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Erik Tawaststjerna’s study of Jean Sibelius runs to five volumes in Finnish. Although these have been the first to appear in print, they are in fact translations from the author’s original Swedish. This is often forgotten even in Scandinavia where the assumption is not unnaturally made that the original must be in Finnish. The dimensions of the book differ in the two languages: the first volume in Swedish comprises the first two Finnish volumes. Perhaps the diagram below will make the relationship between the editions clear. The present volume encompasses Volume 3 of the Finnish edition together with a few pages of Volume 4, and covers the crucial period from 1904 and the beginning of the Third Symphony to the outbreak of the First World War ten years later.
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During the years covered by this volume Sibelius began keeping a diary. These diary entries as well as the letters he wrote to his wife, Aino, and his friend and confidant, Axel Carpelan, call for some comment. The letters are the more straightforward, although their prose, though characteristically personal, is not always finished, but the style of the diaries is very difficult to convey. They make even fewer literary aspirations and convey the feeling of an informal dialogue with an alter ego; they are cryptic jottings, highly idiosyncratic in their vocabulary and more often than not unsyntactical and badly punctuated. Indeed, at times they are difficult to make much of and in order to convey what Sibelius’s intentions are, I have found myself drawing on idioms that may not have enjoyed currency in English in the early part of the century. However, I hope that something of their flavour and also what he is trying to say to himself comes across. One example may suffice. During the gestation of the Fourth Symphony, Sibelius uses the not inappropriate image of an ironsmith, since this is a work that was (to quote the Oxford Dictionary definition) ‘shaped by beating in fire and hammering’. Yet, a diary entry such as ‘Forged a little’, which would be the literal translation, makes a somewhat bizarre impression on the present-day reader.


Of course, perspectives differ from country to country and assumptions that one can take for granted in one cultural background cannot necessarily be made in another. In the English-speaking world there is a vast literature on the music of the period covered by Sibelius’s lifetime, and one can assume that the more specialist reader of Tawaststjerna’s Sibelius will be familiar with it. Similarly in England and America, the lending-library systems, record libraries and organizations such as the BBC equip the English reader with a more informed view of the musical-historical background than is possible in remoter parts of Scandinavia. Hence, for the English reader, some of the general musical background in Volume I was supererogatory, but in the present instance the Swedish text has required altogether minimal adaptation. Conversely the historical background, which the educated Finnish reader will take for granted, will not be familiar to most readers in the English-speaking world, and the developments that took place both in the political sphere and the arts other than music need the fullest exegesis for the non-Scandinavian reader. Finnish and Swedish readers will probably recognize allusions to the poet Johan Ludvig Runeberg, but the vast majority of English-speaking readers are little acquainted with his work. In many instances in the course of the diaries, Sibelius apostrophizes himself in a way that sounds distinctly self-regarding without some background knowledge of Runeberg. When he is talking to himself Sibelius uses the term ‘Wonderful Ego’ or ‘Glorious Ego’ and I have spent some time pondering how best to render this or whether to omit it altogether. The expression is not, however, as narcissistic as it seems, for it derives from Runeberg’s epic poems, which Sibelius knew well and ultimately, of course, has Homeric origins. Thus, in referring to one of his daughters, Sibelius could – and very often did – write, ‘Ruth, the Glorious Maiden’ or ‘Katarina, the Proud Damsel’. As far as the author’s own text is concerned, I see it as my function to try and envisage the way in which he might have expressed himself were English his first tongue. For, as anyone who has done any translation knows, if the text is to read well in the new language, it must be free from the thought processes that go to structure the original.


A note about the source material may also be in order. The Sibelius family carefully preserved letters, diaries and other documents. Erik Tawaststjerna has had unrestricted access to them and during the course of his work this Archive has been in his possession. It would be tedious to repeat footnotes referring to letters in the possession of the Sibelius Estate, and I have, for the most part, embedded the date of a letter or diary entry in the body of the text.





R. L.






















CHAPTER ONE


Pelléas et Mélisande







My inner self is in the grip of change. I have observed it with feelings of melancholy and concern. Let me not become cold and hard, for that would be the end of happiness.


Sibelius to Axel Carpelan, June 1904





Now that he was approaching his forties, Sibelius sensed that he stood on the threshold of the most decisive change in his whole artistic career. Ever since Kullervo, he had worked within a stylistic framework whose premises he had not questioned or sought to change. This first flowering with its aura of late romanticism and strongly national overtones with its flavouring of the Kalevala, had produced such personal utterances as The Four Legends and the First Symphony, and had culminated in the Second, which already points the way to a new classicism. It is not surprising that the first fully realized masterpiece that an artist produces brings special anxieties in its wake. Can its achievement be sustained and is it real or illusory? Does it lay the foundations for further artistic growth? After the Second Symphony, Sibelius seems to have been the victim of such doubts, which grew in strength as his struggles with the Violin Concerto progressed. In its first version, the Concerto did not satisfy him at all and demanded a thoroughgoing revision. Similarly, after the Fourth, another peak in the symphonic range, comparable doubts assailed him, while after the Fifth, which seems to have posed special difficulties for him, he was satisfied only after two revisions, one the following year and a second in 1919. One can only speculate about his state of mind after the climactic achievement of the Seventh Symphony and Tapiola. Was the reaction so strong that the resultant anxieties even inhibited him from completing the Eighth Symphony, let alone working and reworking it?


In the spring of 1904, before he wrote the lines to Axel Carpelan that stand at the head of this chapter, Sibelius was poised on the brink of his ‘second period’. The Violin Concerto, a transitional work, still made its claims on his energies, and its revision weighed heavily on his spirits. In an earlier letter to Carpelan, he confides that he is reading a fair amount of history and indulging in philosophical musings. ‘All the same life is wonderful, even if we are sent here to suffer. In my view he is the richest in spirit who can suffer most. My Alleingefühl is stronger than ever. Death draws near … I have many new ideas.’1 Sibelius sensed his future potential and glimpses of his stylistic path in the coming years floated across his field of vision. As had been the case when he had just finished the Karelia music, he was seized by fears that he would die before accomplishing all that awaited him. No doubt some of his sense of change was generated by an awareness of all that was happening in Europe, but there is no doubt that the greater part of it sprang from inner sources. His Alleingefühl made it difficult for him to attach himself to any special stylistic trend, but it would be equally wrong to think of him as working wholly in isolation, for his evolution prompts a number of parallels with developments on the Continent.


By the middle of the first decade of the present century, the impetus behind art nouveau began to slacken. Waterlilies, the wings of Osiris, nocturnal hallucinatory vampires and other ornate patterns began to lose their expressive vitality as symbols of the unconscious. Out of a bold stillness of surface planes, stretching into infinity like the sea (the image is Proust’s), a new style was born from the world of silence and night. From this cool yet highly charged atmosphere, full of electricity and a mystic sense of expectation, emerged Debussy’s La Mer, the chef d’oeuvre of musical impressionism. But in Germany, Wilde’s moon still shone over the palace terraces in Strauss’s Salome. Schoenberg was in the throes of developing his own distinctive contribution to the breakdown of tonality, while Skryabin, fertilized by the chromaticism of Wagner and Liszt on the one hand, and Chopin’s sound world on the other, began to move away from classical major-minor tonality. Glazunov and Rachmaninov were both present in Paris when, in 1907, the year before his death, a bewildered Rimsky-Korsakov played stretches of Poem of Ecstasy, wondering whether Skryabin had taken leave of his senses. Neither Glazunov nor Rachmaninov lost their heads in the wake of ever-increasing chromaticism and maintained a solid tonal stance. Indeed, Rachmaninov thought Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Golden Cockerel the fount of modernism, and it was from its springs that the young Stravinsky was to drink, even if his early Symphony shows some traces of Glazunov as well. In Busoni’s remarkable Piano Concerto with its Lisztian sweep and range, as well as its final choral peroration in the manner of the Faust Symphony, one can discern an Italianate simplicity and a Faustian complexity which were to be assimilated in his dawning junge Klassizität. Reger was working towards his late-romantic, neo-baroque style with its richly chromatic polyphony, while, in his Sixth Symphony, Mahler was adding a new dimension to his expressive language.


