
Einojuhani Rautavaara – always up to date
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Einojuhani Rautavaara (1928–2016) be-
came an internationally recognised com-
poser in the late 1990s and has remained 

so ever since. His music is played on a daily basis 
all around the world, at concerts and on the ra-
dio. His all-time hit is Cantus arcticus, a uniquely 
original concerto for birds and orchestra.

Nearly all of Rautavaara’s music has been re-
leased on the Ondine label, but new interpreta-
tions and approaches are needed. � e recording 
of his complete cycle of symphonies by Sinfonia 
Lahti and their Artist-in-Association, conductor 
Hannu Lintu, is a project of great interest. “Un-
derstanding the background manifests itself in a 
performer’s interpretations in one way or anoth-
er,” says Lintu. “I would be doing the composer 
a disservice if I didn’t know what the music was 
based on and to whom it refers.”
What we have here is a promise of carefully con-
sidered new readings of Rautavaara’s symphonic 
and orchestral works. 

Liberation from the restraints 
Rautavaara wrote eight symphonies. He under-
went a major stylistic change in the mid-1980s, 
ditching strict systematic avant-gardism for a 
more Romantic look and feel. Th e Fifth Sym-
phony (1986) re� ects this change in his musical 
thinking. He no longer considered the sympho-
ny as a classical format that was required to have 
three or four movements. He once said: “When 
writing the Fifth Symphony, I began to think 
that there was more to it than just a pattern or 
a format. A symphony is a way of thinking, a 
context where there is no hurry to create musical 
drama. What I wanted to write was an extended 
continuum where you could just settle in.”

� is liberation from the restraints of the sym-
phonic tradition is also apparent in Rautavaara’s 
Sixth Symphony, Vincentiana, conveyed by a 
synthesiser through a space spanning worlds 
both real and imaginary. � e work is based on 
his opera Vincent (1987), a survey of the life of 
Vincent van Gogh one hundred years after his 
death, with all times present at once. A similar 
concept of time can be found in his magical op-
era Th omas. In the opera Auringon talo (House 
of the Sun), by contrast, time stands still. 

Rautavaara’s way of processing time in his 
operas o� ers potential for the staging to be dis-
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sociated from the real world and to transport the 
audience to parallel realities.

Going back further in time, Rautavaara’s début 
opera Kaivos (� e Mine) was written in a time 
of tense geopolitical relations and feels relevant 
even today. � e story sheds light on the world-
view of the then young composer: in the libretto, 
written by himself, he re� ects on the interaction 
between individual and community and the 
problematic nature of freedom and choice. 

Mystical and emotional charge
Rautavaara’s � rst international hit was his Sev-
enth Symphony, Angel of Light (1994). It carries 
a powerful mystical and emotional charge that 
prompted interest in his other works too. His 
Eighth Symphony, Th e Journey, which remained 
his last, was commissioned by the Philadelphia 
Orchestra. Here, the music proceeds into new 
territory in a meditation on human life that 
eventually � ows into an eternal ocean.

Rautavaara’s output includes several ‘angel 
pieces’, but regrettably his angels are often mis-
understood. “My angels are never those depicted 
by Raphael or other wonderful painters of altar-
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Autumn 2028 marks the centenary of the birth of composer Einojuhani Rau-
tavaara. Leading up to this, Fennica Gehrman has revised the orchestral materials 
of Cantus arcticus, and new editions of the symphonies are on their way. Sinfonia 
Lahti is embarking on project recording his complete symphonies. All in all, there 
will be a surge of interest in Rautavaara’s music in 2028, with numerous concerts 
and events.
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pieces,” he stressed. “My angels are powerful, 
masculine and � erce, frightening and force-
ful.”

One of his � nest works for choir and or-
chestra is On the Last Frontier (1997), based 
on a fantastic tale by Edgar Allan Poe featur-
ing a sea voyage where realism is transformed 
into a mystical ritual. � e orchestra is rich 
and colourful, with plenty of instrument so-
los, and although the story told by the choir 
is the heart of the work, the music transports 
the listener beyond words.

Exciting worlds in miniature
Rautavaara wrote dozens of chamber music 
works, from solo pieces to works for chamber 
ensemble. � ese span a hugely varying range 
of instrumentations yet all bear the distinc-
tive original � avour of his music. As early as 
in the piano suites Pelimannit (Fiddlers) and 
Ikonit (Icons), he demonstrated his capacity 
for creating exciting worlds in miniature. His 
Piano Sonata No. 2, Th e Fire Sermon, has 
entered the core solo piano repertoire. Of 
his later works we might mention the string 
quintet Les Cieux Inconnus, which transports 
the listener to a dimension where light and 
colour shift from dreamy to passionate.

In the 2000s, Rautavaara continued pursu-
ing the path he had chosen back in the 1980s. 
� e idiom in his orchestral works and con-
certos remained very much identi� able, due 
partly to the fact that he recycled material 
from his earlier works – not as quotes but by 
developing the material further.

Rautavaara’s music merges the real world 
and imagined worlds, opening a portal to a 
parallel reality, an endless journey. � e secret 
of his success is in his accessible idiom and 
his extensive output where every musician 
can � nd something to perform. His music 
is available as sheet music and recordings 
worldwide. Fennica Gehrman has begun re-
vising the orchestral materials for his works 
in the lead-up to his centenary in 2028, a val-
uable project that will cater to orchestras for 
decades to come. 

