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Introduction: Conception of the Climate Change 
Cantata and plan for trip to Finland 

 
In his article ‘What the warming world needs is art, sweet art’, the author and 
campaigner Bill McKibben described climate change as the sort of vast moral and 
political conundrum that cries out for artwork.1 Compared to the outpouring of 
art in response to other pressing contemporary moral and political concerns, e.g. 
the AIDS epidemic, composers and other creative artists have been remarkably 
slow to respond to climate change. To quote McKibben ‘…where are the poems, 
the plays, the goddamn operas?’ On reading McKibben’s article last year, I felt 
impelled to respond, as a composer, to McKibben’s call for art about climate 
change. On a personal level, I feel very emotionally preoccupied by climate 
change, given its profound implications for our species and the moral dilemmas 
it presents. As a composer, I felt climate change would be a fascinating new area 
to grapple with. 
 
I did not wish to write a piece of music with the aim of influencing audiences to 
think or act a certain way about climate change. Rather, I hoped to deeply 
contemplate this extremely complex, charged issue, and also use music as a 
means of catharsis for strong, suppressed individual and collective emotion. 
Contemplating climate change could involve setting a variety of texts – journalist, 
legalistic, academic, poetic – from a variety of cultures, using relevant recorded 
sounds, using climactic data to determine musical values, expressing emotions 
inducing by the issue directly (e.g. fear, resilience, hope, unease, ‘numbing out’), 
using programme notes or images, or any other more subtle ways. I decided that 
I wanted to write a large-scale work, both in duration and forces deployed. I also 
felt the need to write in a variety of different genres/styles, so as to consider 
climate change from different angles. A secular oratorio or cantata felt like a 
good model, given that these forms use a combination of different genres  
(chorales, arias, recitatives etc) to form a larger whole. Tippett’s secular oratorio 
A Child of Our Time, which took a contemporary event as its subject and explored 
the timeless theme of oppression, was something of an inspiration. 
 
It became clear to me that, given the ambitious nature of the project, I would 
need to both carry out research and consult experts in the field for the cantata to 
be a success. While relatively small in number, there are a number of pieces of 
music composed recently which could be considered ‘environmental’ in theme. 
On researching them and compiling a playlist last year, the ones that moved me 
the most were Silent Spring for orchestra, by Steven Stucky, and Pastoral 
Symphony by Brett Dean. I felt particularly excited by Silent Spring. However, the 
composer I particularly wished to consult about the Climate Change Cantata was 
the Finnish composer Olli Kortekangas. Kortekangas has recently written a 
environment-themed piece for choir and orchestra: Seven Songs for Planet Earth. 
As the instrumentation and scope of the piece was very similar to what I wished 
the Climate Change Cantata to be, I felt he would be an ideal composer to consult. 

                                                        
1 Article here: http://grist.org/article/mckibben-imagine/ 



Furthermore, there was no score or recording of Seven Songs available online, 
and I felt keen to study the score. 
 
I strongly wished to reconnect with the natural world as I wrote the piece. I felt 
that, given Kortekangas is based in Finland, it would be good to combine visiting 
him and composing the Cantata in a Finnish national park. The Archipelago 
National Park near Turku felt like the ideal place, given that it is the site of a 
climate change research institute, a UNESCO world heritage site, and a place 
which will be profoundly affected by climate change in the future.  
 
As for the performance of the piece, I felt that the Lucy Cavendish Singers, a choir 
I have sung with in the past, would be well-suited to sing it.  The Singers are an 
all-female choir capable of both fierce and gentle singing, and they perform at a 
very high standard. I hoped to organize a performance of the piece in December, 
with the choir and instrumentalists if possible, to coincide with the Paris Climate 
Talks (COP21). I was delighted when the Finzi Trust awarded me the funds to 
help make the trip to Finland, and the Cantata, a reality.  