It was through these composers that Sibelius encountered the music of his time. They formed the magnetic field that bounded his horizon, and acted as poles by which he was either drawn or repelled. It should be stressed that he was far better informed about them than many observers would have us believe, preferring to think of him as an isolated figure without real contact with the European tradition. In 1905 the other arts were also witnessing the emergence of new forces. In Picasso, national Spanish symbols were being transformed into a universal, geometric style: the cubist Les demoiselles d’Avignon comes from 1907. In architecture, art nouveau crumbled before the onslaught of Frank Lloyd Wright’s ‘free-flowing space’, while as a counter-balance to the naturalistic world of the senses, Freud and Bergson explored the depths of the psyche, the unconscious and the intuition. Parallel trends or ‘correspondences’, in Baudelaire’s sense, however vague they may be, are undoubtedly to be found in Sibelius’s development: his growth from a partly nationalistic, representational style to a more supra-national ‘abstract’ outlook. The freer organic metamorphosis technique suggests a sense of ‘free-flowing space’ while in a few years’ time he was to explore the inner world of the psyche in the Fourth Symphony.


In Finland itself, architecture was the art form that offered the most striking parallels with Sibelius’s emergence from late romanticism. When, in 1902, Sibelius’s friend, the architect Eliel Saarinen built a villa complex at Hvitträsk, not far from Helsinki, together with his colleagues Armas Lindgren and Hermann Gesellius, they reflected something of the spirit of art nouveau that had moved Sibelius in the Lemminkäinen Legends and the First Symphony.


Among the earliest visitors to Hvitträsk were Sibelius, Maxim Gorky and Gustav Mahler. Later, in his sketches for the new Helsinki railway station, Saarinen departed from his art-nouveau conception and was criticized by Sigurd Frosterus and Gustav Strengell, fellow members with Sibelius of the Euterpist circle, who were more classical in outlook. ‘Bears and plant-like ornamentation are scarcely representative of an age distinguished by the locomotive and by electricity.’ The station finally emerged as purer and more classical in style. But musical life still retained a strong parochial stamp. Among the new rising generation, Selim Palmgren, Erkki Melartin and Erik Furuhjelm, there was no one who could be remotely thought of as radical. True, Palmgren’s First Piano Concerto, which had been given its first performance in December 1904, showed some faint traces of impressionism, and his later work surprises with some harmonic audacities. In time, Melartin was to reveal some impressionist (and expressionist) traits but basically these composers, and their contemporaries elsewhere in Scandinavia, were all too heavily embedded in the romantic tradition to be able to create a new style. It was not from them that the renewal of Scandinavian music was to come, but from two composers in their forties: Sibelius and his great Danish contemporary, Carl Nielsen.


Sibelius’s musical crisis coincided with a change in his attitude to the world around him. Up to the age of 40, he had to a large extent lived gregariously and responded to the world of nature; lived, as he put it, ‘among people and animals’. Indeed, there was something of a restiveness in his quest for new impulses and experiences, and perhaps in his search for human sympathy and understanding. But now he began slowly to turn away from the world, at first almost imperceptibly, and then more noticeably.


This inner development is matched by an outward change in his life: he made up his mind to leave Helsinki and settle in the country. As he told Karl Ekman, ‘My art demanded a different environment. In Helsinki all melody died within me.’2 As early as 1903 he had purchased a plot of land at Järvenpää, some 30 kilometres north of Helsinki. There on the eastern shore of the long, thin lake of Tusby, some artists had formed a colony. Juhani Aho had led the way in making his home there in 1897, and his example was soon followed by the painters, Pekka Halonen and Eero Järnefelt. Sibelius’s own land was beautifully situated on a woodland slope facing south-west, some 200 metres from the lake itself. It had originally comprised a half-hectare, but subsequently through various transactions and donations grew to be 4 hectares. The villa itself was designed by Lars Sonck, one of Finland’s best architects, who gave his services free. At this time Sibelius had no capital at his disposal, and borrowed money both for the land and the villa. The foundations were laid in the autumn of 1903 and the actual building work was well under way in the following spring. Sibelius was torn between pessimism and a cautious optimism: he wrote to Carpelan,




The villa has its foundation stone together with five oak beams. If only I can get it up; fight for it with muscle and might. I long to get it all in order, as well as to work without planks, etc. I have drunk nothing now for a whole month. So you see, I am gradually getting things back to shape.





Carpelan sent him his quarterly cheque from his group of patrons, whom he had mobilized on Sibelius’s behalf since the autumn of 1901; and 100 marks were invested in a porcelain Dutch-oven fireplace. Sibelius was still impatient: ‘At times during these months it has seemed that the house would never be ready. This home is a necessity for my art, which is why it is so important.’3


Sibelius was fairly active in the concert hall during the spring of 1904. After the first performances of the Violin Concerto in its first version on 8 and 10 February, he conducted the Philharmonic Orchestra lottery concert on 5 March in some music to a tableau under the title, Ein Fichtenbaum – träumt von einer Palme (A pine-tree dreaming of a palm) (Heine). Later the same month he conducted another novelty in Turku, dedicating it to the conductor of the orchestra there, José Eibenschütz: the piece was an Andante for strings, which he later decided to call Romance in C for strings. Then in April came a couple of concert appearances in Vaasa in aid of the Helsinki orchestra’s pension fund at which Sibelius conducted his new ‘Andante’ and, for the first time in a concert hall, Valse triste.


War clouds darkened the horizon and the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese conflict is touched on in his correspondence with Carpelan. ‘What do you think about the war, and the official communiqués? Japan possesses 23 battleships, and according to Bobban (Bobrikov) 40 have been destroyed. Sic itur ad gehennam!’4 However, as Sibelius wrote these words, Bobrikov’s days were already numbered. In June, Eugen Schauman fired three shots at the Tsarist Governor-General, killing him, and then committed suicide on the spot. Richard Faltin’s son, who had been a member of the quartet in which Sibelius himself played during his student years, performed the operation on the mortally wounded Governor, and subsequently showed the composer two of the bullets that had buried themselves in his body. Apparently, the main theme in the tone poem In Memoriam (1909) was originally conceived in tribute to Eugen Schauman.


Later during the summer Sibelius made a concert tour of the Baltic states, and in Dubbeln, a resort in the bay of Riga, he conducted a mammoth three-part concert of his own music, comprising two of the Lemminkäinen Legends, Spring Song, En Saga, the Second Symphony, four movements from the King Christian II music, the new ‘Andante’ for strings, and Valse triste. The concert ended with Finlandia, again presented under its uncontroversial title, Impromptu. Not only were the Riga critics impressed by the music, but they were electrified by his performance as a conductor. Even before he had left on his Baltic tour, Sibelius had told Carpelan, ‘As you see, I want to conduct as much as possible, since in the last and final resort, one does one’s own things best.’ Also on this Baltic trip, he was welcomed at the quayside at Reval by one of the leading champions of Finnish civil rights, R. A. Wrede, who had been banished to the Estonian capital. ‘I was really delighted to see Wrede, and talked to him for a long time, which resulted in my being shadowed. It was not really troublesome except in Reval itself where it became really rather embarrassing.’


During the summer Sibelius had hoped to compose in earnest, but his concert tour and the new villa consumed all his time. In order to keep a watchful eye on the progress of the villa, which he called Ainola, Sibelius rented a farmhouse near by in Tuomala (Tomasby). Here he was visited by his childhood friend, Walter von Konow, who had since become Intendant of Turku Castle. Von Konow worshipped Sibelius, and his letters bear such superscriptions as ‘your lonely friend’ or ‘your eternal Walter’, and so on. When Sibelius omitted to visit him on one occasion when he was in Turku and von Konow was in bed with influenza, he was roundly reproached: ‘Did you not even have ten minutes for me? You were with the Holms for hours!’ In this respect he reminds one of Carpelan who also played on his frail health, though he lacks Carpelan’s more searching mind in musical matters. A streak of sentimentality runs through all his letters: ‘Do not leave me without some words of warmth. You know what they mean to me.’ Sibelius undoubtedly regarded Walter as a relic of his school years, but treated him with consideration, gentleness and a certain sympathy. Perhaps he thought Walter, like his brother Christian, had retained his ‘youthfulness with all its qualities untarnished’.


