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Sibelius seems to have been very attracted to the poem Skogsrået by the Swedish poet Viktor 

Rydberg (1828–1895). He has namely three different works under the same title: a solo song, a sym-

phonic poem, a melodrama, and also a piano arrangement of the last section of the symphonic

poem. The solo song, without opus number, dates from 1888/1889 and is musically independent of

the three other settings, all of which date from 1894–1895. The symphonic poem and the melo-

drama share the opus number 15; but they have not, however, appeared on the worklists simulta-

neously with this opus number, but in turns. Originally, the symphonic poem was opus 15, but from

1912 at the latest, this opus number was given to the melodrama. The symphonic poem no longer

had an opus number and it also disappeared from the worklists.

The subtitle Ballad for the symphonic poem appears on both the title page and the first music page

of the full score written by Sibelius, who also added Ballad I to each of the parts. For some reason

Sibelius did not use the subtitle in his worklists – except in 1897; it seldom appeared in public and

then without the number I.1

It has earlier been believed that the melodrama version of Skogsrået was composed first, and right

after it was quickly extended into a symphonic poem, which premiered about one month later in

the spring of 1895.2 However, in the light of more recent research it seems as though it was the

other way round: the symphonic poem was composed first, and the melodrama version and the

piano arrangement, both composed later, were based on the symphonic poem. Namely, it seems

improbable that such a long work as the symphonic poem of Skogsrået could have been extended,

elaborated, and orchestrated from the melodrama version in only five weeks. It rather seems as

though the melodrama version is a shortened and facilitated version of the symphonic poem.3 Even

more so, because the autograph full score of the symphonic poem (HUL 0102)4 contains numerous

corrections, alterations, and crossed-out pages (a total of 109 bars), whereas the autograph manu-

script of the melodrama score has only nine corrections. This view is also supported by the fact that

in the autograph piano part for the melodrama version (HUL 0103), below the title Skogsrået on the

first music page, Sibelius wrote Melodram (arr. Stråkorkester, 2 Horn, Piano), meaning that it was

an arrangement for strings, horns, and piano. Also, Sibelius’s son-in-law, conductor Jussi Jalas

(1908–1985), wrote the remark arrangement on both the title page of the above-mentioned piano

part and the title page of the autograph fair copy of the melodrama version (HUL 0106).

The composing date of Skogsrået has varied in sources between the years 1893 and 1895. It seems

reasonable to assume that the composing of the symphonic poem began during the summer or fall

of 1894, and the work was finished early next spring at the latest. Some remarks in Sibelius’s letters

from the summer of 1894 also support this view. Namely, Sibelius spent July to September 1894 in

Central Europe, primarily in Munich and Bayreuth. It is known that Sibelius had planned the opera

Veneen luominen (The Creation of the Boat) since summer 1893 which he continued to work on

during his journey, and that he also began composing a new orchestral work there. This new work

has been thought to be the Lemminkäinen legends, but it may have been Skogsrået. The idea is

based on Sibelius’s letters to his wife Aino, in which he tells her that he has a new opera in mind

and describes it. The literary content of Sibelius’s new opera deals with the same ideas as Skogsrået:
love, dangerous desire and punishment. In the last act of Sibelius’s new opera plan there is a funeral

procession and in the last section of Skogsrået, entitled Molto lento, the music is flooded with the

repeated dotted rhythm reminiscent of fate or perhaps of a funeral procession. It is easy to imag-

ine the opening theme of Skogsrået when reading what Sibelius wrote to Aino, namely, that “It is

one marchlike musical piece.”5
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Skogsrået is based on a specific literary program. In 1893, Sibelius explained his attitude towards

absolute vs. program music in a letter to the poet Juhana Henrik Erkko (1849 –1906): “I believe that

music alone, that is absolute music, can not satisfy. It awakens feelings and states of mind but 

always something unsatisfied remains in our souls […] Music attains its fullest power only when it

is guided by poetic motivation. In other words when words and music blend. Then the vague atmo -

sphere that music engenders becomes defined and also things, which words however mighty they

might be can never attain, will be said.”6 After having spent time in Bayreuth in the summer of

1894, listening to and experiencing most of Wagner’s operas, as well as struggling with his own

composing Sibelius wrote to Aino: “I think I have found myself again, musically speaking. I have

found so many facts. I think I really am a tone painter and a poet. I mean that Liszt’s view of music

is the one I am closest to. The symphonic poem (that is what I meant with ‘poet’). I’m dealing with

a very dear matter now.”7 This matter proved to be no less than Skogsrået. A few days later Sibelius

adds: “I was awfully excited about Meistersinger. But – oddly enough I’m no longer a Wagnerite. 

I can’t help it. My own inner voices lead me the most.”8

The first performance of the symphonic poem Skogsrået, which Sibelius also conducted himself,

took place on 17 April 1895 in Helsinki. The audience, which was provided the poem text, was en-

thusiastic and Sibelius was called forth time after time to be applauded, and given a huge laurel

wreath. The reviews were very positive too and according to the newspaper critics “the composer

paints and depicts the poem in a masterly way; It [Skogsrået] is composed with enthusiasm and skill

and it makes an overwhelming impression; […] Painting with tones […] was masterly; Skogsrået

showed Sibelius’s brilliant ability in evoking strange and fascinating colors from the orchestra.” One

critic, though, found the work too long.9 The whole concert was repeated two days later, and

Skogsrået was performed anew in popular concerts twice the following week.

