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SIBELIUS En saga, Op 9 (20’) 
RACHMANINOV Piano Concerto No 2 in C minor, Op 18 (33’) 
Moderato 
Adagio sostenuto 
Allegro scherzando

INTERVAL (20’)

SHOSTAKOVICH Symphony No 9 in E flat, Op 70 (27’) 
Allegro 
Moderato 
Presto - 
Largo - 
Allegretto - Allegro

 
As a tone poem with no explicit reference, listeners have attempted to fit En saga to various 
literary and artistic works while Sibelius himself offered contradictory sources of inspiration. In one 
explanation he stated, ‘En saga is psychologically one of my most profound works…It is an expression 
of a state of mind...’ while also conceding ‘How could one think of anything other than Finland 
while listening to it!’ The piece is characterised by Sibelius’s distinctive orchestration, opening with 
glimmering strings and folk-like tunes in the woodwinds. Heroic melodies in the brass fade to an 
ending of a plaintive clarinet enveloped in shimmering mist.

Composed after an extended period of depression and self-doubt, Rachmaninov’s Second Piano 
Concerto established his fame as a composer and quickly became a favourite on concert stages 
around the world. Its soaring melodic lines, virtuosic piano writing and colourful orchestration have 
ensured its enduring popularity. The opening chords lead to a theme that epitomises the passion 
of the Russian Romantic style. In the second movement this lyricism takes a quieter turn, with the 
orchestra spinning long lines of colour around the piano. Concluding with energy and triumphant 
glory, the concerto is testament to Rachmaninov’s talents as a virtuoso pianist and compositional 
master of emotional expression.

Following the monumental Seventh (‘Leningrad’) and Eighth symphonies of 1942 and 1943, the 
world expected, and Shostakovich promised, a triumphant tribute to the victory over Nazi Germany 
and the end of World War II. Shostakovich began work but inspiration waned, and the sketches were 
abandoned. In their place, Shostakovich presented the light, almost neo-classical Ninth Symphony, 
shorter in its entirety than single movements of his previous symphonies. Shostakovich had expected 
some resistance, anticipating ‘musicians will like to play it, and critics will delight in blasting it.’ Soviet 
musicologist Nestyev wrote ‘the Ninth Symphony is a kind of respite, a light and amusing interlude 
between Shostakovich’s significant creations…But is it the right time for a great artist to go on 
vacation…?’ while the New York World Telegram chided ‘The Russian composer should not have 
expressed his feelings about the defeat of Nazism in such a childish manner.’

The symphony opens with a sprightly theme, punctuated by typical Shostakovich irony. The 
trombone, proud of his role as herald of the second theme, ends up making a fool of himself when he 
has not one, not two, but six false starts in the recapitulation before he finally gets it right. The second 
movement opens with a clarinet solo which blooms into a duet before absorbing the other winds with 
a waltz-like theme that is strangely arresting with its leaps, chromaticism and unexpected pauses. 
The final three movements are played without pause, and the mood shifts from virtuosic wind writing 
to a plaintive bassoon solo with sinister brass interjections, before the bassoon trots into the quirky 
final allegretto. With its elegance, humour, introspection and energy, the Ninth Symphony more than 
makes up for what it lacks in length and bombast.
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