
The genesis of the Second Symphony can be traced to 
Sibelius' trip to Italy in early 1901. The trip came about at 
the suggestion of his friend, the amateur musician Axel 
Carpelan, and it was there that he began contemplating 
several ambitious projects, including a four-movement tone 
poem based on the Don Juan story and a setting of Dante's 
Divina Commedia. While none of these plans ever came to 
fruition, some of the ideas sketched during this trip did find 
their way into the second movement of this symphony. 
Carpelan was also instrumental in raising money to allow 
Sibelius to relinquish his work at the Helsinki Conservatoire 
and devote himself to the composition of the Second Sym-
phony. Despite his friend's help, Sibelius' return to Finland 
for the summer and autumn was not accompanied by any 
great burst of inspiration, and extensive revisions delayed 
the first performance, first to January 1902 and then to 
March 1903. But from then on, the symphony enjoyed 
unparalleled success in Finland and eventually led to the 
major breakthrough in Germany that was so craved by 
Scandinavian composers of this era (one which Nielsen, for 

instance, never achieved). The Second Symphony has 
retained an extraordinary popularity for its individualistic 
tonal language, dark wind coloring, muted string writing, 
simple folk-like themes, and distinctly "national" flavor that 
are all Sibelian to the core.

While the opening mood is pastoral, it leads to an air of 
instability, in which small, short gestures seem to arise at 
random and then trail off. Yet there is a subtle coherence to 
the work that counters its seemingly shapeless quality. All of 
the material of the first movement emerges from either the 
two repeated-note subjects heard in the strings and winds 
at the opening, or from a brooding idea first presented in 
the winds and brass.

Unlike the first movement, in which the gentleness of the 
introduction is recaptured at the conclusion, the second 
movement is full of turbulence and ends without consolation. 
Two competing subjects seem to engage in a battle: First, a 
dirge-like bassoon melody in D minor, marked "lugubrious," 

builds to a towering culmination in winds and brass; then an 
ethereal, ruminative theme is played by divided strings in the 
key of F sharp major. The energetic scherzo, with its ma-
chine-gun figures in the strings, is built from a fragment of 
greatest simplicity: a repeated B flat followed by a turn around 
that note.

Following the precedent of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, the 
Scherzo is linked directly to the finale through a grand rhetori-
cal bridge passage. The symphony at last achieves a flowing 
D major melodic line that heroically shakes off the D minor 
preparation, in the best sense of the Romantic tradition. Also 
like Beethoven, Sibelius brings back the transitional material a 
second time so that the victory of the major key can be 
savored anew, after which he concludes the work with a 
hymn-like peroration. That said, the Second Symphony marks 
the end of Sibelius' early Romantic period that paid homage 
to his predecessors. In subsequent works, his interest rested 
more in pursing new formal methods based on fragmentation 
and recombination.
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1 Allegretto 9:44
2 Tempo Andante Ma Rubato 14:09
3 Vivacissimo: Lento E Suave 5:39
4 Finale: Allegro Moderato 14:14
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