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The light behind the landscape

The music of Matthew Whittall opens up 
landscapes: vast silences, currents of mel-
odies, arches of meditative sound that 

make time stand still. Since the mid-2000s, his 
soundscapes have dwelled on nature experiences, 
both personal and universal – one example being 
the 25-minute-long � e Return of Light (2015) 

for chamber orchestra and choir, diving into 
polar darkness, sounds of the ice and the � rst ec-
static rays of the sun. During the past few years, 
though, his music has been drifting towards an-
other direction, that of abstraction. 

“For 20 years I have been struggling against 
the preconception that composing about nature 
was naïve romanticism. And now when nature 
themes are everywhere, I feel like going some-
where else,” he says with a laugh. 

Joy for organ and orchestra
An important point on this path was reached 
last May with the premiere of his symphony 
for organ and orchestra, Joy,  written for the 
Finnish Radio Symphony orchestra and the 

Matthew Whittall is fascinated with 
music’s possibility of taking time and 
immersing the audience with spacious-
ness and stillness. “� is is something I 
have always tried to do, to extend the 
music so that the listener feels captivat-
ed and changed by it. A feeling of being 
fi lled by a silent landscape.”

brand new organ of the Helsinki Music Centre. 
� e work was an homage to Kaija Saariaho, 
whose coloristic music had been a major in� u-
ence for Whittall early on his career. Hailing 
from a small town in Quebec, Canada, Whittall 
has called Finland his home since 2001. As with 
Saariaho, the roots of his musical idiom lie with-
in the French tradition.

“� at is why writing symphonies has never ap-
pealed to me,” he explains. “Usually, images are 
the driving force behind my compositions, but 
Joy kept shrugging o�  all images and moved fur-
ther towards abstraction.”
 At some point, Whittall realised that he was 
writing a symphony after all. A process of this 
kind was already emerging in the large-scale, 
four movement piano concerto Nameless Seas
(2017).  � e world premiere took place on 
5. October 2017 in Ottawa, Canada by the
National Arts Centre Orchestra with Angela
Hewitt as the soloist. 

Orchestral fl ows
� ough at home with solo piano and chamber 
ensembles and, especially, choral music – having 
many of his compositions performed by the en-
ergetic Finnish amateur and professional choirs 
– Whittall is in his element with the symphony
orchestra, both on its own and with vocal forces
or instrumental soloists. Recent orchestral works 
include, in addition to the organ symphony Joy,
Silence Speaks with intimate modal harmonies
(2022, commissioned by the Helsinki Philhar-
monic Orchestra as part of the Helsinki Varia-
tions series), and the cantata-like � ese � ings

Remain (2019), commemorating Canadian sol-
diers who fought in World War II. 

At times euphorically tonal, sometimes driven 
by pure noise, Whittall’s music has an inspira-
tional � ow that doesn’t shun in� uences outside 
the conventional contemporary-classical frame-
work. With vocal music, the choice of poetry is 
important for him. With the choral cycle Songs 
of Travel, his compositions for choir have been 
moving towards larger forms, culminating in 
November 2025 with � e World Tree, a con-
cert-long work celebrating the 15th anniversa-
ry of the Helsinki Chamber Choir. Composed 
to original poetry by the British author Rob-
ert Macfarlane, the work is in part a symbolic 
requiem for the famous Sycamore Gap Tree, a 
centuries-old sycamore in Northumberland, 
England, that was felled in an act of vandalism 
last autumn.  

Lately, due to the constant presence of loom-
ing environmental crises in public discourse, na-
ture as a subject has been politicized. Whittall is 
wary of making strong statements through art.  
“I feel more drawn to making my point indirect-
ly, symbolically, instead of shouting out loud,” he 
says. “Art has the power of inviting the audience 
in, to re� ect. Music can give people an emotional 
stake in nature. You cannot defend our environ-
ment if you don’t feel connected to it.”

Going off -road
Whittall is fascinated with music’s possibility of 
taking time and immersing the audience with 
spaciousness and stillness. “With long-ranged 
works of music you have the time to make 

Matthew Whittall was awarded for his work Joy for organ 
and orchestra.
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TIMOJUHANI KYLLÖNEN
Trio No. 5 for violin, fl ute and piano
Ensemble Cameo
6.9. Tokyo, Japan

MATTHEW PETERSON
Vagabond
Dalasinfoniettan/Claire Levacher
6.9. Falun, Sweden

CECILIA DAMSTRÖM
Earth Songs
TampereRaw/Maria Itkonen, sol. Elina Vähälä, vl
12.9. Tampere, Finland
Information
Tampere PO/Matthew Halls
29.11. Tampere, Finland

ALEX FREEMAN
Wildwood – Concerto for piano and chamber 
ensemble
Zagros Ensemble/Petri Komulainen, sol. Risto-Matti Marin
14.9. Helsinki, Finland

ALBERT SCHNELZER
Angels
Petri Sångare/Karin Oldgren, sol. Mattias Rodrick, vlc
21.9. Copenhagen, Denmark 
The Puppeteer
Francois Leleux, ob, Emmanuel Strosser, pf
24.9. Heidelberg, Germany

PERGUNNAR PETERSSON
Work with Love
Mogens Dahl Chamber Choir/Mogens Dahl
22.9. Copenhagen, Denmark
Toccata in Eight
Andrew Canning, org
9.10. Glasgow, Scotland

MATS LARSSON GOTHE
Tredings (Ridings) for brass sextet
Gotland Brass
25.9. Dalhem, Sweden

JACOB MÜHLRAD
RESIL I
Swedish CO/Daniel Raiskin
10.10. Örebro, Sweden 
RESIL I - version for symphony orchestra
Royal Stockholm PO/Alvis Greters
28.11. Stockholm, Sweden

PREMIERES
a point really slowly, to build a whole world 
around an idea.”