At the beginning of the autumn, Sibelius was plagued by worries about his hearing, and was admitted to a private clinic in Helsinki. He mentions it in a letter to Carpelan on 4 September 1904, though his mood seems predominantly optimistic.




My hearing is very bad. We’ll see how things go. As far as the new works I am working on are concerned, I rely on the inner ear … ! I have sunny thoughts, and am going home now, with the doctor’s permission, to Järvenpää. This month we move into our new home.





The prospect seems to have stimulated an outburst of creative energy, for later the same month he wrote to Carpelan:




My hearing is much better, thank God! I have just begun my Third Symphony, and there are new songs [‘The harper and his son’ and ‘I would I were in India’, both from Op. 38]. I am also working on a piano piece in three movements [Kyllikki] which should be finished the day after tomorrow. I have other new plans too. Of course, I have not been able to resist composing something for the theatre, a bad habit of mine! Pelléas et Mélisande. Our new home ought to be finished this week. You must come and see it.5





But even if his head was full of new plans, he did not forget to express due concern about Carpelan’s health even to the extent of reinforcing his martyr’s complex:




Try now and keep up your courage. Aino and I often think of you and your miserable fate. I have thought a lot about your financial problems. When I have my own economy sorted out, I shall take yours in hand. Forgive my presumption in saying so, but it springs from purest egotism.





Carpelan readily forgave, particularly as he was the privileged observer of Sibelius’s creative process: Sibelius opened his mind to few other people as he did to Carpelan.


On 24 September, the Sibelius family moved into Ainola, and the Järnefelts and the Ahos celebrated the occasion in style. The villa seems to grow out of the surrounding countryside, and comprises two log storeys. With its sharp sloping roof, it recalls a Swiss chalet, though the windows in the library constitute a Karelian element. In the basement there were originally four rooms while, in 1911, the attic was converted into a study cum bedroom. Sonck’s architectural skill can be seen even in the interior detail and layout. The rooms are beautifully proportioned.


When Sibelius first left Helsinki, Järvenpää was to a large extent untouched countryside. Foals and sheep almost nosed their way into the house, and from time to time an elk majestically bestrode the grounds. Even by Nordic standards, Sibelius responded with exceptional intensity to the moods of nature and the changes in the seasons: he scanned the skies with his binoculars for the geese flying over the lake ice, listened to the screech of the cranes, and heard the cries of the curlew echo over the marshy grounds just below Ainola. He savoured the spring blossoms every bit as much as he did autumnal scents and colours. With the exception of an occasional stay in Helsinki, Sibelius lived at Ainola for the remaining years of his life, more than a half-century in all.


No one had imagined that his move to Ainola would automatically resolve the problems that had beset Sibelius in Helsinki. His journeys into the capital ‘to go the bank’ became unnecessarily prolonged at times, and this heavy drinking posed problems for the marriage. On his way to a concert in Uleåborg, an angry letter from Aino must have reached him since he answered by telegram appealing for another chance and promising improvement. By the time he had arrived in Uleåborg he saw the comic side of his telegram, and wrote in encouraging terms:




Don’t worry so much, all will turn out for the best. If only you could be more cheerful and ‘not sulky’, that gets one nowhere. I have just ordered sour milk! Have been ordained! I will bring Kaj (Katarina) something very nice from the far north. Remember to take care of yourself. Read memoirs when dark thoughts assail you. Do not attach any significance to my hand, other than that the pen is poor, and my arm tired from too much conducting.6





Sibelius seems intent on protesting his innocence against the unworthy thought that his handwriting should betray symptoms of the morning-after-the-night-before! However this may be, the fact remains that already, at the age of 39, he envinced symptoms of tremor. This grew in severity over the years, so that it finally impeded both his conducting and his ability to write. He had shown a predisposition towards this during his youth: an eye-witness account of the première of the Kullervo Symphony mentions the tremulous baton. At the same time it is only fair to say that conditions in the concert halls of Finnish provincial towns were hardly such as to soothe his (or any other conductor’s) nerves. In Uleåborg the cello section consisted of one single player, who did not deign to attend rehearsals.


During the first autumn at Ainola, he made scant progress with the Third Symphony and Pelléas. The change in his life-style that his new circumstances entailed naturally called for a period of psychological adjustment. Although his ear trouble had cleared up, he was not enjoying perfect health: indeed, his doctors were beginning to suspect that he might be suffering from diabetes. ‘When I heard this,’ he told Carpelan, ‘I realized that at last, only now, am I really grown up. Thirty-nine years old! In all events, I think that the illness will, if I may say so myself, be of benefit to my music. My art will go deeper, and at the same time, I shall write more.’ Needless to say, he was put on a strict diet, but somewhat later the diagnosis was modified, and it was decided that Sibelius had a propensity for diabetes rather than the illness itself. At Christmas he was plagued by a heavy cold and an attack of rheumatism. Some weeks later, while on a visit to Berlin, he consulted a distinguished specialist, Professor Klemperer about his possible diabetic condition. After making all the appropriate tests Klemperer was led to express his surprise at Sibelius’s ‘fine physical condition and outstanding hypochondria’. He gave him dietetic advice that ‘would enable him to live to a hundred’.7 A few days later he wrote to Aino that he was still worried and that Klemperer’s advice was ‘the usual old story’, but he subsequently cited Klemperer’s exact words ‘My wine, he said, should be lemonade.’ Of course, it is possible that Sibelius dwelt on his illnesses as a means of attracting sympathy, and that basically his condition throughout the autumn of 1904 could be thought of as a phantom illness. The year 1904 had been exacting, full of unfinished artistic enterprises and burdened with countless practical problems. It is arguable that he took refuge from this pressure in illness, and of course constant alcohol only served to weaken his powers of resistance. Indeed, his drinking was the major problem; the other symptoms were of minor significance, a fact that Professor Klemperer was quick to grasp.


 *


After the Berlin performance of En Saga in 1902, Ferruccio Busoni had written in the Allgemeine Musik-Zeitung of the vivid impression Sibelius had made as a conductor-composer, and he made up his mind to re-engage him for his next series of concerts. In the summer of 1903 he wrote inviting Sibelius to return: ‘You know, I need strong weapons in my fight against the Berlin critics, and in planning my orchestral concerts. I am very much relying on you.’8 At the time Sibelius was far too preoccupied with his Violin Concerto to accept but Busoni did not give up and when, just after the Christmas of 1904, he wired Sibelius asking him to conduct his Second Symphony, the invitation came at the right psychological moment. Sibelius was in need of a change of scene, and Aino was quick to give her blessing to the enterprise. ‘It would be good in more ways than one if Janne refreshed himself,’ she wrote to Carpelan in the new year. And so, on 5 January 1905, Sibelius arrived in Berlin. The very next day he went to a rehearsal of a new work; Felix Weingartner was preparing his new symphony at the Royal Opera House, though it left Sibelius unmoved. A wholly different experience was to follow however: Richard Strauss conducting a concert comprising his Sinfonia domestica and Ein Heldenleben, both of which delighted him. He learned a great deal from them, he told Aino in a letter home. A few days later, on 9 January, he was invited to dinner at Busoni’s home. ‘He was very warm, even though there were twenty-odd people present,’ he told Aino.




He has become a shade self-aware. He has had so many setbacks and so much trouble on account of these concerts. Early this morning comes the first rehearsal. Busoni is totally enamoured of my symphony and understands its [here he turns to Swedish] chaste concentration. [Back to Finnish] In particular, he thinks the second movement the best music in existence. He hasn’t said a word about the finale. [Again Swedish] You realize that Busoni cannot understand its significance.





