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

”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

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. Recently conducted Berlin Philharmonic and 
	 Vienna 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、倫敦愛樂及巴黎樂團合作。最近受邀指揮柏林愛樂樂團及

	 維也納愛樂樂團。 
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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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In his lifetime Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741) went by 
the nickname “the red priest” – his hair was red and 
he was ordained, although a respiratory complaint 
apparently prevented him from saying mass. Instead 
he took a post as director of music for the famed Pietà 
orphanage in Venice and gained renown as a virtuoso 
violinist and as a composer of operas, sacred choral 
works such as his popular setting of the Gloria, and 
the instrumental concertos that have become his chief 
claim to fame. In fact, Vivaldi wrote more concertos 
than just about anybody (500 and counting), of which 
the best-known are today’s violin concertos. His 
music fell out of fashion after his death, but leapt from 
obscurity to popular renown in the 1950s. His Four 
Seasons is one of the most frequently recorded of all 
the works in the classical repertoire.

Born in Mar del Planta, a fishing port south of Buenos 
Aires, Astor Piazzolla (1921–1992) moved with his 
family to New York when he was a boy. There, at the 
age of eight, he received his first bandoneón, which 
his father bought for $19 from a pawn shop. Moving 
back to Mar del Planta when he was a teenager, 
Piazzolla quickly established himself on the musical 
scene. His formal studies took him into classical 
territory: the great pianist Artur Rubinstein suggested 
he study composition with Ginastera, who sent him 
to Paris to study with Nadia Boulanger, who in turn 
guided him back to his own distinctive musical voice. 
Piazzolla eventually created the nuevo tango, a heady, 
artful combination of Argentine tango, jazz and the 
principles of classical chamber music. 
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The Four Seasons is one of Vivaldi’s best known works. 
Using a set of sonnets about the four seasons, which he 
may have written himself, Vivaldi attempted to convey in 
sound what was written on the page about birds, zephyr 
winds and storms that break with thunder and lightning.
 

Antonio Vivaldi wrote 221 concertos for solo violin 
and orchestra; he is best known for just four of them, 
The Four Seasons. Published in Amsterdam in 1725, 
they were the first in the set of a dozen concertos 
constituting his Opus 8. We know their popularity 
now, but these were concertos were also popular 
across Europe in Vivaldi’s lifetime.

Vivaldi had a firm reputation as “the most popular 
composer for the violin, as well as player on that 
instrument”. He protected much of his best work by 
keeping the scores out of the public eye, but when 
he published his first collection of concertos in 1711 
(the set known as L’estro armonico or ‘Harmonic 
Inspiration’), travelling virtuosos carried the music 
throughout Europe. Everyone, it seemed, was eager to 
find out what Vivaldi was doing on his fiddle and with 
this newfangled form, the solo concerto.

With his Opus 8 collection, Vivaldi tested the power 
of music to describe the natural world, a challenge 
he announced on the cover of the compendium by 
naming it Il cimento dell’armonica e dell’invenzione (The 
contest between harmony and invention). Using a 
set of sonnets about the four seasons, which he may 
have written himself, Vivaldi attempted to convey 
in sound what was written on the page about birds, 
zephyr winds and storms that break with thunder 
and lightning. So engrossed in the challenge was 
Vivaldi that he included supplementary “captions” 
throughout the music, directing the musician’s 
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attention to the barking dogs, chattering teeth and 
other striking effects.

Most believe he succeeded spectacularly in his 
attempt, and it is a fun and enriching experience to 
read the poems while listening to the music. A true 
test, however, might involve some scientific method, 
with a control group of people who knew nothing 
of his intent to guess at what the music depicted, if 
anything. (Something a sceptic might pursue!) The 
debate about music’s capacity to communicate as 
directly as an oil painting or a poem continued to 
rage for centuries afterwards, even as Vivaldi’s Four 
Seasons gathered dust and disappeared from the 
musical firmament.

In fact, it disappeared for the entire Enlightenment. 
As reason and science took over, the musings of an 
Italian composer and virtuoso with fanciful ideas 
about the use of music as an expressive tool went 
underground. Between his impoverished death in July 
1741 and the Great Depression of the early 1930s, The 
Four Seasons was seldom (if ever) in the public ear.

