
Sir John Barbirolli, CH (2 December 1899 – 29 July 1970), né Giovanni Battista 
Barbirolli, was a British conductor and cellist. He is 
remembered above all as conductor of the Hallé Orchestra 
in Manchester, which he helped save from dissolution in 
1943 and conducted for the rest of his life. Earlier in his 
career he was Arturo Toscanini's successor as music 
director of the New York Philharmonic, serving from 1936 to 
1943. He was also chief conductor of the Houston Sympho-
ny from 1961 to 1967, and was a guest conductor of many 
other orchestras, including the BBC Symphony Orchestra, 
London Symphony Orchestra, the Philharmonia, the Berlin Philharmonic and the 
Vienna Philharmonic, with all of which he made recordings.
 Born in London of Italian and French parentage, Barbirolli grew up in a family of 
professional musicians. After starting out as a cellist, he was given the chance to 
conduct, from 1926 with the British National Opera Company, and then with Covent 
Garden's touring company. On taking up the conductorship of the Hallé he had less 
opportunity to work in the opera house, but in the 1950s he conducted productions of 
works by Verdi, Wagner, Gluck, and Puccini at Covent Garden with such success that 
he was invited to become the company's permanent musical director, an invitation he 
declined. Late in his career he made several recordings of operas, of which his 1967 
set of Puccini's Madama Butterfly for EMI is probably the best known.
 Both in the concert hall and on record, Barbirolli was particularly associated with the 
music of English composers such as Elgar, Delius and Vaughan Williams. His 
interpretations of other late romantic composers, such as Mahler and Sibelius, as well 
as of earlier classical composers, including Schubert, are also still admired.



Sibelius completed this work in February 1923, and conducted the premiere at Helsinki on 
February 19 of that same year. His first reference to the work, in 1918, described it as "wild 
and passionate in character. Dark with pastoral contrasts. Probably in 4 movements...inten-
sifying in a dark orchestral swell [until] the main theme is drowned." At the same time he 
cautioned that his plan could change -- and how it did! -- "depending on the way my 
musical thinking develops. I am always a slave to my themes and obey their demands." 
Some of that "wild character" found a home in the last version of Symphony No. 5 (1919). 
The Sixth, however, evolved as a virtual homage to Palestrina, the same Renaissance 
master honored in Hans Pfitzner's then young opera, Palestrina.
 In common with the Seventh Symphony, his incidental music for Shakespeare's The 
Tempest, and the tone poem Tapiola (Sibelius' last orchestral works before he quit 
composing altogether in 1929), the Symphony No. 6 is nature-painting uncluttered by 
"civilized" detritus. Even the fauna indigenous to subarctic Finland are absent, leaving only 
some bird-like motifs. It is the purest, most inward, in many ways most fascinating of his 
symphonies. For some of us it is also the most hypnotic, to be heard countless times 
without ever revealing all of its secrets.
 The first movement, Allegro molto moderato, nominally in D minor, more accurately can be 
said to inhabit the medieval D Dorian mode (that is to say, from D to D on the white keys of 
the piano, whereas "natural" D minor has a flatted B, and "harmonic" D minor has a 
sharped C). This lends the music an archaic character that nevertheless becomes passion-
ate as it evolves, praising the presence of God and ghosts in a cathedral of sound. Sibelius 
shifts into C major, however, and mostly stays there until a radiantly calm coda in D Dorian, 
as if there had never been C major! Nicolas Slonimsky wrote of "thematic molecules" (Cecil 
Gray called them "cells"), played in thirds by pairs of instruments. While these may seem 
random on first hearing, their development integrates everything as if by alchemy.
The second movement, Allegretto moderato serves, as in Beethoven's Eighth, in place of a 
slow movement, although Sibelius at one time thought of retitling it Andantino (lest 
conductors play it too briskly, as Georg Schnéevoigt did in the first recording in 1934). After 
a soft bid for attention on a drum tuned to F, flutes and bassoons play free-floating chords 
that resolve in G Dorian. Subtly, a 3/4 rhythmic pattern takes over as notes-per-measure 
increase from three to six to nine to 12. Scalar passages ascend only to fall partway back, 
while a saucy motif repeats itself until the ear is haunted for days after. The Poco vivace 
third movement is a brief scherzo in jig time (thus spoke Slonimsky). But it has no trio, no B 
section; thematic molecules from earlier movements are adapted, reorganized, and become 
boisterous right up to the end.
 In the Allegro molto finale, Sibelius completes the C major first half of the opening motif in 
D Dorian. This is the symphony's densest movement texturally, the closest it comes to the 
1918 promise of passion (but it is never wild). Indeed, Sibelius here echoes the nature 
poems he wrote from the Fourth Symphony on -- as well as Tapiola to come. In structure 
this comes closest to a conventional sonata-rondo, yet it is never traditional or predictable. 
The word concludes with quiet, undecorated D Dorian chords.

