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2.2.
FRIDAY SERIES 8
Helsinki Music Centre at 19:00 

Johannes Gustavsson, conductor
Timo Korhonen, guitar 
Kasmir Uusitupa, violin

Richard Strauss: Death and Transfiguration,  23 min
symphonic poem, Op. 24   
I  Happy memories of childhood (Largo)
II  Life and death battle (Allegro molto agitato)
III  Dreams of the dying; death (Meno mosso, 
 ma sempre alla breve)
IV  Transfiguration (Moderato)

Toru Takemitsu: To the Edge of Dream     13 min

INTERVAL 20 min

Toru Takemitsu: Spectral Canticle, fp in Finland 15 min
Calm and Mysteriously

Jean Sibelius: Symphony No 7 in C, Op. 105 21 min
Adagio – Un pochett, meno adagio – Vivacissimo – Adagio – 
Allegro molto moderato – Allegro moderato – Vivace – 
Presto – Adagio – Largamente molto – Affettuoso
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The LATE-NIGHT CHAMBER MUSIC will begin in the main Concert Hall after an 
interval of about 10 minutes. Those attending are asked to take (unnumbered) 
seats in the stalls.

Sivan Magen, harp 
Kaisa Kortelainen, flute
Ezra Woo, viola

Yoshihisa Taira: Sublimation 7 min

Pierre Sancan: Thème et variations 7 min

Toru Takemitsu: And then I knew ‘twas wind  13 min

Interval at about 19:50. 
The concert will end at about 21:00, 
the late-night chamber music at about 21:45. 
Broadcast live on Yle radio 1 and streamed at yle.fi/areena. 
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A BATTLE DOOMED TO 
BE LOST

In the late 1880s, Richard Strauss was 
stricken with a serious chest infection 
that left him very weak. He went to an 
Italian sanatorium to recuperate, but 
for most of winter 1888–1889 he was 
once again confined to his bed and in 
such poor shape that death would not 
have come as a surprise. Luckily, he 
gradually recovered. He did not par-
ticularly mention his illness in describ-
ing how Tod und Verklärung (Death and 
Transfiguration) came to be written; 
rather, he preferred to talk about his 
conversations with violinist Alexander 
Ritter about music, life and death. He 
finished Death and Transfiguration in 
late 1889 and conducted its premiere 
early the following year.

Ritter penned a poem describing the 
“events” in Death and Transfiguration 
that Strauss later attached to the score. 
Divided into four main sections per-
formed without a break, the work be-
gins with a slow, sombre picture of 
the sick artist lying on his couch and 
fighting a desperate battle with Death. 
Exhausted by his illness, he falls asleep. 
This does not, however, bring him peace, 
for the fight begins again. The second 
section is a heated contest between a 
desire to live and Death’s cold embrace. 
His life passes before his eyes, from his 
childhood innocence via the frivolities 
of youth to the passions of manhood. 
In the last main section he realises he is 
fighting a battle he is doomed to lose. 
The majestic transfiguration theme 
ends the work in a dazzling chorale. The 

artist accepts his fate, is “transfigured”, 
and thus finds peace in his soul.

Strauss returned to his transfigu-
ration 60 years later to the day in Im 
Abendrot (In the Evening Glow), the 
last of the Vier letzte Lieder (Four Last 
Songs) for soprano and orchestra he 
composed in 1948. For in this song, he 
once again used the theme that con-
cludes Death and Transfiguration. He 
was aware that the end was near, and 
that the time had come to “transfigure” 
and accept death with a calm mind.

IN A JAPANESE 
GARDEN

When, in the Second World War, it 
looked as if Japan was heading for de-
feat, Toru Takemitsu (b. 1930) was still 
only a teenager when called into ac-
tive service. The resulting experience 
turned him into a raging antination-
alist, and once peace came, he aban-
doned himself to the study of Western 
classical music. He immersed himself 
in the French Impressionists, espe-
cially Claude Debussy, and the 1950s 
European avant-garde. He even devel-
oped electronic music and musique con-
crète all on his own, ignorant of what 
his European contemporaries were do-
ing.

It was almost by accident that 
Takemitsu made his internation-
al breakthrough. While visiting Japan, 
Igor Stravinsky just happened to hear 
a recording of Toru’s Requiem (1957), 
and his enthusiasm aroused inter-
est in the United States. Before long, 
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the Koussevitzky Foundation offered 
the young Japanese composer a com-
mission. Impressed by John Cage and 
Olivier Messiaen, both the men and 
their music, he incorporated their tech-
niques and way of thinking but in an 
idiom all his own. From Zenist Cage he 
borrowed a passionate liking for tim-
bres, though restricting himself to tra-
ditional instruments and vocal tech-
niques, and to Messiaen he expressed 
his effusive thanks for his approach to 
harmony and melody.