Igor Stravinsky accused Vivaldi of writing not 500 
concertos but the one concerto 500 times. You might 
say Vivaldi was on to a good thing and he stuck to 
it. Not unlike the direction that an ambitious but 
self-doubting Astor Piazzolla received when he left 
his native Argentina to study in Paris with Nadia 
Boulanger in the 1950s.



13

The Four Seasons of Buenos Aires did not describe the 
weather or the natural landscape, but the barometer of 
the people in Buenos Aires.

By then 32, Piazzolla was already famous as leading 
performer on the bandoneón, a square, box-like 
accordion with buttons at either end, which takes 
the strong melodic lead in many a swirling tango. 
Like Vivaldi, he was a virtuoso performer who also 
composed and arranged music for bands and small 
orchestras. Whereas Vivaldi created music for 
orphans and the illegitimate daughters of rich and 
powerful Venetian to perform at the Ospedale della 
Pietà, Piazzolla created the nuevo tango, a more 
complex version of the traditional tango that took 
inspiration from the Argentinean underclass and 
brothel scene. And when Piazzolla sought Boulanger’s 
advice after composing a symphonic work, she 
told him the way forward lay in his experience 
with tango. He would go on to compose about 750 
tangos, introducing elements of classical music 
(chromaticism, dissonance, rhythmic complexity) and 
jazz into the dance form, much to the distaste of the 
old guard. The Four Seasons of Buenos Aires was not 
originally composed for violin and orchestra, after the 
Vivaldi model. It was not composed as a set, after that 
model, or even with all the references you will hear to 
that model in today’s performance. Piazzolla penned 
the first of his Estaciones porteñas – Verano (Summer) 
in 1965 for his Quinteto Nuevo Tango, comprising 
violin, electric guitar, piano, bass and bandoneón. 
Autumn followed in 1969, then Winter and Spring in 
1970. But the pieces were seldom (if ever) performed 
together until 1991, when Piazzolla was in a coma that 
would endure for a year before his death.
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The timing is interesting. In 1989, Nigel Kennedy 
recorded Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and established a 
runaway success. It still holds the record for the most 
classical albums ever sold – more than two million. In 
1991, while Piazzolla was in a coma, his friends and 
admirers banded together to create a tribute album 
that they called “Four Seasons of Buenos Aires”. 
They took the title from a Jaques Morelenbaum 
arrangement of the four tangos Piazzolla composed 
for the porteños, or port people of Buenos Aires.

These tangos did not describe the weather or the 
natural landscape, but the barometer of the people 
in the city, their attitude, sensuality, vulnerability and 
passion. They combined popular dance rhythms with 
brooding harmonies, art music devices and special 
effects (one of which sounds remarkably like a croaky 
frog). Each season is a single-movement rhapsody, 
but like Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, they are divided into 
clear sections and display an endless inventiveness 
that entertains and rewards the ear and the mind.

Morelenbaum pulled the four tangos together to 
make a suite, and orchestrated them for woodwind 
quintet, three cellos and a double bass. Many other 
arrangements of the suite were made subsequently, 
including today’s ingenious arrangement for solo 
violin and orchestra by the Russian composer Leonid 
Desyatnikov.



15

It was Gidon Kremer, the Latvian violinist and leader 
of Kremerata Baltica, who asked his long-time 
collaborator Desyatnikov to arrange Piazzolla’s Four 
Seasons after the Vivaldi model. Kremer’s conception 
was captured on his recording of the two works, 
Eight Seasons. And there is plenty of fun to be had 
spotting the similarities. Piazzolla’s spring is filled 
with lots of funny croaking sounds, like Vivaldi’s 
birds, then moves into the chordal stasis of Vivaldi’s 
autumn movement. Kremer says this combination 
of spring and autumn acknowledges that while it’s 
spring in Argentina it is autumn in Italy. In Piazzolla’s 
autumn tango, there are references to Vivaldi’s spring 
concerto. The winter tango quotes from the summer 
concerto (as well as Boccherini and Bach), and there 
are obvious allusions to Vivaldi’s winter at the start 
and finish of Piazzolla’s summer.