The often raging Fourth Symphony, finished in 1916, might be interpreted as a reaction to 
World War I. Nielsen, however, did not suggest this specifically, but pointed to a universal 
conception when he said, “Music is life, and, like life, inextinguishable.” The composer’s 
title, no more than a philosophical guideline to the Symphony, is an unnecessary appendage 
if the music does indeed arouse vaulted thoughts about mankind, futile if it does not. Music 
and life, Nielsen might have said, are inexplicable.
 In his own life, Nielsen, like Mahler, was occupied in a career as a conductor, and, like the 
Austrian musician, composed compulsively between public appearances. Since he was daily 
immersed in the music of other composers, there are glimpses in his own works of men like 
Brahms, Dvořák, Sibelius, etc., but fewer than one might expect. “The Inextinguishable,” in 
four interlinked movements, is complex in the way it accumulates ideas and sonorities, but 
ultimately simple in the reaching of its desired goal.
 In the first movement, the thrust of demonic energy that is hurled out seems incapable of 
being contained; first the winds, with timpani interjections, insist repeatedly upon a 
declamatory three-note motif and then rush into a vigorous triplet figure. When they enter, 
the strings eliminate the third note of the motif, and from this point on, both the three-note 
motif and its economy-sized version are important, elemental presences in the movement. 
The initial extended outburst is finally calmed by a descending, repeated-note figure in 
flutes, then clarinets; in time, the latter instruments present a gentle secondary theme in 
Sibelian thirds that also employs that composer’s familiar melodic grace notes. This theme 
assumes the nature of a motto: it gives rise to material in the third movement, and 
becomes, in the finale, the Symphony’s conciliatory element. After much tumultuous working 
out, violins, urged on by timpani, lead into an Allegretto that, with its Brahms-like woodwind 
and string pizzicato scoring, takes on the character of an intermezzo.
 With clarinets alone clearing the path, the third, slow movement begins intensely, a broad 
song in violins over throbbing timpani presenting material which will also figure prominently 
in the finale. Agitated repeated notes, a Nielsen fingerprint, dot the dramatic landscape. The 
bridge to the fourth movement, an avalanche of violin activity, leads to the main theme — a 
synthesis of the first movement’s lyric theme and portions of the slow movement.
 The finale has its early moments of exaltation (marked “Glorioso” in the score) interrupted 
by a fierce drama in which two pairs of timpani are impressively deployed. The climax of the 
work (expressive of its inextinguishableness, if you will) is carried to ultimate triumph by the 
motto theme (the first movement’s secondary, clarinet theme) intoned by winds, brass, and 
low strings. These closing pages are in the grand 19th-century symphonic tradition, powerful 
and engaging.
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Barbirolli conducts Sibelius Symphony No. 6 & Nielsen Symphony No. 4 - Halle Orchestra

Sibelius transferred from 2-track tape
Nielsen transferred from a Vanguard 4-track tape

Date of Recording: Sibelius recorded by EMI records released 1970
Nielsen recorded by Pye records released 1963

Symphony No. 6 In D Minor, Op. 104 29:47     
1 Allegro Molto Moderato 9:20    
2 Allegretto Moderato 6:53     
3 Moderato - Poco Vivace 3:43
4 Allegro Molto 9:51
Nielsen Symphony No. 4 "The Inextinguishable" 34:58
5 Allegro / Poco Allegretto 16:13
6 Poco Adagio Quasi Andante / Allegro; Tempo Giusto 18:45
Total Time:  1:04:45