At the rehearsal Sibelius was in a state of some tension: ‘I turned some ladies (English) out; they belong to Busoni’s court and I can’t bear them!’ He thought that both Hans Pfitzner and Albéric Magnard, who were represented by a scherzo and a symphony respectively, behaved more and more distantly towards him. He took this (or pretended to take it) as a good omen: ‘thus, I am in the ascendant!’ Christian Sinding (‘that wonderful man’) gave him moral support and came to the rehearsals. Sibelius prepared himself carefully for the event. He went to bed early; he took his valerian drops, and did not mix any wine with his mineral water! At seven o’clock he wrote to Aino, ‘The barber will come soon. At 8.30 I will perform. My evening dress is spruced up. Goodbye now, you are all I have in the world.’ In the artists’ room, he was so nervous that he scarcely knew whether he was coming or going. As white as a ghost, he mounted the rostrum, but suddenly regained his composure and conducted excellently. When it was all over he reported, ‘I have scored a great success. Am so tired, so tired. After the concert I went with Busoni and others to an Italian restaurant. I asked [Adolf] Paul to send a telegram about my great success.’9


Overnight, Sibelius became one of the most controversial names in German musical life. ‘Here I am at the centre of battle. Fired at or praised. Mostly the latter.’ Sibelius did not exaggerate: the favourable reviews outnumbered the negative ones. In the National-Zeitung, Wilhelm Altmann called the Second Symphony ‘a grandiose work which Weingartner and [Artur] Nikisch ought to have presented for us’. Otto Taubmann in the Berliner Börsen-Courier, though not particularly impressed by the quality of the thematic substance, praised Sibelius’s capacity for developing his ideas and building up powerful climaxes, as well as his feeling for sonority. The Tägliche Rundschau called the Symphony ‘a source of renewal’ but the Berliner Tagesblatt’s Paul Schmidt thought the composer had only partly mastered the larger forms. Comparisons with other Scandinavian composers, such as Grieg and Sinding, were unavoidable; more surprisingly, Strauss came into the picture. Sibelius was thought to lack the rich contrapuntal textures of Strauss but to surpass him in the quality of his invention! Die Musik thought Sibelius one of the great creative figures of his day, but the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, while recognizing his distinctive personal profile, hesitated before ranking the work in the great line of symphonies from Haydn to Bruckner. But as far as the general public was concerned, Sibelius was undoubtedly a big name. When he went to see Professor Klemperer the second time, after the concert had taken place, the latter told him, ‘I had no idea I was dealing with someone so famous, being myself sceptical of the reputations of others.’ Sibelius felt as if he had been given a blood transfusion.




If I get back to normal – and the Professor thinks I will get completely better – life will be worth living again for you, my only great love in life. And my great art, as I gradually realize. You must write about the children and, above all, yourself. You know that our life will acquire greater richness and meaning. One thing is clear for me: I must come here and listen to more music at the height of the season. Two or three months in the year. Otherwise I shall get out of touch. I am studying as best I can, Mahler’s Fifth Symphony and Sinding’s new quartet, which he gave me as thanks for my powerful symphony.10





Ever since his fine Piano Quintet, which had inspired Sibelius during his Berlin years, Sinding’s art had paled and settled into a kind of late Nordic romanticism, so that it is hardly likely that Sibelius should have been particularly taken with the new string quartet. On the other hand, one would have imagined Mahler to have acted as a magnetic antipole. When one thinks of the line Sibelius pursued from the Second to the Third and Fourth Symphonies, it is difficult to conceive of him responding to the blend of irony, tragedy, the grandiose, the emotional complexity and the passionate intensity of Mahler. But, at the same time, he could not help being impressed with the opening funeral march, which possibly has echoes in his own In Memoriam. With Strauss it was another matter. True, the German master had disappointed him by not conducting the Second Symphony for some reason that is not clear, a fact that drew unworthy comments from Sibelius’s German friends. But this did not blind him to Strauss’s greatness. They were somewhat distant friends, openly contesting their supremacy in the field of the symphonic poem.


Something of the rhythmic thrust and drive of the cello theme in Ein Heldenleben is echoed in Sibelius’s next tone poem, Pohjola’s Daughter, which he had at one time even thought to call ‘l’Aventure d’un héros’. But every bit as important was another discovery. Busoni had conducted Nuages and Fêtes the previous month, and it is reasonable to assume that he showed the scores to Sibelius, since we find the latter writing to Robert Kajanus recommending him to study and perform them. This was probably the first time he had encountered an important large-scale Debussy score, and Debussy’s influence, along with that of Strauss, manifests itself already in Pohjola’s Daughter.


But if he encountered three of the leading composers of the day in Berlin, thanks to the initiative of Busoni, the latter’s own art appears to have made scant impression on him. Sibelius heard the second of Busoni’s legendary Liszt recitals, and recorded that he played ‘like an angel’. Busoni’s Piano Concerto had only recently received its first performance in the previous November and had generally met with hostility. ‘Höllenspektakel’ was what Adolf Weissmann called it. The beginnings of Busoni’s ill-fated career as a composer, at least ill-fated in terms of public and critical response, were being laid, and it is characteristic of their relationship that Sibelius, who had discussed a number of important new works in his letters home, at no point even mentions Busoni’s latest work. Indeed, one is left wondering whether he even saw the score. It was his earthy, Nordic joie de vivre and its complementary pantheistic melancholy that drew Busoni to Sibelius, but his affection for him was undoubtedly tinged with an element of nostalgia for their time together in the 1880s. Throughout his stay in Berlin, Sibelius lived in a state of euphoria: conducting, composing, negotiating. Busoni was engrossed in practising for his Liszt recital and in giving concerts with the Sgambati Quartet. The two friends did not get a great deal of time together, except meeting between various musical events. But perhaps this was the most stimulating aspect of their encounter.


There are some striking resonances in Sibelius’s diaries of an article that Busoni published in Die Musik in 1905. They may even spring from their exchange of ideas when they met during these January days. In his article, which was prompted by Strauss’s revision of Berlioz’s Treatise on Orchestration, Busoni touched on a number of orchestral parallels to the effect produced on the piano by the sustaining pedal.







At times one plays the piano without the pedal, but for the most part, the right foot is continually active, helping, filling out the tone, binding the texture together; not to mention the typically big pedal effects. This ‘right foot’ is also indispensable in the orchestra.





Similar thoughts recur in Bengt von Törne’s portrait of Sibelius:




The orchestra, you see, is a huge and wonderful instrument, that has got everything – except the pedal. You must always bear this in mind. You see, if you don’t create an artifical pedal for your orchestration, there will be holes in it, and some passages will sound ragged.11





Sibelius goes on to give von Törne practical advice on how to sustain sonority, how a transition from one woodwind group to another can be effected by neutral strings – and how one can obtain a dying-away, morendo effect in the orchestra, one of the great pedal effects. He also reverts to this subject later on in his diaries (see Chapter Six).


Also, as far as the geniuses of the orchestra are concerned, Busoni and Sibelius seem of like mind. Busoni numbered among the absolute masters, whose instrumentation is matched by comparable musical inspiration, Mozart, Weber, Berlioz and, with a few reservations, Wagner. Sibelius’s list also included Mozart and Weber, but added Mendelssohn, omitting no doubt on account of his own complexes both Berlioz and Wagner, but more surprisingly Beethoven, the central figure in his musical world. Sibelius’s great admiration for Beethoven’s symphonic genius and his whole ethos did not prevent him from criticizing his technique, evidently just his orchestration, which he thought a little ‘dated and wanting in brilliance’. Busoni’s list also omits Beethoven. Oddly enough, when he first visited England in 1905, Sibelius surprised Ernest Newman when he voiced these sentiments and maintained that a certain composer, usually regarded as ‘a master of the orchestra’ thought basically in pianistic terms. ‘I found it impossible to agree with him on that occasion’, wrote Newman, ‘but after Tapiola and the Seventh Symphony I understood much better what he meant.’12 Strauss in the first edition of his Berlioz Treatise argues on much the same lines: ‘More than with Haydn and Mozart, the spirit of the keyboard impregnates Beethoven’s symphonies, just as it was to do to an even greater extent with the orchestral works of Schumann and Brahms, not always to their advantage or the listener’s pleasure.’ Perhaps Busoni also discussed with Sibelius the junge Klassizität, which was forming in his mind during these years. Not to be confused with neo-classicism, it should be thought of as the complete antithesis of late romanticism, expressionism and impressionism. As he put it himself in Entwurf einer neuen Ästhethik der Tonkunst, ‘There is greater depth in the so-called “champagne aria” from Don Giovanni than in many a funeral march or nocturne.’ Something of this outlook undoubtedly rubbed off on to Sibelius in his next symphony.


