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From left: Russell Bonifede (Horn), Kwan Sheung-fung (Oboe), Ander Erburu (Flute), Lau Wai (Clarinet)
and Toby Chan (Bassoon) PHoto: Cheung Wai-lok
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INTRODUCTION

This programme of chamber music explores
the woodwind quintet, which typically
consists of flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon and
horn - with some variations to that lineup
allowed (such as the oboe doubling with cor
anglais and the bassoon with the ultra-low
contra bassoon). Tying this selection of works
together is a geographical theme: all four
composers come from the Scandinavian
North, representing Denmark (Carl Nielsen),
Finland (Esa-Pekka
Salonen) and Norway (Johan Kvandal).

Sweden (John Fernstréom),

Each of these works originated in the 20t
century - even Memoria, the wind quintet by
contemporary classical star Salonen (famous
as a conductor as well), which was completed
in 2003, draws on material the composer first
wrote in the 1980s.

Still another recurrent idea here is the
evocation of associations by means of the
religious chorale - a simply harmonised
tune that, in church services, is sung by the
congregation, perhaps with the backing

of an organ. The wind quintet’s blend of
instruments can mimic this sonority and
sensibility very effectively.




[E T 7%
CARL NIELSEN

NEREBEZ op. 43
Wind Quintet, op. 43
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Praeludium: Adagio. Theme and variations
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Danish composer Carl Nielsen is often
compared with Jean Sibelius, his fellow
Scandinavian further to the north, who
happens to share his birth year and who was,
like Nielsen, one of the great symphonists in
the twilight of Romanticism. Both belong to a
generation of composers who have perplexed
critics looking for simple labels to give them.
Nielsen’s cycle of six symphonies traces the
fascinating trajectory of his development

of a powerfully individual style. Like Mahler,
Nielsen enjoyed a resurgence of interest in
the 1960s. This helped propel his symphonies
into the international repertoire, and these
remain his most frequently encountered works.
But with the Wind Quintet, Nielsen made an
enduring contribution to the field of chamber
music, and this score ranks among his finest
masterpieces. The Quintet, from his later
years, also provides a splendid introduction to
Nielsen’s musical personality.

It all began with a chance inspiration
prompted by everyday technology: a phone
call. One afternoon in 1921, Nielsen rang up
a pianist friend who was rehearsing with
members of the Copenhagen Wind Quintet.
In the background, he could hear the others
rehearsing Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante
(not the famous one for violin and violg,

but a multi-concerto - possibly not even by
Mozart - for oboe, clarinet, bassoon and horn).
Nielsen became intrigued by the possibilities
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Nielsen: Wind Quintet

E##&E Nielsen
Photo by Georg Lindstrem, Restored by Adam Cuerden

(Wikimedia Commons)

of mixing individual wind instruments together
in a single work. The British scholar Robert
Simpson, a Nielsen expert, notes that the
composer’s “fondness of wind instruments

is closely related to his love of nature, his
fascination for living, breathing things.”

In addition, Nielsen enjoyed personal
friendships with the Copenhagen Wind Quintet
musicians, who premiered the work in October
1922. He even planned to write a separate
concerto for each of them, though he was
able to complete only the projected flute and
clarinet concertos. As Simpson notes: “He was
also intensely interested in human character,
and in the Wind Quintet composed deliberately
for five friends, each part is cunningly made to
suit the individuality of each player.” In other
words, the different instruments in this piece
become extensions of the personalities who
inspired them.

Nielsen observed that his idea in the Quintet
was “to present the characteristics of the
various instruments: now they seem to interrupt
one another and now they sound alone.” The
opening movement does this in an elegantly
constructed classical sonata form full of
characteristic harmonic surprises. Once the
bassoon launches its solo effort, the other
winds enter the fray with a variety of effects
that might be compared to how a painter
foregrounds objects in a canvas or modulates
light. Solo moments alternate with chirping
echoes from the chorus, which stop just short
of anarchy before the recapitulation is safely set
in motion.

The Menuett allows for several “dances”
between different pairs of instruments before
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the full complement again blends together.
Together, these opening two movements
marvellously set up the Quintet’s focal point:
the final movement of variations, introduced
by a slow “Praeludium” in which various winds
emerge with the seeming liberty of improvised
solos. Nielsen asks the oboist here to take up
the mournful-sounding cor anglais instead.
It's another instance of how unpredictable his
actual blendings of sonorities are throughout
the work.

