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Eduard Tubin in front 
of the Gothenburg concert hall before 
the first performance of 
his Symphony No. 10, in 1973. 
Photo: Eino Tubin.
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Chapter 14.  Summing up

Periods of illness and hospital treatment interfered during the last 
eight years of Tubin’s life. The first warning came when he was 
working with “The Parson of Reigi”. On a vacation trip to Crete in 
1974 he became seriously ill. Returning home he was diagnosed 
with prostate cancer. After the operation he had a bad infection and 
needed a whole year to recover. 

  During the 1970s he gave several interviews and continued to 
exchange letters with friends and colleagues. When asked about his 
music he often replied that he thought his last work was his best. He 
liked to call himself a merry musician, as for instance in a radio 
interview by Berit Berling. This name of honour he also bestowed 
on a few occasions to Bartók. He had no regrets, sentimentality or 
self-pity. In 1979 Sigvard Hammar, a clever radio journalist, tried to 
provoke him by asking if he didn’t feel bitter having lost the status 
he once had in Estonia.

ET:  Yes, but dear me, what does it help! It doesn’t help at all. 
In the beginning I had of course a great homesickness.        
Everything what I had written there was left behind, and 
now I’m sitting here rewriting some old baroque music! 
But I could overcome this.

SH:  How did you overcome?

ET:  Occasionally I had a shot of vodka and it made me merrier…
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After the 10th symphony Tubin didn’t write any more orchestral 
works, except for the unfinished 11th. But his creativity was und-
iminished. It was a time for summing up, collecting lost threads. 
Now he was free from the Drottningholm work and could himself 
chose what to do. Health permitting, he travelled as much as he 
could. 

In August 1975, he went for a one-day cruise to Tallinn together 
with son Eino. He had bought two tickets on a small Russian cruise 
ship, but Erika didn’t want to go. It was Eino’s first visit and came 
as a shock. For the first time he heard people speaking Estonian in 
the streets, but soon realized that those were the minority; in central 
Tallinn most were Russians. The town looked run-down, gloomy. 
There were few cars in the streets. Tubin started to film and got 
some nice shots when a thunderstorm had passed. They collected 
some family porcelain and had trouble getting past the angry 
Russian customs lady, who demanded that every piece should be 
unpacked and checked against the export permit. Now the 
authorities had got word that Tubin was in town. A flashy young 
man entered the cabin, introduced himself as a secret policeman 
and asked if he could help with anything. It was a great relief to    
get back to the Stockholm archipelago.

In 1976 Tubin again agreed to lead the Stockholm men’s choir, 
with Rein as assistant. But why did a 70 year old composer take on 
such a difficult task with an aging choir? Harry Olt offers an expla-
nation in a TV-interview (ETV, The Sum of Absent Days, 2005) – 
Tubin wanted to keep the old Estonian tradition that a composer 
also has to do choir work. In spring the choir made a nice tour to 
Arnhem, Dieren and Hilversum in Holland, where Tubin took 
overwhelming colour photos of the tulip fields. 

Now it was Erika’s turn to have bad health. Her old ulcer problem 
got worse and was finally cured by surgically cutting a nerve. They 
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spent a summer month with friends on Sicily and later went for a 
week in London.

  In the summer of 1977 the Tubins made their longest car tour 
together with son Eino, daughter-in-law Beyhan and 6 year old 
granddaughter Rana in Europe. They met in Milan, when Eino’s 
family was returning from Turkey, visited the cathedral, saw Leo-
nardo da Vinci’s Last Supper and had ice cream together in the 
Galleria. Then they crossed to France and started touring the Loire 
castles at Beune. In Amboise, where da Vinci is buried, Tubin found 
a special bottle of Armagnac in a wooden box. He kept it in his 
knee all the way to Sweden, where it was ceremoniously opened on 
Christmas. All through this tour, Tubin patiently dragged his big 
Canon DS-8 along, putting it on a tripod when he found the right 
angle and shooting the castles in long, unhurried sequences. 
Returning through Sweden, all realized that this would be their final 
tour together, but did their best to be cheerful to the end. 