After his successful appearance in Berlin, Sibelius turned his attention to the reworking of the Violin Concerto but suddenly broke off to compose the incidental music to Pelléas. On 31 January he wrote a midnight letter to Aino:




All day I have laboured over Pelléas. I am also making a piano reduction of the score as I go along, and that takes time. It has been difficult to work entirely in one’s head without the aid of a keyboard, but I shall make a success of it. Here I have the chance to hear what I like and meet anyone I want to, but I don’t force myself to go to concerts, but only go when I feel like it. I’m glad that you went to hear Levertin [Oscar Levertin, the Swedish author who had given a lecture in Helsinki]. Tomorrow I will hear what you have been doing and how things are. Try and enjoy yourself. At times I feel so miserable that I cry out for you. How are the walls in my room? See that they are properly done [sound-proofed]. Now I am so tired that I’m dizzy. But I will continue all the same. Paul has been full of consideration for me and my work. Not at all as he was in the past. Aunt Speckman [his landlady] is a character, and I am thoroughly happy here. This letter is hardly a work of literature, as you see, but it’s good to talk to you like this in the middle of the night. I’m feeling very well and working at a good pace.





Work on Pelléas proceeded well, and by the middle of February eight orchestral numbers were ready. Originally Sibelius had intended to go direct to England in response to an invitation from Granville Bantock, who at this time was in charge both of the Music School in Birmingham and of the Liverpool Philharmonic. He was to have conducted some of his own works in Liverpool on 18 March and, as he spoke no English, he began to take lessons together with Adolf Paul and his wife. But his plans changed from day to day; Busoni noticing his indecision promised him letters of introduction in England, and was at pains to stress that he ought to establish a foothold there.


For all that, Sibelius returned instead to Helsinki, from where he wired a last-minute withdrawal from the concert. His cancellation caused something of a stir: the Liverpool press concluded that an all-too-paternalistic regime had simply not allowed him to leave Finland. Granville Bantock stepped in at short notice and conducted the First Symphony and Finlandia, and the atmosphere was undoubtedly heightened when Ada Crossley sang the solo part in Song of the Athenians, scored for boys’ and men’s voices, wind and percussion, though under the title ‘War Song of Tyrtaeus’. The concert drew a penetrating notice from the Manchester Guardian, in all probability represented by Ernest Newman, which stressed the difficulties for a composer working within a strongly nationalist idiom to reconcile the needs of colour with the claims of form. In Norway, he argued, Grieg had not been successful in this respect, whereas in Finland, Sibelius had. Two weeks earlier, when Hans Richter had conducted the Second Symphony at a Hallé concert in Manchester, Newman had written enthusiastically, and hailed a new voice in music.


On 17 March, at the Swedish Theatre in Helsinki, Sibelius raised his baton for the prelude to his incidental music to Pelléas et Mélisande, which was to accompany Bertel Gripenberg’s translation of Maeterlinck’s play. Karl Flodin wrote that Sibelius had with limited means achieved ‘the most powerful and compelling effects without ever having recourse merely to the endless pianissimos that by all accounts distinguish Debussy’s setting of the play’. In Helsinki, Maeterlinck’s play was given fifteen times and Sibelius himself conducted the majority of the performances.


Where Debussy’s opera with its dreamlike atmosphere makes the most of the impressionist possibilities offered by the play, and Schoenberg’s tone poem can be thought of as an expressionist vision where a Tristanesque dusk descends over Arkel’s castle, Sibelius, one could say, sees Pelléas et Mélisande in terms of a legend played out against an art-nouveau backcloth. The various numbers – the seven interludes, two mélodrames and a song – follow each other like a series of Flemish Gobelins, in which figures, trees and castles are woven in delicately shifting grey-blue colours. Maeterlinck’s play poses the eternal question, perhaps best expressed in Arkel’s words on the death of Mélisande: ‘C’était un pauvre petit être mystérieux, comme tout le monde …’


The action takes place in mythical Allemonde; the very décor itself reflects the various levels of consciousness at play, while the protagonists, their past background and possible fates all remain shadowy. Sibelius’s intimate sonorities call for limited orchestral resources (as for that matter had Fauré’s): a flute doubling piccolo, an oboe doubling cor anglais, two each of clarinets, bassoons and horns; timpani, bass drum and strings. The prelude, At the castle gate, has epic overtones, and its recitative-like line suggests narration. The horn cries and the growing string tremelo over a timpani roll in the closing bars would seem to relate to the servants’ words: ‘The sun rises over the sea.’


Mélisande herself is pictured in a melancholy waltz for cor anglais, though the response from flute and clarinets, accompanied by pizzicato strings à la Valse triste is in danger of bordering on the banal. Fortunately, a descending clarinet figure in thirds evokes the more mysterious and elusive side of Mélisande’s personality:





Ex 1
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The first of the mélodrames, By the seashore, begins at Pelléas’s words: ‘One sees nothing the sea no more.’ Against a motionless string background, the woodwinds gradually unleash their bird cries. The tonal effect is reminiscent of Nuages; the violins’ rapid figuration begins with the same motive as the cor anglais call in the Debussy. Suddenly, the monotony is broken by a fortissimo outburst with a string tremolo in the uppermost register:


Ex 2
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By the seashore is the first real instance of impressionist tone-painting in Sibelius, albeit one where shadows can be said to outweigh light.


After this portrait of the sea, the waltz-like entr’acte, By a spring in the park, seems relatively conventional. Mélisande at the spinning-wheel has none of the touching, young girl’s reveries of Fauré’s beautiful piece. Sibelius senses darkness and tragedy: against the viola trills, there is an anxious string figure which emerges in the clarinets:


Ex 3
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Mélisande’s song, ‘The three blind sisters’, conjures up the atmosphere of a medieval ballad. The phrases in the vocal line all follow the same rhythmic outline, though in the concert version the vocal part is omitted. Like Maeterlinck, Sibelius seems touched by their fate, and brings to this music simple but genuine feeling. The Pastorale comes after Golaud’s final lines in Act 3, scene 4. Over a cello ostinato pizzicato and a sustained horn, we hear a delightful idea from the clarinets in thirds:


Ex 4
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The major mode leans gently towards an Aeolian minor.


The drama culminates in Act 4, for which Sibelius composed a festive introductory overture alla gavotta. An A minor episode in which there is a typical mediant pedal is thoroughly characteristic, and the whole piece generates an air of expectancy. In the second scene comes Golaud’s brutal outburst of jealousy. Sibelius’s prelude to this scene begins with a somewhat Tchaikovskian dialogue in D minor between solo cello and cor anglais:


Ex 5
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At the time of writing, this powerful piece remains unpublished.


The Death of Mélisande is the final number: she dies without disclosing the exact nature of her feelings for Pelléas. In Debussy’s opera, the music itself maintains a poignant reticence, while in the Sibelius, the strings well up passionately in D major leaving no doubts whatever about the matter, before the melody ebbs slowly away.