The finale proper is a set of eleven variations on
a Lutheran chorale tune in A major, written by
Nielsen himself. It marries the idea of thematic
variation with the varieties available from the
wind quintet’s sonic palette. Each of the five
players gets to claim the spotlight —including

a jazzy clarinet moment and a heroic solo

horn version of the theme - while the ensemble
comes together in giddily cheerful spirits for the
culminating variation.
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The Swedish composer, conductor and

teacher John Fernstrém once described the
tendency of his music to involve a “fusion

of an impressionistically coloured harmony

with classical formal principles”. Certainly his
tendency towards a classical clarity is apparent
in the Wind Quintet, op. 59, which dates from
1943. Fernstrém was actually born in Central
Ching, in Yichang (Hubei), where his father
directed a missionary school. He spent a good
part of the first ten years of his life in China,
before the family returned to Sweden. Fernstréom
took up the violin and studied that instrument
at the Malmé Conservatory and in Copenhagen
and Berlin. He also became a conductor for
Malmé Radio and for the Orchestral Society of
Lund in southern Sweden, which became his
home for the rest of his life. In Lund, Fernstrém
held responsibilities as director of the municipal
conservatory and of the Nordic Youth Orchestra,
which he founded in 1951. His conducting career
additionally included work with a variety of
choirs. Along with his musical life, Fernstréom
was passionately devoted to the visual arts and
spent some time studying painting in Paris. As

a painter, he produced a number of striking
portraits and atmospheric landscapes.

Fernstrém composed 12 symphonies, a number
of concertos, three operas and a ballet, along
with a quantity of chamber music including
eight string quartets and the Wind Quintet.
Cast in a classical pattern of four movements,
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the Quintet is notable for the active involvement
of all five instruments to weave rich textures.
The first movement, Allegro molto, thus starts
with a single line, but the texture fans out

as each of the other instruments enters with
its own imitation of this melodic idea. The
second movement is a melancholy Adagio
whose opening melody echoes the longing
up-then-down gesture of the opening of
Wagner's Tristan und Isolde Prelude. As one
instrument sustains a note, its companions
often carry on the thread in this deeply
affecting music. There follows a central, playful
Scherzo introduced by the flute. To conclude
the work, Fernstrém writes an animated rondo
finale -that is, a form built around a theme
that returns again and again, with contrasting
ideas occurring between each reappearance.
The music conveys a sense of untiring busyness
and offers a workout to every member of

the quintet.
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Born in Helsinki, Esa-Pekka Salonen belongs to
a pioneering generation of Finnish composers
who studied together at the Sibelius Academy
in his native Helsinki. While still a student, he
joined with Magnus Lindberg and Kaija Saariaho
to direct an avant-garde group called Korvat
Auki! ("Ears Open!”). Those years of adventurous
discovery were not limited to his youth. Salonen
has remained true to the faith he and his fellow
musicians proclaimed: that music should be an
ear-opening experience, one that can transform
our perceptions of the world.

Like Leonard Bernstein, Salonen has had to
come to terms with the challenge of balancing
his remarkable gifts as a composer, conductor
and thinker. His compositions include concertos
and other orchestral works, choral pieces, and
solo and chamber scores.

Memoria is the title of Salonen’s only wind
quintet to date, which consists of a single
movement. The music draws on a piece he
initially wrote in the early 1980s, Mimo, and had
left unfinished. The year 2003 was especially
important for his career in Los Angeles: that
fall, the long-awaited Walt Disney Concert
Hall - a landmark of concert hall architecture,
designed by Frank Gehry-finally opened, after
much delay. During the summer of 2003, recalls,
Salonen, “l wanted to write somme chamber
music before embarking on a complex and
large-scale orchestral project. | found the
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manuscript of Mimo, over 25 years old, in my
archives, and decided to finish the composition.”

But in the process of taking up this older
material, Salonen transformed it so that
“almost nothing” was left of the original music:
“maybe some kind of a ritualistic atmosphere
and some textural aspects, very little else. |
rewrote every note,” he explains. “The fast music
that gradually grows out of the slow material
did not exist in Mimo at all. The basic character
is serious, sometimes even sad, despite the
short fast sections where the playful, flickering
divertimento character (typical of the

ensemble) flashes by.”

Salonen gave the Quintet the title Memoria for
two reasons. For him, the work refers “partly
to some sweet-and-sour memories from more
than 25 years ago.” It also pays tribute to the
remarkable and influential modern Italian
composer Luciano Berio, a figure greatly
admired by Salonen who had died in 2003. The
Quintet ends with a chorale that laments the
memory of Berio. Here, Salonen recalls a similar
gesture made by Igor Stravinsky - another
composer for whom Salonen has shown deep
affinity - at the end of the Symphonies of Wind
Instruments that Stravinsky completed in 1920,
where he mourns the death of Claude Debussy.
“For some reason, those chords in the last
minute-and-a-half of Memoria have found their
way into other works of mine,” says Salonen.

