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Abstract 

 
 This paper illustrates a relationship between my bodily reaction, as performer and 

woman, to Kaija Saariaho’s Nocturne for solo violin, and what I perceive as the feminist work 

done through the music. This is accomplished through two analyses of the piece that are mapped 

onto one another, one theoretical and one embodied.  The two analyses are purposefully blurred 

together in order to show that the particular type of bodily pleasure I receive through a 

relationship with Saariaho’s music is tied so intimately to my feminist political ideology that a 

complete separation would be artificial.   

The theoretical analysis articulates parameters within the Nocturne that work to subvert 

the traditional meanings of the tonal and narrative devices that Saariaho uses, including “anti-

climax” and her use of sound color as a dominant characteristic over harmony, melody and 

rhythm.  Of particular importance is Saariaho’s use of pressed bowing, which I will interpret 

using Elizabeth Wood’s concept of the Sapphonic.  Through the embodied analysis, I turn to my 

violinist-body as an archive of musical and cultural meaning, as evinced by the work of Suzanne 

G. Cusick and Elisabeth Le Guin.  In addition to the parameters of comfort and discomfort from 

Le Guin’s “Carnal Musicology,” I also investigate power relationships between the 

music/Saariaho and myself.   

 My bodily experience with this piece is explored as a method for “twisting” gendered 

constructions at the heart of western classical violin culture as demonstrated by Maiko 

Kawabata.  I then put my feminist reading in conversation with Kaija Saariaho’s public identity 

as a non-feminist. A majority of the existing scholarship on Saariaho and her music has been 

done by Finnish scholars, and focused largely on works that feature electronics.  My intention is 

to contribute to this research by examining the subversive properties of her acoustic work from a 

performer’s unique perspective. 
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According to romantic-era gendered codes of virtuosity I am a spectacle.  A glorious inversion, 

woman on woman, using a phallic tool with lady hands to coax (or beat) some sort of 

pleasured/pained sound out of an innocent, pure, curvaceous lady body.   

I am a violinist.   

 Musicologist Maiko Kawabata’s work on the myth behind 19
th

-century violin virtuoso 

Niccolò Paganini examines violin performance of that period as a space that “exuded masculine 

codes of power, partly through the symbolism of the bow as a weapon,” making the violin the 

woman under attack.
1
  Though these codes may seem outrageous now, they are not so far behind 

us.  Women still pose with f-holes painted on their backs; male performers are still referred to as 

“heroes” in their artist bios.  This gendered construction is at the heart of the western violin 

tradition in which I was musically raised, and has affected my relationship with my instrument as 

an extension of my body.  One of my goals as player and scholar is to twist that relationship for 

myself, fellow performers and listeners.  For my “violinist-body,”
2
 Kaija Saariaho’s music offers 

a space where this act of twisting is possible.    

In what follows I hope to illustrate a relationship between my bodily reaction (as woman, 

performer, and spectacle) to Kaija Saariaho’s Nocturne for solo violin, and what I perceive as the 

feminist work done through the music.  This is accomplished through two analyses of the piece 

that are mapped onto one another, one theoretical and one embodied.  I then complicate this 

relationship by putting it in conversation with Kaija Saariaho’s public identity as a non-feminist.  

The theoretical analysis articulates parameters within the Nocturne that work to subvert 

the traditional meanings of the tonal and narrative devices that Saariaho uses, including anti-

climax and her use of sound color as a dominant characteristic over harmony, melody and 
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rhythm.  One essential element of my investigation of sound color is Saariaho’s use of pressed 

bowing, which I will interpret using Elizabeth Wood’s concept of the Sapphonic.
3
   

Through the embodied analysis, I turn to my violinist-body as an archive of musical and 

cultural meaning, as evinced by the work of Suzanne G. Cusick, Elisabeth Le Guin and Mary 

Lee Greitzer.  In addition to the parameters of comfort and discomfort from Le Guin’s “Carnal 

Musicology,” I also investigate power relationships between the music/Saariaho and myself.   

