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By Laurie Shulman, ©2014  PROGRAM NOTES

HILARY HAHN PLAYS BRAHMS
Introduction
Turns and twists characterize both Salonen’s music (the opening orchestral 
showpiece Giro) and the rich flavor of this weekend’s concerts. Guest conductor 
Yan Pascal Tortelier is a Frenchman who works extensively in the United 
Kingdom; he shows both his adventuresome spirit and eclectic interests with 
these selections from Finland, Russia (via France and the United States) and 
Germany (via Austria). Brahms’ Violin Concerto features the brilliant young 
American violinist Hilary Hahn, known for her virtuosity and her ability to 
expand listeners’ horizons.

SALONEN: Giro

Esa-Pekka Salonen is best known to American 
audiences as the charismatic longtime music 
director of the Los Angeles Philharmonic; 
however, he also has composed since his 
student days in Helsinki. (He has said that 
when he took up conducting in the late 1970s, 
he did so to ensure that someone would 
conduct his own compositions!)
Salonen left the LA Philharmonic in 2009 
in order to devote more time to composition. 
Although he continues to guest conduct 
internationally and remains principal 
conductor of the Philharmonia Orchestra, 

Salonen has indeed been focusing on writing music. In 2012, he won the 
Grawemeyer Award—the biggest purse in composition—for his Violin Concerto 
(2009).
Giro—a symphonic poem along the lines of Debussy’s Prelude to the Afternoon 
of a Faun—is a relatively early work first performed in 1981. The title is Italian 
for “round” or “turn.” Salonen revised it extensively in 1997. The early origins 
account in part for its harmonic vocabulary, which is somewhat more stringent 
than in many of his subsequent works, but the tight construction and delicate 
orchestral color that are hallmarks of his style are present. He fuses European 
modernism with a wonderful sense of shape. Rhythms are complex and often 
suspenseful, while the overall harmonic underpinning remains rooted in an 
expanded tonality. 
Instrumentation: two flutes (second doubling piccolo), two oboes (second 
doubling English horn), two clarinets (second doubling bass clarinet), two 
bassoons (second doubling contrabassoon), two horns, two trumpets, two 
trombones, marimba, tam tam, tubular bells, vibraphone, harp, piano and 
strings.

 * * * *
BRAHMS: Violin Concerto in D Major, Op. 77
Johannes Brahms’ Violin Concerto in D Major—here featuring the brilliant 

ESA-PEKKA SALONEN
Born: June 30, 1958, in Helsinki, 
Finland

Composed: 1981–82; revised 1997

Premiered: November 27, 1981, 
by the Tampere Philharmonic in 
Finland (original version); June 
29, 1997, by the Avanti! Chamber 
Orchestra in Finland (revised 
version).

NJSO premiere: These are the first 
NJSO performances.

Duration: 10 minutes
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young American violinist Hilary Hahn—was a 
triumph of his maturity, yet it did not entirely 
escape criticism. The 19th-century conductor 
and pianist Hans von Bülow observed that Max 
Bruch had composed a concerto for the violin, 
while Brahms had written one against the 
violin. Posterity has disagreed. Musicians and 
audiences admire this concerto for its nobility 
and broad spectrum of moods.
Brahms characteristically delivers a concerto 
with substance and drama without sacrificing 
lyricism or style. The principal themes of all 
three movements are built on triads, giving the 
work a strength of motivic unity. Dramatic and 
cadenza-like, the violin’s opening statement 
is noteworthy for being in minor mode. His 

mastery is evident in the way he asserts the violin’s parity with the orchestra.  
Brahms’ placement of his lovely slow movement in the pastoral key of F major 
further underscores the generally sunny disposition of this work. The oboe theme 
at the beginning of the Adagio is one of the instrument’s finest moments in the 
Brahms canon. One of the Adagio’s strokes of genius is that Brahms has his 
soloist depart from the theme after only three notes. 
Brahms was close friends with his intended soloist, the brilliant Hungarian 
violinist Joseph Joachim, and Joachim’s Hungarian roots are evident in the 
Gypsy rhythms and harmonies of the finale—a marvel of high spirits with flashes 
of wit. Brahms has written earthy music, a joyous dance for the people, cleverly 
enclosed within a rondo structure. 
Instrumentation: woodwinds in pairs, four horns, two trumpets, timpani, strings 
and solo violin.

* * *
STRAVINSKY: The Firebird Suite (1945)

The 1945 version of Igor Stravinsky’s Suite from The Firebird is a creatively 
multicultural mix. Stravinsky adapted The Firebird from a Russian fairytale in 
which a handsome prince is drawn into an enchanted garden and palace by the 
exotic bird of the title, who is a sort of good fairy. The prince falls in love with a 
beautiful captive princess but must break the spell of the evil ogre Kastchei  (who 
presides over the palace) before he may claim his bride. 
Stravinsky drew heavily on the Tchaikovskian ballet model, which was 
essentially derived from French principles. He took great care to bind the music 
closely to the action on stage. If one listens carefully, even the suite follows the 
chronological events and essential outline of the story.
The original ballet was first performed in Paris in 1910 by the impresario Sergei 
Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes. Stravinsky reduced it for solo piano and extracted 
a concert suite in 1911. A second concert suite followed in 1919, employing 
a somewhat smaller orchestra. By the time Stravinsky rewrote The Firebird, 

 
JOHANNES BRAHMS
Born: May 7, 1833, in Hamburg, 
Germany

Died: April 3, 1897, in Vienna, 
Austria

Composed: 1878

Premiered: January 1, 1879, 
in Leipzig; Joseph Joachim was 
the soloist, and the composer 
conducted the Leipzig Gewandhaus 
Orchestra.

NJSO premiere: 1927–28 season; 
Philip James conducted with 
soloist Sylvia Lent.

Duration: 39 minutes
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he had lived in several countries, settled in 
the United States and become an American 
citizen. The version he produced in 1945 is 
similar to the 1919 version but incorporates 
some additional music. 
The 1945 Firebird is at once familiar and 
strikingly different. At about 30 minutes, it is 
the longest of the three Firebird suites. Rather 
than separating individual sections as discrete 
movements, Stravinsky binds them together 
with musical “connective tissue” he called 
pantomimes. These were newly composed 
transitions between the more familiar sections 
of music. The pantomimes and other excerpts 
not in the earlier suites are like chamber 
music, almost abstract. They draw the listener 
into a more intimate world of Stravinsky’s 
thoughts.

Instrumentation: two flutes (second doubling piccolo), two oboes, two clarinets, 
two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, bass 
drum, cymbals, side drum, tambourine, triangle, xylophone, piano, harp and 
strings.

 
IGOR STRAVINSKY
Born: June 17, 1882, in 
Oranienbaum, near St. Petersburg, 
Russia

Died: April 6, 1971, in New York, 
New York

Composed: 1909–10; revised 
1911, 1919 and 1945

Premiered: (1945 version) 
November 27, 1949, New York 
City Ballet production based on the 
third suite, with choreography by 
George Balanchine.

NJSO premiere: (1945 version) 
2007–08 season; Hans Graf 
conducted.

Duration: 29 minutes

Learn more about the works on the program and read Salonen’s 
notes on Giro at www.njsymphony.org/notesMar13-16.

WELCOME GROUPS
The NJSO welcomes groups to the following performances:

March 2 & April 5
College Night – students from colleges throughout New Jersey

March 15
Music Education Night




