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Figure 4-9: Excerpt from From the Grammar of Dreams, Movement IV, with indications 
of register and pitch range and ratings for noise and airiness. 
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 The beginning of the fifth and final section (at m. 37) is marked by changes in timbre, 

register, and pitch classes (see Figure 4-10).  Here the register suddenly shifts much lower, 

while an increase in noise and airiness ensues.  The harmony remains on s.c. (014), although 

the change from p.c. 5,6,9 to p.c. 0,3,4 is significant in the context of the movement’s relatively 

Figure 4-10: Excerpt from From the Grammar of Dreams, Movement IV, with 
indications of register and pitch range and ratings for noise and airiness. 
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slow rate of pitch class changes.  An average of only 1.2 new pitch classes are heard in each 

measure,162 reflecting the tendency for the same pitch class and often the same pitch to be heard 

in consecutive measures.  Throughout the fourth movement, changes in register, pitch range, 

harmony and pitch classes interact with changes in noise and airiness to demarcate the 

movement’s form.  

 

4.3  Timbral and Non-Timbral Text Expression and Dialogue 

 In the first movement, changes in timbre and text treatment that create a progressively 

more similar relationship between the two voices are assisted by changes in melodic contour 

and register.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the soprano begins in a leading role and the 

mezzo soprano begins in a supporting role, with the soprano singing text while the mezzo 

soprano sings only vowels.  As the movement progresses, the mezzo soprano assumes greater 

importance and shares the role of text expression as the two parts become increasingly similar.  

The levels of vibrato progress from being high in the mezzo soprano and low in the soprano in 

the first section, to relatively low in both voices in the second section, and finally to alternating 

between extremely high and low as the two voices take turns singing the same trill in the third 

section.  The levels of brightness progress from opposite overall contours in the first section, to 

similar overall contours in the second and third section. 

                                                
162. This average number of new pitch classes counts the changes from one measure to the 

next, not cumulatively, starting after pitches are first heard in m. 8.   
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 These changes in timbre occur alongside changes in register, as seen in Figure 4-11.163  

                                                
163. I determined register measurements by averaging the highest and lowest pitches in each 

measure, using the same pitch-numbering rubric as in the pitch range measurement described 
previously. 

Figure 4-11: Register (average of the highest and lowest pitches for each measure) 
within each voice (top), compared with ratings for the dimensions of vibrato and 

brightness, within each voice (bottom); in From the Grammar of Dreams, Movement 1. 
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The soprano sings in a higher register than the mezzo soprano in the first section, allowing the 

soprano part to stand out.  In the second section, the soprano is still in a higher register, but 

now there is a lot of overlap between the registers of the two voices.  By the third section, the 

timbral similarities are matched by a shared register, specifically shared pitches, in the two 

voices.  

 Changes in melodic contour also parallel the changes in timbre and register.  As the 

mezzo soprano’s trills of the first section disappear in the second section, and the registers of 

the two voices start to come together, both of the voices’ lines become more melodic.  For the 

soprano, this means the short interjections of sung notes in-between rhythmic speaking become 

longer sung phrases.  The melodic contours of the soprano part change from mostly short 

<01> phrases in section 1 to longer and more varied contours in section 2, and then are 

limited to trills in section 3 (see Figure 4-12).  

 

measure(s) sop. contour(s) sop. prime(s) 
3-6 <01> <01> 
10 <01>, <120> <01>, <120> 
12 <01> <01> 
13 <1230> <120> 
14 <01> <01> 
15 <2451230> <120> 

