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VAN ZWEDEN  
The eighth Music Director
of the Hong Kong Philharmonic 
香港管弦樂團第八任音樂總監 

1  	 Musical America’s Conductor of the Year for 2012  

《音樂美國》二零一二年度指揮家 

2 	 The youngest Concertmaster ever of the Royal Concertgebouw 

	O rchestra

	 荷蘭皇家音樂廳樂團史上最年輕團長

3 	 Music Director of the Dallas Symphony Orchestra  

	 達拉斯交響樂團音樂總監

4 	 Works regularly with the Chicago Symphony, Cleveland Orchestra, 
	 Philadelphia Orchestra, New York Philharmonic, London Philharmonic, 

Orchestre de Paris and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. Recently 
conducted the Berlin Philharmonic.

 	 與芝加哥交響樂團、克里夫蘭管弦樂團、費城管弦樂團、紐約愛樂、

	 倫敦愛樂、巴黎樂團及荷蘭皇家音樂廳樂團合作。最近受邀指揮

	 柏林愛樂樂團。 

”The orchestra (HK Phil) responded to 
van Zweden’s grip on the soul of the piece 
with an impressively disciplined performance.” 
Sam Olluver, South China Morning Post
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”The orchestra (HK Phil) responded to 
van Zweden’s grip on the soul of the piece 
with an impressively disciplined performance.” 
Sam Olluver, South China Morning Post
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BEETHOVEN’S VIOLIN CONCERTO WAS FIRST PERFORMED 
IN THE THEATER AN DER WIEN ON 23RD DECEMBER 1806. 
THE SOLOIST ON THAT OCCASION WAS THE LEADER OF 
THE THEATRE ORCHESTRA, FRANZ CLEMENT, HAILED AS 
THE FINEST VIOLINIST OF THE DAY.

This is Beethoven’s only completed violin concerto, 
dating from 1806, but in fact he began another in 
1790 while he was still living in Bonn and working 
as a viola player with the court orchestra there. He 
dedicated it to Gerhard von Breuning whose son, 
Stephan, was not only a lifelong friend of Beethoven 
but also the dedicatee of the “second” violin concerto 
(the work we hear this evening). In 1792 Haydn 
passed through Bonn, recognised Beethoven’s talents, 
and invited him to Vienna. With all the excitement 
associated with such a major change in his fortunes, 
Beethoven appears to have forgotten all about 
completing the first concerto. Certainly it was never 
published in his lifetime, no contemporary record 
of any performance exists and only 259 bars of an 
allegro con brio first movement have survived.
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The Violin Concerto op. 61 was an entirely new 
work and was first performed in the Theater an der 
Wien on 23rd December 1806. The soloist on that 
occasion was the leader of the theatre orchestra, 
Franz Clement, hailed as the finest violinist of the 
day; which was just as well since, according to Carl 
Czerny; “The concerto was composed in a very short 
space of time and was not finished soon enough to 
allow for proper rehearsal.” It seems that Clement 
may have been playing the work at sight, although 
he was relaxed enough to break off between the 
first and second movements (as was then the 
custom), turn his violin upside down (which was 
not) and perform a virtuoso piece on it for light relief. 
According to a press report, “The  admirable  violinist  
Clement  played,  among  other  excellent  pieces, a 
violin concerto by Beethoven, which was received 
with considerable applause because of its manifest 
beauties.”

Another press report after the premiere was 
considerably less complimentary, however; “We fear 
that if Beethoven continues along this path, both 
he and his audience will fare ill.” This seemed to be 
more in tune with the general consensus of opinion at 
the time, many regarding the work as over-long and 
repetitive, and when, in August 1808, it was published 
in Vienna, it appeared in two guises, one for violin and 
one for piano. Interestingly it was the latter version 
(dedicated, to Stephan von Breuning’s second wife, 
Julie) which became far and away the most popular 
in Beethoven’s lifetime and which Beethoven himself 
seemed to prefer, writing no less than four virtuoso 
cadenzas in the solo piano part but leaving none in the 
violin version.
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Four solemn strokes from the timpani introduce the 
first movement. The wind joins in, followed by the 
strings, and gradually the music unfolds, building 
up to a glorious statement of the main theme, out 
of which the soloist, who has been kept waiting 
the best part of four minutes, emerges with a 
warm, lyrical passage which, it is said, reflects the 
essential character of Clement’s playing. The second 
movement takes the form of a set of variations on 
the gentle theme announced at the outset by muted 
violins. During the course of these variations the 
soloist is forever supplying delicate and delightful 
decorations but never actually plays more than 
hints of the theme itself. Suddenly, without warning 
and without any break, the soloist launches into 
the boisterous third movement. Described as “the 
happiest tune ever written” the movement’s main 
theme frames three episodes, the first and third of 
which offer real scope for virtuosity while the second 
is altogether more restrained and reflective.