The two analyses are purposefully blurred together in order to show that the particular 

type of bodily pleasure I receive through a relationship with Saariaho’s music is tied so 

intimately to my feminist political ideology that a complete separation would be artificial.  I 

embrace a subjective and intimate authorial voice along the lines of a feminist tradition cited by 

Marion Guck and Ellie Hisama as a useful tool for musicology.
4
   

Kaija Saariaho, a Finnish composer in her late 50s, is arguably one of the most successful 

contemporary classical composers in the field.  A majority of the scholarship on Saariaho and her 

music has been done by Finnish scholars, and focused largely on works that feature electronics.  

Pirrko Moisala, Anne Sivuoja-Gunaratnam, and Taina Riikonen have made substantial 

contributions relevant to my own work. Each author claims that Saariaho’s music subverts 

traditional narratives such as love stories, gender roles, and the othering of women.  Riikonen 

also argues that Saariaho breaks through boundaries surrounding performance in her music for 

flute and electronics.
5
  My intention is to contribute to this research by examining the subversive 

properties of her acoustic work from a performer’s unique perspective.  

Saariaho’s Nocturne, completed in 1994 and dedicated to the memory of Witold 

Lutoslawski, was written during what Moisala calls Saariaho’s “period of musical gestures.”
6
  

Sound color still provides an organizational focus, but more emphasis is placed on short, 
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identifiable phrases that rely on the listener’s memory to draw her into the music.  The Nocturne 

can be heard in three parts.  The outer sections have a similar texture (slow, sustained gestures) 

and the middle section provides contrast (slightly faster and more active).   

In approaching this analysis from a performer-centered subject position, I am aligning my 

project with Suzanne G. Cusick’s articulation of music as “something you do.”
7
  This legitimates 

performers as a source of knowledge that may or may not be audible to composer or listener.
8
  

Every element of the Nocturne that I analyze here came to my attention through physically 

playing this piece.   

Anti-Climax 

 One of the musical traditions called out as anti-feminist by Susan McClary, in her game-

changing Feminine Endings, is the propensity for violent, thrusting climax in Romantic-era tonal 

music.
9
  This desire-driven construct can be said to express a specific type of male sexuality 

concerned mainly with control and power, which has been passed off as natural through years of 

repetition.  What McClary argues, and what I also value as crucially important is that these 

musical expressions of sexuality are not only reflective of cultural attitudes toward sex, but they 

directly affect the formulation of said attitudes, meaning that they require vigilant and careful 

attention.
10

  Though most of the contemporary classical music in circulation now has moved 

away from many of the tonal conventions on which McClary’s work is based, the constructions 

of desire that built them are still present.
11

   

 Saariaho’s subversion of traditional climax in the Nocturne takes place during the 

transition into the final section of the piece (m.35-45) where expectations for “getting there” tend 

to be at their highest.   It comes out of a quintuplet gesture that is repeated with subtle shifts to 

create an active but circular space (Ex1).  
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                                        Ex.1 (1:57)12  

 Each group of three notes moves me forward, and each group of two pulls me back because it 

has one less string crossing and takes up less bow, allowing me to recover.  This gives each 

quintuplet a physical, and audible, effect of cycling back into itself.  My arm experiences a 

gentle bouncing sensation.  The return to the lowest string feels like a ball returning to my hand 

after having been dropped, and my time on the upper strings feels like time in the air.  There is 

activity here, but not forward motion or progression.   

 In m.35 a pattern of forward motion begins for the first time (Ex.2).  

                                                Ex2 (2:24) 

 Though the slurs are much longer, the amount of string crossings does not lessen which makes 

these two measures feel quite uncomfortable, causing me to rush to the next bow change.  I 

presume that this creates a longer line for the listener, with more expectation for what comes 

next. 