16-17 <4512124530> <120> 
18-19 <3612450> <120> 

19 <0123> <01> 
20 <0123> <01> 

21-26 trills  
 

section 1 

section 2 

section 3 

Figure 4-12: Melodic contours and melodic contour reductions  
in the soprano part of From the Grammar of Dreams, Movement 1. 
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Figure 4-13: Excerpts from From the Grammar of Dreams, Movement I, with ratings 
for vibrato and brightness and indications of register (average pitch). 
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 In the score, these changes in register and melodic contour are seen from the first to the 

second section, and from the second to the third section (see Figure 4-13).  In an excerpt from 

section 1 (Figure 4-13, Excerpt 1), one can see the relatively low register of both  

voices and the limitation of the soprano to brief ascending <01> melodic contours.  In an 

excerpt from section 2 (Figure 4-13, Excerpt 2), both voices (especially the mezzo soprano) 

sing in a higher register.  The soprano has progressed from short interjections to singing wide-

ranging ascending and descending phrases.  The mezzo soprano’s melodic contours have also 

changed from the first section to the second section—whereas in the first section she circled 

around the E4 and F4 pitches of the opening trill, in the second section the mezzo soprano’s 

melodic contours are both more varied and more similar to those of the soprano.  By the third 

section (see Figure 4-13, Excerpt 3), both voices’ melodic contours are identically limited to a 

high-register single trill.  Saariaho manipulates register, melodic contour, and vibrato to unify 

the texts of the two voices into one, the metaphorical experiences of the older Plath and the real 

experiences of the younger Plath merged into a single expression of memories that cannot be 

forgotten. 

 

4.4  Overall Design and Planning 

For Saariaho, decisions about the progression of individual musical elements are often 

made as part of her pre-compositional planning.  Saariaho illustrated such plans graphically for 

Verblendungen, her 1984 work for orchestra and tape, in an essay from 1987 (see Figure 4-

14).164  While the elements at play here are mostly different from those elements manipulated in 

                                                
164. Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony,” 107.   
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From the Grammar of Dreams, these images still show how Saariaho considers each element 

individually with an eye towards what is happening in the other elements.  

  

Even though Saariaho’s compositional style has changed over time, she has maintained 

her process of planning the form of the work before beginning to compose the music to the 

present day.  She explained in an interview that she makes decisions about elements such as 

register, timbre, amplitude, tempi, durations of sections, and the importance of certain 

instruments in advance.  At the same time, she says that her manipulation of elements such as 

Figure 4-14: Plans for the evolution of different musical elements in Verblendungen.  
Reprinted from Saariaho, “Timbre and harmony: interpolations of timbral structures,” 107. 
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the use of noise vs. pure sound has become more intuitive.165  Whether or not Saariaho 

explicitly plans the transformation of a certain timbre or other musical element seems to be 

determined by whether or not she sees the transformation as contributing to the large-scale 

form of the work.  Of course, Saariaho composed From the Grammar of Dreams only four 

years after Verblendungen, so it is likely that her process still involved the explicitly planned 

manipulations of both timbral and non-timbral parameters that she used in creating the earlier 

work. 

 In From the Grammar of Dreams, the interaction of both timbral dimensions and other 

musical elements is often more complex than inVerblendungen of a few years earlier.  

Nevertheless, it is still helpful to look at a graphic overview of From the Grammar of Dreams 

in the style of Saariaho’s sketches for Verblendungen (see Figure 4-15).  Some similarities are 

apparent between the progressions of timbral and non-timbral parameters within movements.  

In the first movement, vibrato and register follow the same trajectory.  In the fifth movement, 

rhythmic density and melodic disjunction follow a similar shape as vibrato for the second half 

of the movement.  One noticeable contrast between timbral and non-timbral parameters is that 

of noise and harmonic rhythm in the second movement, as discussed in this chapter.  A 

similarity is seen between the timbral dimensions of airiness and noise in the fourth movement, 

and the non-timbral parameters of harmonic rhythm and rhythmic density both follow generally 

increasing trajectories throughout much of the third movement.  

