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Slovenia
NOT ONLY PROUD OF ITS MUSICAL HERITAGE, THIS COUNTRY ALSO
INVESTS IN ITS CONTEMPORARY MUSICIANS, WRITES KIM TRAILL

E

ver heard of Lucijan Marija Škerjanc,
Marij Kogoj or Lojze Lebič? I know
I hadn’t. But ask a Slovenian to list
their most fêted composers, and one of
those names will probably crop up. Despite
the dearth of widely recognised – or even
pronounceable – composers, big name
orchestras or world-renowned soloists,
chocolate-box picturesque Slovenia has a
surprisingly rich and diverse range of musical
experiences to offer visiting music lovers.
Tucked between the spectacularly rugged
eastern end of the Alps, the Adriatic coast
and the lush plains of Pannonia, the tiny
country has even attracted the attention
of one of Australia’s most prominent
musicians, Australian Chamber Orchestra’s
Richard Tognetti. From 2008-2012, Tognetti
was artistic director of the highly regarded
annual Maribor International Chamber
Music Festival, held each September in
Slovenia’s second city. Tognetti still remains
involved as ‘creative leader’.
So, what makes this land – one of Europe’s
youngest nations – so uniquely intriguing?
Slovenia has been caught between
the territorial ambitions of its powerful
neighbours for centuries. Achieving full
independence in 1991, the Slovenes are
now coming into their own, determined to
develop and display their distinctive national
identity and culture. Integral to this are the
arts and music – both strongly supported
and financed by the Ministry for Culture.
In a nation of just over two million, the
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capital, Ljubljana, boasts three professional
orchestras with another in Maribor. Both
cities have their own opera houses. There’s
a plethora of festivals all over the country.
Schools have a strong focus on music,
folk and choral singing are traditional
community pastimes and the governmentfunded Society of Slovenian Composers
actively supports its members. Orchestras
feature Slovenian compositions in almost
every program and the opera houses are
increasingly staging original works by
indigenous composers.
For a capital city, Ljubljana is delightfully
compact and relaxed: an enchanting
blend of Italian Baroque and art nouveau
architecture, overlooked by a mighty
medieval fortress on its central hilltop. This
year the city celebrates the bi-millennium
of the founding of the Roman colony of
Emona on the site of modern day Ljubljana.
Once an important post between Rome
and Pannonia, the remains of the ancient
settlement are being excavated to this
day. The influence of the Habsburgs, who
controlled the region from the 14th century
until the collapse of their empire at the end
of WWI is also evident, as is the legacy of
Slovenia’s past as the westernmost outpost
of communist Yugoslavia.
Cobblestone streets and colourful squares
pulse with life. During summer there’s a
distinctively Mediterranean vibe in the
old town. Buskers entertain the crowds,
with a musician on every corner vying for

Lake Bled

www.limelightmagazine.com.au

MUSICAL JOURNEY ●

HUNGARY

AUSTRIA

ITALY

SLOVENIA
LJUBLJANA

CROATIA

TRAVEL INFO

Average Temperatures:
Winter: 0°C – Summer: 20°C
Currency: Euro (AU$1=EUR0.68)
Best time to visit: The Maribor
Festival in September comes before
the weather turns frosty. Otherwise,
late spring (May) is regarded as the
most salubrious season for visiting.

Tourist Information
www.slovenia.info
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attention. Folk ensembles in puffy white
shirts and lederhosen bang out cheesy,
decidedly Austrian-sounding polkas on
accordion, violin and brass combos. Bustling
outdoor cafés, bars and restaurants line
the banks of the Ljubljanica River around
the landmark Three Bridges, and if you’re
partial to ice cream, the Slovenes have
turned it into a high art form.
As with the rest of Europe, the opera and
orchestras start their seasons in September.
Tracing its roots back to 1701, the Slovene
Philharmonic can justly boast of being one of
Europe’s oldest professional orchestras, albeit
with a rather turbulent history. Founded
as the Academica Philharmonicorum
in Ljubljana, the ensemble became the
Philharmonic Society in 1794. Members
included such Austrian/German luminaries
as Haydn, Beethoven, Brahms and Mahler.
Around the mid-19th century however,

