Jukka-Pekka Saraste of Brahms’s Ein 
Deutsches Requiem. Its first year cul-
minated in a performance conduct-
ed by Leif Segerstam of Beethoven’s 
ninth, Ode to Joy symphony with the 
Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra. 

The HMCC repertoire, planned joint-
ly by the main Helsinki Music Centre 
occupants, consists primarily of sym-
phonic choral and orchestral works and 
unaccompanied music for large choir, 
not forgetting contemporary music. 
Each year the Choir gives a concert at 
the Helsinki Music Centre of unaccom-
panied hymns on the evening of All 
Saints Day.

The Choir appears in concert from 
eight to ten times a year, mainly at the 
Helsinki Music Centre but also at festi-
vals. The members of the choir are am-
ateurs with a passion for singing.
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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 mission 
is to produce and promote Finnish musi-
cal culture and its Chief Conductor as of 
autumn 2013 has been 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 
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 commissions. 
Another of the orchestra’s tasks is to re-
cord all Finnish orchestral music for the 
Yle archive. During the 2015/2016 sea-
son it will premiere six Finnish works 
commissioned by Yle. The programme 
will also include Piano Concertos by 
Beethoven and Prokofiev, Symphonies 
by Schumann and Brahms, and 
Mendelssohn’s oratorio Elijah. Among 
its guest artists will be pianists Murray 
Perahia, Nelson Freire and András 
Schiff, conductors David Zinman, Tugan 
Sokhiev and Manfred Honeck, soprano 
Karita Mattila and mezzo-soprano Anne 
Sofie von Otter.

The FRSO has recorded works by 
Ligeti, Eötvös, Nielsen, Hakola, Lindberg, 
Saariaho, Sallinen, Kaipainen, Kokkonen 
and others, and the debut disc of the op-
era Aslak Hetta by Armas Launis. Its discs 
have reaped some prestigious distinc-
tions, such as the BBC Music Magazine 
Award, the Académie Charles Cros 
Award and a MIDEM Classical Award. 
The disc of the Sibelius and Lindberg 
Violin Concertos was Gramophone mag-
azine’s Editor’s Choice in February 2014.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts 
of the world. One of the many high-
lights of the 2015/2016 season will be 
tours to Japan and Austria with conduc-
tor Hannu Lintu.

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 (www.yle.fi/
rso), and the majority of them are tele-
vised live on the Yle Teema channel.