In 1975 Tubin wrote Courting Songs for baritone and piano, 
which he also orchestrated. The humorous texts are taken from 
Estonian folk poetry and the titles describe the situations: Feeding 
the Suitor’s Horse, Suitor at the Well, Dirty Woman, Dull Maiden 
and Suitors from the Heath. It was never sung during the composer’s 
lifetime. The first performance was in Toronto two years after the 
composer’s death with baritone Avo Kittask and the orchestra ver-
sion was first performed in Tallinn in 1990. 

In the autumn of 1976, Tubin finished his collection of Ten 
Preludes for Piano. Seven of the small, exquisite preludes were new, 
but he wanted to combine them with three early ones from 1928 
and 1933. Since no publisher was ready, they were never printed in 
this form and pianists continue to make their own choice from 
altogether 14 preludes. The cycle selected by Tubin concludes with 
a slow dance macabre and a chaconne, the ancient musical form 
that the composer loved most. 
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Granddaughter Rana went for some years to piano classes for 
children. For her seventh birthday in 1978, grandfather came with 
a special gift: A Little March with Variations, lasting about 4 minu-
tes. It is of course meant as an instructive piece, but the cheerful 
little tune, gradually getting more complicated, is quite addictive. 
Rana performed it proudly on the yearly concert of Laszlo Beer’s 
piano class, in a beautiful art nouveau palace in Stockholm.

Eduard Tubin often claimed that the most difficult thing in music 
is to write a good string quartet. He loved quartets and had all of 
Haydn’s on records. A few times he actually started to write a 
quartet, but gave up after a few bars. When he finally got a 
commission for a string quartet, he wanted it to reflect his admiration 
for the old master. Haydn had often used Austrian folk tunes, Tubin 
would use Estonian tunes found in Herbert Tampere’s collection 
“Eesti rahvapillid ja rahvatantsud” (Estonian folk instruments and 
dances). The commission came from the exile Estonian Students’ 
Society. Its predecessor had once organized the large-scale collection 
of folk tunes in 1904-14. The String Quartet on Estonian Instru-
mental Folk Melodies in four movements was finished in 1979, 
nearly half a century after the Piano Quartet, his graduation work 
from the Tartu Higher Music School. Tubin commented (Teataja, 
20 May 1981):

This genre is a kind of science – one must not take a too 
serious approach or write a work which exceeds beyond a 
certain length. There cannot be a great deal of contrast in tone 
colour and the general palette of sound should remain within 
strict limits. One should write in a strict contrapuntal style. I 
commenced work in April 1979 and completed the work in 
May of the same year. For a first effort in this genre I found it 
quite easy to write.
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Tobias Lund adds:

Just as when one listens to the quartets of Haydn, it is easy to 
get the impression that the music is written to be fun to play. 
Themes are cleverly used, moods are created with great skill 
and – last but not least – the four parts all contribute to the 
thematic work and interact with intimacy and in continuously 
new ways.

The same year Tubin wrote three more works that could not be 
more different in form and style. The Suite on Estonian Dance 
Pieces for solo violin was written for Zelia Aumere and is a straight-
forward folkloristic suite, based on five authentic folk tunes with 
variations added by the composer: Bagpipe Piece, Night Herdsmen, 
Slow Waltz, Horn Piece and Serf’s Dance (Overcoat of Stone in 
original Estonian). This was also a signing-off. 35 years had passed 
since he wrote the first little violin prelude for Zelia Aumere in the 
refugee camp. 

Tubin had one more important work to finish. He had never 
written any solo piece for the instrument of his youth – the flute. 
The Sonata for Flute and Piano was ready in October 1979 and 
immediately became one of his most popular works – just like the 
String Quartet and the solo violin suite. It was first performed next 
year on a concert dedicated to Tubin’s 75th birthday at the Musi-   
cal Academy. It has nothing to do with folklore. Anders Bråtén des-
cribes it briefly in a CD booklet (Sforzando SFZ 1005):

The first and third movements of the Sonata consist on long 
cantilenas which develop in ascending lines while the middle 
movement, the Vivace in 3/8 is very rhythmical and written in 
the French flute music tradition.

