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THE SEEKER, HERBERT BLOMSTEDT
 In Focus Season 2 Episode No. 4
 broadcast premiere:  May 6, 2022 on Adella  

THE CLEVELAND ORCHESTRA 
Herbert Blomstedt, conductor 

CARL NIELSEN (1865 – 1931)
Symphony No. 4 (“The Inextinguishable”), Opus 29

     I Allegro — 
     II    Poco allegretto
     III   Poco adagio quasi andante — 
     IV   Allegro
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In Focus is made possible by a generous grant from the 
Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Foundation.

The Orchestra is also grateful for 
the extraordinary generosity of:

SEASON PRESENTING SPONSOR 
    The J.M. Smucker Co. 

PRESENTING SPONSOR 
    Hyster-Yale Materials Handling, Inc.

DIGITAL & SEASON SPONSORS
    Ohio CAT, Jones Day Foundation, and Medical Mutual

DIGITAL SPONSORS
    Dr. M. Lee Pearce Foundation and Mr. Yuval Brisker 

CONCERT OVERVIEW

M A E S T R O  H E R B E R T  B L O M S T E D T  is a long a treasured friend and col-
laborator of The Cleveland Orchestra. A man whose faith, spirituality, and com-
munion with music imbue every rehearsal and performance. In Episode 4: The 
Seeker, he conducts Nielsen’s Symphony 4 (“The Inextinguishable”). Through 
conversations with those who know and adore him, the episode will provide 
a glimpse into how he elicits great performances from orchestras across the 
globe, and insists on humanity to be at their best.
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ABOUT THE MUSIC  
 
SYMPHONY NO. 4 (“THE INEXTINGUISHABLE”), Opus 29
by Carl Nielsen (1865–1931) 
 
Composed:  1914–16 
 
World Premiere:  February 1, 1916, in Copenhagen, Denmark 
 
Scored for:  3 flutes (third doubling piccolo), 3 oboes, 3 clarinets, 3 bassoons, 4 horns, 3 
trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, two sets of timpani (placed on either side of the  
orchestra), and strings. 
 
Duration:  about 35 minutes 
________________________________

I N  N I N E T E E N T H - C E N T U R Y  S C A N D I N A V I A , German music was con-
sidered the highest art. Scandinavian composers normally studied in Germany as 
soon as they could acquire the necessary funda-mentals in their home countries — 
and the funds to go abroad. Conservatories established in Stockholm and Copen-
hagen were often staffed by German musicians and the better students gen-erally 
progressed to Berlin, Leipzig, or Vienna for further study.  

The exchange of skills and experience, north to south, and vice versa, was prof-
itable for all. But by the time that Carl Nielsen came of age, it was widely felt that 
northern composers should preserve their independence from the great German 
tradition, and Scandinavian composers should express a distinctive character of 
music all their own.  

While his friend and contemporary from Finland, Jean Sibelius, took a course 
of strict study in Berlin, Nielsen, having grounded his studies at the Copenhagen 
Conservatory, preferred to travel from one city to the next — in Germany, France, 
and Italy — sampling and savoring the music he encountered along the way. He 
returned to Denmark, as Sibelius did to Finland, determined to put his country on 
the musical map by the sheer force of his cre-ative personality.  

Nielsen was a man of simple origins, brought up in poverty far from any city 
and largely self-taught in music. Throughout his life, he reached out for new ideas, 
new experiences, and a greater understanding of the world of feeling and expres-
sion. He was highly active in all musical spheres, as composer, violinist, conductor, 
and teacher. He rose steadily to a supreme position in Danish musical life.

By the time that he began composition of the Fourth Symphony in 1914, 
Nielsen was conductor of Copenhagen’s long-established concert society, the 
Musikforeningen, which he would lead in the premiere of this new work in Febru-
ary 1916. Though most of Europe was embroiled in the First World War, Denmark 
sustained a precarious neutrality, and Nielsen’s efforts contributed greatly to the 
growing sense of cultural identity that Denmark had built up in those years.

  Regarded as the greatest of Danish composers, Nielsen was rarely heard 
outside of Denmark, and his star shone only fitfully in the bright constellation that 
includes fellow Scandinavians Grieg, Sibelius, and Stenhammar, not to mention 
the plethora of creative talent that challenged the ears of Europe and America in 
the first years of the 20th century: Mahler, Debussy, Strauss, Scriabin, Schoenberg, 
Elgar, Roussel, and Szymanowski, to mention only a few.  

Many of these composers regarded the symphony as their prime creative 
outlet, as did Nielsen, and the inheritance from Beethoven was still the driving 
impulse behind their conception of form and expression. Despite the allure of 
novelty to which all the arts succumbed in those years, Nielsen remained true to 
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his original ideals, which he found in the music of Haydn and Mozart, and in the 
language of traditional tonality. He never wrote for the huge orchestras, so fash-
ionable around 1910. As in Sibelius, there is a certain austerity in Nielsen’s orches-
tral palette.