The following performance of Skogsrået was given in Turku on 29 November 1897. The Turku au-

dience was thrilled and the critics praised Sibelius: “Sibelius’s concert […] was a most pleasant event

[…] yesterday he took his audience by storm. The four symphonic poems were all striking proof of

Mr. S[ibelius]’s extraordinary artistry.”10

In the next performance of Skogsrået on 26 April 1899 the most awaited number of the concert

was the première of Sibelius’s First Symphony. This was understandably a very important concert for

Sibelius and the choice of Skogsrået to open the program tells how highly he valued this work. Still

another two performances took place during the same year, but after this, Skogsrået disappeared

for nearly 40 years.

On 27 October 1936, Skogsrået was brought to life during a celebration arranged by Norden, the as-

sociation for Nordic co-operation. The Finnish conductor Georg Schnéevoigt (1872–1947) conducted

the work at the Helsinki Fair Center [Messuhalli]. Sibelius had given special permission to perform it

on the great celebration day of the Nordic countries. Only a few days before the concert, Schnéevoigt

received a message from the organizing committee telling that Skogsrået was to be the opening num-

ber of the celebration, followed by the speeches of the heads of the Nordic states. The speeches

would be broadcast live and Schnéevoigt should therefore time the performance of Skogsrået so that

it in any case will be over by the broadcast.11 This meant that according to the schedule the time for

performing Skogsrået was limited to 15 minutes. In at least one of the early performances of the

1890s, the performance time was 23 minutes (as nowadays), according to a player’s marking in a 

violin part (HUL 0101). Because of the time limit in 1936 the work had to be shortened.

It seems that Schnéevoigt made three cuts in Skogsrået, which he marked in the score: two large

ones and one very small totaling 170 bars. He announced these cuts to the players in the rehearsals,

where the players marked them in their parts, each in his own style. This becomes particularly clear
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from the trombone parts. The third trombone player wrote the date beside the longest cut amount-

ing to about 100 bars. The cuts presumably answered the needs of the occasion, judging from the

new copies of the viola parts, where players wrote in their names, the date, and the duration: 16

minutes.12

At the time of the 1936 performance Sibelius had already retired to Ainola and did not attend the

celebration. It is not known if he was consulted about the cuts or whether he left the decisions to

Schnéevoigt. Because Sibelius’s views are not known, the decision has been made in the Complete

Edition Jean Sibelius Works [JSW] to leave the passages as they were notated in the 1890s and only

to comment on the cuts. After the performance in 1936 Skogsrået was forgotten again for anoth-

er 60 years until the Lahti Symphony Orchestra “rediscovered” it, and its melodrama version as well,

and brought them to the concert hall in the spring of 1996.

One attempt to publish Skogsrået took place in the fall of 1895. Namely, Ferruccio Busoni (1866 –

1924) advised his friend Sibelius to offer his compositions to the Russian publisher Mitrofan Belaieff

(1836 –1904). Busoni had the idea that – Finland being a Grand Duchy under Russian sovereignty –

a Finnish composer could be included among the Russian ones. In November Sibelius did indeed

write to Belaieff and he probably attached those works Busoni recommended: En saga, Vårsång,

and Skogsrået. However, Sibelius’s offer to the publisher came to nothing. No explanatory docu-

ments are presently known. Skogsrået was published for the first time in the critical edition JSW 

in 2006.
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1 The number I after the word Ballad (in lead) was probably added later since it was made with a blue pencil.

The number may result from the fact that Sibelius called the work Koskenlaskijan morsiamet (op. 33, 1897)

a ballade, too. Or perhaps Sibelius wanted to distinguish the first version, the symphonic poem, from the sec-

ond one, the melodrama.

2 The melodrama version premiered at a lottery to benefit the Finnish Theater on 9 March 1895 and the sym-

phonic poem on 17 April 1895.

3 It seems as though Sibelius intentionally made the arrangement easier to play. He, for example, changed the

rhythm in the last section from 35.  3 in the symphonic poem to 45  4 in the melodrama. Also when the newly

established music association in Joensuu contacted Sibelius and asked for “some of your easiest works for

orchestra” in a letter on 23 October 1909 (National Library of Finland [NL] Coll. 206.46), Sibelius sent the

score of the melodrama version of Skogsrået.
4 HUL is the signum for Sibelius musical manuscripts in the NL.

5 Sibelius to Aino from Munich on 19 August 1894 (preserved in the National Archives of Finland [NA], Sibelius

Family Archive [SFA], file box 95).

6 Original letter dated 8 July 1893 (Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, J. H. Erkko letter collection 212).

7 Sibelius to Aino on 19 August 1894 (NA, SFA, file box 95).

8 Sibelius to Aino from Munich on 22 August 1894 (NA, SFA, file box 95).

9 On 18 April 1895, O. (Oskar Merikanto) in Päivälehti; R. E. (Robert Elmgren) in Uusi Suometar; Bis (Karl Fredrik

Wasenius) in Hufvudstadsbladet; and K. (Karl Flodin) in Nya Pressen. K. continues: “But as a composition

Skogsrået was certainly too long. Two thirds of it could have been amputated and yet a fully exhaustive de-

scription of the poem by Rydberg would have remained.”

10 Unknown commentator in Åbo Underrättelser on 30 November 1897. The program also included Vårsång
and two movements of Lemminkäinen.

11 Letter from the organizing committee to Schnéevoigt on 23 October 1936 (NA, Pohjola-Norden Archive, file

box Hfb 3).

12 The cuts include bb. 80 –150, 385–481, 545–548.