BY DR MARC ROCHESTER
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Possibly there has never been as much debate over 
a composer’s intentions as with this symphony. 

Shostakovich began the work some fifteen months 
after his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District 
had been condemned in Pravda as ‘muddle instead of 
music’.

The price to be paid for ignoring the views of the 
Communist Party during Stalin’s dictatorship could 
be high. Shostakovich knew of people ‘disappearing’. 
And the Fifth Symphony, first performed in Leningrad 
on 21st November 1937, was therefore seen for many 
years as Shostakovich’s completely understandable 
compliance with the anti-modernist artistic precepts 
of Soviet officialdom – ‘A Soviet artist’s reply to just 
criticism’, assumed at the time to be Shostakovich’s 
own subtitle for the work.

Solomon Volkov’s 1979 book Testimony, however, 
painted a portrait of a composer who was at least, 
to use a psychological term, ‘passive-aggressive’; 
who knew how to get his views across in ways 
less perceptive people could never detect. Though 
subsequent commentators scorned Volkov’s claim 
to have ghostwritten Shostakovich’s memoirs, the 
contents of the book have not been entirely debunked: 
Maxim Shostakovich has said that the book depicted 
the father he knew.
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What Volkov and a number of other writers reveal 
is a composer who did not buckle under official 
bullying, and encoded political criticism in his music. 
Yet, pitted against those writers are also those who 
claim that music is never so obviously about any 
overt external subject. What evidence does the music 
provide?

The Fifth’s first movement is in a clearly recognisable 
classical sonata form, with jagged first and lyrical 
second themes; angry-sounding ostinati on the piano 
and pizzicato basses clearly begin the ‘development 
section’. This first movement is a far more orderly 
state of affairs than the explosion of themes which 
catapults the listener into the opening movement of 
the Fourth Symphony, composed at the time of the 
Pravda attack.  But possibly Shostakovich withdrew 
the Fourth from circulation until the 1960s because it 
was no longer representative of his style anyway.

The second movement of the Fifth is a traditional 
scherzo with a playful trio, but listeners at the first 
performance wept during the Largo. Many said how 
extraordinary it was to be able to experience emotion 
when the whole society was built on a paranoid 
secreting of thoughts and feelings.

Much of the debate about the meaning of this 
symphony revolves around the finale. Officials were 
quick to hail it as an expression of triumph. But 
Testimony has Shostakovich say:

… The rejoicing is forced, created under threat … 
it’s as if someone were beating you with a stick 
saying, “Your business is rejoicing, your business is 
rejoicing,” and you rise, shaky, and go marching off, 
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muttering “Our business is rejoicing, our business 
is rejoicing.”

When doubts about Testimony first surfaced, writers 
such as Christopher Norris mocked Western liberals 
who thought they had discovered ‘cryptic messages 
of doom and despair’ in music which ‘sounds, to the 
innocent ear, like straightforward Socialist Optimism’. 
Yet such a close friend of Shostakovich as Mstislav 
Rostropovich said, “Anyone who thinks the finale is 
triumph is an idiot.”

With a piece of absolute music such as a symphony, 
however, it will always be up for debate what’s in the 
sound of the music. 

Gordon Kalton Williams© 2000/2009
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Amsterdam-born Jaap van Zweden is one of today’s 
most sought-after conductors. Named Musical 
America’s Conductor of the Year for 2012, he has 
been Music Director of the Hong Kong Philharmonic  
since last season. Maestro van Zweden is currently 
Music Director of the Dallas Symphony Orchestra, 
Honorary Chief Conductor of the Netherlands Radio 
Philharmonic Orchestra and Honorary Conductor of 
the Radio Chamber Philharmonic. 

Prestigious orchestras with which he works regularly 
include the Chicago Symphony, the Boston Symphony, 
the New York, Munich and London philharmonics and 
the Orchestre National de France. Opera also plays an 
important part in his activities. His repertoire includes 
La Traviata, Fidelio, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, 
Parsifal and Vanessa.