Nielsen avoided sensationalism and sentimentality, and he strove to write 
music that presented its own arguments and reached its own solutions. A Nielsen 
symphony is a self-contained experience that de-mands of the listener little more 
than willing concentration and a sym-pathetic, discerning ear.  

The character of his music is embodied in the titles he gave to three of his sym-
phonies: No. 3 is “expansive”; No. 4 is “inextinguishable”; and No. 6 is “simple,” if 
only in name. Contradictory though the ideas may seem, Nielsen felt strongly that 
music should be wide ranging, explor-atory, searching, self-confident, and always 
simple.  

THE FOURTH SYMPHONY
In 1914, Nielsen wrote to his wife: “I have an idea for a new work which has no 

program, but which will express what we understand by zest for life or the expres-
sion of life; that is, everything that moves, that desires life, which can be called 
neither good nor bad, neither high nor low, neither large nor small, but only that 
which is life or that which desires life. No particular idea of anything grandiose 
or anything refined and delicate or hot or cold, but only life and movement, but 
different, very different, but coherent, and as if always flowing in one great move-
ment in a single stream.”

Inarticulate and convoluted though these words may seem, the music took 
gradual shape as the Fourth Symphony. Clinging to his faith that music, like the hu-
man spirit, is inextinguishable, Nielsen gave that title to his new work. It was not an 
expression of doubt or of horror, but inevitable endurance and flowering growth. 
Although some see in this symphony a reflection of the ruin of the World War, it 
is a peaceable, thoughtful work whose only violent outbreak oc-curs in the last 
movement, giving way to a serene and positive ending. The four movements run 
continuously “in a single stream,” even though their separate iden-tities are clear. 

The first movement (like the last) ends in the key of E major, but it begins in F 
major, which indicates the sort of exploratory journey that Nielsen liked to pursue 
in his life and in his music. A strong opening for full orchestra bursts forth before it 
gives way to a quieter section from which emerges a calm tune for a pair of clari-
nets (the descending con-tour of this melody is shared by many of the symphony’s 
themes).  This theme, more noisily scored, closes the exposition, and the develop-
ment section of the movement then goes off into a bleak space where the violas 
occasionally interrupt. Argument takes the form of constant counterpoint between 
upper and lower voices, and most of the generative themes seem to descend. The 
move-ment’s recapitulation is abbreviated, leading to a grand Bruck-nerian close. 

       The second movement is an intermezzo of delicate character, rarely rising 
in volume above pianissimo.  It is scored for woodwinds alone, the strings contrib-
uting only some slight in-terventions in plucked pizzicato. Here one may detect a 
folksy flavor in the music, recalling Nielsen’s lifelong interest in popular melodies 
and the music of rural Denmark. 

       The third movement, an Adagio, breaks in with an intense theme of a 
different character played by all the violins, and descending inexorably through 
two octaves. It is treated rather like a fugue, since the lower strings answer with the 
same force-ful line. But this subsides in a hymn-like melody played by solostrings 
and treated, often in the fashion of a chorale, by the brass. Two dissimilar ideas run 
against it — one is a tiny clip in the winds, the other, a heavy entry circling round 
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a single note. Toward the end, the strings try to restate their opening descent, but 
their efforts fade into woodland birdcalls and are interrupted by cascading strings 
and the unmistakable start of the fourth movement.  

The course of this last movement is brought up sharply by the in-tervention 
of two timpanists locked in mortal combat. This highly dis-quieting interruption 
creates havoc in the orchestra, which responds with dignity, with argument, with 
distracted counterpoint, and finally with the clarinets’ theme from the first move-
ment in full orchestral garb. This is the resolution the music was seeking and the 
timpani share in the splendid closing peroration.  

—  Hugh Macdonald 

Hugh Macdonald is Avis H. Blewett Professor Emeritus of Music at 
Washington University in St. Louis.  He has written books on 

Beethoven, Berlioz, Bizet, and Scriabin.
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CONDUCTOR:  
HERBERT BLOMSTEDT 