 What comes next is this written-out accelerando (Ex.3)  

                                             Ex3 (2:30) 

with string crossings that only travel upwards, doing away with the rocking sensation 

experienced earlier.  The jump between each grouping from highest string to lowest is difficult to 

control so there is a continued sense of discomfort and a less sustained overall sound.  A very 
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large arm motion is needed for this gesture, which serves to build momentum.  For my trained 

limbs, this creates an expectation for some sort of explosion, be it sexual (like McClary’s 

romantic examples) or just violent and depressingly predictable (like a bad action movie).  But 

Saariaho does not deliver my “fix.” 

 This could be read as an attempt to withhold climax, to make the player and by extension 

the listener “want it more,” but I don’t hear or feel this move in that manner.  Instead of 

employing delayed gratification, Saariaho carefully diffuses the tension she has created to a point 

of near-stasis (Ex4).  

                Ex4 (2:32) 

 Simultaneously adding notes and reducing pitch range under the first slur, Saariaho keeps the 

number of string crossings constant, so it begins as an audible change, but not yet physical.  In 

the next measure, the eighth-note trills over a diminuendo cause a slowing of left and right hand 

motion that has an immediately comforting effect because of the discomfort of the previous 

section.  She then reduces the pitch range again so that I am traveling over three strings rather 

than four.  My violinist-body is creating less motion in every parameter, but I no longer feel 

restricted, I feel relieved.  The two final dynamic swells move me back into the cyclical feeling 

of the opening of the section, and near-stasis begins on the sustained trill; still a varied sound, but 

without forward motion. 

 In a way, this moment feels like a release for me because of the “resolution” of the 

physical demands of the section.  So it is still a climax in a physical sense, but not one that takes 

me over, that necessitates violence towards my violin or my body.  It also differs from a 

traditional climax in the sonic realm.  While my body is becoming more free, the sound is being 
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slowly reined in towards the static trill.  Saariaho produces tension through the actions necessary 

for the player to produce the sound, and rather than making it explode or pushing it to its 

outermost limits, she diffuses it through multiple parameters so that there is not one 

overwhelming effect but a range of ways to experience this broad gesture. 

 This particular section was difficult to get my body to act on at first.  I have been so well 

trained to embrace the musical trope of violent drive toward explosive climax that it was difficult 

to know how to physically phrase the diffusion that Saariaho creates.  I had to teach my body 

how to navigate a musical space with multiple avenues for tension’s creation and dispersion.  It 

did not feel “natural,” but it now feels satisfying, more so than any of the traditional climaxes 

that used to thrill me in my undergraduate orchestral career.  In this moment in the piece, 

Saariaho/the music is acting as teacher/lover.
13

  She is in an active role, helping me to reorient 

my body away from the violent aspects of this tradition and towards a space within classical 

music where I can fill my own body, use my own voice.
14

 

 Saariaho does not rely on climax to make her music powerful (physically or audibly), and 

in this piece she seems to demand that the participants give up that need as well.  She is exerting 

control as a composer, but in a way that results in freedom for the performer.  A quote from 

Saariaho shows this to be a thoughtful artistic decision rather than an isolated event.  She 

describes her writing process as an attempt, “to seek power from the clarity and depth of the idea 

rather than from physical energy or great sonority.”
15

 

Sound Color as Extension of my Violinist-Body 

Saariaho’s overarching goal in composition is to write music “for the ear” that can touch 

listeners through a new organization of parameters, with “sound color” in the foreground rather 

than harmony or melody.
16

  This term, “sound color,” refers to a spectrum of musical sound 
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beyond pitch that is based on spectralism, a process that uses the acoustic properties of sound 

itself as a basis for compositional material.
17

  Through computational analysis and research with 

a cognitive psychologist, Saariaho discovered that the most “lively” and therefore desirable 

sound is a constantly varied one and subsequently became fascinated with transition.
18

   

 Saariaho’s particular sound color spectrum is based largely on texture and moves from 

clear, bright sounds to dark, rough sounds.
19

  This acts as the main parameter of difference in her 

music.  Though she does make use of sudden jumps between rough and clear sound, she more 

commonly employs slow, gradual transitions between the two that create a variety of expressive 

musical sounds in between.   