*


The Romance in C, Op. 42, is a charming piece whose sonorities occasionally call to mind Tchaikovsky’s Serenade for strings. The tonal ambiguity of the opening bars serves to heighten tension: the recitative-like line is in E minor, while the persistent return of the first-position C major chord lends some ambivalence to the tonality:


Ex 6
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Sibelius is generous with his invention in this piece: its thematic substance could have supported a bigger edifice.


The piece Sibelius had conducted in the Helsinki Philharmonic concert on 5 March, the tableau, Ein Fichtenbaum – träumt von einer Palme is clearly identical with Musik zu einer Scène. This comprises an introduction and a waltz for full orchestra and survives in autograph. The introduction, Andante di molto, begins with an idea that reminds one of the beginning of Beethoven’s C minor Sonata, Op. 13:


Ex 7
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This idea also returns in the waltz itself. As early as 1897 Sibelius was working on a tone poem called The Tree of the North which, based on the Heine poem, dreams of a southern palm. It is possible that the introductory motive is related to a ‘Forest Song’, which Sibelius mentions in a letter to Aino on 25 August 1897. But later in the spring of 1904, Sibelius reworked his Musik zu einer Scène and sold the new version in a piano reduction to Fazer under the title, Dance-Intermezzo. Later on the orchestral score was published by Breitkopf und Härtel in 1907, as Op. 45, No. 2. The pageant’s introduction has been cut down to a mere four bars with a harp glissando added.


The piano suite, Kyllikki is among the best pieces Sibelius wrote for the piano even if the last movement is perhaps wanting in weight and substance. The latter is in places quite elegantly written for the instrument, while the middle movement, an Andantino, has something of the spirit and atmosphere of such early works as Kullervo, En Saga and the Piano Sonata in F. Each of the four phrases comprising the main idea of this movement is based on a similar pattern:


Ex 8
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The first movement is of special interest in one respect: the opening largamente idea


Ex 9
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is later used as a bridge passage between the first and second groups, and its first three notes presage the reprise; while in the coda it appears in a number of variants. All in all, it serves as a powerful unifying factor. The first subject itself is well laid out for the piano and acquires a dramatic character thanks to the Neapolitan sixth of the second bar:


Ex 10
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Kyllikki was Sibelius’s second – and last – attempt at a keyboard work in more than one movement and its success, for all its positive qualities, is only partial.


*


The success of the Second Symphony in Berlin had fired his spirits. ‘I have been thinking about things’, he told Aino,13




and come to the conclusion that this is the crucial hour, the last chance to make something of myself and achieve great things. My youth has now gone for ever. And I must learn, despite my thirty-nine years, really to work. I want my work to meet with appreciation so that I can achieve financial independence. In this respect, I have everything working in my favour, after this performance. Now the important thing is not to let up but to sustain this momentum. You, my angel Aino, shall see. We must come to that point in life, you know, when we can be happy. I am not now sure if you understand me. When we have, then themes and inspiration will come.





Sibelius was looking for more income from his published works, and to this end he was in touch with the head of Schlesingersche Buch- und Musikhandlung, Robert Lienau. ‘An important publisher, Schlesinger, is showing strong interest in me, and I have retrieved the score of my Violin Concerto from Burmester and will start work on the revision,’ he told Aino in a letter from Berlin. He asked Aino to send him Willy Burmester’s letter of praise about the Violin Concerto together with the postcard he had received from Edvard Grieg, in which the Norwegian master had written of his ‘beautiful songs which I admire much and love’. In 1902, Grieg had accompanied Ida Ekman in a couple of Sibelius songs. No doubt Sibelius wanted to make an impression on Lienau so as to get the best possible terms for his most valuable property, the Violin Concerto. Busoni had advised him not to part with it for less than 5,000 Reichsmarks.


Sibelius was feeling some measure of discontent with his present arrangement with Fazer and Westerlund and through them, Breitkopf und Härtel. Fazer had been his main publisher in Finland up to this time and had not treated him unreasonably by Scandinavian standards. His Second Symphony had even earned him between 1,500 and 2,000 marks, but on the other hand, he received only 100 Finnish marks for every 3,000 copies of the piano transcription of Valse triste and 300 Finnish marks for an edition of 500 copies of the orchestral version. The song, ‘Sigh, rushes, sigh’ again yielded only 100 marks, so that with his mounting international reputation he was anxious to find a Continental publisher of repute with whom he could deal direct. He might have been better advised to turn direct to Breitkopf und Härtel in Leipzig, for the negotiations with Lienau, in which Adolf Paul acted as an adviser, were something of a strain on his nerves. On 13 February he wrote to Aino that he had definitely decided ‘to leave Fazer (and B & H)’, and on the 22nd he signed a contract with Lienau that was to decide his working pace for a number of years ahead. On his side he bound himself to deliver four major works a year for a minimum of 8,000 Reichsmarks. Even if Lienau was prepared to accept chamber works, sets of songs and piano pieces as well as symphonies and symphonic poems, these were demanding terms.


When he broke the news to Aino, it was not with unqualified enthusiasm:




I have been in such a state of anxiety about our affairs at home. Now I feel that up to a point I can put my mind at rest. […] We have had so many difficult years during the last decade. Now at least we have some security. I am by no means an optimist, but I believe some good will come of this.





In any event his optimism stretched as far as deciding to build himself a sauna.


The contract with Lienau was due to run until May 1909, some four years, but during this time he made only three ‘deliveries’; in short, Sibelius was unable to meet the pace that the terms of the contract had imposed. The advantages of the arrangement were obvious: that he was forced to maintain a high degree of professional efficiency, and to compose with a sophisticated, international public in mind. In Finland he had fobbed off his publishers with the occasional trifles, among them small piano pieces and the like, when circumstances forced him to do so. With Lienau, things were different and, even when pressed, he hesitated to send slighter pieces and postponed doing so until the last possible moment. In time, however, the pressure proved irksome and in the end counter-productive. The spur that gave him security turned into a thumbscrew that deadened his spirits. Although he served his one-year periods to the end, the terms of the contract hung over him like a Damoclean sword, and his four years with Lienau reduced him to a nervous pulp.


At the beginning of April, Lienau wrote to K. G. Fazer asking whether he would be willing to act as his representative in Finland and Sweden for Sibelius’s new works. Only three months later, however, Fazer sold the complete rights in the Sibelius works he owned, whether published or unpublished, together with the plates, to Breitkopf und Härtel. The agreement covered the bulk of Sibelius’s output up to that time: the two symphonies, En Saga, the Karelia Suite, Spring Song, The Ferryman’s Brides, Finlandia, some songs, piano pieces and smaller works, among them Valse triste. The price was 30,000 Reichsmarks (about 37,000 Finnish marks): Fazer had paid Sibelius about 10,000 Finnish marks all told for these works. For Fazer and Westerlund it was undoubtedly a foolish move: had they retained this repertoire, it could have served as the basis of a publishing venture of international proportions. What were Fazer’s motives? One possible factor in his thinking may well have been that his Sibelius publications, which had been published in the Russian Grand Duchy of Finland, were not protected by copyright outside Russia since the latter was not a signatory of the Berne Convention. Hence, strictly speaking, they did not enjoy copyright protection in Europe. Accordingly, Fazer needed the protective cover that Breitkopf und Härtel provided and this in turn reduced the attractions of Sibelius as a publishing proposition.


Personal factors could also have coloured the situation. Fazer himself was kindly, reticent, an accomplished amateur violinist and a skilful businessman, who never really understood Sibelius’s impulsive and extravagant nature. Sibelius on his side feared Fazer’s powers of persuasion in business matters. He had little grasp on the realities of the situation, and regarded the publication of Sibelius’s music as an act of charity. It is possible that Fazer acted partly in pique. Sibelius had left him for another publisher, evidently without a word of warning; so that when an opportunity arose of disposing of him lock, stock and barrel, he seized it with alacrity. Moreover, it was important to act before news of Sibelius’s new contract with Lienau reached Breitkopf in Leipzig.


