[image: image1.jpg]FMQ Finnish Music Quarterly




A note at the front of the booklet records Kaija Saariaho’s views on writing for the cello, her favourite instrument, she confesses, because of ‘its huge compass’: ‘the cello’s low register, combined with harmonics, offers a rich palette of timbres’. That’s an instance of good old Finnish understatement: the range of sounds she produces from the cello – occasionally aided here by flute, bass clarinet and electronics – is downright astonishing. Inspired by her early contact with the ‘spectral’ school of composers in Paris, Saariaho goes into the constituent elements of the sound a cello makes, from the scraping of the bow on the bridge to ethereal harmonics, the results spanning the gamut from the coarse and ugly (if you judge by more conservative standards) to the weirdly beautiful, and all contributing to the dramatic effect of the music: there’s almost the narrative power of an entire opera in a work like Petals. By the time of Sept Papillons, Saariaho is using more conventional means of sound-production but still generating a peacock’s tail of colours. The easier-going approach is part of the general lightening of style, but the Papillons were also written as relaxation during the preparations for the first production of her first opera, L’Amour de loin. Alexis Descharmes brings an evangelist’s passion and commitment to the performance of these six pieces.
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