The world’s oldest
musical instrument

Evidence of human habitation dating
back approximately 250,000 years has
been discovered in present-day Slovenia.
Amongst the most curious finds is a
bear bone, pierced with holes, which
archeologists believe to be the world’s
oldest known musical instrument. The
so-called Divje Babe flute was found in
a cave near Cerkno, in the mountains
of western Slovenia. Its creation
corresponds with the time of the
Neanderthals, some 55,000 years ago.
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Slovenian nationalists began a push for
less German and more Slovene influence in
all spheres of society and culture. During
this ‘national awakening’, ethnic Slovenian
composers such as Anton Foerster and Emil
Adami began to achieve popularity with
their folk inspired Romantic works and
charming lieder respectively.
The first incarnation of the Slovene
Philharmonic finally appeared in 1908, only
to fold with the outbreak of World War I. Two
world wars later – during which parts of the
territory were occupied by Italian Fascists,
Nazis and Hungarians, with many ethnic
Slovenes deported or sent to concentration
camps before the region became a republic
of Yugoslavia in 1945 – the Slovene
Philharmonic was resurrected in 1947.
The relatively young RTV Slovenia
Symphony Orchestra celebrates its 60th
anniversary in 2015. Awarded a multitude
of prizes for its outstanding performances
and recordings of Slovenian compositions,
this is definitely an orchestra worth hearing.
Almost every concert includes a Slovenian
work along with more well known repertoire,
at prices a fraction of other larger orchestras.
Look out for works by Renaissance
master of polyphony, Jakob Gallus,
or Lucijan Marija Škerjanc, one of the
dominant figures in Slovenian music during
the 20th century. Unpopular during his
lifetime, Škerjanc’s Neo-Romantic and
Impressionistic style works, with their strong
melodies, rich orchestration and restless
harmonies have recently been revived to
great acclaim. Along with five symphonies,
several concertos and a cycle of seven
orchestral poems called Gazelles, Škerjanc
wrote a large volume of chamber music and
a massive cantata, Sonetni venec.
If you’re interested in discovering
Slovenian opera, Anton Foerster’s comic
operetta Gorenjski slavček will be performed
this season at Ljubljana’s beautiful and
recently renovated Neo-Renaissance opera
house. Constructed from 1890-92, the
building was initially shared by German
and Slovene companies, before becoming
an entirely Slovenian affair.
Another significant composer is
Expressionist Marij Kogoj, whose dark
musical language combines atonality with
elements of late-Romanticism. A student of
Arnold Schoenberg, Kogoj’s compositions
were hugely popular during the 1920s.
His rather disturbing opera, Black Masks,
is a grim tale, culminating in the duke’s
insanity and ultimate death. Kogoj himself
was admitted to a mental asylum shortly
after the opera’s premiere.

Ljubljana Castle

Ljubljana Castle in the city’s hilltop
fortress also hosts concerts, including regular
chamber recitals. It’s accessible by foot or
funicular railway, and the stunning 360
degree views over the city and surrounding
areas make a castle visit essential. Medieval
and Renaissance ensembles are popular
too, typically involving performers in period
costume, rollicking dances, and some of my
favourite period instruments: krummhorns,
bagpipes and hurdy-gurdies.
Slovenia’s Adriatic coastline is a
mere hour and a half drive from Ljubljana.
In mid-August, the quaint Venetian
fishing village of Piran puts on the fantastic
Tartini Festival, which draws classical

SLOVENIAN MUSIC
FEATURES IN ALMOST
EVERY ORCHESTRAL
PROGRAM
music lovers from all over the world.
Folk and world music fans flock to the
town of Bled, located on the shores of
the breathtakingly beautiful Lake Bled,
for the two-day Okarina Ethno Festival,
also in August.
Tognetti’s Maribor Festival however is the
most internationally renowned. Involving
over 200 acclaimed musicians from all
around the world, the festival prides itself
on breaking boundaries. Each year new
works are commissioned and premiered
during a series of around 20 concerts
in historic venues such as the castles in
Maribor and the nearby town of Ptuj, the
Dornava Mansion and the Grand Hall of
the Slovene National Theatre Maribor. ●
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