 Saariaho often uses “extended techniques” on acoustic instruments to attain these lively 

sounds.  Though she does not invent these techniques, they become very different in her hands, 

and subsequently in mine.  I believe that this occurs for two reasons: she imagines the bodily 

gestures involved in playing these techniques when she composes, and the techniques are not 

added onto a pre-existing harmonic structure but instead create sounds that are the base of that 

structure.  They are fundamental to the “grammar” of her music.
20

   

Saariaho utilizes and expands several aspects of violin technique in order to vary the 

sound color of the Nocturne, all of which I will outline below.  But the bow technique that most 

affects my violinist-body is the near-constant transition from sul tasto (over the fingerboard) to 

sul ponticello (at the bridge.)  In terms of sound, sul tasto is generally considered light, airy and 

relatively inarticulate, while sul pont produces a messier, scratchier tone that cuts out the lowest 

overtones of the violin’s sound and can distort the pitch in any dynamic level.  They are very 

common techniques and sul pont has been around since the 16
th

 century,
21

 but transitioning 
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gradually between them is rare, and doing so nearly continuously throughout a piece is even 

more so.   

Physically this means that the sounding point (or the bow’s point of contact on the 

string), becomes an equal parameter to that of the motion of traditional sound production.  There 

is an almost constant shifting of the bow across the sounding points at the bridge, in the middle 

(“normal” playing position) and over the fingerboard.  This addition of a horizontal axis of equal 

importance to the vertical creates a literal expansion of my violinist-body.   

While using the weight and momentum of my right arm to pull the bow into the string, I 

must make drastic changes to its angle in order to move into different sounding points.  This is a 

serious reversal of “good” violin technique, where a consistent bow angle is considered crucial to 

the production of beautiful tone.  Gradual and continuous change in sounding point also presents 

a physical challenge. Once the bow is out of alignment the hair does not grab the string as easily 

and its tendency instead is to slide across the strings quite quickly toward either the bridge or the 

fingerboard.  So Saariaho’s expansion of sounding point feels like a freeing up of my bow arm 

and a need for more control there simultaneously.   

But more importantly, I experience a feeling of intense inwardness and self-sufficiency 

when I play this piece.  Even though it is a solo piece with a sparse overall texture, in playing it I 

feel complete on my own.  I believe that this feeling of wholeness is a direct result of the 

expansion of my violinist-body via sounding point.  This expansion manifests itself in my 

physical body and in my sense of musical expression, giving me additional avenues for agency 

as a performer. 

Harmonics are another area in which Saariaho builds upon a very common violinistic 

phenomenon in order to create varied, lively, and deeply expressive sound.  When she uses 
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“natural” harmonics in the Nocturne, she will often write them in pairs of fifths
22

 which create 

what I imagine to be a perfect example of the “clear” end of her sound color spectrum.  They 

resonate wonderfully in my body.  I often warm up with these passages because they make me 

feel open, akin to a great yoga session.  But there are other varieties of harmonics in the 

Nocturne that do not stay on the pure end of the spectrum. 

Saariaho creates numerous double stops with one harmonic and one “normal” pitch
23

 that 

are difficult to balance because the range is so large and the normal pitch pops out toward the ear 

much more easily.  She also uses harmonics that are incredibly fragile and difficult to make 

sound.
24

  Though I have played difficult harmonics for many a young composer, this is different 

because Saariaho picks them specifically for their fragility, rather than only for their pitch.
25

  To 

further complicate the traditionally pure harmonic sound, Saariaho employs slow transitions 

from normal sound to harmonics that involve gradually lifting the finger to sit lightly on top of 

the string while the bow is being drawn
26

, and trills between harmonic and normal tone.
27

  These 

are especially satisfying transitions because there is such a diverse range of noise between the 

two kinds of sounds.  They also provide an expansion of my left-hand’s expressive capabilities, 

felt physically as more varied vibration entering my body through my fingertips, as well as a 

more open definition of what it means to make “good” contact with the string. 