                                                
165. Saariaho, interview with the author, March 7, 2012. 
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 Returning to the initial questions of tension and release, delineation of form, and text 

expression, it is apparent that timbral and non-timbral elements are important in all three 

aspects of From the Grammar of Dreams.  Non-timbral elements emphasize and perhaps 

enhance the timbral tension and release heard on a local level in the fourth movement, while a 

non-timbral element contrasts with the large-scale timbral tension and release heard in the 

second movement.  Timbral and non-timbral elements work in coordination to create the formal 

structure in both the fifth movement and the fourth movement.  In the first movement, timbral 

and non-timbral elements work together to express the unifying relationship of the two voices’ 

Figure 4-15: Overview of the most important timbral and non-timbral dimensions 
throughout all five movements of From the Grammar of Dreams. 
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texts.  While timbre clearly plays a large expressive and functional role in this work, non-

timbral musical elements do contribute significantly to the compositional design. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

 In From the Grammar of Dreams, Saariaho manipulates timbre for both expressive and 

structural purposes, in combination with non-timbral musical parameters.  The expressive 

purposes fall into two categories—localized tension and release, and text expression.  The 

structural purposes also fall into two types—tension and release on a larger scale, and formal 

section division and echoes.  All four purposes served by timbral changes occur in combination 

with changes in non-timbral parameters.   

 How do these conclusions about Saariaho’s use of timbre in this work relate to her 

compositional techniques over the course of her career?  While similar detailed study of 

Saariaho’s other compositions necessary for definitive comparisons is outside the scope of this 

dissertation, I will attempt to place Saariaho’s use of timbre in From the Grammar of Dreams 

within the context of her earlier and later works based on Saariaho’s own discussions of her 

techniques, analyses by other scholars, and my own observations.  Following this discussion, I 

will explore possibilities for future timbre-focused research in music theory and 

psychoacoustics. 

 

5.1  Timbral Explorations: Late 1970’s to Early 1990’s 

 In a comprehensive study of Saariaho’s vocal works, Anni Oskala traces Saariaho’s use 

of non-traditional vocal timbres to Suomenkielinen sekakuorokappale (A piece for a mixed 

choir in Finnish; 1979),166 which sets Finnish names taken from an almanac.  In this work, 

                                                
166. Translation by Susan Sinisalo, translation of program note by Kaija Saariaho, “Study for 

Life–Yellows, Suomenkielinen sekakuorokappale,” Finnish Music Information Center, 1988; 
cited in Oskala, “The Voice in Kaija Saariaho’s Music, 1977–2000,” 90. 
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Saariaho specifies notation for many distinct vocal sounds, most of which were unprecedented 

in her music.  These include speaking, whispering, mumbling, and parlando singing on 

“different degrees of specification of pitch levels;”167 as well as inhaling and exhaling, oral 

clicks, howling, whistling, sighing, and effects such as “imitation of stormy wind by blowing” 

and “fast r-shrieks in the highest register ad lib, hysterically.”168  The use of these vocal 

techniques and effects marks a departure from Saariaho’s extensive use of normal singing in 

her earlier vocal works,169 and sets the stage for the variety of vocal timbres in From the 

Grammar of Dreams.  Suomenkielinen sekakuorokappale is also Saariaho’s first vocal work to 

involve gradual transitions from one phoneme to another,170 and the first time Saariaho 

specified the amount of vocal vibrato (senza vibrato and molto vibrato) outside of an 

onomatopoeic effect,171 both of which techniques occur extensively in From the Grammar of 

Dreams. 

 By Saariaho’s account, her explorations with using timbre as a “progressive element” 

began with Im Traume (In Dreams, 1980, for cello and piano) and Sah den Vögeln (Saw the 

Birds, 1981, for ensemble and live electronics).172   She describes Im Traume as keeping 

harmony stable, while tensions are created by noise elements in instrumental extended 

techniques and by textural contrasts.173  Sah den Vögeln is the first work in which Saariaho 

employed dynamic changes in specific parameters including timbre in the conception of the 

                                                
167. Oskala, “The Voice in Kaija Saariaho’s Music, 1977–2000,” 57-58. 
168. Ibid., 58. 
169. Ibid., 51-57; Oskala places this new direction in Saariaho’s vocal writing as occurring 

after her year-long break from writing for the voice, as imposed by her teacher Paavo Heininen, 
which apparently had a significant positive effect on her compositional development.   