The timeless beauty of both works makes it hard to 
imagine a day when this music will ever be out of 
season.

RITA WILLIAMS, SYDNEY SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA © 2008
reprinted with permission
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“The Four Sonnets printed here might well be by 
Vivaldi himself. They were included in the first edition 
of The Four Seasons, printed when he was at the height 
of his popularity.

The capital letters included in the Sonnets are marked 
into all the string parts, so that the performers are 
aware of what text is referred to in specific sections 
of music. You will see that I have also added numbers 
[Roman numerals] to the sonnets so you know what 
movement of each season the text is referring to.

In addition, Vivaldi added many single words 
throughout the musical score – for example in Spring 
he writes ‘Bird song’ for the 3 solo violins, and in 
Autumn, during the first movement, over the solo part 
he writes ‘drunkard’ – and so on.

You can hear almost every single word from these 
Sonnets in the music and these words have helped 
form the basis of our interpretation.

But don’t let yourselves stop there. This is only a 
departure point. The music goes much deeper, so feel 
free to associate or create your own story while we 
are playing!”

by Henning Kraggerud
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spring

Spring has arrived merrily

the birds hail her with happy song

and, meanwhile, at the breath of the Zephyrs,
the streams flow with a sweet murmur:

thunder and lightning, chosen to proclaim her,
come covering the sky with a black mantle,

and then, when these fall silent, the little birds 
return once more to their melodious incantation:

and so, on the pleasant, flowery meadow,
to the welcome murmuring of fronds and trees,
the goatherd sleeps with his trusty dog beside him.

To the festive sounds of a shepherd’s bagpipe,
nymphs and shepherds dance beneath the beloved roof
at the joyful appearance of spring.

summer

Beneath the harsh season inflamed by the sun,
Man languishes, the flock languishes, 
and the pine tree burns;

the cuckoo unleashes its voice and, 
as soon as it is heard,

the turtle dove sings and the goldfinch too.

Sweet Zephyrus blows, but Boreas suddenly
opens a dispute with his neighbour,

and the shepherd weeps, for he fears
a fierce storm looming – and his destiny;

the fear of lightning and fierce thunder
and the furious swarm of flies and blowflies
deprives his weary limbs of repose.

Oh alas! His fears are only too true.
The sky thunders, flares, and with hailstones
severs the heads of the proud grain crops.
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Norwegian violinist Henning Kraggerud is an artist of 
exquisite musicianship, who combines an unusually 
sweet tone and beauty of expression with impressive 
virtuosity, drawing audiences and critics alike towards 
the genuine quality of his playing.

The play/directing element of Henning’s career is 
fast developing as he proves his exceptional talent in 
this role, and he will lead his third major international 
tour with the Britten Sinfonia this season. Henning is 
Co-Artistic Director of the Risør Festival of Chamber 
Music and from September 2012, Artistic Director of 
the Tromsø Chamber Orchestra.

Henning has performed with the Hallé Orchestra, 
RTÉ National Symphony, Danish National Symphony 
Orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, 
the Gulbenkian Orchestra, the Stuttgart Radio 
Orchestra, the Hollywood Bowl with the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic, and the Philharmonia Orchestra. Other 
past highlights include a critically acclaimed debut 
at the 2010 BBC Proms with the Danish National 
Symphony Orchestra and a performance with the 
Orpheus Chamber Orchestra at Carnegie Hall in 
2009.

Born in Oslo in 1973, Henning received Norway's 
prestigious Grieg Prize and in 2007 was awarded the 
Sibelius Prize for his interpretations and recording 
of Sibelius’s music around the world. Henning is a 
Professor at the Barratt Due Institute of Music in 
Oslo, where he play/directs the Oslo Camerata.

Henning Kraggerud plays on a 1744 Guarneri del 
Gesu, provided by Dextra Musica AS. This company is 
founded by Sparebankstiftelsen DNB.

 Photo: T
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The Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra 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. 

 Photo: C
heung C
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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 Orchestra is financially supported by the Government of 
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

SWIRE is the Principal Patron of the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra

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

Critical acclaim from the HK Phil’s tour to Mainland China in March 2014

“no doubt one of Asia’s best”  Wang Jiyan, renowned critic
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