After the death of the composer, Kristjan Järvi asked his friend 
Charles Coleman to arrange the piano part for string orchestra.  
The piece has been repeatedly played by, among others, his sister 
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Maarika Järvi. The flute solo part is the same, but the two versions 
leave somewhat different impressions. The original with piano 
accompaniment is crisp and precise, the “Flute Concerto” softer 
and more romantic. 

The Requiem for Fallen Soldiers took a long time to mature, 
longer than any other of Tubin’s works. He started on it already in 
the 1940s, but gave up after some 20 bars of music. After trying 
different texts in 1949–50, by chance he found a book with Henrik 
Visnapuu’s poetry which inspired him to write the first half of the 
work. But several members of his choir were veterans, who didn’t 
want to be reminded of war and death. The work remained 
unfinished until 1979, when Tubin decided to add funeral signals 
on trumpet to the last part. 

In addition to male choir and trumpet the requiem requires an 
alto voice, organ, side-drum and timpani. It is not a religious 
requiem and Tubin stressed that the non-political and non-heroic 
texts were not referring to any special war. However, the texts of the 
first and fourth movements were written directly after the War of 
Independence, in which Visnapuu served, while his text of the 
second movement and Marie Under’s The Soldier’s Mother were 
written during the Second World War. The inspiration to use trum-
pet signals came from one of Tubin’s favourite films, “From Here  
to Eternity”, where a bugler plays at an open window in rememb-
rance of a dead comrade. Håkan Hardenberger, who played the 
trumpet on the BIS release, later asked if he could use the signals as 
a solo number. The requiem has been performed by many choirs in 
Estonia as well as Sweden. Despite the language, it has universal 
appeal: the Bat-Dor dance company in Israel used parts of the BIS 
recording for its ballet Upon Thy Walls in Jerusalem in 1987.

The requiem is in five movements with a symmetrical layout:   
the first and the last movements remind of marches, the second   
and fourth movements tell of funerals and the middle movement 
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contains a mother’s words to her soldier son. The first movement 
Be Hailed, Be Hailed starts solemnly with one of Visnapuu’s most 
famous poems, which Estonian schoolchildren used to know by 
heart. The first words are truly shocking: “How fine to die when 
young”, written during the War of Liberation.

The second movement – A Soldier’s Funeral – describes a field 
burial among snowdrifts that turns into a desperate fire-fight, 
written in 1944 when Estonia was caught in the crossfire between 
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. The middle movement to 
Marie Under’s lyrics from 1942 with the solo alto voice shows a 
mother’s feelings for her son who went to war and will probably 
not return. The fourth movement, Lilac, refers to the custom of 
students to honour fallen school-friends in the Independence War 
by putting sprays of lilac in their inkwells. After the military tattoo 
signals in the last movement, the first movement is repeated in 
somewhat altered form. 

Tubin personally gave the score to Gustav Ernesaks, the legen-
dary leader of the RAM choir, but the Communist leadership 
interfered. It could not be performed in Estonia before 1989, when 
the liberation had begun. The first performance in a church in 
Stockholm was conducted by the composer himself on 17 March 
1981 with the Stockholm Estonian Men’s Choir – his last public 
appearance as a choir leader. After the performance he was very 
tired, but also relieved. Among the guests was Eller’s and Tubin’s 
former student, the composer and cellist Kaljo Raid, who served as 
a Baptist pastor in Canada. On Neeme Järvi’s request, Raid later 
orchestrated the last bars of the first movement of Tubin’s unfinished 
11th Symphony. 

Tubin’s last completed work is a song composed for his friend 
Kalju Lepik’s 60th birthday, Wedding Song. It is very short and based 
on a humorous poem by Lepik. It was first performed on a concert 
dedicated to Lepik’s birthday on 18 October 1980.
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Tubin started working on his Symphony No. 11 already in 1978, 
but abandoned the draft and started on a new beginning in 1981. 
He continued as long as his health permitted and managed to 
orchestrate all but the last bars of the first movement, Allegro 
vivace, con spirito. He managed only to write a few bars of the 
piano score of the planned second movement. But he claimed to 
have the outline of the symphony ready in his head.