170. Ibid., 59. 
171. Ibid., 67. 
172. Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony,” 94-104. 
173. Ibid., 97-104. 
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form, and she describes “…curves of tension for each parameter—harmony, texture, 

dynamism, shifts of electronically-related color.”174  This description, along with her chart 

showing parameter changes in specific sections of the work,175 shows some commonalities 

between the techniques used for Sah den Vögeln and From the Grammar of Dreams.  Already, 

she used changes in timbral and non-timbral dimensions to create tension and demarcate the 

form.  According to Oskala, Sah den Vögeln also shows further development of Saariaho’s 

technique of gradual phoneme transformations,176 as well as her first use of a vocal “timbral 

transition” (from whispering to speaking),177 both techniques that she would use in From the 

Grammar of Dreams. 

 While Saariaho characterizes the transitions in both Im Traume and Sah den Vögeln as 

“abrupt,”178 Vers le Blanc (Towards White, 1982, for electronics) was radical in the extreme 

gradualness of its harmonic and timbral changes, which are so slow as to be almost 

imperceptible.179  While actual voices are not involved, Saariaho used the computer to 

interpolate between formant structures of specific phonemes,180 laying the groundwork for the 

vowel transformations in From the Grammar of Dreams. 

 Verblendungen (Dazzlings, 1982, for orchestra and tape)181 combines formal timbral and 

non-timbral parameter control with gradual transformations.  Saariaho describes the function of 

the parameter changes as a source of interest within the “impossible” overall form of 

decreasing energy: “Such a formal impossibility forced me to exploit all of the parameters in as 

                                                
174. Ibid., 97. 
175. Ibid., 96.  
176. Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 61.  
177. Ibid., 63. 
178. Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony,” 104. 
179. Ibid., 104-105. 
180. Ibid., 105. 
181. Translation from Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 77. 
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dynamic a way as possible in order to keep the music moving.”182  Tension and release on a 

large scale is heard in the transformation of the tape part from a high level of noise to a low 

level of noise as it ends in “a quasi-orchestral luminosity made up of violin sounds;”183 

meanwhile, a contrasting building of tension due to noise occurs in the orchestral part.  It 

seems that her conception of the non-timbral parameters involves the creation of more localized 

tension, and therefore also its release.  Both localized and large-scale tension and release due to 

timbral and non-timbral transformations occur in From the Grammar of Dreams. 

 After a period of mostly incorporating the voice only in electroacoustic media in 1982-

1986,184 as well as calling for vocal utterances by instrumentalists, Saariaho showed a renewed 

interest in writing for the acoustic voice in 1987-1991.185  Shortly after composing From the 

Grammar of Dreams, she explained how she was no longer “blocked with the voice”—“I’ve 

come to a new point where I accept that I can find new expressions by speaking, whispering, 

maybe some other ways, while not destroying the singing either.”186   

 From the Grammar of Dreams is one of four works for live singers in this time period, 

the others being Piipää (Silicon head, 1987, for soprano, tenor, and both live and pre-set 

electronics),187 Grammaire des Rêves (Grammar of Dreams, 1988-89, for soprano and 

ensemble), and Nuits, adieux (Nights, Farewell, 1991, for vocal quartet and live electronics).188  

Oskala recognizes From the Grammar of Dreams as the first of these vocal works to use 

breathiness (or airiness in the voice, as I have described it) as a continuum, a technique that 

                                                
182. Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony,” 107. 
183. Ibid., 122. 
184. Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 80. 
185. Ibid., 90. 
186. Robert Maycock, “Finnish Whispers,” Classical Music (January 14, 1989). 
187. Translation of Piipää from Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 96. 
188. Ibid., 90; Saariaho created an additional version of Nuits, adieux for vocal quartet and 

mixed chorus in 1996.  
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Saariaho continued in Grammaire des Rêves, and refined with her most specific gradations of 

breathiness in Nuits, adieux.189  From the Grammar of Dreams also included Saariaho’s first 

use of a gradual transition between speaking with breath sounds and singing, a technique that 

she continued to use in Grammaire des Rêves and Nuits, adieux.190  In addition, in these three 

works Saariaho refined her control of vocal vibrato, as heard in From the Grammar of 

Dreams.191 

 

