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1. You have composed music for a variety of en-
sembles. In recent years, vocal music has come to 
occupy a central role in your work. What are the 
things that inspire you?

Th rough words and music, it is possible to ex-
press profound emotions and refl ect deep-root-
ed soulscapes. I enjoy singing, and because I love 
languages   and speak eight languages, vocal mu-
sic has become a natural part of my work. When 
I’m examining texts, I always look for the poetic 
melodic lines and intonation that exist in varied 
ways in diff erent languages. Language   and mu-
sic share the same strong emotional charge, and 
music strengthens the symbiosis. Th is creates 
the expressive melodic and vocal power in my 
compositions.

2. You have composed two monologue operas: 
Tango Solo  and Ilona irti  (Release the Joy). 
They are set in very di  ̃ erent environments, but 
both have something in common: a strong so-
prano role and a powerful message that takes a 
stance. How did these works come about?
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Th e libretto for Tango Solo is by Maritza Núñez
and in Spanish. On the streets of Buenos Aires, 
she had encountered a poor old woman and her 
dog. Th ere she came up with this “story to tell”. 
Th e tragic themes refl ect the horrors of the Ar-
gentine dictatorship of the 1980s and they are 
still very relevant today. When I composed the 
opera in 2010-11, I used rhythmic elements 
from, among other things, milonga and Argen-
tine tango to create an authentic atmosphere. I 
had already composed a tango when I was 11; 
it was published, and I performed Argentine 
tangos on the accordion. Th ese childhood expe-
riences inspired me subconsciously when I was 
commissioned to write this opera.

Ilona irti was commissioned by the Organ 
Night and Aria festival, and Leena Lehtolai nen
was invited to write the libretto. It deals with 
the position and problems of women in modern 
society and tackles the Me-too movement from 
diff erent perspectives. Th e opera was inspired by 

my daughter, soprano Aurora Marthens, who 
won the Timo Mustakallio Singing Competition 
in 2017. In the same year, the Me-too movement 
became a global phenomenon.

3. Your 70th birthday will be celebrated with a 
focus concert at the Sellosali in Espoo on 22 No-
vember. The programme includes a wide selection 
of your works. Which ones would you like to high-
light?

Th e concert combines Finnish, English and 
Norwegian poetry with modern instrumental 
and vocal music. Th e Tapiola Chamber Choir, 
conducted by Hannu Norjanen, will premiere 
the Eino Leino Cycle – a work I had long been 
planning – and � ree Egyptian Songs, the texts of 
which are from the ancient Egyptian Book of the 
Dead. Songs from the popular Norppaooppera 
(� e Seal)  commissioned by the Savonlinna 
Opera Festival will also be heard. Th e Sonata for 
Violin and Piano, Op.103 will receive its world 
premiere. Th e concert will close with the Edvard 
Munch Suite; the texts of which Munch himself 
wrote behind his paintings. It was a strange coin-
cidence that on the day of the Oslo premiere, the 
stolen paintings in question were found.

4. You have composed an opera about Ernest 
Hemingway. How did it originate and how did you 
come to choose that subject for it?

Th e work originated from the theatre play by 
Maritza Núñez on which the opera’s Spanish li-
bretto is based. It is a fascinating story about the 
life and last moments of Ernest Hemingway. 
His great artistic personality and his life have 
always fascinated me. When I read the play, I im-
mediately noticed that it traced an exciting dra-
matic arc and a psychologically exciting gallery of 
characters. For example, Marlene Dietrich sings 
and dances with Hemingway in a cabaret-style 
scene. Performances of the opera are planned for 
next year in Finland and elsewhere.

5. Your output also includes orchestral music, such 
as the Accordion Concerto (2000) and the Trumpet 
Concerto “Cadiz” (2012). You are now planning a 
new symphony. What is it like to compose orches-
tral music when several of your recent works have 
focused on a text and vocal soloists?

I am indeed working on my three-movement 
Symphony No. 2. Creating it has been fasci-
nating, and it’s been waiting in draft form for 
many years. When I received a state artist’s pen-
sion, I was fi nally able to focus on this as well.
In my youth, I studied at the Tchaikovsky Con-
servatory, and my orchestration teacher was Yuri 
Fortunatov, who had been Prokofi ev’s favourite 
student. From him I received a solid education. In 
1986, the Novosibirsk Symphony Orchestra pre-
miered my fi rst symphony live on TV. I will never 
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R E P E R T O I R E  T I P S
ANDERS ELIASSON
Fogliame (1990) Dur: 19’
for piano quartet
Fogliame means foliage and refers to the con-
tinually shifting and unpredictable shimmer 
of light in the shadows of the trees. The piano 
quartet is written in a single movement but 
contains numerous contrasting sections where 
intensity and allegro alternate with soothing calm; an often-repeated indi-
cation is dolcissimo. The music develops freely, like when the winds randomly 
stir the luminous fl ux among the leaves.