For some, used to see strife, contrasts, problems and struggle in 
Tubin’s symphonies, this completed first movement is an enigma.   
It is simple, driven, self-assured, powerful, sunny and positive. It 
has a fast tempo that remains the same throughout the movement. 
Tobias Lund writes:

Should the problems begin later in the symphony? Or did 
Tubin really permit himself to write simply and affirmatively 
after a whole life of fighting and reflective music? [...] Or 
maybe the terminally ill composer, used as he was to write only 
the music he himself wanted without compromising, decided 
to adopt a style that one suspects had a rather low status in 
some art music circles. Tubin’s Eleventh Symphony could have 
been the best and maybe only Wild West symphony of all ages.  

Brezhnev ruled in Moscow, the “time of stagnation” had begun 
in the Soviet Union and artistic freedom was again curtailed. After 
the ban against “The Parson of Reigi” the Communist authorities 
had understood that Tubin would never return. He had repeatedly 
said that he could turn back only to a free Estonia, a prospect which 
then seemed quite remote. Still they asked him on his last travel to 
persuade Neeme Järvi to remain in Soviet Estonia. Instead Tubin 
wished him luck in the free world. After this – and learning of his 
joke about the moustache size of the dictators – his works were 
again banned in the Soviet Union. Even scheduled concerts were 
cancelled when party hacks intervened.  
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Both Neeme Järvi and the most distinguished Soviet Estonian 
composer Arvo Pärt had had enough of the bureaucracy and rep-
ression at home. Finally they were permitted to emigrate, under 
various pretexts. They were put on a train to Vienna, the collecting 
point for dissidents and Jews leaving the Soviet Union. Järvi was 
immediately whisked off to USA. He soon received invitations also 
from Sweden and performed several major Tubin works with 
various orchestras in Gothenburg, Malmö and Stockholm. Tubin 
warmly recommended him to accept the post as chief conductor of 
the Gothenburg Symphonic Orchestra. It led to two decades of 
splendid artistic cooperation. Järvi brought the orchestra to world 
level and made it widely known through numerous recordings. 

When Tubin’s Sixth Symphony was performed in the new Ber-
wald Hall in Stockholm on April 1982, Sigvard Hammar wanted to 
make a radio interview with Järvi and asked Tubin to act as an 
interpreter. Tubin willingly accepted and the talk went brilliantly. In 
his later years Tubin had lost all reluctance to speak Swedish in 
public.

Arvo Pärt stayed for a while in Austria and then settled in Ger-
many. In one of Hammar’s radio interviews (10 July 1980) Tubin, 
who had followed his musical career with interest, said that Pärt 
would become famous after 3–4 years. They exchanged some merry 
greetings. 

The last travel abroad for Eduard and Erika Tubin was the visit 
to USA at the beginning of 1981 for five centenary concerts of the 
Boston Symphony Orchestra with Tubin’s 10th symphony conducted 
by Neeme Järvi. He was visibly affected by his disease but found 
strength to go to all performances but one. Järvi drove them around 
personally and took them to visit Endel Kalam, the conductor and 
viola player, and Tubin’s childhood friend Voldemar Krimm. He 
was also honoured with a special evening at the Estonian House in 
New York.  
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Another important interpreter of Tubin’s music who appeared   
in Sweden at that time was Vardo Rumessen, a young Estonian 
pianist and musicologist. He was invited by the Baltic Institute to 
deliver a lecture with some music examples in Stockholm in spring 
1981 and proceeded to play all of Tubin’s piano works on two 
recitals. Nobody had paid much attention to Tubin’s piano music in 
Sweden. It had mostly been heard on small concerts organized by 
fellow Estonians. Tubin went to the recitals and the critic Marcus 
Boldeman, who wrote a very positive review, remembered what he 
had said earlier: ”I think the best times in my life are when my 
music is played and I can be there myself.” The recitals were so 
impressive that Harry Olt, who was behind the invitation, imme-
diately called a sound technician to make a recording. Caprice, the 
record company of the Swedish concert bureau, eventually brought 
out this first recording of the complete piano music on three 
audiocassettes with an extensive booklet edited by Olt. Gunnar 
Larsson, former secretary of the Royal Academy of Music, contri-
buted with an analysis of the Northern Lights sonata stressing the 
Nordic and Sami elements. It also contained the first complete list 
of Tubin’s musical works, researched and compiled by Olt. 