All of these techniques work within the world of sound color to produce alternative forms 

of tension and release based on differences in texture rather than hierarchies of pitch.  By 

creating and diffusing tension with sound color, Saariaho opens up notions of consonance and 

dissonance to a freedom of interpretation made available mostly because sound color and the 

techniques used to manipulate it have not yet been institutionalized as servants of the “Western 

Canon” like tonality has.  Sound color has only more recently become an element worthy of 
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academic study and so hasn’t had time to be quantified or organized so rigorously.  The still 

flexible state of sound color is reflected in the freedom of bodily expression that I feel in 

working with the “extended” techniques in the Nocturne. 

The presence of sound color can also be read as an offering of choice to performer and 

listener.  Because of the technical additions made necessary by Saariaho’s assertion of sound 

color as a central parameter, each gesture in this piece contains multiple sites of expression.  

Consequently each one requires an enormous amount of focus from the performer.  I found this 

to be uncomfortable at first, much like the anti-climax.  Each moment required so much detailed 

focus that I felt no forward momentum.  But as I came to know the piece more intimately I 

experienced a change in the way I felt the gestures, which transferred to my ear.  The changes in 

sounding point began to fuse with the melodic character so that I could no longer identify 

individual gestures without the accompanying changes in the quality of the sound.  And it began 

to feel good to pull the bow in close to the bridge, closer to my body, and let it fall away.  It 

allowed me a mode of expression that I now miss in everything else. 

One technique that Saariaho explores for varied sound color that I have not yet mentioned 

is pressed bowing.  I find this to be the most transgressive sound/experience in Saariaho’s 

palette.  But before I examine the technique itself, I will turn to Elizabeth Wood’s concept of the 

“Sapphonic” which will help me to examine all that Saariaho’s version of pressed bowing has to 

offer a feminist performer. 

Sapphonics 

 Elizabeth Wood’s “Sapphonics,” among multiple definitions, both metaphorical and 

sonic, flows out from a starting point of voice as vibration.  It is a rubric created to articulate “a 

range of erotic and emotional relationships among women who sing and women who listen.” It is 
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intimately connected to the classically trained female singing voice, but has “overtones and 

resonances…beyond voice production”.
28

  It evokes Sappho’s image as singer, and mythical core 

of a woman’s music history pieced together by women listeners.  Wood is mainly interested in 

using this rubric to trace a specifically lesbian history and music, but also seems to invoke a 

broader meaning of desire and relationship between women, along the lines of Adrienne Rich’s 

“lesbian continuum.”
29

  In other words an erotic or emotional connection between women is not 

necessarily a sexual connection.  This interpretation allows me, a straight woman, to read my 

experience with Saariaho’s Nocturne through a Sapphonic lens. 

 Sapphonics can be defined as a theory of relationality for women in classical music 

(specifically opera,) but according to Wood it can also be used to describe an individual voice 

whose qualities represent “lesbian difference and desire,” and consequently affect lesbian/female 

listeners in particular ways.
30

  These sonic characteristics include power, defiance, flexibility, 

and a vast range that crosses boundaries of voice type, thereby challenging social constructions 

of gender and sexuality in “sonic space”.
31

  Wood provides traces of this kind of voice via 

description of the lives and voices of several opera divas around the turn of the 20
th

 century 

including Emma Calvé, Pauline Viardot-Garcia, Olive Fremstad, and Mary Garden.  All of these 

singers exhibited vocal qualities and musical choices that Wood identifies as Sapphonic. 

