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GUEST OF THE MONTH: OLLI VARONEN ON
BUILDING CULTURAL BRIDGES THROUGH
MUSIC

Olli Varonen is a Finnish cellist with a long and varied career, who
has performed as a solo and chamber musician in countless
concerts on many stages around the world. After graduating as a
professional musician in Finland, he continued his studies at the
prestigious Frans Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest, where he
completed his second degree. This year he will celebrate the 25th
anniversary of his ensemble Cello Duo Varonen by returning to the
stage of his former school, the charming Liszt Academy, on 24 April.
Before arriving in Budapest, Olli had time to chat with us about
everything from folk music to tennis.

When and how did the cello come into your life?






Our second performance was really late at night, in pitch black
darkness, and joining us to play was a Senegalese drumming group.
We played the Barriere Sonata, and they joined in. These two gigs
are the most memorable or special ones.
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Playing a concert in Seneg | Photo: artist's own archive.

You have also written a book about the life's work of music
teachers Géza and Csaba Szilvay. How did you come to be a
biographer?

Literature and history are my passions, and I've been reading an
awful lot of fiction since | was young, also writing a lot. A
matriculation essay | wrote in 1984 was titled Helsinki Strings as a
Lifestyle, and it was around this time that | told Géza that | wanted
to write a book about them. To this he simply replied that perhaps
when they retire. Then finally, in January 2021, he phoned me to say
that the time had come.

There’s also another important element: when | as an 18-year-old
arrived in Budapest to study, | was able to spend my first moments -
and nights - at the home of the Szilvay brothers, Villa Szilvay. There |
listened for a long time to their father, a professor, talking about
building a cultural bridge between Finland and Hungary, until he
finally said to me, an 18-year-old boy: “Now you will build this bridge
too”. | think that one sentence contributed to my motivation for
writing. The presentation of Csaba's and Géza's life's work is, in fact,
part of building such a cultural bridge.



Let's talk for a moment about your upcoming concert. The
programme includes works ranging from international classics to
Finnish folk songs. How did you choose the works, and do they
create a kind of dramatic arc or thematic trajectory?

As a kind of red thread, we have agreed that when we come to
Budapest, we will bring Finnish music with us. But if we turn to these
folk songs: already during my years of study in Budapest, | had the
opportunity to study at the Kodaly Institute and participate in Vikar
Laszld's folk music classes - that's when | realised that folk music
and folk songs hold such remarkable treasures. After all, folk songs
form the history of a people over a long period of time - a kind of
archive that describes the character and living conditions of a
people. It is an immensely interesting source of history.

This is how | became interested in folk songs, and after realising
theirimportance, | began to have a different attitude towards
Finnish folk songs. Géza and Csaba talk a lot about the fact that the
identity of each nation is preserved in folk songs. When you start
looking for Finnish identity, you will find it in them.

Do you have a particular favourite among these works?

For a musician who performs a wide range of music, whateveris in
focus at any given moment is usually the most interesting - your
attention naturally gravitates toward the piece you're currently
working on. In that sense, it's quite illogical to try to name a
favourite, because there are simply so many.

You’ll be performing as a duo in the concert. How does that differ
from playing solo or as part of an orchestra?

Solo playing is a solitary endeavour where you're entirely
responsible for everything - it's just you and the composer. A duo,
however, is just as much an ensemble as, say, a string quartet, which
means stepping into the dynamics of ensemble playing: it's about
making music together, and one of the rewards is the ability to
create something that couldn't be achieved alone.

Also, the more you play with the same ensemble or partner, the
more familiar you become with the other person's musical thinking
and impulses, and that allows for a fruitful collaboration. Of course,
there are many excellent concerts where musicians who don’t often
play together perform beautifully. But in established ensembles,
there's a deeper mutual understanding where things don’t need to






Register for the event via this link.