During the last dark years of oppressive Communist rule in the 
1980s, Rumessen almost singlehandedly kept the interest for Tubin’ 
musical heritage alive in Soviet Estonia. He kept on researching his 
life, interviewing people who knew him, organizing recitals, pre-
serving materials and putting up memorial plaques despite official 
silence or occasional setbacks.

Järvi’s and Rumessen’s performances and the first hi-fi record of 
the Balalaika concerto showed the Swedish public the potential of 
Tubin’s music, if it was taken seriously and properly played. Now 
headlines appeared in the press: “A Master is being hushed up”, 
“Tubin – a Godsend”. He also got his share of official acknowledge-
ments, the prestigious Kurt Atterberg award in 1977 and the Cul-
ture Award of the City of Stockholm in 1981. On 15 May 1982,     
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he had the ultimate honour to be elected member of the Royal Music 
Academy, together with world-famous musicians like conductor 
Sergiu Celibidache and violinist Isaac Stern. The Academy sent him 
the pattern for a dress suit collar, worn by members on formal 
occasions, but it was never made; he was then too frail to take part 
in its activities.

Around 1980 the illness returned. Tubin got lesions on his legs 
and suffered long, tiring treatments. Since he was always optimistic 
and the doctors kept silent, the family didn’t realize the seriousness. 
In summer 1982 he rested at home. Everybody thought that this 
was a pause between periods of chemotherapy. In autumn he sud-
denly felt worse. Erika felt helpless, but daughter-in-law Beyhan 
took over and called an ambulance. He was taken to Radiumhemmet, 
the last stop for many cancer patients. 

Records were, and are still, vital to reach a larger audience. The 
Estonian branch of the Soviet monopoly Melodija had produced some 
LP records of Tubin’s music, but the technical quality of the pressings 
was low and they had no distribution in the west. Already before 
Neeme Järvi left Estonia, he had started talking about recording a 
symphony cycle. But it had to be done with a western company.

When Tubin was hospitalized for the last time, Järvi said that he 
wanted to talk to him on the phone. Beyhan asked for a hospital 
phone to be brought to the bedside at the appointed hour. But 
everybody had forgotten about the one hour time difference between 
England, where Järvi was at the moment, and Stockholm. Still the 
phone stayed silent and the hours ticked away. Was it a mistake; was 
Järvi busy at some rehearsal? Tubin was already despairing. Then 
the call came through. When Järvi gave his solemn word that he 
would soon record all orchestral works, Tubin’s face suddenly lit up. 

It was a last moment of great satisfaction and joy that nobody 
present could ever forget.

He passed away peacefully in the morning on 17 November.
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Last car travel abroad with family. 
Eduard, Erika and Eino Tubin 
at the French border, 1977. 
Photo: Beyhan Tubin.
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The whole Tubin family gathered for Eduard’s 75th birthday 
in Handen: front row: Beyhan, Eduard, Rana, standing from left: 
Erika, Eino, Rein, Anne, Jaan and Saima.
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After the first performance of Tubin’s “Requiem for fallen 
soldiers” at the Hedvig Eleonora church in Stockholm. From left: 
composer Kaljo Raid, Eduard Tubin, Harri Kiisk, Erika Tubin, 
soprano Ileana Peterson, 17 March 1981. 
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The chairman of STIM, 
the Swedish copyright society, 
Ove Rainer, giving the Kurt Atterberg prize 
to Eduard Tubin, 
16 December 1977. 
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Chapter  15. Postlude

Only the closest friends attended the funeral, the family didn’t want 
solemn speeches or choir singing. 

  Erika had a hard time to pick up the pieces. By herself, sometimes 
with the help of Harry Olt, she started organizing her husband’s 
papers, reviews, tape recordings and scores. Everything had to be 
done from the beginning; there was not even a proper list of works. 
Erika had always been the silent partner, who had to sacrifice her 
ambitions and interests in order not to disturb her husband in his 
work. War memories and boring office-work had turned her into a 
basically pessimistic person. But she was also a theatre actress, who 
could change her face in a moment and engage in witty, elegant 
conversation. Unfortunately her health didn’t last and she suffered 
a fatal brain haemorrhage in less than a year after her husband’s 
death.

