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Interval at about 20:00. The concert will end at about 21:00. 
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PLEASE MAKE SURE THAT YOUR MOBILE PHONE IS SWITCHED OFF!

Photographing, video and sound recording are prohibited during the concert.
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Christoph 
Willibald Gluck: 
Orfeo ed Euridice

When Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714–
1787) began reforming the practices of 
the genre known as opera seria (serious 
opera) in Orfeo ed Euridice (1762), he was 
aware that he was fighting his way into a 
wild and overgrown thicket. Serious ope-
ras had become fossilised monuments to 
their own grandeur; the plots had dege-
nerated into impenetrable labyrinths of 
events and the intelligibility of the texts 
had been sacrificed to showy displays of 
vocal virtuosity. Something had to be 
done.

By the time he composed Orfeo, Gluck 
was an experienced master with some 
thirty operas to his name, mostly serious 
but also a few comic. Though Orfeo be-
gan a new chapter in his book, he went on 
to compose several traditional operas be-
fore returning to reform in Alceste (1767).

Orfeo ed Euridice was premiered at the 
Vienna Burgtheater in 1762 as part of the 
name-day celebrations of the Emperor 
Franz I. In 1774, Gluck reworked it as a 
French version (Orphée et Euridice) for 
Paris. The performance today is of the 
original Vienna version (Wiener Fassung).

Many reforms
The main source of inspiration for the 
reforms carried out by Gluck and his li-
brettist Rainieri de’ Calzabigi was an es-
say on opera by the Venetian philosopher 
and writer Francesco Algarotti published 
in 1755. This demanded that opera seria 
go back to basics, once again placing the 
various components in the service of the 

drama. Later, in the preface to Alceste, 
both Gluck and Calzabigi laid out their 
operatic reforms in an explicit manifesto.

Many of their new ideals were incorpo-
rated in Orfeo ed Euridice. They reduced 
the amount of repetition in an aria and 
abandoned da capo arias (on the ABA 
scheme), because they offered too much 
scope for singers to show off. Gluck also 
cut out the embroidery in the vocal line 
that made the text difficult to under-
stand. But possibly the biggest change 
was the way he blurred the border be-
tween recitative and aria by dispensing 
with a harpsichord and accompanying 
the recitatives with orchestral instru-
ments instead.

As result of Gluck’s and Calzabigi’s re-
forms, opera became possibly less spec-
tacular than before but more humanly 
touching and better equipped to cap-
ture the true essence of the drama. They 
marked the beginning of a line that would 
run via Mozart and Weber right up to the 
overall work of art (the Gesamtkunstwerk) 
of Wagner.

Towards “beautiful 
simplicity”

Orfeo ed Euridice is an azione teatrale, 
meaning an opera on a mythological 
subject with choruses and dancing. It is 
the term for a fairly short work, often for 
performance on an occasion celebrating 
some lofty individual, with only a few so-
loists and usually no chorus. A typical plot 
is one in which the main character fights 
against temptations and adversities and 
grows to be a better person.

Orfeo ed Euridice corresponds reason-
ably well to the ideals of an azione tea-
trale. The striving for dramatic simplicity 
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is manifest in both the plot and its imple-
mentation. There are only three charac-
ters. Gluck originally wrote that of Orfeo 
for castrato (nowadays often sung by a 
mezzo-soprano), but replaced him with a 
high tenor in the later Paris version. The 
two other soloists, Amore and Euridice, 
are sopranos. Gluck diverges from the ba-
sic azione teatrale scheme in including a 
chorus.

The topic, chosen from ancient Greek 
mythology, is reflected in the nobly beau-
tiful music, in which classical balance 
takes the place of Baroque ornateness 
with the “beautiful simplicity” quoted in 
the foreword to Alceste. The emotional 
range is nevertheless wide, from Orfeo’s 
inconsolable grief to the raging of the fu-
ries. The border wavers between recita-
tive, aria and chorus, and the emphasis 
in the arias is not on show but on flowing 
melodies striking to the very heart of the 
text and the changing emotions.

Programme notes by Kimmo Korhonen 
translated (abridged) by Susan Sinisalo

SYNOPSIS
ACT I
Scene 1: Orfeo (Orpheus) is in a cypress 
grove lamenting the death of his belov-
ed Euridice (Eurydike) in the company 
of young shepherds and nymphs. He de-
cides to rescue her and bring her back to 
the land of the living.

