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An Interview with Kristjan Järvi, Founding Conductor & Music Director

What sets the Baltic Youth Philharmonic apart from other European Youth Orchestras? 

The region itself: the orchestra draws players from three distinct regions – Scandinavia, Central and Eastern Europe, which are divided by the Baltic Sea.  From a political and social point of view, this has not been done before because these places are most often viewed as very separate.  The Baltic Youth Philharmonic aims to be a binding educational and cultural force, showcasing the rich musical identities of the ten countries represented.  

What are your goals for the orchestra in the next seasons? 

This is only our second season—last year we started our activities with two concerts of standard repertoire (though we did commission a Danish composer to write about Peenemünde, where we perform). In our second season, we’ve expanded to seven concerts of quite conservative repertoire, but also including a commissioned work from the region.  I think it is really important to establish a strong base; this is what we’ll do for the first three years.  Then we’ll add educational elements, so the orchestra becomes a major educational and performance hub.  We want the young people to get excited about the possibilities of music in their country, rather than simply becoming classical musicians who join orchestras.  They should compose, improvise, and become limitless musicians, like the composers back in the classical era who were all both performers and creators.  My long-term vision is to create a mentoring program through BYP and the music institutions in the various countries that would involve not only the 18-30 year olds who can join the orchestra, but also younger people—and also to create an orchestra that the BYP alumni can join later.

I am fascinated by the “folk” culture, the music of each nation that identifies that nation as itself.  Much in the way of Stravinsky, who included so much Russian folk music in his early ballets.  He made it his own—undeniably Stravinsky—and yet every note of those scores is very distinctly Russian.  I like to encourage this in music, especially new music, since we are very much on the swing-back to tonality and having pride in presenting music of one’s national identity.  We hope to create and endorse works that do the same thing for these different nations: I know of composers from many of our ten nations who work this way and are absolutely fabulous.  Many of them are going back and re-energizing their own indigenous traditions.  Arvo Pärt in Estonia, for example, is a proponent of writing music he feels to be of his place—as he says, “Estonians have to write music that sounds, feels, and is Estonian,” and I think he has impacted the composers from his country.  The Baltic Youth Philharmonic’s educational efforts and future commissions will embrace and emphasize these “folk” roots.

The mission and the spirit of this orchestra is an all-inclusive, music-without-borders mindset.  I believe that right now classical music is the best and broadest genre in which to work because absolutely everything fits, from the pre-classical period to the very new.  Composers are writing every kind of music today, from Pärt’s specific variety of pre-renaissance reimaginings to super avant-garde or something that is more street-oriented, folkloric, rootsy, like Wojciech Kilar.  Classical music is really now the genre of the acoustic. 

The all-inclusive nature of the orchestra combined with the distinct cultures of these ten countries give us an opportunity for communication not only between the participants but their nations, using the orchestra as a vehicle, a political bridge, to show how things can work in the ideal world through a different level of communication not dictated by trade, money, and power, the normal fare that we see on television.  It doesn’t matter if you are coming from a rich or poor country; you need to find a vehicle, a way for people to get involved with their own societies.  I think this means cultural education, and since I am a musician, to me this means music, and so we started this orchestra in order to give back to society.  

Tell us about performing in Peenemünde.  Are the young people in the orchestra aware of the history of the place?  

Peenemünde is a former Nazi rocket factory.  It was a forced labor camp too, so it was a terrible place, but as we are based there at the Usedom Music Festival we have an opportunity to make a rebirth of this dreadful place into something that could be used for all the good we use it for—the best thing people can do is give back on a spiritual and emotional level, a level which really can change their outlook on life.  Playing Dvorak’s New World symphony there last year was a new beginning, a fresh start.   We do explain this to the young people. 

I don’t believe one should dwell on the past. These young musicians should feel great that they are representing deep-seated national pride of their countries. This is the biggest problem with the history of this place, where the rocketry and weapons of destruction that Hitler used in the last years of the War represent the imposition of the will of one bigger country over others. Even though the musicians in the orchestra are too young to have any real relationship to this idea it is good to be not too far removed from this; the beauty, the idealism, the cooperation contrasts with the isolationism and idea of superiority the history of the place represents. The opposite of what can be versus the reality of our uncooperative world.  People forget, don’t learn or don’t want to learn.  It is extremely complicated, but it’s something I feel we can shed light on, the way of being that we should avoid—if you are a small kid, and you make a mistake, you do it a few times and you don’t do it anymore because you know it is wrong.  But as adults we seem to be able to make the same mistakes over and over and over again, and justify them. A good way to look at this orchestra is as a kind of a Baltic Union, which is about moving forward and learning together from the past and creating greatness for all.

Why did you decide to be a part of the Baltic Youth Philharmonic?

As the Founding Conductor of the Baltic Youth Philharmonic, I have the opportunity to put my artistic vision into place as this new orchestra is created.  I have been invited to conduct many youth orchestras over the years, which have been rewarding experiences, but usually involve a few rehearsals and a performance, without a chance to become deeply involved in the process of developing a musical entity.  With the Baltic Youth Philharmonic, I am involved in everything from the selection of the coaches to the method of auditioning, who we commission new pieces from, to where we tour.  This is a great entrepreneurial and creative challenge, and one of the most exciting projects I've been involved with since the inception of my own Absolute Ensemble.  There is a great possibility for this orchestra to become a major force and a permanent structure on the European cultural scene.  I am incredibly happy with our mission and greatly honored to be the Music Director of this new educational and musical institution.