Sons Rein and Eino, the present author, cared together for the 
heritage for some years. In 1988 they went together to Tallinn, to 
the first proper performance of “The Parson of Reigi” at the Estonia 
theatre. Rein’s great moment came during a concert at the St. Niko-
las museum with RAM, the State Academic Men’s Choir. Gustav 
Ernesaks offered him to conduct and they merrily joined hands 
during the applause. But Rein was already suffering from symptoms 
of the cancer that quickly brought him down the same autumn. 

  Neeme Järvi’s recording plans were realized with the help of 
Robert von Bahr, owner of the maverick Swedish BIS record 
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company. Within a decade, most of Tubin’s symphonies, major 
instrumental works, chamber music, piano works, works for solo 
instruments and some cantatas had been recorded and released. 
Järvi also took care of the financing, persuading well-off exile 
Estonians to give contributions. The instrumental works were 
mostly recorded with the best Swedish orchestras, usually before or 
after public concerts. Vardo Rumessen recorded the piano works 
once more and accompanied violinist Arvo Leibur and viola player 
Petra Vahle for the complete violin and viola recordings. Much 
later, all symphonies were once more recorded with ERSO conduc-
ted by Arvo Volmer for the Finnish Alba record company and the 
complete violin music by Sigrid Kuulmann-Martin, violin, with 
Marko Martin, piano, for Estonian ERP.

Toward the end of the 1980s, during Gorbatjov’s Glasnost, 
Vardo Rumessen could again work actively in Estonia to introduce 
and preserve Eduard Tubin’s legacy. Memorial tablets were attached 
to his childhood home in Naelavere and to the houses in Nõo and 
on Herrmann Street in Tartu, where he had composed many of his 
works. A memorial stone was unveiled at his birthplace. When 
Estonia became free in 1991, there was great interest in the cul-  
ture that had been suppressed during the Soviet occupation.

The re-evaluation of Tubin’s music took off after his death. Some 
years later, Mikael Strömberg wrote (Aftonbladet, 22 Feb. 1987):

 
As a symphonist, Tubin emerges more and more as one of our 
truly greats. There he calls for resistance and saves a lost 
nation. Trumpets and percussion tear down walls, fugues 
chase away intruders. And then this longing that eternally 
blazes...

[The Swedish composers] Alfvén and Petterson-Berger are 
rather thin gruel compared to Eduard Tubin.
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Tubin’s piano music, which had never been touched by foreigners, 
started to be played by world pianists. Conductors like Neeme, 
Paavo and Kristjan Järvi, Eri Klas, Arvo Volmer and Anu Tali took 
it as a task of honour to bring Tubin’s orchestra works to the great 
world.

A milestone was the founding of the Eduard Tubin International 
Society in Estonia in 2000 with Rumessen as its first chairman. It’s 
most important task is to make all Tubin’s scores available for 
libraries and musicians by producing an academic edition of Tubin’s 
collected works. All symphonies and piano works, most violin and 
chamber music works and one opera are already published, in co-
operation with Gehrmans Musikförlag; an amazing success. Usually 
it takes decades just to get started with such a project.

The oeuvre of Eduard Tubin contains more than 130 works. 
How did he get the inspiration to write them? He has himself 
touched the subject of inspiration in a lecture in 1956, where he 
argued against the common myth that masterworks are created in a 
creative trance. He quoted Stravinsky, who claimed that inspiration 
is a feeling that occurs after the creative process. If the work then 
stands up to the creator’s demands, it might leave a feeling of 
satisfaction. Tubin’s second example was Carl Nielsen’s tale of a 
student, who had gone astray with an exercise and defended himself 
that he had felt that way. “Young man”, Nielsen said, “remember 
that when you are writing music, you shouldn’t feel anything”. 
Tubin went on by saying that all people have creative ideas. To be a 
professional means to learn how to use these ideas and put them 
together to an artistic whole. This learning lasts the whole lifetime. 
It is not enough to have talent: “the major force pushing forward is 
work, work and again work.”