Scene 2: Amor appears on the scene 
bringing news that Zeus has taken pity 
on Orfeo and has given him permission 
to fetch Euridice from the Underworld, so 
long as he does not so much as glance at 

her until they are back on earth. Nor may 
he explain his behaviour to her.

ACT II
Scene 1: Orfeo has crossed the riv-
er Cocytus and is at the gates of the 
Underworld, but his way is barred by the 
Furies who inhabit the kingdom of the 
dead. He takes out his lyre (represented 
by a harp in the orchestra) and with his 
singing and playing gradually succeeds in 
winning over the Furies.

Scene 2: Orfeo has reached the Elysian 
Fields where the blessed spirits/souls re-
side and marvels at the beauty of the 
scene. The blessed spirits take him to 
Euridice, and the lovers prepare to return 
to the land of the living.

ACT III
Scene 1: Orfeo and Euridice are in a dark 
grotto in the Underworld. Euridice be-
gins to doubt his love, because he has 
not once agreed to look at her. She sus-
pects he is hiding some terrible secret 
and does not want her to return to the 
land of the living. He cannot convince her 
of his love, and unable to bear her tor-
ment any longer, breaks the rule imposed 
by Zeus by turning his gaze on her, and 
she dies in his arms. He laments his fate 
and declares life is no longer worth living 
without her.

Scene 2: Amor appears and prevents 
Orfeo from killing himself. He is so 
touched by the depth of Orfeo’s love that 
he decides to bring Euridice back to life.

Scene 3: In Amor’s temple, a brief or-
chestral introduction is followed by four 
dances. Orfeo and Euridice are reunited 
and all join together in praising the pow-
er of love.
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FABIO BIONDI

Violinist and conductor Fabio Bondi en-
joys a worldwide reputation, especially 
as leader of the Europa Galante ensem-
ble founded by him, but he also makes 
frequent appearances with Baroque en-
sembles and symphony orchestras in 
both capacities. Also a chamber musi-
cian, he has recorded music of the Italian 
Baroque, by Telemann and Leclair, and re-
cently the sonatas for violin and guitar 
by Paganini. He is, furthermore, an acti-
ve opera conductor with a repertoire that 
encompasses works of the Classical and 
bel canto period and early Verdi. His disco-
graphy also includes Bellini’s I Capuleti ed i 
Montecchi and Verdi’s Macbeth.

CAITLIN HULCUP
Australian mezzo-soprano Caitlin Hulcup 
has in recent decades taken her place in 
the forefront of opera singers, making 
solo guest appearances at such venues 
as London’s Covent Garden, the Berlin 
State Opera, the Moscow Bolshoi and La 
Monnaie in Brussels. Beginning her ca-
reer as a violinist, she emerged as a sing-
er in her homeland at the start of the cen-
tury, until appearances at short notice in 
Handel’s Ariodante in London and Madrid 
in 2007 opened the door to the world’s 
great opera houses. Two years later, she 
made her debut at Covent Garden. Her 
repertoire ranges from works by Handel 
via Mozart and Rossini to Richard Strauss, 
and she has sung roles in Baroque and 
Classical productions under such early 

music specialists as René Jacobs, William 
Christie and Alan Curtis. She can also be 
frequently heard in oratorio, concert and 
Lied repertoire and is a Professor at the 
Royal Academy of Music in London.

Soprano Helena Juntunen is one of 
Finland’s most radiant singers. Her early 
career was sped on its way by victories in 
competitions in both Finland and abroad. 
She has been singing at the Finnish 
National Opera since 1999, but made 
her final breakthrough as Marguerite in 
Gounod’s Faust at the 2002 Savonlinna 
Opera Festival. Debuts at Carnegie 
Hall, New York, in Genoa, Antwerp and 
Dresden soon followed. Operatic engage-
ments in the past few years have tak-
en her across Europe. One of her main 
roles is that of Pamina in The Magic Flute, 
which she has sung at Aix-en-Provence, 
La Monnaie, the Theater an der Wien, the 
Dresden Semper and elsewhere. In addi-
tion to the classics, her repertoire includes 
many contemporary works, some writ-
ten specially for her. Operatic premieres 
have included Anna Liisa (Puumala), Purge 
(Reinvere), The Knight and the Dragon and 
Erik XIV (Heiniö), Rasputin (Rautavaara), 
The Autumn Sonata (Fagerlund) and 
Sillanpää (Pohjola). Helena Juntunen can 
also be heard in concert repertoire in-
cluding Sibelius’s Luonnotar, Unsuk Chin’s 
snagS&Snarls, Strauss’s Four Last Songs 
and Szymanowski’s Stabat mater.