Nature as life force is still ever-present in 
Whittall’s music, though more in a metaphorical 
way. His Oboe Concerto will be premiered in De-
cember 2024, a joint commission by the Tapiola 
Sinfonietta and the Vaasa Symphony Orchestra 
for soloist Anni Haapaniemi. It re� ects on the 
transition from winter to spring and the over-
whelming contrast between darkness and light, 
already elaborated in � e Return of Light. 

From experiencing the aurora borealis as a 
schoolboy to numerous hikes in Lapland over 
the years, the wonder inspired by natural phe-
nomena has nourished Whittall’s creative imag-
ination.  

“� e landscapes are still there, but more met-
aphorically, as if I were trying to see past the ob-
ject into the light behind it. � is is something I 
have always tried to do, to extend the music so 
that the listener feels captivated, and changed by 
it. A feeling of being � lled by a silent landscape. 
� at is the abstraction I’m interested in.”

Matthew Whittall will turn 50 next January. 
Before, he used to sketch his compositions care-
fully. Lately, he has been drawn more and more 
to the “question mark parts” of his drafts, giving 
way to the unexpected and letting the music take 
its own form. A musical o� -road hike, in a way.
“In the organ symphony Joy, I began composing 
not knowing where the process would lead, and 
that is something I’d like to do more in the fu-
ture: exploring rather than planning.”

Auli Särkiö-Pitkänen

QUOTES AND REVIEWS

Joy: Spectacular and utterly original
The orchestration, extremely eff ective and at times spectacular, 
suggests Ravel meets Richard Strauss, and the result is an ex-
tremely refi ned landscape. Hufvudstadsbladet 23.5.2024

Silence Speaks: Shimmering music 
Whittall cleverly integrates the little Sibelius Christmas carol 
with a magically shimmering, shivering world of sound in which 
the large orchestra gives the calm, at times gently hazy horizons 
their ultimate fullness and substance.
Hufvudstadsbladet 15.10.2021

The Return of Light: Pioneering and unprecedented orgy 
of timbre
Whittall demonstrates all the magic that can be achieved with 
the symbiosis of orchestra and choir. The fi ne dissonances tinkle, 
the webs fade into one another…Not all need to compose like 
Matthew Whittall, but luckily composers like Whittall exist. 
Keski-Pohjanmaa 7.12.2018

Nameless Seas: Hugely enchanting 
Performed by the redoubtable pianist Angela Hewitt, the piece 
was irresistible… Indeed, it shimmered, sparkled, and even 
glittered now and then. classicalvoiceamerica.org 11.10.2017

DANIEL NELSON
I am Monster
Swedish CO/Daniel Raiskin, sol. Johanna Wallroth, sopr
10.10. Örebro, Sweden

ROLF MARTINSSON
Tidig gryning
String Quartet from Malmö SO, sol. Lisa Larsson, sopr
12.10. Malmö, Sweden

BENJAMIN STAERN
Älvalek (Dancing Fairies)
Västerås Sinfonietta/Jessica Cottis, sol. Laura Michelin, fl 
17.10. Västerås, Sweden

ŽIBUOKLE MARTINAITYTĖ
EKAGGATA for violin and orchestra
Lithuanian National Philharmonic/cond. & sol. Hugo Ticciati
25.10. Vilnius, Lithuania

OLLI KORTEKANGAS
Isfåglarna (libretto: Johan Bargum)
Ostrobothnian Chamber Opera/Henriikka Teerikangas, sol. Minna-
Leena Lahti, Olli Tikkanen, Niall Chorell etc.
25.10. Kokkola, Finland
Guitar Concerto
Saimaa Sinfonietta/Erkki Lasonpalo, sol. Janne Malinen
6.11. Mikkeli, Finland

KALEVI AHO
Jean Sibelius: Cinq morceaux op. 75 
(‘The Trees’)
Arrangement for chamber orchestra
Lapland CO/Georg Köhler
14.11. Rovaniemi, Finland

KIMMO HAKOLA
Violin Sonata Op. 118 
Kaija Saarikettu, vl, Kimmo Hakola, pf
15.11. Siuntio, Finland (Lux musicae festival)  

ANTTI AUVINEN 
New work
Sointi Big Band, Helsinki Chamber Choir/Atso Almila
21.11. Tampere, Finland

MATTHEW WHITTALL
Oboe Concerto
Vaasa CO/Tomas Djupsjöbacka, sol. Anni Haapaniemi
13.12. Vaasa, Finland

KALEVI AHO
Kolme laulua Mawlana Rumin runoihin, 
Ilo ja epäsymmetria
EINOJUHANI RAUTAVAARA
Die erste Elegie, Unsere Liebe, Ave 
Maria, A Book of Life
Helsinki Chamber Choir/Nils Schweckendiek 
BIS-2692 ”Joy & Asymmetry”

BENGT JOHANSSON
Two Extracts from the Songs of Solo-
mon, Venus and Adonis, Three Classic 
Madrigals & other choral works
Ahjo Ensemble/Julia Lainema
Alba ABCD 482 “I Long For…”

ALEX FREEMAN
Calle sin nombre 
MATTHEW WHITTALL
Lauantaisauna
Sibelius Academy Vocal Ensemble/
Nils Schweckendiek
SRCD-1025 “Voice of Generations”

NE W CD ’s

September–December 2024