This might leave the impression of Tubin as an impassionate 
craftsman, but his own music writing could sometimes be quite 
emotional and passionate. He could get inspiration from northern 
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lights and be so absorbed in his work that he continued in a “creative 
frenzy” until midnight. He could even get sick from creative tension! 
Such contradictions give a key to understanding the personality of 
the composer Eduard Tubin. If something aroused his curiosity, he 
would grasp it and try systematically from different angles what 
could come out of various ideas and means of expression, while 
never compromising his superior technical skill. But there is also 
continuity in his work, as expressed by Connor:

...every work can be seen as a prism, in which the light of 
tradition breaks, mixing colours in new ways. Without loo-
king right or left, Tubin has steadfastly followed his own path, 
independently of the capriciousness of changing fashion. He 
assimilated what he saw as useful for his symphonic deve-
lopment, and left the rest aside. In Tubin’s oeuvre one can 
follow a steady development and renewal within the tempe-
rament of a searching merry musician.    

  
Tubin’s music is certainly demanding. Vardo Rumessen said in a 

radio interview in 2014 that it is “difficult to grasp, difficult to 
listen to, difficult to play”:

Tubin has a very individualistic style. All those composers, 
who can be singled out by their personal way of expression, 
need prolonged absorption. The great classics are above all 
distinguished by their individualistic style. This is not popular 
music for one-time listening. Tubin demands effort and 
familiarization from the listener, who has to know beforehand 
something about this music – why it was written, what the 
composer wanted to express. Not one of Tubin’s works is 
similar to some other – that’s the hallmark of a great composer.

Few Nordic composers have written in so many genres and left 
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behind so many singular works. Eduard Tubin felt inspiration also 
in Stravinsky’s sense. He said that he knew the value of his music 
and also that it would be discovered in time. This belief kept him 
going during all difficult times. When he started as a composer, he 
was found too modern. The war and occupation years were a 
struggle for survival, with cultural life in Estonia cut off from 
Western influences. After the first acceptance in Sweden all turned 
into stone – the Fifth symphony was well received, but the “Nort-
hern Lights” sonata and the Sixth symphony, his central and most 
expressive works, met with silence or doubts. In the 1960s, when he 
had become a member of the Swedish Composers’ Union, a wave  
of radical modernism swept over Sweden and pushed Tubin aside  
as an old-fashioned traditionalist. Of course he was disappointed 
because his works were seldom performed. Many of his Swedish 
colleagues had the same experience. The turn-around came only    
in his last years, but his fame grew slowly. When Swedish TV woke 
up and wanted to interview him in the summer of 1982, he was 
already too ill to make a public appearance.  

The Swedish critic Carl-Gunnar Åhlén once used a catchy head-
line for a Tubin review – Tubin’s time will come. The same words 
were used 40 years later on a poster by the Theatre and Music 
Museum in Tallinn, announcing that a Tubin museum would open 
its doors in Alatskivi castle in 2011. It took so long for the com-
poser to reach an internationally acknowledged place in the classical 
music of the 20th century.  
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Rein Tubin was asked by 
legendary choir leader Gustav Ernesaks 
to conduct the RAM choir 
on a concert at the St. Nikolas 
in Tallinn in 1988. 
Photo: Eino Tubin
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A monument to Eduard Tubin was unveiled in front 
of the Vanemuine theatre on his centenary in 2005. 
It was designed by sculptor Aili Vahtrapuu and 
architect Veronika Valk. 
The sound installation is created by Louis Dandrel. 
Photo: Eino Tubin
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Eino and Beyhan Tubin with wax figures 
of Eduard and Erika 
at the Tubin Museum in Alatskivi Castle. 
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Appendix:  The composer’s voice
Can music have a program?

Eduard Tubin found a discussion partner in the Estonian composer 
Veljo Tormis (1930–2017), who shared his interest in folk music, 
although they had quite different approaches. Tormis wanted the 
preserve the original, archaic character, while Tubin used folk tunes 
as “raw material” to be developed as the composer wanted. One of 
his letters to Tormis, dated 1 May 1975, deals with the basic ques-
tions of programmatic music, folk music and Wagner that busied 
him all through his life as composer. 