5.2  Development of a Mature Style: Early 1990’s to the Present 

 Saariaho has spoken of a turning point after the completion of two works from 1990 

that she considers to be one large-scale work, Du cristal (From Crystal, for orchestra) and …à 

la fumée. (…Into Smoke, for alto flute, cello and orchestra).  As she explains, “It crystallized 

my ideas concerning musical form, evolution, and transformation.  It was really [a] large-scale 

work…and it finished a certain period in my compositional life, I feel, and started another 

one.”192 

 In a recent dissertation in which he puts Solar (1993, ensemble) within the context of 

Saariaho’s changing style, Marc Aled Hutchinson summarizes development of Saariaho’s style 

in the 1990s as follows:  

“The 1990s saw a gradual shift in her style: works such as Château de l’âme (1995) 
and Oltra mar (1999) show the increasing presence of regular metre and tonal 
allusions, as well as a more clearly sectional handling of form and a somewhat 
distanced but more textually specific approach to expression. This stylistic evolution 

                                                
189. Ibid., 91-92.  Oskala also traces this use of breathiness to Saariaho’s flute writing calling 

for breath tones and mix of breath tones and normal tones, starting in the early 1980’s (92). 
190. Ibid., 93-94. 
191. Ibid., 94-95.  
192. Saariaho and Service, “Meet the Composer: Kaija Saariaho in Conversation with Tom 

Service,” 12. 
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is perhaps best seen as a process of clarification and simplification leading to the 
composition of her first opera, L’amour de loin (2000).”193 
 

 Oskala points out Saariaho’s movement away from text intelligibility, as exemplified in 

From the Grammar of Dreams,194 in the 1990’s.  Whereas Oskala places From the Grammar of 

Dreams within Saariaho’s explorations on an “axis of intelligibility” in regards to text-setting, 

she sees the works from the mid 1990’s on as having a renewed focus on the vocal function of 

clear text declamation.  Rather than abandoning her fragmentation and layering techniques that 

rendered text intelligible, she started to limit these techniques to the voices that have an 

accompaniment function, leaving the text mostly intact and clearly understandable in the voice 

having a text declamation function.  This “two-function approach” is first seen in La Dame à la 

licorne (The Lady and the Unicorn, 1993, for electronics) and Château de l’âme (Castle of the 

Soul, 1995, for soprano, women’s chorus, and orchestra); and after Trois Rivières (Three Rivers, 

1994, for percussion quartet and electronics), Saariaho always included the text intact in at least 

one vocal part.195  

 Saariaho’s biographer, Pirkko Moisala, sees the time after …a la fumée, including her 

only ballet Maa (The Earth,196 1991, ensemble and electronics), as a “transitional period,” in 

which Saariaho distanced herself from transitions and worked on creating dramatic events.197  

Saariaho also describes a change in her compositional direction at this point: “After [Du cristal 

                                                
193. Hutchinson, “Redefining Coherence: Interaction and Experience in New Music, 1985-

1995,” 126.  
194. Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 87-89. 
195. Ibid., 99-104; see pp. 20-21 for a full explanation of her “axis of intelligibility,” which 

Oskala uses to describe transformations between clear, intact text-setting and techniques that 
obscure the ability of a listener to hear the text and its meaning. 

196. Translation by Oskala, “The Voice in Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000,” 168.  According to 
Juhani Nuorvala, the Finnish word maa can also mean land, country or world (“Programme 
Note: Kaija Saariaho: Maa (1991),” Chester Novello website, http://www.musicsalesclassical 
.com/composer/work/7235). 