For Breitkopf, on the other hand, this gamble was a safe investment. Newly published works of Sibelius would serve to stimulate interest in the already existing catalogue and gradually build up his image. Unaware that Sibelius was already tied hand and foot by the terms of his contract with Lienau, the head of Breitkopf, O. von Hase wrote asking the composer to send him his work then in progress so that a new contract could be drawn up. Von Hase’s feelings may well be imagined when one day in November 1905, he opened his newspaper to read that Sibelius’s Violin Concerto and incidental music to Pélleas and Mélisande had just been published by his rival, Lienau of Schlesinger. However, he managed to contain his feelings and decided to postpone raising the matter until he met the composer personally. Certainly, Sibelius’s position was strengthened in so far as Breitkopf were energetic in promoting his compositions in Germany and through their agents in England, America, Belgium and even other countries. Of course, it must have grieved him to see an important part of his life’s work slip out of his hands in this way. Breitkopf had offered to honour Fazer’s obligations ‘after each edition of the various works had been exhausted’. But these obligations were by no means onerous for Breitkopf. Some works had been sold outright and, in other cases, the first edition was so large that it would be a long time before a reprint was necessary. Moreover, for new editions derisory terms had often been agreed and, in accordance with the practice of the day, the publisher retained the rights to make any arrangements without the obligation to give the composer anything. At least one of the works affected by this clause would have made Sibelius a fortune: namely Valse triste.
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CHAPTER TWO


Pohjola’s Daughter





In August 1905 came news of the sudden death of the artist Albert Edelfelt. A figure of European vision and standing, he had made a coloured crayon sketch of Sibelius in profile, and it seems that he and the composer had drawn closer during the last year or so of his life. Edelfelt’s harmonious nature seems to have drawn out the serenity and balance in Sibelius’s features, and one can well think of his sketch as a contrast to the darker overtones of Axel Gallén-Kallela’s demonic watercolour made in 1893. Edelfelt had also given Sibelius’s features to one of the main figures in his large canvas depicting the inaugural procession of the Åbo Academy in 1640, a painting that was, alas, destroyed during the last war. In any event Edelfelt’s passing came as a blow to Sibelius, and a letter to Carpelan conveys his sense of loss. For the funeral he composed a setting of lines from Runeberg’s The Clouds’ Brother:


Ex 11 ‘Not with lamenting shall your memory be celebrated …’
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Carpelan perhaps summed up a more general feeling when he wrote to Sibelius at the beginning of September: ‘Our great link with Europe has gone. Now our great hopes and pride reside in you.’ Although this was all very well, bearing a national mantle posed its problems: his work on the revision of the Violin Concerto had been interrupted not only by a concert in Viipuri but also by a commission for a Cortège for a festivity to honour two prominent figures in Finnish theatrical life, Kaarlo and Emilie Bergbom. He was also planning a work in a quasi-oratorio format to honour the centenary of J. V. Snellman’s birth, which was due in May 1906. However, his inspiration did not catch fire, and instead he turned to a new symphonic poem that he planned to call Luonnotar, this never assumed its final form in this purely orchestral guise. The Third Symphony in the meantime seems to have receded from the foreground: indeed, the Symphony as such seemed less close to him than the tone poem if one is to judge from a letter to Aino written in January 1905. ‘I’m no longer writing a symphony, rather [in Swedish] a symphonic fantasy for orchestra. [In Finnish] This is my genre!! Here I can move freely without feeling the weight of tradition.’


Money continued to trouble his long-term plans. In April, Carpelan had told him that he could no longer expect support from the private sources for whom he had acted as an intermediary over the past few years. Although the news was unwelcome, it seems to have depressed Carpelan rather more than it did Sibelius himself. The summer found Carpelan in the depths of despair: ‘For me, life is a nightmare at present,’ he wrote. No doubt he entertained fears that his role in Sibelius’s life was becoming played out.




You blush, you say, at not having written to me for the whole summer; I blush to receive any letters at all. Why should you concern yourself with someone who has not really been alive for the last twenty years. I have never chosen to weep on your shoulder as I remember how this cost me A. T.’s [Axel Tamm’s] friendship and help.1





Sibelius answered Carpelan’s letter by promptly inviting him to Ainola.


The political situation was also becoming a cause for greater anxiety. At first, Carpelan had rejoiced at the news of the Japanese victory at Tsushima and interpreted the subsequent unrest as evidence of the death throes of Tsarism. However, as events took their course, it became clear that there was scant chance of the collapse of the Tsarist tyranny, and he advised Sibelius not to allow himself to become side-tracked by what was going on but rather to concentrate on his work. Not that it was entirely possible for him to do so. In July he saw the devastation in the Senate Square in Helsinki after the attempt on the life of the Governor-General’s Deputy: ‘There was a powerful explosion, which broke the windows of three houses, among them the police station and the Town Hall,’ he reported in a letter to Aino, though he went on to express the suspicion that it was all the work of police agents provocateurs. For all Carpelan’s words, he clung to the hope that the Tsarist regime was on the point of collapse, and news reports of troubles at a Russian garrison bolstered his spirits: ‘These really are epic times.’


At the end of October, a general strike was called in Finland, a few days after its outbreak in Russia itself. It found the unfortunate Carpelan on a train bound for his home in Tampere; it never arrived. In recounting the event Carpelan tells of his fears of revolution and of ‘jumping out of the frying pan into the fire’. Certainly there were grounds for anxiety: tension between armed student groups and the workers’ Red Guards was growing and there were fears of civil war. The Finnish resistance movement was already splitting along class lines into a right-and left-wing phalanx, and Sibelius had an instinctive foreboding about this class division. A year later there was a bloody incident between Reds and Whites in Helsinki that had been triggered off after a mutiny in the Russian garrison at Sveaborg. Writing to Aino on 9 August 1906, he described the atmosphere thus: ‘Here it is – and has been – very calm on the surface, but it strikes me as being very much the “calm before the storm”. Feelings run so high that I have difficulty in recalling such strong class hatred. Eyes literally blaze.’ The storms he sensed ahead were to erupt twelve years later.


The strike achieved one of its aims: the February Manifesto of 1899 was substantially modified even if it remained on the statute book. Exiles were allowed to return home and a government reshuffle took place, which strengthened the hands of the moderates. For example, R. A. Wrede, whom Sibelius had met on the quay at Reval the previous summer closely watched by plain-clothes detectives, suddenly became Vice-Chairman in the Justice Department of the Senate.


In Liverpool, Sibelius’s cause had a strong advocate in Granville Bantock, and no doubt Ernest Newman’s excellent reviews strengthened his resolve to persuade the Finnish composer to come to England. Bantock even considered going on to Helsinki to see him, as he was spending part of the summer in Sweden. However, he had not appeared in the Finnish capital by 20 August, and the date for Sibelius’s concert appearance was finally agreed by letter (2 December). Bantock’s attitude, like that of Newman and Henry Wood, was symptomatic of the outgoing and welcoming attitude that the English had shown to foreign composers since the days of Handel, Haydn and J. C. Bach, Clementi and Mendelssohn. Admittedly, circumstances were beginning to change: in the past foreign creative talent had filled a vacuum; now the English musical renaissance had become a reality.


By 1905 there was what one could already call the older Establishment, whose most powerful luminaries were Hubert Parry and Charles Stanford; the younger generation, composers roughly contemporary with Sibelius, or, in the case of Elgar, slightly older, Delius, Hoist, Vaughan Williams, were at various stages of their careers and were to establish their names outside their native country in a way that their senior colleagues had failed to do. Even if England possessed a long and rich musical tradition, this younger generation still confronted problems similar to those faced by the nationalist composers from younger cultures. They had to overcome prejudice both at home and abroad, and in this they were often given German support. Richard Strauss’s famous toast to ‘Meister Edward Elgar’, occasioned by the success of The Dream of Gerontius at Düsseldorf in 1902, was an important step in winning Elgar wider recognition and success. German recognition had come to Sibelius at Heidelberg in the preceding year, and was an even greater factor in Delius’s case.