HELENA JUNTUNEN



6

TUULI LINDEBERG

Soprano Tuuli Lindeberg is one of 
Finland’s finest singers of Baroque and 
contemporary music. She regularly col-
laborates with the best Finnish orches-
tras and chamber ensembles and has 
appeared at many classical music festi-
vals across Europe. She made her Finnish 
National Opera debut in 2008. Recent op-
eratic roles have included “E” (Nuorvala’s 
Flash Flash), the Woman (Kilpiö’s Over 
Black Water), and the vocal quartet sopra-
no in Saariaho’s Only the Sound Remains. 
Also in her repertoire are major works 
for choir and orchestra, Lieder, Baroque 
chamber music and premieres of works 
by Finnish composers. Tuuli Lindeberg 
teaches at the Sibelius Academy and the 
Estonian Academy of Music and Theatre.

HELSINKI CHAMBER 
CHOIR

The Helsinki Chamber Choir was found-
ed in 1962 as the Finnish Radio Chamber 
Choir and assumed its current name in 
2005. Currently Finland’s only profession-
al chamber choir, its wide- ranging reper-
toire includes music from the Renaissance 
to the present day and it is particularly 
highly regarded for its work with new mu-
sic. Recent touring has taken the Helsinki 
Chamber Choir around Europe and to the 
United States. Its latest record release is 
the Vigilia by Einojuhani Rautavaara (BIS, 
2019). 

Since 2007 Nils Schweckendiek has 
been Artistic Director and in recent years 

the choir has also worked with guest 
conductors like Andrew Parrott, Kaspars 
Putniņš and James Wood. Choir master 
for this project is choral conductor-pia-
nist Tatu Erkkilä, founder and conductor 
of the choir Somnium Ensemble.

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 Radio Orchestra of ten players 
founded in 1927 grew to symphony or-
chestra proportions in the 1960s. Its Chief 
Conductors have been Toivo Haapanen, 
Nils-Eric Fougstedt, Paavo Berglund, 
Okko Kamu, Leif Segerstam, Jukka-Pekka 
Saraste and Sakari Oramo, and taking 
over from Hannu Lintu in 2021 will be 
Nicholas Collon.

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 2019/2020 sea-
son, the FRSO will premiere four works 
commissioned by Yle. Also on the pro-
gramme are a large-scale collaboration 
between Yle and the Helsinki Festival: 
Schumann’s Scenes from Goethe’s Faust. 
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The symphonies and concertos of Dmitri 
Shostakovich will occupy special status 
during the season, while the RSO Festival 
now to be held for the second time will 
feature new and large-scale works by 
Magnus Lindberg. Among the visiting 
conductors will be Esa-Pekka Salonen, 
Herbert Blomstedt, Jukka-Pekka Saraste 
and Sakari Oramo, and a host of young 
Finnish artists will make their debut as 
FRSO soloists.

The FRSO has recorded works 
by Mahler, Bartók, Sibelius, Hakola, 
Lindberg, Saariaho, Sallinen, Kaipainen, 
Kokkonen and others. It has twice won 
a Gramophone Award: for its disc of 
Lindberg’s Clarinet Concerto in 2006 
and of Bartók Violin Concertos in 2018. 
Other distinctions have included BBC 
Music Magazine, Académie Charles Cros 
and MIDEM Classical awards. Its disc of 
tone poems and songs by Sibelius won 
an International Classical Music Award 
(ICMA) in 2018, and it has been the re-
cipient of a Finnish EMMA award in 2016 
and 2019.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts of 
the world. During the 2019/2020 season 
its schedule will include tours to Central 
Europe and Japan under Hannu Lintu.

The FRSO concerts are broadcast live 
on the Yle Areena and Radio 1 channels 
and are recorded and shown later on Yle 
Teema and TV 1.