Having once so furiously rejected 
his roots, Takemitsu nevertheless lat-
er became interested in the tradition-
al music and instruments of his native 
Japan. His music increasingly acquired 
Japanese traits from the 1960s on-
wards. In the decades that followed, 
he became fascinated by the sea and 
pollution, and in the 1980s, particularly, 
Japanese gardens. Water, rain and the 
sea feature in the titles of many of his 
works. Toru Takemitsu died in 1996 at 
the age of 65, still at the height of his 
creative powers.

To the Edge of Dream and Spectral 
Canticle are excellent examples of 
Takemitsu’s style. In both, the solo in-
strument is a guitar (with a violin in the 
latter). To the Edge of Dream (1983) is 
a one-movement concertino scored for 
an orchestra with two harps, of the type 
favoured by Debussy. Despite the large 
ensemble, the music is for the most 
part quiet; the guitar frequently plays 
on its own and the orchestra accom-
panies with sparse chords that rise and 
fall like breathing. The ‘edge of dream’ 
is reached after a sizeable cadenza and 
enigmatic, dream-like orchestral chords 
bring the piece to an end.

Spectral Canticle for violin, guitar and 
orchestra dates from 1995 and is one 
of the last things Takemitsu wrote. A 
rising and falling scale serves as the 
basis for the whole work, which dis-
plays Takemitsu at his most Neo-
expressionistic, but in the spirit of 
Messiaen rather than of Debussy. The 
title is borrowed from the poem My 
Cricket by symbolist Emily Dickinson 
(1830–1886) expressing the profound 
loneliness of the human being via the 
world of the little grasshopper. The 
piece reflects Takemitsu’s interest in 
Japanese gardens; the orchestra is a 
formal garden with paths represent-
ed by the guitar and violin, flowerbeds, 
shrubs, ponds and streams. The music 
is as drawn with a calligrapher’s pen, 
even the dissonances aiming at abso-
lute beauty.

A GARGANTUAN 
MASTERPIECE

The symphony reigned supreme as a 
genre among Finnish composers at the 
end of the 19th century. Jean Sibelius, 
who had already made a name for him-
self as a composer of symphonic po-
ems, first entertained the idea of a sym-
phony in 1899. He would later go on to 
compose six more (plus one he later 
destroyed), but not necessarily in the 
same mould as those of his Germanic 
predecessors. Rather, his genius lay in 
his ability to adapt the concept of the 
symphony to his purposes. He never-
theless had some initial doubts about 
his seventh symphony. His sixth had 
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been a great success in Stockholm in 
1923, prompting the Konsertförening 
(now the Royal Philharmonic) to issue 
an immediate re-invitation and the 
hope of a new work. Sibelius obliged 
with the Fantasia sinfonica he conduct-
ed at its premiere in 1924. It was, he 
enthused in a letter to his wife, one 
of his best works, and he renamed it 
Symphony No. 7.

The reason for Sibelius’s doubts was 
its format, a single movement. Could 
it be classified as a symphony such as 
those of Beethoven, with a first move-
ment in sonata form, a slow second 
movement, a scherzo and a finale? 
Unlike Tapiola, composed two years lat-
er, it definitely deserved to be called a 
symphony in that it was absolute music 
and not a symphonic poem.

Composing the seventh symphony 
was a gargantuan task for Sibelius. His 
first indications of it date from 1914, 
when he was still working on the first 
version of his fifth symphony. Again 
and again he returned his seventh to 
the drawing board before he was finally 
satisfied.

The overall form of the seventh sym-
phony is, somewhat surprisingly, fairly 
simple. An A-minor scale rising from 
the depths erupts on an A-flat minor 
chord, leading to a graceful motif on 
the flutes. The polyphonic opening is 
followed after a good five minutes by a 
heavenly trombone solo that turns out 
to be something of a landmark, since 
it will later return in a minor key. After 
a repeat comes what Sibelius called a 
“Hellenic rondo”, and at the end, the 
French horns take over the trombone 
solo theme. The flute motif heard 

at the beginning returns after the fi-
nal build-up, to be followed by an as-
tonishing, brief quotation from one of 
Sibelius’s greatest hits, the Valse triste. 
The symphony ends on a C-major chord 
heard from two directions.

Programme notes by 
Osmo Tapio Räihälä 
translated (abridged) by Susan Sinisalo

JOHANNES 
GUSTAVSSON

Johannes Gustavsson is Chief Conductor 
of the Oulu Symphony Orchestra and 
one of the four regular conductors of 
the Ostrobothnian Chamber Orchestra. 
He is also Principal Guest Conductor 
of the Västerås Sinfonietta and Chief 
Conductor of Värmland Opera.