197. Moisala, Kaija Saariaho, 27.  
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…à la fumée], I stopped thinking only in terms of linear transformation and started looking for 

more dramatic solutions and situations for my music.”198  Moisala identifies this period as the 

fifth of seven discrete periods, followed by a sixth period in which Saariaho’s work shows 

more identifiable musical gestures, linear developments, and melodic importance.199  Moisala 

hears reoccurring musical gestures as contributing to the overall coherence of Amers 

(Navigation Beacons, 1992, for cello, ensemble and live electronics) and Solar (1993, for 

ensemble) in this period after the transitional one, part of a “greater concern for forms based on 

themes and motifs.”200   

 Moisala hears in Château de l’âme, of this sixth period, a development of the melodic 

aspects of the music along with a retention of timbral variations as an important element.201  

Liisamaija Hautsalo also hears melody as becoming a more important part of Saariaho’s 

musical language in Château de l’âme, as well as in Lonh (Distant, 1996, for soprano and 

electronics).202  Kiimo Korhonen and Risto Nieminen point to Saariaho’s new emphasis on 

melody in Château de l’âme, in addition to Graal Théâtre (Sacred Theater, 1994, for violin and 

orchestra).203   

                                                
198. Saariaho and Service, “Meet the Composer,” 12. 
199. Moisala, Kaija Saariaho, 27. 
200. Ibid., 38.  
201. Ibid., 40.  
202. Hautsalo, “Whispers from the Past: Musical Topics in Saariaho’s Operas,” 111. 
203. Kimmo Korhonen and Risto Nieminen, “Saariaho, Kaija (Anneli),” Grove Music 

Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline 
.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/45895.  Korhonen finds Château de l’âme to be particularly 
melodic, as he explains, “the melodies branch out into long, expressive arches.” (Kimmo 
Korhonen, “Composer Profiles: Kaija Saariaho in Profile II,” trans. by Timothy Binham and 
Susan Sinisalo, Music Finland website, 1998, http://composers.musicfinland.fi/musicfinland 
/fimic.nsf/0/9CB2A3412AC56803C2257537003D9159?opendocument.)  
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 Moisala’s sixth period includes larger orchestral and vocal works,204 such as Oltra Mar 

(Across the Sea, 1999, for chorus and orchestra), sections of which Saariaho would place in her 

first opera L’amour de loin (Love From Afar, 2000).  Oltra Mar makes occasional use of large 

timbral transformations, as in the sixth movement “Souvenir de vagues” (“Memory of Waves”), 

which consists of a single wave-like gesture with transformations along the timbral dimensions 

of noise, airiness and brightness.  Other movements of Oltra Mar exhibit the motivic repetition, 

increasing melodic importance, and movement towards metric regularity and tonal centers of 

this time in Saariaho’s career.  

 Moisala sees Saariaho’s seventh and current period as beginning with the composition 

of her opera, L’amour de loin (Love From Afar, 2000, for soprano, mezzo soprano, baritone, 

chorus, orchestra and electronics), and she characterizes this mature style as lyrical and 

dramatic.205  Saariaho’s works in this period often use the dramatic form of opera, such as the 

operas Adriana Mater (Mother Adriana, 2005, for soprano, mezzo soprano, tenor, baritone, 

chorus, orchestra and electronics), and Emilie (2008, for soprano, orchestra and electronics), as 

well as the similarly dramatic form of oratorio, La Passion de Simone (2005-2006, for soprano, 

chorus, orchestra and electronics).  Moisala notes that Adriana Mater is particularly dramatic, 

given that it is an operatic tragedy.206 

 While Saariaho wrote much for the voice at the beginning of the millennium, her 

increased focus on melody also found its way into her instrumental writing.  As Moisala 

explains, “While working on the vocal lines of her first opera, Saariaho had noticed that her 

way of writing for cello and flute had begun to resemble her writing for the voice: a stronger 

                                                
204. Moisala, Kaija Saariaho, 27.  
205. Moisala, Kaija Saariaho, 27.  Written in 2009, Moisala’s “current” is five years ago, close 

to the present day in the scheme of Saariaho’s career. 
206. Ibid. 
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melodic thinking had come to play a more important role also in her instrumental writing.”  

Thus the flute concerto Aile du Songe (Wing Dream, 2001, for flute and string orchestra with 

percussion) was the first piece she wrote after L’amour de loin. 