…Your sentence that “all [folksong] texts can be sung with 
any of the melodies” vividly stirred my thoughts. Why not?! 
Let’s remember what Stravinsky once said: “Music is, by its 
very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all”. 
And really, if we would take for instance the oratories of 
Handel and Bach and write new texts to them, they would 
sound just as splendid! Or if we think of Mozart’s Requiem: 
“Tuba Mirum…”, where he gave an almost lovely melody to 
the baritone solo, which is supported by the trombone. Maybe 
he grasped that it is not possible to imagine something like 
“Tuba Mirum”!? Of course we are caught by the tradition 
that a certain text belongs to a certain tune, but are they really 
always so tied to each other? I’m even thinking that it would 
be time to write a new text to R. Wagner’s “Ring”, because 
the one that Wagner wrote is so lacking of any lyricism that it
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is almost a parody. Or is Wagner’s music so suggestively 
impressive just because the text plays no part in it? Really it 
doesn’t, because you cannot hear it, nobody can understand it 
and it is everywhere sung only in the original language. And it 
is certainly wrong when it is said that this or that composer 
“melodised” this or that text. Didn’t he do anything more 
than just “melodising” it?  – Music moves according to its inner 
logic, the text after its own, and you cannot melt them 
together. When there is good music, we hear the music, when 
there is bad music, we hear the text.

Such neutral music as a folk song can of course carry any text 
and there you are completely right. But…but… Is it really 
possible to sing the text of a serious work song to the tune of 
a merry song at the village swing? Of course it is, and when 
we get used to it, then such a combination seems eminently 
suitable. It all depends on what we can get used to. 

Maybe my thoughts about there problems may sound 
somewhat “wild”, but since I read the sentence by Stravinsky 
quoted above, something started to brew inside me, until I 
have now reached this conclusion. I have tried as a test to 
listen to all kinds of programmatic music, until I finally 
understood that it has nothing to do with creating an image 
according to the text. At most there can be a kind of music, 
which after reading the text evokes a mood that is in accord 
with that of the text – “a garden in rain”, “a peaceful eve-
ning”, “thunder”, “riding at night” etc. If you don’t have the 
program in your hand, it will be highly questionable what the 
composer wanted to show; but if the inner logic of the music 
is good and solid, then I hear this at first hand and feel       
happy about it…
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Like holding back a horse

How did Tubin consider his own style? He gives some clues in an 
interview by Gunilla Petersén in “Tonfallet” (no. 1, 1979):

My music builds on classical tradition, and it often contains 
some Estonian folk tunes. I still don’t understand twelve-tone 
music. It is so construed, so ice cold. With Arnold Schönberg, 
anyway. Alban Berg had his heart in it, and it immediately 
becomes better. I have thought a lot about atonalism and 
found that nothing can be entirely atonal. It you look vertically, 
you can even find tonality with Schönberg. Everything sur-
rounding us is tonal, think of the birds, they always sing 
tonally. But of course, I have sometimes changed my style and 
written in a freer fashion...

Which composers have meant the most for you through the years?

First Mahler. It was during the years 1924–1930. I acquired 
his full scores and learnt instrumentation by studying his 
works. I like Brahms and Haydn for their feeling for form. 
And Mozart, after he had become acquainted with Bach’s 
counterpoint. Before he wrote a bit too simply. Stravinsky 
and Bartók of course. And Sibelius. But he makes us tired, his 
instrumentation is standing still. I like Berwald very much,  
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his tonal language is brief, to the point and witty, a close 
relative to Haydn’s. I think one should learn counterpoint 
thoroughly, even today. But nowadays there are so many 
different rules...

Do you feel old-fashioned?

No. Music is always the same. If one can express something 
with one’s music, then the style doesn’t really matter. That’s 
my consolation. Of course, that’s a poor consolation, since I 
don’t know myself how much content my music has. But the 
principle is important to me. Maybe it is old-fashioned to 
think that you must always hold back a little, control your 
feelings. Not just culminate completely. It’s like holding back 
a horse. This tension is important for me.   
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Erika and Eduard Tubin on their way 
to the Composers’ House in Tallinn 
together with colleague and 
discussion partner Veljo Tormis, 1976.
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