There are other points of contact between Sibelius and Delius: a highly developed feeling for nature, a youthful admiration for Grieg, and a subsequent predisposition towards impressionism, though Delius had some years still to wait until his Kajanus was to emerge on the scene in the form of Sir Thomas Beecham. Moreover, in England, Sibelius could count on some intuitive understanding of his musical objectives, and the way in which he had chosen to evolve the European tradition would not be condemned out of hand. Ernest Newman had accepted his individual approach to the symphony without arrogant eyebrow-raising such as had characterized the responses of so many of the German critics. Awareness of the achievements of their own rising generation of composers also sharpened English interest in a Scandinavian musician who faced similar – or nearly similar – isolation.


In November, Sibelius undertook his first visit to England. His journey took him first to Copenhagen and then Berlin, where Adolf Paul and Robert Lienau took care of him. His concert at Heidelberg was cancelled as he was not ready to present the new work he had promised, Luonnotar. Indeed he was beginning to doubt its feasibility in its present form and wrote to Aino to that effect. But the same letter, written while a storm was raging in the Baltic, recounts his shock at the thought of reaching 40, which brought him up with a jolt as well as a sudden realization of life’s seriousness and brevity.


Sibelius landed at Dover on 29 November and underwent a body search on the part of His Majesty’s Customs and Immigration who promptly fined him two pounds six shillings for trying to smuggle in some cigars. At Victoria he was met by Bantock for whom he felt an immediate sympathy.




Bantock has made an extraordinarily good impression on me: he is totally English, even in the way that he remains unruffled. Today he is going to introduce me to Wood (England’s Nikisch), and others. Hans Richter is said to be very taken with my music. He has said [in Swedish] that I have struck on a new path in the symphony! In fact, the path of the future. [In Finnish] I behave here just as I am. [In Swedish] I believe that is the best thing in the long run. I often think of you, darling. Nothing will come, I think, of our mutual creation, Luonnotar. Things don’t work just by will-power or under pressure.





Writing a few days after his arrival, Sibelius spoke of Bantock as ‘a good person’: they had read through the score of the Second Symphony together. Carpelan’s anxious promptings to display tact and fine breeding – ‘don’t forget that their etiquette is rigorous’ – rang in his ears, but Bantock’s sensitivity to his feelings enabled him to overcome his inhibitions. Bantock’s thoughtfulness stretched even to practical matters. He took care of his guest’s expenses, so much so that Sibelius never learned to distinguish the different kinds of English coins. Sibelius wrote of his extraordinary generosity:




I have never experienced his like. Perhaps they are all like him here – I don’t know – but such things always make a strong impression on me. He has introduced me into many splendid homes. Tells me that I should just be myself and not try to ape English manners. Truly, this is an old culture.





Bantock was, of course, a many-sided and prolific composer whose interests ranged over the widest area: Hebridean folk music, Celtic lore, the Kalevala, Persian, Indian and Chinese art and literature. His greatest success as a composer still lay before him: Omar Khayyám, the first part of which received its première in 1906. He strikes one as a Kiplingesque figure with something of Yeats about him and his music combines a vein of mysticism with the conventional post-romanticism. He used to call Sibelius ‘Dear Väinämöinen’, and in their correspondence he reported the strong impression made by En Saga on the musicians at Liverpool, and ‘on Mr Wood, Mr Newman and [Fritz] Kreisler, who chanced to be in the audience. The public response on this occasion was not as warm as I could have wished but one must not expect too much of an English audience at a first performance.’2 On another occasion he mentions that both he and Newman often spoke of him with undivided admiration for his mastery and genius. Throughout their correspondence he rarely touches on his own work except in passing.


Bantock also introduced Sibelius to Wood, as he mentions in his letter home to Aino. Henry Wood was founder and conductor of the Proms whose first wife was Princess Olga Ouroussoff and related to the Naryshkin family, a fact that Sibelius by no means neglected to report to Aino, Christian and Carpelan. Even if Wood lacked Nikisch’s strong musical personality, he was a dynamic figure whose most recent achievement had been to put an end to the deputy system that had so much undermined standards in the Queen’s Hall Orchestra. Even before they had met, Henry Wood had conducted the King Christian II Suite and the First Symphony, while his pioneering work on behalf of new music from Debussy, Strauss, Skryabin and Schoenberg is far too well known to relate here. His letters to Sibelius leave the impression of an impulsive and highly practical man, not without vanity perhaps, particularly when he felt threatened by Beecham’s fame. Sibelius also paid his respects to Sir Alexander Mackenzie, then Principal of the Royal Academy of Music, who was quite outspoken in his insistence that there were no younger composers worth hearing nowadays. That same evening he attended an operetta by Sidney Jones, the composer of The Geisha, in the company of Bantock and Kling, the head of Breitkopf und Härtel’s London office. After that he made the rounds of the music-halls. He wrote to Aino, ‘You simply cannot imagine the endless noise of seven million people, their passions and religions.’


For Sibelius, England, in the persons of Bantock, Wood and their circle, was ‘pleasing and aristocratic’, and he in his turn won full acceptance. There had been fears that the new star of the north would be ‘the uncombed German type of musician invariably associated with the concept of genius’, but instead came a full-blooded Viking with golden hair, ice-blue eyes and perfect deportment. He was moreover eminently well groomed. As far as dress was concerned, Sibelius was careful to observe etiquette: a brown suit in the morning, a long coat, green waistcoat, grey-striped trousers to lunch, and evening dress with a white silk scarf for dinner. He bought dress shirts with only one button on the front, which was the latest fashion; he engaged in polite conversation, and never permitted his expression to betray his thoughts. In English society he was able to develop his feeling for ceremonial and to learn to behave exactly as was expected of him.


Sibelius made his headquarters during his first visit to England at Bantock’s home in Broad Meadows, Birmingham. In the studio, he could rest in the comfortable chair that had come from Napoleon’s residence in St Helena, and admire Bantock’s collection of orientalia, including Buddhas, shepherd’s pipes and various other folk instruments. The room seemed loudly to dispute Kipling’s famous bon mot about East and West not meeting. Hokusai woodcuts hung over the bookshelves, whose contents revealed many areas of common interest and taste. Through the windows, a pathway lined with beeches and elms led on to a Purcellian park-like landscape.


While in Birmingham, Sibelius chanced to meet Busoni who told him that The Ferryman’s Brides, with Maikki Järnefelt as soloist, had scored a great success in Berlin, and been greeted more warmly than a Mahler work in the same programme. Needless to say, he went to Busoni’s concert and yet again was overcome by admiration for his genius. On 2 December, he conducted his First Symphony and Finlandia in Liverpool; such was the success of the latter that it had to be immediately repeated. In the Manchester Guardian, Ernest Newman restated his admiration for the way Sibelius’s music succeeded in evoking an entirely new sound world.




The impression it [the First Symphony] makes on one is the same as that made by the Second Symphony – that here we have a man really saying things that have never been said in music before. […] I have never listened to any music that took me away so completely from our usual Western life, and transported me into a quite new civilization. Every page of it breathes of another manner of thought, another way of living, even another landscape and seascape than ours.





Coming back on the train from London to Birmingham, Bantock had introduced Sibelius to a lady in her fifties with a somewhat imposing, almost masculine bearing. This was Rosa Newmarch, and soon they were engaged in animated conversation in a mixture of French and German. Mrs Newmarch had spent some time in St Petersburg and indeed opened their conversation in fluent Russian, assuming that Sibelius spoke it. She knew many of the young Russian composers as well as such important figures as Mily Balakirev and Vladimir Stasov. She had already published her study of Tchaikovsky and was to become widely known to the music-loving public as the annotator of the Proms. She generally preferred masculine company to femmes en bloc, and possessed an inexhaustible fund of idealism and love of music. An effective and knowledgeable advocate of his music, she was a sensitive and faithful friend. Mrs Newmarch’s letters to Sibelius show us something of the composer himself: Carpelan’s warnings about the English social code and Bantock’s advice to relax and be himself seem to have made Sibelius more correct and buttoned-up than usual.
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