Winner of both the Swedish 
Conductor’s Prize in 2003 and the 
Herbert Blomstedt Award in 2008, 
Johannes Gustavsson went on to win 
the second prize in the Solti Conducting 
Competition and the audience prize 
in the Toscanini Competition. He 
has guest conducted many orches-
tras, including the Stockholm and 
Oslo Philharmonics, the Swedish and 
Norwegian Radio Symphonies and the 
Helsinki Philharmonic, and opera in 
Gothenburg and at the Royal Swedish 
Opera.

Johannes Gustavsson has record-
ed works by Anders Eliasson with the 
Swedish Radio Symphony Orchestra 
and Choir, Ulf Wallin (violin) and Roland 
Pöntinen (piano) on the German CPO 
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label. He has also released discs of mu-
sic by many Nordic composers with, 
among others, the Danish National 
Symphony Orchestra, the Iceland and 
Oulu Symphonies.

TIMO KORHONEN
One of Finland’s most celebrated gui-
tarists, Timo Korhonen was the young-
est ever winner, at the age of 17, of 
the ARD competition in Munich in the 
category of guitar. He has since per-
formed in over 30 countries across the 
globe, in repertoire ranging from the 
Renaissance to the present day. He has 
premiered over 70 works, many of them 
dedicated to him, and as a member of 
the Toimii Ensemble.

Timo Korhonen’s extensive discog-
raphy of repertoire from Bach to con-
temporary has won him a number of 
awards. A disc by him has twice been 
voted Record of the Year by the Finnish 
Broadcasting Company (Yle), in 1990 
and 2000, and he has also garnered a 
Cannes Classical Award (2003) and a 
Gramophone recommendation (2007).

A Docent in the guitar at the Turku 
Music Academy since 2000, Timo 
Korhonen was a visiting Professor at the 
Luigi Cherubini Conservatory in Florence 
2005–2007. He was Artistic Director of 
the international Guitaristival compe-
tition and festival 1998–2008 and of 
the Suomenlinna Culinary Concerts in 
Helsinki 1998–2000.

KASMIR UUSITUPA
Kasmir Uusitupa (b. 1995) appeared in 
the FRSO’s young soloists concert in 
2009 and has since been the soloist 
with many other Finnish orchestras. He 
is a member of the Borea Quartet cho-
sen as the Quartet in Residence for the 
2017 Kuhmo Chamber Music Festival 
and coached both by its mentor, Paavo 
Pohjola, and by Gerhard Schulz, Hatto 
Beyerle, Johannes Meissl and the Danel 
and Henschel Quartets.

A rising star on the Finnish violin fir-
mament, Kasmir Uusitupa has interna-
tional experience of the Louis Spohr, 
Carl Nielsen and Jean Sibelius Violin 
Competitions. He was one of the five 
main prize winners and awarded a spe-
cial prize in the Sibelius Academy’s Anja 
Ignatius Violin Competition in 2013, a 
finalist in the Kuopio National Violin 
Competition and chosen as the soloist 
with the Sibelius Academy Symphony 
Orchestra in 2015.

Kasmir Uusitupa plays an Antonio 
Stradivarius violin from 1702 on loan to 
him from the Pohjola Art Foundation.



7

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 has been 
Hannu Lintu. His predecessors as Chief 
Conductor were Toivo Haapanen, Nils-
Eric Fougstedt, Paavo Berglund, Okko 
Kamu, Leif Segerstam, Jukka-Pekka 
Saraste and Sakari Oramo. 

The FRSO celebrates its 90th anni-
versary in the 2017/2018 season, for the 
Radio Orchestra of ten players made 
its first appearance on September 1, 
1927, at the Aleksanterinkatu 46 studio 
in Helsinki. It began giving public con-
certs a few years later and grew to sym-
phony orchestra strength in the 1960s, 
during Paavo Berglund’s term as Chief 
Conductor.

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 orchestral 
music for the Yle archive. During the 
2017/2018 season, the FRSO will pre-
miere six Finnish works commissioned 
by Yle. The programme will also include 
concert performances of three operas, 
the FRSO’s first festival of its own and 
major 20th-century violin concertos.

The FRSO has recorded works 
by Mahler, Ligeti, Sibelius, 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 pres-
tigious distinctions, such as the BBC 
Music Magazine Award, the Académie 
Charles Cros Award and a MIDEM 
Classical Award. Its disc of Sibelius’s 
Lemminkäinen and Pohjola’s Daughter 
was Gramophone magazine’s Critic’s 
Choice in December 2015 and brought 
the FRSO and Hannu Lintu a Finnish 
Emma award in the Classical Album 
category. Music by Sibelius, Prokofiev, 
Lindberg, Bartók and others will be re-
corded during the 2017/2018 season.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts of 
the world. During the 2017/2018 season 
its schedule will include a European tour 
under Hannu Lintu. The home channel 
of the FRSO is Yle Radio 1, which broad-
casts all the FRSO concerts, usually live, 
both in Finland and abroad. Its concerts 
can also be heard and watched with ex-
cellent live stream quality in the web 
(yle.fi/areena). 