He has recorded the complete Beethoven 
symphonies, Shostakovich Symphony no. 5, Mahler’s 
Symphony no. 5 (recorded live at his London 
Philharmonic début), Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring and 
the Brahms symphonies with the Netherlands Radio 
Philharmonic, with whom he has recently completed 
a cycle of Bruckner symphonies, to great critical 
acclaim.

In 1997, Maestro van Zweden and his wife Aaltje 
established the Papageno Foundation, its objective 
being to support families with one or more children 
with autism.
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Born in Chengdu, China, Ning Feng studied at the 
Sichuan Conservatory of Music and the Royal 
Academy of Music, London. The recipient of prizes 
at the Hanover International, Queen Elisabeth and 
Yehudi Menuhin International violin competitions, 
Ning Feng was first prize winner of the 2005 Michael 
Hill International Violin Competition (New Zealand), 
and in 2006 he won first prize in the International 
Paganini Competition.

Ning Feng performs regularly in his native country, 
most notably with the Budapest Festival Orchestra 
and Ivan Fischer in 2010. He is developing a 
reputation internationally as an artist of great lyricism 
and emotional transparency, displaying tremendous 
bravura and awe-inspiring technical accomplishment. 
Recent highlights include his debuts at the Schleswig-
Holstein Festival, at Moscow’s Great Hall with the 
Russian State Symphony and Jurowski, at the Vienna 
Konserthaus with the China National Symphony, and 
at the prestigious Vancouver Recital Series.

Ning Feng records for Channel Classics in the 
Netherlands. His most recent recording, Solo, 
featuring works by Paganini, Kreisler, Berio, Schnittke 
and others, received a raving review by Audiophile 
Audition: “You will be blown away by the artistry of 
this album… there are really few violinists who are 
able to pull it off. Ning Feng is one of those who can, 
not only for his sterling playing but also because of 
the rabid intelligence behind the selection of pieces 
here. None of these works is anything less than 
enthralling, and a few approach the incandescent.”

Ning Feng plays a 1721 Stradivari violin, known as the 
‘MacMillan’, on private loan, arranged by Premiere 
Performances of Hong Kong.
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The Hong Kong Philharmonic is a vital part of 
Hong Kong’s cultural life, as the city’s largest and 
busiest musical organisation. In 2013/14 the HK 
Phil celebrates its 40th professional season, but its 
roots are well over a century old. The HK Phil has 
now evolved to become an orchestral powerhouse in 
the region, and an acclaimed cultural centrepiece of 
Asia’s World City. 

The HK Phil is formed on the belief that a great city 
deserves a great orchestra. Annually it presents over 
150 concerts for 200,000 music lovers. Featuring 
an enviable roster of international conductors and 
soloists, the HK Phil performs a broad variety of 
music, with many concerts presented free, among 
them the annual Swire Symphony Under The Stars. 
Through its acclaimed education programme, over 
40,000 young people learned about orchestral music 
last year. 
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The Swire Group Charitable Trust has been the 
Principal Patron of the HK Phil since 2006. Swire’s 
enlightened support, the most generous in the 
orchestra’s history, continues to enable the orchestra 
to reach towards high artistic goals. 

The HK Phil’s members come from every corner of the 
globe, joining its strong core of Hong Kong musicians. 
In September 2012, Jaap van Zweden became the 
orchestra’s Music Director. Future years will see 
an ambitious series of new projects, with major 
international tours, renewed local partnerships, and 
large-scale concert events. The HK Phil has recently 
commenced a multi-CD recording project for Naxos, 
featuring works by Chinese composers.

The Hong Kong Philharmonic is financially supported by the Government of 
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

SWIRE is the Principal Patron of the Hong Kong Philharmonic

The Hong Kong Philharmonic is a Venue Partner of the Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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大師會

MAESTRO CIRCLE

大師會特別為熱愛交響樂的企業及

人士而設，旨在推動香港管弦樂團

的長遠發展及豐富市民的文化生

活。港樂謹此向下列各大師會會員

致謝：

Maestro Circle is established for the business community 
and individuals who are fond of symphonic music. It aims 
to support the long-term development of the Hong Kong 
Philharmonic and to enrich cultural life. We are grateful to the 
following Maestro Circle members:

白金會員 Platinum Members

鑽石會員 Diamond Members

綠寶石 Emerald Members

珍珠會員 Pearl Members

David M. Webb
webb-site.com

Ana and Peter 
Siembab
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