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Arvo Pärt  
Cantus in Memoriam Benjamin Britten  

 

Edward Elgar  
Cello Concerto, Op. 85  

        I.    Adagio – Moderato 
        II.   Lento – Allegro molto 
        III.  Adagio  
        IV.  Allegro – Moderato – Allegro, ma non-troppo – Poco più lento – Adagio 

 

Sergei Rachmaninoff  
Symphony No. 2, Op. 27       

        I.    Largo – Allegro moderato  
        II.   Allegro molto  
        III.  Adagio  
        IV.  Allegro vivace 



Arvo Pärt (b. Paide, Estonia 1935) 
Cantus in Memoriam Benjamin Britten (1977) 

Arvo Pärt is one of the most performed of living composers.  The apparent simplicity of Pärt’s instantly recognisable 
musical language was hard-earned. His early experimental and avant-garde period culminated in the cacophonous 
Credo of 1968, banned by the Soviet authorities because of its religious text. In the ensuing years, Pärt wrote very 
little, a notable exception being the transitory Third Symphony (1971) which revealed the composer’s growing 
interest in chant and early polyphony.  Pärt’s new approach, gleaned from an intense study of early music, was 
distilled into what he terms his “tintinnabuli” – or “bell-like” - style, introduced in the 1976 piano work Für Alina.  At 
its simplest, this method is characterised by the use of two musical lines, one which plays the notes of a triad, and 
a contrasting voice which often moves in stepwise motion. 

Cantus in Memoriam Benjamin Britten (“Cantus in Memory of Benjamin Britten”) was completed soon after 
Britten’s death in December 1976 and dedicated by Pärt to the memory of the English composer whose music 
he very much admired for its “unusual purity”.  Cantus is one of the earliest of Pärt’s tintinnabuli pieces and a 
perfect example of the style.  Scored for string orchestra and a single bell, it is based on a falling A Minor scale, 
played by different instruments at different speeds. Each string part, except for the viola, is split into two, one 
playing the descending scale and the other playing notes from the A minor tonic triad (A – C – E).  The entry of 
each instrument is marked by the lugubrious tolling of the bell.  Despite its very strict formal structure, the piece 
is one of the most moving of the composer’s works, a meditation on death cascading like a sigh over its listeners. 

 



Edward Elgar (Broadheath, UK 1857 – Worcester, 1934) 
Cello Concerto in E minor, Op. 85 (1919) 

        I.    Adagio – Moderato 
        II.   Lento – Allegro molto 
        III.  Adagio  
        IV.  Allegro – Moderato – Allegro, ma non-troppo – Poco più lento – Adagio  

 
The idea of writing a concerto for violoncello had been on Elgar’s mind since, at least, the early 1900, when he had 
verbally accepted an invitation by Carl Fuchs, cellist of the celebrated Brodsky Quartet, to compose a concerto 
for the instrument.  Nothing came out of this, and it would be the summer of 1919 before Elgar actually got down 
to work on what would become his last completed major work – the Cello Concerto in E Minor.  By that time, the 
death and devastation wrought by the First World War had shattered the dreams of an entire generation. Elgar 
himself had been deeply affected by the conflict and had supported the cause of the Allies, including through 
concerts and compositions in aid of the Polish and Belgium relief funds.  The rise of modernism, accelerated by 
these momentous global events, made the robust Romanticism of Elgar’s works sound rather old-fashioned, a 
fact of which the self-critical composer must have been acutely aware.  Three chamber works written in 1918 
show his experimentation with a more concise, understated, almost elegiac style which would find its most soulful 
expression in the cello concerto. 

The concerto had a rather uncanny genesis.  It was triggered by Elgar’s own brush with death, through an event 
more mundane than a world war.  In 1918, the composer had an operation to have an infected tonsil removed 
– a surgery which, at the time, was considered quite dangerous for a 61-year old man.  Soon after regaining 
consciousness, he asked for writing materials and jotted down the grand theme which he would later use as the 
“motto” of the opening movement of the concerto.    

The work requires a large orchestra which is used tastefully, giving much of the four-movement work the intimate 
feel of chamber music. Throughout, the soloist is the undisputed protagonist, leading and linking the various 
episodes of the concerto – from the unusual flourishes of the opening bars through the nightmarish scurrying of 
the scherzo, from the expansive lyricism of the slow movement to the ambivalent conclusion, whose attempts at 
optimism are repeatedly undermined by memories of earlier passages. 