ALEX FREEMAN
Wildwood (2022-24) Dur: 30’
Concerto for piano and chamber ensemble 
1010-0110-str(10111)
A three-movement, virtuosic concerto inspired 
by the ecological refl ections of Roger Deakin in 
a book of essays of the same name. The work be-
gins with a glittering soundscape and challenges 
the soloist and orchestra to a burst of rhythmic fi reworks. The slower middle 
movement is more introverted and quietly contemplative. This piece restores 
faith in the classical ideal of beauty.

TEEMU HALMKRONA 
Ikimetsän lumous (The Charm of the 
Deep Forest) (2020-21) Dur: 10’
Six Pieces for Piano
Each piece in this collection has its own atmos-
phere and story to tell: musical fun and games, 
dramatic tension, chromatics and sparkling 
dissonances. Drawing on a wide range of tech-
niques, the bagatelles were originally composed for amateur pianists, but 
they are equally suitable as e.g. teaching material for more advanced players. 

HALVOR HAUG
Song of the Pines (Furuenes sang) 
(1987) Dur: 12’
for string orchestra
This deeply expressive work refl ects the grief 
Haug experienced when the pine forest outside 
his studio was cut down. And one cannot help 
but be aff ected by the music that conveys both 
sorrow and indignation. “Mankind lacks respect for and knowledge about the 
forest’s existential importance for life on earth, said Haug. It is the pine trees 
‘on their last legs’ that make up the idea behind the work.”

MIKKO HEINIÖ 
The Voice of the Tree (Puun ääni) (2006) 
Dur: 17’ 
for piano quartet 
This exciting quartet was inspired by the poems 
of Eira Stenberg about trees: their voices, move-
ment, spaces and light. Hitting, tapping and 
rubbing endow the music with the soulful sound 
of wood and trees as well as captivating physi-
cality. There are also hints of West African pentatonics and rhythms.

OLLI KORTEKANGAS
The Way to the Woods (2007) Dur: 8’
for mixed choir
Text: Wendell Berry (Eng)
“How long does it take to make the woods? As 
long as it takes to make the world.” Thus begins 
the setting of a poem by Wendell Berry, a well-
known US writer and environmental activist 
committed to fi nding peace and sustenance in 
nature. The skilled treatment of profound and wide-ranging themes is typ-
ical of Kortekangas, and this sonorous commission from the Syracuse Vocal 
Ensemble is proof of that.

CARIN MALMLÖF FORSSLING
Albero (1994) Dur: 7’30’
for mixed choir a cappella
“I can go out into nature and joyfully spend time 
with a tree,” Carin Malmlöf-Forssling once said. 
In that single phrase, she captured the essence 
of the Italian words Albero (tree), Allegria (joy), 
and Amico (dear friend) used in this piece. The 

simple vocalizing choir parts persistently move upward, eventually merging 
into complex and dense harmonies. Like an image of the tree’s trunk and 
branches, which stretch upward and outward into the magnifi cent crown of 
the tree.

KAI NIEMINEN
Woodlands of the Birds (2002) Dur: 17’
for orchestra: 2222-2000-11-cel-str
The Northern nature, birds and forests are often 
sources of inspiration for the music of Kai Nie-
minen. Woodlands of the Birds leads the listener 
to forests alive with birdsong. The music refl ects 
Nieminen’s lyrical-impressionistic, at times 
even neo-romantic style, but not to the exclusion of some darker, mysterious 
shades.

MATTHEW PETERSON
And all the trees of the fi elds will clap 
their hands (2013) Dur: 11’
for orchestra: 2222-2200-11-str
Inspired by Isaiah 55:12, this composition por-
trays a scene of joy and peace, where nature 
seems to celebrate alongside us. Peterson here 
shows his ability to blend lyrical beauty and in-
novative musical techniques. He depicts a wild, untamed nature, brimming 
with life and power. The result is an engaging, evocative and shimmering 
piece, rich in texture. Winner of the Uppsala Composition Competition 2013.