 In sum, the developments in Saariaho’s compositional style since the early 1990’s 

encompass changes in her approach to melody, form, harmony, rhythm, and text setting.  Her 

current style involves greater importance given to melody, including re-occurring melodic 

motives and gestures; this relates to her use of forms based more on repeated motives and 

themes and less on large-scale transformations.  She also often uses dramatic forms.  In terms 

of harmony and rhythm, her current style often involves tonal centers and an audible sense of 

meter.  Finally, her approach to text setting now incorporates clear text declamation.   

 All of these developments are departures from From the Grammar of Dreams, which 

was composed not long before a shift in Saariaho’s style beginning in the early 1990’s.  In her 

later works, timbre is less likely to have the formal importance that I found in From the 

Grammar of Dreams.  Structural importance in her later works may be more likely to be found 

in elements such as motivic repetition and the dramatic framework of theatrical works.  Such 

an exclusively timbre-focused approach as in this study may therefore be less useful in 

examining Saariaho’s later works. 

 Timbre is, however, still an integral part of Saariaho’s writing.  As Saariaho explains, 

her earlier explorations in timbre and harmony did find their way into her later style: “I felt 

when I wrote [L’amour de loin] that everything I had written up to that moment was somehow 

in that piece.  All the material, my approach to harmony, to texture—all of it was there.”207  

Her use of timbre is now subtler.  In regards to the timbral dimension of noise, which she 

                                                
207. Saariaho and Service, “Meet the Composer,” 13. 
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refers to as the “sound-noise axis,” Saariaho says, “I think it’s present in my composition and 

in my orchestration, but [at a] quite intuitive level.”208  Timbral transformations such as those 

heard in From the Grammar of Dreams may no longer be at the forefront of Saariaho’s music, 

but they are still woven into the fabric of her compositions. 

 

5.3  Going Forward: Future Research 

 It is inevitable that research in a relatively new area such as timbre will yield more 

questions than answers.  I therefore conclude my study of Saariaho’s use of timbre in From the 

Grammar of Dreams with ideas for further research in both music theory and psychoacoustics.   

 First of all, From the Grammar of Dreams may be further explored from different 

perspectives and with different analytical approaches.  I only touched on the dramatic element 

of the two voices and the stories they are telling, both independently and together.  Focusing on 

the drama in the work would be an interesting approach.  One could also delve into the details 

of Saariaho’s harmonic language.  I discussed harmony mainly in the context of harmonic 

rhythm and major harmonic shifts.  There is still much to explore in Saariaho’s use of pitch and 

harmony in From the Grammar of Dreams that is outside the scope of this dissertation. 

 Might this method for analysis be useful for approaching vocal works by other 

composers?  I would be particularly interested in looking for transformations along the 

dimension of brightness in composers who use vowels as a source of compositional interest and 

variety in vocal music.  Fruitful examples might be Caroline Shaw, whose Pulitzer Prize-

winning Partita uses specific vowels extensively and calls for vocal techniques to achieve 

certain timbres in the ensemble.  Toby Twining’s manipulation of vocal colors and overtones 

                                                
208. Saariaho, interview with the author, March 7, 2012. 
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through vowel changes would also be appropriate for this type of analysis.  It also would be 

interesting to re-visit vocal works that have already been the subject of much scholarship from 

this perspective, such as György Ligeti’s Aventures and Nouvelles Aventures. 

 Analyzing vocal works in different languages raises the question of how language 

influences the timbral dimensions.  The dimension of brightness is shaped largely by the 

vowels sung, which would vary greatly from one language to another.  A vocal work in 

Portuguese, for example, may have an overall darker sound than one in English.  The 

dimension of noise would also be affected, as languages have different norms for the frequency 

of consonants and whether or not multiple consonants are placed consecutively without an 

intervening vowel.  German, for example, challenges many singers with its consecutive 

consonants, and a German vocal work would likely have a higher level of noise than an English 

vocal work in a similar style.  One might pursue this question of language’s influence on 

timbral dimensions by comparing vocal works in different languages, and perhaps analyzing a 

vocal work that employs more than one language.  One such possibility would be Eric Banks’ 

choral work Sarasvati, which alternates text in Sanskrit and English. 209  Sanskrit’s dark vowels 

and retroflex approximants (consonants in which the tongue tip curls backwards) contrast with 

the brighter vowels of English in this work. 