S W E D I S H - A M E R I C A N  C O N D U C T O R  Herbert Blomstedt has been lead-
ing orchestras for more than half a century. His leadership and artistry are espe-
cially associated with the San Francisco Symphony, Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra, 
and Dresden Staatskapelle. Mr. Blomstedt first conducted The Cleveland Orchestra 
in April 2006, and most recently led the Orchestra in February 2022 at Severance 
Music Center.
       Born in Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1927 to Swedish parents, Mr. Blomstedt 
began his musical education at the Royal Academy of Music in Stockholm and 
at the University of Uppsala. He later stud-ied conducting at the Juilliard School, 
contemporary music in Darmstadt, and Renaissance and Baroque music at the 
Schola Cantorum Basiliensis. He also worked with Igor Markevitch in Salzburg and 
Leonard Bernstein at Tanglewood.
       In 1954, Mr. Blomstedt made his conducting debut with the Stockholm Philhar-
monic Orchestra. He subsequently served as music director of the Danish Radio 
Symphony Orchestra, Oslo Philharmonic, Dresden Staatskapelle, and the Swedish 
Radio Symphony Orchestra. He is conductor laureate of the San Francisco Sympho-
ny, which he served as music director from 1985–95. He was subsequently music 
direc-tor of Hamburg’s NDR Symphony Orchestra and of Leipzig’s Gewandhaus.
       In recent years, Herbert Blomstedt has been named honorary conductor of  
the Bamberg Symphony Orchestra, Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra, Tokyo’s NHK 
Symphony Orchestra, and the Danish and Swedish radio symphony orchestras. In 
addition to these, he regularly guest conducts with many of the world’s greatest 
orchestras.
        Mr. Blomstedt’s extensive discography includes more than 130 works with the 
Dresden Staatskapelle and the complete works of Carl Nielsen with the Danish Ra-
dio Symphony. His award-winning recordings with the San Francisco Symphony 
are on Decca/London. His collaborations with other ensembles, including the 
Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra, can be heard on Decca, Deutsche Grammophon, 
and RCA Red Seal. He has recorded the complete Bruckner symphonies for the 
German label Querstand.
       Among Mr. Blomstedt’s honors are several doctoral degrees and membership 
in the Royal Swedish Music Academy. In 2003, he received the German Federal 
Cross of Merit.
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The Cleveland Orchestra is grateful to these 
organizations for their ongoing generous 
support of The Cleveland Orchestra:  
National Endowment for the Arts, the State of Ohio and Ohio Arts Council, 
and to the residents of Cuyahoga County through Cuyahoga Arts and Culture.

The Cleveland Orchestra is proud of its long-term partnership with Kent State University, 
made possible in part through generous funding from the State of Ohio.

The Cleveland Orchestra is proud to have its home, Severance Hall, located on the campus of 
Case Western Reserve University, with whom it has a long history of collaboration and partnership.

THE CLEVELAND ORCHESTRA 
 
N O W  I N  I T S  second century, The Cleveland Orchestra, under the leadership of 
Franz Welser-Möst since 2002, remains one of the most sought-after performing 
ensembles in the world. Year after year the ensemble exemplifies extraordinary 
artistic excellence, creative programming, and community engagement. In recent 
years, The New York Times has called Cleveland “the best in America” for its virtuos-
ity, elegance of sound, variety of color, and chamber-like musical cohesion, “virtu-
ally flawless,” and “one of the finest ensembles in the country (if not the world).” 
       Founded by Adella Prentiss Hughes, the Orchestra performed its inaugural 
concert in December 1918. By the middle of the century, decades of growth and 
sustained support had turned the ensemble into one of the most admired around 
the world. 
       The past decade has seen an increasing number of young people attending 
concerts, bringing fresh attention to The Cleveland Orchestra’s legendary sound 
and committed programming. More recently the Orchestra launched several bold 
digital projects, including the streaming broadcast 
series In Focus, the podcast On A Personal Note, and its own recording label. 
       The 2021-22 season marks Franz Welser-Möst’s 20th year as music director, a 
period in which The Cleveland Orchestra earned unprecedented acclaim around 
the world, including a series of residencies at the Musikverein in Vienna, the first of 
its kind by an American orchestra. The Orchestra’s 100th season in 2017-18 fea-
tured two international tours, concluding with the presentation of Welser-Möst’s 
Prometheus Project, featuring works by Beethoven, on three continents. 
       Its acclaimed opera presentations, including Strauss’s Ariadne auf Naxos (2019), 
Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande (May 2017), Bartók’s Miraculous Mandarin 
and Bluebeard’s Castle (April 2016), and Janáček’s The Cunning Little Vixen 
(2014 and 2017), have showcased the ensemble’s unique artistry and 
collaborative work ethic.
       Since 1918, seven music directors — Nikolai Sokoloff, Artur Rodziński, Erich 
Leinsdorf, George Szell, Lorin Maazel, Christoph von Dohnányi, and Franz Welser-
Möst — have guided and shaped the ensemble’s growth and sound. Through con-
certs at home and on tour, broadcasts, and a catalog of acclaimed recordings, The 
Cleveland Orchestra is heard today by a growing group of fans around the world. 

       For more information, visit: www.clevelandorchestra.com.