JEAN SIBELIUS
The Trees (Puusarja) – Suite Op. 75 
(1914-19) Dur: 11’
Arr. Kalevi Aho (2024): 1111-1000-01(=vibr)-str
Arr. Ernst Pingoud (1942): 2122-4230-01-hp(/
pf)-str
These are orchestral arrangements of Cinq 
Morceaux Op. 75, a piano suite which is one of 
the best loved by Sibelius. The fi fth piece, The Spruce, is well known to almost 
all piano-playing Finns. The suite echoes Sibelius’s love for nature and each of 
the fi ve trees has its own special character (When the Mountain Ash Is Bloom-
ing, The Solitary Fir Tree, The Aspen, The Birch and The Spruce).

JONAS VALFRIDSSON
A Fragmented Memory: My Overgrown 
Little Tree House (2013) Dur: 19’
for orchestra: 2222-2211-pf/cel-str
Valfridsson’s work is a musical wandering 
through the composer’s childhood forests, and 
the memory of a tree house on the shore of Lake 
Vättern. The forest appears as both idyllic and 
somewhat threatening – a doubleness that is refl ected in the music. It is a 
work, rich in timbre, characterised by both mystique and a continual underly-
ing feeling of uneasiness. 

LOTTA WENNÄKOSKI
Foliage (2017) Dur: 9’
for cello and orchestra: 2222-2100-01-str or for 
cello and piano
A work inspired by a view from the composer’s 
workroom window: the foliage of large trees 
and the silent, fascinating movement of the 
leaves – at times whole branches swaying, at 
times single leaves moving polyrhythmically. The work is also an homage 
to cello’s versatility. The solo part contains fragile, ethereal colours as well as 
more solid tones, and both poetic and playful gestures.

LARSJOHAN WERLE
Trees (1982) Dur: 10’
for baritone solo, double quartet and mixed 
choir
Text: 4 poems by e.e.cummings (Eng)
Here Werle shapes a dynamic interplay of con-
trasting vocal expressions. According to him 
“the poems don’t sing – they breathe. They are 
ambiguous, playful, at times playful in a serious way, and invite to be set to 
music”. The work opens with long sustained tones, whisperings and fragmen-
tary phrases in the solo voices. Gradually the music expands into an ever fuller 
choral sound, with a particular sweetness in melody and harmony, before 
giving way to the rhythmic and lively ‘Sitting in a tree...’ 

Works inspired by trees, 
woods and forests

forget the overwhelming feeling of happiness 
when I heard it played by this large orchestra!
My love of vocal music is also refl ected in the 
new symphony; the second movement features 
a soprano vocalise. Th e work is also a state-
ment. Climate change, the suff ering of nature 
and animals, and the extinction of species – all 
are caused by human greed, arrogance, and in-
diff erence. However, I believe that everything 
that is good and true holds the world together 
and that a higher spiritual essence within us 
will fi ght the evil.

6. Throughout your career, you have also com-
posed chamber and instrumental music. A re-
cent work is the Trio No. 5 for violin, f ute, and 
piano, which the Ensemble Cameo premiered 
in Tokyo last year. How did this collaboration 
begin – and what other works would you like to 
highlight?

Th e Japanese pianist Kyoko Fukushi con-
tacted me last spring and told me about the 
Trio’s upcoming performance in Japan. Th ey 
had discovered the work published by Fenni-
ca Gehrman and were excited about it. I was 
invited to the Tokyo premiere, and I plan to 
continue working with the ensemble in the 
coming years.

My second string quartet, commissioned by 
the Kuhmo Chamber Music Festival, is anoth-
er major work. I have arranged both my quar-
tets for string orchestra and conducted them 
in Sweden when I was spotlight composer of 
the Bergslagens Chamber Orchestra in 2015.
I would also highlight my symphonic 
poem Lichtenthal . Th e German pre-
miere by the Jenaer Philharmonie in 2010 
was initiated when the French conduc-
tor Fabrice Bollon heard its recording.
Ciclo para coro mixto was performed and re-
corded by the winner of the Kanagawa Inter-
national Choir Festival in 1990. Th e Missis-
sippi Choir later won a choral competition in 
Italy with the same piece. It is a pleasure to see 
that people around the world are interested in 
my works.

7. What is the source of your inexhaustible ener-
gy and positivity?

I feel that as a composer and musician I am a 
mediator. I am happiest when I get to create 
something that can touch my fellow human 
beings and transmit positive energy. I believe 
in compassion and kindness. Love, faith and 
hope give strength, and as the Bible says, love 
is the greatest of all. I am deeply grateful to my 
family, who has always supported me in my 
creative work.

Henna Salmela 