 How useful would this method be for instrumental acoustic works or works for voice or 

instruments with electronics?  I expect that the timbral dimensions would need to be adjusted 

for both the specific work and the specific type of instrumentation.  The dimensions of noise 

and brightness would probably remain in any application of this approach, whereas the 

dimensions of airiness and vibrato may be less likely to deserve attention in an instrumental 

                                                
209. Eric Banks, Sarasvati, score, 2008, http://ericbanks.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/04 

/sarasvati2011combo1.pdf. 
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work.  Electroacoustic works may call for a discussion of any number of timbral dimensions 

that are unlikely to be perceptually salient in acoustic works.  A score-based analysis of an 

electroacoustic work would represent only part of the overall sound; it would be necessary to 

supplement such an analysis with a recording-based analysis.  

 There may be other reasons to incorporate recording-bases analyses even in analyses of 

acoustic vocal works.  It would be interesting to compare my score-based approach with one 

that is recording-based.  Such a recording-based analysis could either use computerized 

techniques to analyze the spectrum such as John Dribus’ use of FFT analysis of noise 

content,210 or John MacCallum and Aaron Einbond’s use of different FFT-based analysis tools 

to measure roughness;211 or, it could be listening-based, such as Mazzoli’s assignment of 

stability ratings.212  Such recording-based analyses would allow for comparisons of 

interpretations by different performers.  This could yield interesting results, considering that 

singers frequently make choices about the brightness and amount of vibrato in specific passages 

or specific notes for expressive purposes. 

 Further research in psychoacoustics is needed to better understand how timbral 

transformations in musical contexts are perceived by listeners.  To what extent do others hear 

changes along the timbral dimensions that I specified as relevant to From the Grammar of 

Dreams?  Comparing the dimensions of brightness, airiness, noise and vibrato, are some more 

perceptually salient than others?  I can imagine an experiment in which excerpts from a few 

acoustic works by different composers are played for participants many times, and the 

                                                
210. Dribus, “Characterizing Noise and Harmonicity.” 
211. John MacCallum and Aaron Einbond, “Real-time Analysis of Sensory Dissonance,” 

Computer Music Modeling and Retrieval: Sense of Sounds: Lecture Notes in Computer Science, 
4969 (2008), http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/15448/. 

212. Mazzoli, “Emerging Musical Structures.” 
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participants are asked to use a Continuous Response Digital Interface to record real-time 

judgments about a different timbral dimension upon each hearing of an example.213 The degree 

of similarity across the different subjects’ judgments would be a measure of universality for the 

perception of each timbral dimension.  

 It would also be interesting to test the generality of Saariaho’s assertion that her 

experience with electronic music increased her attention to the details of sounds overall.214  

This could be done by devising a study with participants who have varying degrees of 

experience with electronic music, as well as varying degrees of musical experience.  I suggest 

five categories of listeners—individuals without any musical training, amateur musicians with 

and without experience in electronic music, and music professionals with and without 

experience in electronic music.  

 There is still scant research on timbre perception with real musical examples.  Such 

research is necessary in order to understand how the complexities of actual musical sounds, in 

the full variety created by contemporary composers, are perceived.  These examples should 

include a variety of instrumentations including the voice, with examples of acoustic, 

electroacoustic, and electronic works.  Going forward, there is still much to be explored in the 

details of timbre perception that has the potential to guide future analysis of music by Saariaho 

and other composers, and to influence composers who create music in which timbral 

transformations are expressively and structurally important. 

                                                
213. See Madson and Fredrickson, “The Experience of Musical Tension,” for a full 

explanation of the Continuous Response Digital Interface, which they used to measure the 
perception of musical tension.  In brief, it involves a dial that can be turned by a participant 
throughout the listening process. 

214. Pierre Michel, “Entretien avec Kaija Saariaho” (“Interview with Kaija Saariaho”), 12-13; 
also noted in Oskala, “The Voice in Kaija Saariaho’s Music,” 95-96. 
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