 In the context of these specific careers, Wood emphasizes the travesty role (a male 

character written for a female voice) as an established tradition that became a venue for 

subversive music making through the voices and artistic choices of these women.
32

  At the turn 

of the previous century, women playing virtuosic music on the violin were also performing a 

travesty role of sorts, according to romantic gender codes explored by Maiko Kawabata.
33

  

 According to Kawabata, virtuoso violinists like Paganini were compared to military 
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leaders like Napoleon because they led the orchestra with their sword-like bow, exhibiting power 

and dominance.  This metaphor was quickly and easily extended to the “sexual potency” of the 

performers.
34

  All of this was grounded in the new Kramer bow, straighter, stronger, and more 

phallic than baroque or classical models.  This new technology allowed (or perhaps forced?) 

violinists to perform more controlled bowing and sharper articulation.
35

  

 This phallic bow in a violinist-hero’s hands was acting on an instrument with a voice 

coded as feminine, most likely because of its soprano range and feminine curves.  Kawabata 

cites many reviews that read “sexual domination” into the dynamic between performer and 

violin, or as she phrases it, “The violin stood in for a young woman’s body, which the player 

coaxed to sound.”
36

  In this rich (and disgusting) world of metaphor, a female virtuoso’s 

presence on stage created “a spectacle that disrupted the gender codes of violin performance.”
37

 

 Though these codes seem distant now, I argue that their ghosts continue to haunt us.
38

  I 

plan to compare my violin playing in Saariaho’s Nocturne to the Sapphonic voice of Wood’s 

divas.  In so doing I hope to queer the tradition of hearing the violin as a woman’s voice by 

making that voice my own, and giving that voice agency rather than allowing it to be victimized 

and submissive. 

 There are several obvious connections between the Sapphonic voice and my violinist 

voice that I find it worthwhile to mention, all of which can be heard in the Nocturne.  The violin, 

apart from being endlessly compared to the female voice, also has a very wide pitch range.  The 

women in Wood’s article accentuated the different emotive capabilities and sonic qualities of 

each area of their range.  The deep chest voice could connote masculinity, power and the 

“potential for violence,” and the high head voice or “fourth voice” as Calvé called it, was 

described as “unnatural” and “sexless”.
39
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 This entire continuum is present in the Nocturne.  The low register can take on the 

potential for violence, though it never feels truly violent, and the natural harmonics seem an 

excellent reproduction of the unnaturally clear fourth voice.  All of these voice types 

encompassed in one instrument, especially a violin (read woman) played by a woman, make a 

strong argument for the violin as holding the potential to challenge gendered constructions and 

create Sapphonic space through specific types of performance. 

 But the key issue that links my experience of the Nocturne with Wood’s “Sapphonics” is 

her discussion of the break in the voice, called “Il Ponticello” or “the little bridge”.
40

  Wood cites 

Kostenbaum’s definition of vocal register as built not just on the dichotomy of male/female, but 

on that of natural/unnatural as well.  The break between chest and head voice realizes these 

boundaries.  To produce the appearance of “natural” sound and good technique, this break must 

be carefully disguised.
41

  

 Wood’s Sapphonic singers embrace the break in their voices as a source of powerful 

expression rather than a weakness that must be disguised.  Wood argues that through their refusal 

to hide the break and preserve “natural” sound, they reveal the voice’s split into male/female and 

effectively perform “sonic cross-dressing,” a merging of “butch” and “femme” producing “an 

erotics of risk and defiance, a desire for desire itself”.
42

  Saariaho’s use of pressed bowing in the 

Nocturne, when truly embraced, creates a violinistic equivalent to the vocal valuing of the “little 

bridge.”  

     Through conservatory-style training, western classical violinists are instructed to be as 

like the human voice as possible, to “sing.”  We too are able to travel a broad range that includes 

“male” and “female” registers.  Perhaps in the romantic era this was thought “natural” because 

the performer/bow was seen as male or masculine, the violin as female.  But with a woman 
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(recognized as a woman despite the phallic bow in her hand) in the performer’s role, a violinist 

could also be considered a “sonic cross-dresser.”  However, the parameter of pressure even more 

successfully illuminates Wood’s concept of the Sapphonic as a voice that crosses and blurs 

normative boundaries.  