The first performance of the concerto, conducted by Elgar himself, was a flop, the result of insufficient rehearsal 
time and, possibly the perplexion of an audience who might have been expecting something different from the 
composer.  Thereafter, Elgar would complete no further major works, although Anthony Payne’s 1997 “elaboration” 
of the Elgar’s sketches for a third symphony have given us a tantalising glimpse into what “might have been”.   
Posterity has, however, recognised the greatness of Elgar’s concerto, particularly following cellist Jacqueline du 
Pré’s classic 1965 recording of what is, in effect, the composer’s swansong. 



Sergei Rachmaninoff  
Novgorod, Russia 1873 – Beverly Hills, USA 1943 
Symphony No. 2 in E Minor, Op. 27 (1906 - 1907) 

        I.    Largo – Allegro moderato  
        II.   Allegro molto  
        III.  Adagio  
        IV.  Allegro vivace 

 
A work which “would bring delight to the inhabitants of Hell” – this was one of the choice quotes from César Cui’s 
damning review of Rachmaninoff’s First Symphony following its premiere in 1897.  Other critics were hardly less 
harsh, and the young, sensitive composer was soon in the throes of a depression. By 1906, however, Rachmaninoff 
had recovered and had a string of composing and conducting successes behind him (including the triumphant 
premiere of his Second Piano Concerto).  But writing a symphony was still somewhat of a taboo for him. He 
started sketching the First’s successor tentatively and only went public about the projected work after his friend 
Alexander Siloti mentioned it to the press.  As things turned out, the audiences reacted enthusiastically at the first 
performances – conducted by Rachmaninoff himself – in Saint Petersburg, Moscow and Warsaw.   

The Second Symphony follows the traditional four-part structure of the Classical and Romantic period.  As in 
Tchaikovsky’s later symphonies, however, the whole work is bound together by a “motto” figure which is heard 
in the low strings at the opening of the first movement. This motif appears in the two main themes of the first 
movement and pervades the whole symphony.  The second movement is a lively, yet dark, scherzo which quotes 
the Dies Irae chant from the Roman Catholic Requiem Mass.  It serves as a foil for the Adagio, which brings 
Rachmaninoff’s lyricism to the fore with particularly gorgeous themes played by the strings and woodwind.  The 
closing Allegro Vivace combines new material with various musical ideas heard in the previous movements.   
A build-up in momentum leads to a grand statement of the finale’s “big tune”, followed by a fast, exultant coda. 
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Optimism, vitality and joyful exuberance are elements of Camille Thomas’s rich and compelling personality. The young 
Franco-Belgian cellist, who signed an exclusive contract with Deutsche Grammophon in April 2017, understands art’s power 
to bring people together, to unite individuals from diverse cultures, countries and backgrounds. Her charismatic artistry is 
driven by a passion for life and a desire to inspire others to open their hearts to the wonder and emotion of classical music. 
“I strongly believe that music has the power to enlarge the heart, to make you feel everything with more intensity,” she 
says. “Music gives hope for the beauty and greatness of the human soul. ”Highlights of the 2021/22 season a debut with Los 
Angeles Philharmonic at the Disney Hall with Elgar Cello Concerto and the residency at the Artur Rubinstein Philharmonic 
Lodz in Poland. Camille Thomas will be on tour in North America and in Asia. Voice of Hope, her second DG album, was 
released in June 2020. At its heart is the world premiere recording of Fazil Say’s Concerto for Cello and Orchestra ‘Never Give 
Up’, the composer’s response to terrorist attacks on Paris and Istanbul, written expressly for Thomas, who gave its world 
premiere performance in Paris in April 2018. It is the first classical album recorded in partnership with UNICEF, reflecting the 
cellist’s desire to help others through her music.

Camille Thomas was born in 1988 in Paris. She began playing cello at the age of four and made such rapid progress that 
she was soon taking lessons with Marcel Bardon. She moved to Berlin in 2006 to study with Stephan Forck and Frans 
Helmerson at the Hanns Eisler Hochschule für Musik, and continued her training in the form of postgraduate lessons with 
Wolfgang-Emanuel Schmidt at the Franz Liszt Hochschule für Musik in Weimar. Camille is conquering the world stage at a 
staggering pace. She has already worked with such conductors as Paavo Järvi, Mikko Franck, Marc Soustrot, Darrell Ang, Kent 
Nagano, Stéphane Denève and with orchestras such as the Deutsche Kammerphilharmonie Bremen, Academia Santa Cecilia, 
the Sinfonia Varsovia, Staatsorchester Hamburg in the Elbphilharmonie, the Lucerne Festival Strings in the Herkulessaal in 
Munich, the Orchestre National de Bordeaux, and Brussels Philharmonic. Camille Thomas plays the famous ‘Feuermann’ 
Stradivarius 1730 as a loan from the Nippon Music Foundation.