“Some processes seem to need time.”
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Both parents of the Norwegian Johan Kvandal
were devoted to the arts. His mother, Amunda
Lissa Holmsen, was a visual artist, while his
father, David Monrad Johansen -who was later
disgraced as a member of the pro-Nazi party
during Norway’s occupation in the Second
World War -was a composer. Kvandal started
composing when he was young, studying at the
conservatories in Oslo and Stockholm. He later
received training as well from mentors in Vienna,
Berlin and Paris (where he was one of the many
students of the legendary Nadia Boulanger).
Composing was just one outlet for Kvandal’s
musical interests. He also worked for many
years as organist at Valerengan Church in Oslo
and was an acclaimed music critic for various
newspapers.

Norwegian folk music is the DNA for much of
Kvandal’'s musical work, which also shows the
influence of his periods in France and Germany.
He composed several concertos and other
orchestral works; solo, chamber and vocal
music; and the opera Mysteries, which is based
on a novel by Knut Hamsun, Nobel laureate in
Literature, about a bizarre stranger who arrives
in a small Norwegian town.

The op. 34 Wind Quintet dates from 1971 and
was written for the Oslo Wind Ensemble - with
the composer reportedly agreeing to a payment

£REH Kvandal

Photo by Finne-Bent Lund (www.johankvandal.com)
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of 25 bottles of wine as his fee. The Quintet is
cast in four movements, the first of which is a
slow, introductory, downcast movement titled
“Preludium”. This music alternates between
minor and major from the outset, but the minor
key clearly dominates. After a march-like middle
section, the moody opening material returns
and leads without pause into a fast-paced,
driven scherzo movement that is reminiscent

of both Barték and Shostakovich. The ensuing
Adagio is intensely expressive, unfolding five
variations over a repeating theme. Near the

end of the movement comes a reprise of the
“Preludium” theme, now sounding distinctly
funereal. The finale echoes the restless mood of
the second movement, combining the quintet
players in a manifold variety of combinations.

In the final section, Kvandal combines folkish
gestures with fugal dexterity. The major key is at
last brightly affirmed in three bold chords that
end the Quintet.

All programme notes by Thomas May
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ANDER ERBURU Flute/Alto Flute

Ander Erburu is a graduate of Haute Ecole

de musique de Genéve, the Barenboim-

Said Foundation and Conservatorium van
Amsterdam. He joined the HK Phil in 2016. He
has collaborated with several international
orchestras including the Royal Concertgebouw
of Amsterdam, MusicAeterna, Lucerne Festival
Academy Orchestra and Les Dissonances.
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KWAN SHEUNG-FUNG Oboe/Cor Anglais

A recipient of numerous scholarships,

Kwan Sheung-fung graduated from the Hong
Kong Academy for Performing Arts (HKAPA) and
then studied at Hochschule fir Musik Karlsruhe.
In 2013, Fung was appointed Cor Anglais player
for the HK Phil. He has also performed with
Hong Kong Sinfonietta, Macao Orchestra and
Singapore Symphony Orchestra.
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LAU WAI Clarinet

Clarinettist Lau Wai holds an Artist Diploma
from the Yale School of Music. She has
performed at the Chamber Music Society

of Lincoln Center, Bari International Music
Festival, Festival of the Sound, and the Yellow
Barn, among others. She has won numerous
prizes in Canada and the US.
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TOBY CHAN Bassoon/Contra Bassoon

HK Phil Co-Principal Bassoon Toby Chan has
performed with orchestras including the New
York Philharmonic, Boston Symphony, Cleveland
Orchestra and the BBC National Orchestra of
Wales. He was a member of the Asian Youth
Orchestra and an orchestra fellow at the
Tanglewood Music Festival. He currently serves
on the music faculty of the HKAPA.
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RUSSELL BONIFEDE Horn

HK Phil Co-Principal Horn Russell Bonifede
studied at the Manhattan School of Music and
at Yale University. He was Co-Principal Horn of
the Hyogo Performing Arts Center Orchestra
in Nishinomiya, Japan. He has participated in
summer music festivals including the National
Repertory Orchestra, Music Academy of the
West and Spoleto Festival USA.
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GRAMOPHONE'S ORCHESTRA OF THE YEAR
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hkphil .org Jaap van Zweden Music Director