Pressed bowing, or overpressure, does not yet have an available comprehensive history, 

but its use can probably be narrowed to the latter part of the 20
th 

century through the present.  It 

involves slowing bow speed while increasing pressure so that the normally “clean” classical 

sound begins to break and distort.  Though still relatively new, it has already begun to be 

“institutionalized” in certain ways.  Most of the literature available on pressed bowing is written 

by composers or performers, and focuses on the technical execution of the technique.
43

   

Desire to control this technique is the most prevalent sentiment.  Players are encouraged 

to develop the ability to sustain specific pitches or undertones through careful placement of the 

bow, rather than utilizing the widely varied and constantly changing range of sounds that occurs 

with uninhibited overpressure.  I want to draw attention to pressed bowing’s Sapphonic 

possibilities before it becomes fixed in violin law.  

According to my own experience and that of multiple informants in the New York City 

new music scene, besides being controlled to produce specific undertones, overpressure is most 

often used to produce an aggressive, violent effect.  Usually in a loud dynamic, sometimes with 

tremolo, it implies destruction of tone through violent loss of control.  I’ve done this kind of 

overpressure and though it can be satisfying, especially after a bad day, it also feels like a 

pointed act of aggression towards my violin and towards the listener.     

I want to put forward Saariaho’s use of overpressure as a model of what the technique 

can do to open up new modes of expression that I argue to be both feminist and Sapphonic.  As 
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fits her general compositional philosophy, Saariaho employs overpressure out of a fascination 

with the fragility and variety of the transition between “pure” and “rough” sound.  In the 

Nocturne, overpressure is used in piano dynamics, on sustained tones, and is always approached 

through slow, gradual transition.  Within this transition a host of sounds are emitted that are 

within, between, and outside the boundary of “pure sound.”  This makes the boundary more 

difficult to identify and to identify with.   

Pressed bowing in a piano dynamic feels incredibly powerful to do.  There is something 

so expressive about pushing my instrument past its breaking point through slow transition and 

without violence.
44

  When I learned this piece I experienced a strong physical sensation of 

pleasure in response to this technique, and felt it in my gut as a connection to my identity as a 

woman.  The impetus for this entire project was to explore and explain this sensation. 

In addition to filling me with a deep kind of pleasure, performing pressed bowing in 

Saariaho’s piece also makes me feel exposed.  I am breaking the barrier of clean tone that 

normally identifies what is classical music and what is not.  The same barrier also serves as a 

protective space between performer and listener that keeps the performer at a distance.  We are 

not expressing anything personal, but expertly and meticulously transmitting music from the 

composer genius to the listener.  In breaking this barrier, in breaking my own sound, I am giving 

away something very intimate to my listener which makes for rewarding but frightening music 

making. 

Proof of the intimacy of the sound came to me during my practice sessions.  In practicing 

these pressed bowing passages, there have been several instances where, immediately after the 

violin sound stops, I make a vocal sound akin to sounds I have made in much more overtly 

sexual spaces.  This deep pull to vocalize before being able to think about or control the impulse 
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is not usually a part of my music-making, especially not in the classical sphere.  But after 

learning this piece, comparisons between music and sex have a lot more meaning for me.   

In “Sapphonics,” Wood examines several 19
th

-century novels by women writers with 

characters based on her Sapphonic divas.  One common thread is the presence of younger 

women who are aroused or bodily moved by the Sapphonic voice in the story, a voice so 

powerful that it alienates the male characters and for the women represents “a hidden, secret, 

desiring self embodied in both the singer and listener who share the voice”.
45

  This description 

resonates strongly with the physical feeling of performing Saariaho’s version of pressed bowing. 

I think that the action makes me want to vocalize because, though the violin is often 

praised as an imitation of the female voice, pressed bowing in this piece lets me pull sounds out 

of my instrument that are more expressive to me than any I could create with my vocal chords.  It 

allows me to express desire so deep it does not have an object; just as the singers in Wood, both 

fictional and historical, are able to express “desire for desire” through the moments when the 

break in their voices is exposed and emphasized.  With pressed bowing I am able to extend that 

break, to sit inside it and invite the listener in as well. 