Cello



Conductor

Sergey Smbatyan is the Founding Artistic Director and Principal Conductor of the Armenian State Symphony 
Orchestra and Principal Conductor of the Malta Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Guest conducting includes the Mariinsky Theatre Orchestra, the London Symphony Orchestra, the Philharmonia 
Orchestra, the Prague Radio Symphony Orchestra, the Russian National Orchestra, the Dresden Philharmonic, 
the Sinfonia Varsovia, and many others.

Smbatyan has founded and led many orchestras and festivals including the Khachaturian International Festival, 
Armenian Composing Art Festival, “Contemporary Classics” Composers’ Festival, “Armenia” International Music 
Festival, 24/04 World Orchestra, “Generation of Independence” All-Armenian Choir and Orchestra,  Pan-Armenian 
Symphony Orchestra, and UNICEF Children’s Orchestra. Sergey Smbatyan is also the Artistic Director of the 
Khachaturian International Competition.

As part of the 2019 World Congress of Information Technology Smbatyan conducted the WCIT World Orchestra 
that performed the first-ever concert of music composed live by AI.

In 2015, Sergey Smbatyan became the youngest recipient of the Chevalier of the Order of Arts and Letters.



The orchestra was founded in April 1968, when musicians from the defunct “Commander-in-Chief” (C-in-C) orchestra 
of the Malta-based British Mediterranean Fleet regrouped as the Manoel Theatre Orchestra. It continued to serve as 
the theatre’s resident orchestra until September 1997, when it became an independent orchestra, taking up the name 
National Orchestra of Malta. The orchestra became the MPO in 2008 when it expanded into a full-size symphony 
orchestra, bringing together musicians from Malta, Europe and beyond.

Joseph Sammut, the C-in-C’s last conductor, was the orchestra’s first conductor, remaining at the helm until 1992. Since 
then, the orchestra has also been under the direction of Joseph Vella, John Galea, Michael Laus, and Brian Schembri. 
In 2019, the MPO has appointed Sergey Smbatyan as Principal Conductor, joining Resident Conductor Michael Laus as 
part of the orchestra’s Artistic Team. The MPO also works with local and international guest artists including Lawrence 
Renes, Diana Damrau, José Cura, Mikhail Pletnev, Gil Shaham, Joseph Calleja, Gautier Capuçon, Daniel Lozakovich and 
Enrico Dindo.

As Malta’s leading musical ensemble, the MPO averages more than one performance a week including symphonic 
concerts, opera productions in Malta and Gozo, community outreach and educational initiatives, as well as various 
concerts of a lighter nature. During the past seasons, the MPO embarked on a Digital Transformation reaching over 32 
million people worldwide through its Online Programme in 2021. 

The orchestra has performed in leading venues across the globe, including in the United States, Russia, Dubai, Germany, 
Austria, China, Italy, and Belgium, and presently embarks on at least one international tour each concert season.

The MPO is a keen exponent of Maltese composers, regularly performing their works in Malta and overseas, as well as 
frequently premiering and commissioning new compositions.

Through the MPO Academy and the Malta Youth Orchestra, which regularly give concerts across Malta, the MPO is also 
responsible for the training and professional development of the next generation of Maltese musicians.

For half a century, the Malta Philharmonic Orchestra (MPO)
has been Malta’s foremost musical institution. 
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Δ Guest Section Principal



Phoenix Restaurant at The Phoenicia Malta

 

Enjoy All-Day Dining

or nibbles and aperitivo with

friends on our beautiful

terrace.

 

To book, contact us at 

+356 2122 5241 or

dine@phoeniciamalta.com



Learn More



We are grateful for the support of the following cultural entities, corporate sponsors and individual 
supporters, which help us reach further and touch more lives than we ever could on our own.

MPO PARTNERS 

MPO CORPORATE SPONSORS

MALTA

The MPO is a Public Cultural Organisation within Arts Council Malta under the remit of the Ministry for the 
National Heritage, the Arts and Local Government. 

MPO PRINCIPAL PARTNER 




