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KAI NIEMINEN ¢« GUITAR CONCERTO

The Concerto for Guitar and Chamber Orchestra, “If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller” was
completed in the summer of 2009. The work is based on the title of the celebrated book by Italo
Calvino (1923-1985,) which has been in no small way an inspiration for the concerto,
particularly in its mysterious and uneasy atmosphere of the opening chapter after which the
book is named. We also find other influences of Calvino’s writing in Kai Nieminen’s
compositions for example the orchestral piece “Invisible Cities.”

My own association with Kai Nieminen goes back to 1998 when we first worked together at a
guitar festival held in Gavle, Sweden. Kai, in choosing the title for his Concerto, said he found
similarities to my own career as an itinerant musician, the demands of the profession requiring
frequent travel, particularly in the earlier years in the mid-1960s and 1970s, to what then were
for me often unfamiliar cities and towns. Indeed perhaps like many of my colleagues I seem to
have lost count of the railway stations and airports I have used over the years.

The Guitar Concerto therefore has in it a sense of constantly moving on in ones mind, but with
also a feeling of nostalgia and at times sadness. Originally planned as a somewhat more
virtuosic work, the death of his father in the spring of 2009 resulted in Kai Nieminen revising
the overall concept, the work assuming a more reflective and lyrical nature.

The first movement is a homage to the Brazilian composer Heitor Villa-Lobos, which is also
reflected in the cadenza. The second movement shows Kai Nieminen’s love of folk music, and
the Irish traditional melody “She Moved Through the Fair,” which he had heard me perform
some years previously, appears in a somewhat modified form becoming a sort of funeral march,
as a memorial to his late father. The third movement is a kind of lullaby, the gentle eighth-note
triplet patterns heard on the guitar for a good part of the movement are a reference perhaps to
the celebrated “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” from J.S. Bach’s Cantata BWV 147.

As with several of Kai Nieminen’s compositions, the Guitar Concerto has in it a sense of
mysterious and fleeting images, at times turning towards a more pagan atmosphere, influenced
by civilizations and cultures from the dim and distant past. Stonehenge, the ancient monument
in Wiltshire, not too far from my home, has fascinated Kai for a long time, and his first sight of
it one bleak winter’s night, with the huge monoliths in the cold moonlight was to say the least
dramatic. In something of a contrast to this was the visit to the grave of the composer Frederick
Delius at Limpsfield, Surrey, with beautiful spring sunshine and birdsong all around. Indeed, the
music of Delius and more latterly Toru Takemitsu, have played a part in Kai Nieminen’s
compositional development, though of course his musical language is often quite different, but
it is the mystical elements, the wonderment and appreciation of the forces of Nature beyond our
control that influence and inspire these beautiful sounds. From the man on the cold, lonely
railway platform, to the many unanswered questions of the cosmos, Kai Nieminen’s music
brings home that none of us are immortal, and that in our perhaps frantic and cluttered
existence, life in itself is a journey, a journey with many beautiful things which we so often fail
to see understand and appreciate.

John Mills
Fp: John Mills, guitar, Joensuu City Orchestra, cond. Esa Heikkila.
17 September 2009 Carelia hall, Joensuu

Duration ca 25
Publisher: Fennica Gehrman Oy, Helsinki



Corr. 2018-06-04




to John Mills
If on A Winter's Night A Traveller...

concerto for guitar and small orchestra

To the memory of my father
I

If on a Winter's Night a Traveller...
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On the Canpet of Leaves Illuminated by the Moon...

Around an Empty Grave...
What Story Down There Awaits Its End?
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The seventh reader interrupts you:

“Do you believe that every story must have a beginning and an end?

In ancient times a story could end only in two ways: having passed

all the tests, the hero and the heroine married, or else they died. The
ultimate meaning to which all stories refer has two faces: the continuity
of life, the inevitability of death.”

1talo Calvino
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