Pekka Hako 

Rautavaara playlist

KALEVI AHO 
Historical Scenes (Historiallisia 
kuvia) (2009) Dur: 30’
I Ramus Virens Olivarum (2 tr 2 trbni tamb)
II Allegro Appassionato (string quartet)
III Andante lirico (wind quintet)
IV Vuosisadan ääniä (Sounds of the Century) 
1111/1220/perc/str 54331)

This is a cross-section of Finnish music 
throughout the ages. The movements can 
be performed in the manner of a prome-
nade concert, with the audience passing 
through diff erent musical spaces from the foyer to the concert hall. The fi rst 
movement is based on a Piae cantiones melody, the second the style of Tulind-
berg. The third takes in quotations from Pacius, Kajanus and Sibelius and pro-
ceeds to the Jäger March. Passing through the worlds of Aarre Merikanto, Kaj 
Chydenius and Kokkonen, Aho arrives at a fantasia the end of which alludes 
to the hectic present day and its threats but fi nally remains openly expectant. 
Historical Scenes was premiered at the 200th anniversary celebrations of the 
Finnish Government in Turku Castle.

ANTTI AUVINEN
Digital Madrigal (2018) Dur: 25’
for video and orchestra: 
2222-2200-02-0-str-keyb (for video).

Auvinen’s works are marked by explosive 
energy and often extreme eff ects. Video 
frequently plays a key role in his out-
of-the-ordinary compositions. He here 
combines orchestral timbres with manip-
ulated fi lms and video installations: frag-
ments of archive and language-teaching 
fi lms. The main visual elements are, how-
ever, the guitars and basses that are shot to pieces in the video. The sounds 
of these are dramatic and give the work an astonishing sense of ritual. At the 
core of all is an open underlying statement against violence.

CECILIA DAMSTRÖM
Earth Songs (2022) Dur: 27’ 
for violin and ensemble:1111-1000-perc-
pno-1111-tape-video projections and 
light design

A violin concerto in seven movements 
in which every movement is a love song 
to various aspects of our planet and its 
fragile ecosystem. It is an homage to the 
ozonosphere, water, sun, soil, wind and 
forest – often evincing a duality between 
the power of nature and its vulnerability. 
The solo part is both rhythmically virtuosic and poetical. The acoustic ensem-
ble is reinforced by pre-recorded sounds, as well as video projections by Marek 
Pluciennik that freely associate with the music. In the seventh and fi nal move-
ment, To Life, a further dimension is added when the musicians start to sing 
the text of Psalm 38 and the Agnus Dei of the Mass – a poignant refl ection 
over how man aff ects the earth. 

FREDRIK HÖGBERG
Baboon Concerto (2017) Dur: 20’ 

for bassoon and orchestra: 2222-2220-12-0-
str (also in version for bassoon and piano)

An energetic and humorous work for 
bassoon and orchestra in 14 movements 
that emphasizes the instruments’ playful 
and virtuoso possibilities. Here the soloist 
acts both as musician and a story-telling 
baboon. Inspired by the baboon’s ex-
pressive movement patterns and sound 
world, Högberg weaves together rhythmical outbursts, unexpected timbres 
and theatrical features. The result is a concerto that combines musical dra-
ma and technical brilliance – a colourful portrait of both the bassoon and its 
“baboonish” alter ego.

TIINA MYLLÄRINEN 
Pinnan alla (Bubbling Under) 
(2023) Dur: ca 70’ 
for 4 singers and ensemble: vl, cl, tpt, 
perc, pf
Text: Henriikka Tavi (Fin, also available in 
German and English).

This exceptional and innovative work 
combines elements of opera, concert, 
spatial and conceptual art. At the centre of 
the script is the highly endangered fresh-
water seal species. Bubbling Under juxtaposes folk tales and seal-hunting 
accounts with contemporary environmental takes on the matter. This absorb-
ing work does not teach or preach; instead, the listeners are immersed in the 
compelling story as they traverse through various acoustic spaces throughout 
the performance.

KARIN REHNQVIST 
Puksånger – Lockrop 
(Timpanum Songs – Herding Calls) 
(1989) Dur: 20’ 
for two female voices and percussion

An innovative work in which ancient 
herding calls meet percussive energy. The 
piece is based on Swedish folk music and 
the distinctive sound of ‘kulning’– sharp, 
calling tunes from Nordic herding tradi-
tions that here has been placed within a 
modern art-music milieu. The singing uses Swedish, Finnish, and phonetic 
(non-semantic) texts. And the work gets humorous when the soloists jabber 
over each other with old Finnish proverbs about women. The contrast between 
the powerful vocal expressions and the rhythmical drive of the timpani creates 
an intense and ritually charged piece, one of Rehnqvist’s most signifi cant. 

MARIE SAMUELSSON 
In the Wolf’s Eye (I vargens öga) 
(1997) Dur: 7’ 
for alto saxophone and tape

In the Wolf’s Eye is a suggestive work for 
saxophone and electroacoustics in which 
recorded wolf howls create a dramatic 
dialogue with the soloist. By adapting the 
cries of the wolves and weaving together 
their sounds with the saxophone’s ex-
pressive voice, Samuelsson creates an en-
counter between man and nature. The result is an explosive piece, permeated 
with atmosphere, where nature’s presence is an essential part of the musical 
narrative. 

LOTTA WENNÄKOSKI 
Ele (2022-23) Dur: 20’
Five gestic scenes for clarinet and string 
orchestra (55432)

A crazily entertaining piece of music, 
packed with content, fun and events. Ele 
has an ongoing choreography in which 
the soloist’s gestures and facial expres-
sions are closely marked in the score and 
the orchestra also contributes to the visual 
aspect. Lauri Sallinen, who commissioned 
and premiered the piece, had his face 
made up to look like a clown in a pantomime and told an exciting, wordless 
musical tale with his clarinet and body. Towards the end, he played around 
with other instruments and even used his bowler hat as an aid to his clarinet.