Power Dynamics 

With Sapphonics still in mind, I would like to turn to the power dynamics involved in the 

Nocturne between composer, performer and listener.  The Nocturne requires that I be generous 

with myself.  I am made vulnerable through the purposefully fragile harmonics and the broken 

sound of pressed bowing.  This is especially true in most environments in which I have 

performed the piece, where pressed bowing is not a well-known or particularly well-received 

technique.  Though most performers of new music are familiar with the feeling of being ill 
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received, because I feel the Nocturne, and specifically the moments of pressed bowing, as such 

an intimate space, it makes the sharing of it that much more weighted. 

Though I cannot be just a listener here, I imagine that she might experience a sense of 

self-exposure just from listening to me expose myself.  I imagine that the listener feels the 

breaking of the barrier between clean sound and noise, between performer and listener, just as 

keenly as I do.  But is Saariaho made vulnerable here too?  There are certain ways in which she 

exposes herself, including the open dedication of the piece, a sign of the original direction of all 

of this intimate expression.  But when I break my sound, am I exposing her too?  Kinky and 

queer though it may be, I like to imagine that I am.  And I think that Elizabeth Wood’s 

“Sapphonics” supports this type of imagination. 

Saariaho as Non-Feminist 

 My invocation of the Sapphonic makes relevant my sense of intimacy with Saariaho as a 

musician and as a woman, as a living composer whose music is very much alive for me.  So what 

does her public identity as a non-feminist mean for my relationship with her music and for my 

decidedly feminist reading of that music as a potentially Sapphonic space?  Though I do not have 

definitive answers to these questions, it is important to complicate my reading by asking them. 

 One possible solution is to say that Saariaho exhibits feminist behaviors, but avoids the 

label for strategic, career-related purposes.  Not only does she concern herself with a more equal 

relationship between composer and performer, but she also writes music that depicts women’s 

experience.  She writes almost exclusively for soprano voice because she hears it as her own.
46

  

Her operas are centered on their female characters, and she has a piece that depicts the heartbeats 

of a pregnant woman and her unborn child.
47
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 But the issue runs much deeper than semantics.  How do I, a performer/scholar, 

determine my relationship to the person behind music that I find so bodily and politically 

stimulating?  And what of the creation of the piece?  It was dedicated to a male composer and 

written for a male violinist.  How does this affect my Sapphonic interpretation? 

 Must I consider this project a subversive reading of Saariaho’s work, as feminist or queer 

theorists would read Freud?  Just using her as a base material for my own arguments?  As my 

mind struggles with this possibility my body sends out an overwhelming “no, no, no!”  The 

sound, the feeling of the music that Saariaho wrote is my argument.  I want to promote her music 

as feminist sound that can be heard, felt, shared Sapphonically.   

 In Wood’s article, she talks at length about the work of composer Ethel Smyth and her 

personal connection to the Sapphonic singers Calvé and Viardot.  Though I would love to 

imagine as possible such a Sapphonic connection between Saariaho and myself, a better solution 

for my project lies in a different comparison.  I must instead draw a connection between myself 

and the young women in the novels that Wood cites, who were so electrified by the sound of 

these voices that they felt alive for the first time.
48

  Through my playing of the Nocturne, I am 

moved by Saariaho’s compositional voice.  But extraordinarily, the voice is also my own. It 

reaches me through my own body, and with the violin as an extension of that body the sound 

becomes even more expressive than my voice could be. 

 As expected I am leaving many of my questions unanswered.  But I hope that I have 

started a conversation on pressed bowing and its political and bodily connotations that will yield 

much in the future.  I also hope that Wood’s concept of the Sapphonic continues to be used in 

relation to new music and at a level of depth beyond what I was able to accomplish here.   

 Saariaho’s writing has presented me with the ability to twist the convention of violin as 
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submissive female voice through performative action.  I have read her Nocturne as a space that is 

both feminist and Sapphonic.  I want this space to be opened up to more performers, listeners 

and composers as an example of the kind of expression made possible when the break in the 

voice is most valued. 
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