 
Account of Visit to Finland: 

 
Helsinki: 27th August – 3rd September 

 
Matthew Whittall 

 
In addition to making contact with Kortekangas, I also made contact with the 
composer Matthew Whittall, based at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki. Whittall 
has also written music inspired by nature (a cycle of piano pieces based on 
largely nature-themed poetry by Walt Whitman), and contemplates political 
issues. We met for lunch and had an animated and helpful discussion on the 
following areas related to the Cantata: 
 

• Music and Politics. We discussed whether or not music belonged in the 
political sphere, and whether it was capable of inspiring action. We both 
agreed with the composer Rob Burbea who claimed that this was 
impossible to know, and that is was more important that the music 
changed the composer who wrote it.  

• Absolute music, musical multimedia and extra-musical associations 
(including the feeling that it was impossible to separate the visual, 
conceptual and musical elements of an idea). Matthew claimed to be 
‘post-prohibitionist’, i.e. not of the process-driven school common in 
Europe which believed ‘absolute music’ to be pure (and by implication, 
superior). This felt relevant to me in exploring how a piece of music could 
have climate change as its inspiration. 

• Music and Text. We discussed whether music risked obscuring the 
meaning of some texts, particularly the poetry of Walt Whitman, whose 
poetry is frequently to music. We discussed Matthew’s Leaves of Grass 



piano pieces, each of which is inspired by a particular poem by Whitman, 
and how the poems were transmitted without text-setting. 

• My own pieces. Matthew took a look at Ecopoem and With the Ideal Comes 
the Actual, a piece I wrote for guitar. He was very affirmative and helpful, 
and I regained a certain amount of confidence! 

 
Other Musical Engagements 

 
While I was in Helsinki, there was a Young Composers festival going on (the UMN 
festival). I attended a lecture given by Matthew Whittall at the Nordic Culture 
Point on the subject of boundaries. I also went to a concert of new music at the 
Sibelius Academy, which included new music by Nico Muhly.  
 
While in Helsinki I was particularly looking to experience music by the 
indigenous Sami people, whose way of life is threatened by climate change, or at 
least, other Finnish traditional music. I hoped that I would be able to experience 
this music at the Helsinki Festival, which coincided with my time in Helsinki. 
Unfortunately the festival proved to be international in focus, with an emphasis 
on Chinese culture! In the end I went to a concert by a traditional Chinese 
orchestra, which included a very moving new commission, and a concert by the 
Helsinki-based band Color Dolor. I had more luck in discovering Finnish 
traditional music at the Finland National Museum, to which I paid a visit.   
 
I enjoyed taking some time out to compose music, search for good poems to set 
and visit the seaside. Unfortunately the seawater was polluted (there’s been an 
increase in poisonous blue-green algae due to eutrophication), so I didn’t swim 
for long. I decided to set Rainer Maria Rilke’s Dear Darkening Ground and D. H. 
Lawrence’s Song of a Man Who has Come Through. While Dear Darkening Ground 
didn’t specifically reference climate change, I felt it to have a clear ecological 
subtext, and a spiritual tone. Song of a Man Who Has Come Through does not 
have an ecological subtext as such, but I feel it to be expressive of a certain wild 
energy.  
 

Archipelago National Park: 4th – 24th September 

 
I had booked to stay three weeks in a holiday cottage on the 3 km2 island of 
Ahvensaari, a two-hour ferry trip from the village of Nauvo. Ahvensaari proved 
to be a very beautiful island, with abundant wildlife. Originally the site of a chalk 
mine, and densely inhabited, the population has since dwindled to fewer than 20 
residents, most of whom were elderly, with a few dozen summer visitors. As the 
human population dwindled, nature reclaimed the island. 
 
My three weeks on Ahvensaari proved to be a rich time on a creative, emotional 
and spiritual level. It took a while to adjust to the absence of noise, and for a time 
I was affected by baseless anxiety (including fantasies of a bear breaking into the 
cottage!) However, the absence of noise helped the music to flow freely, and 
enhanced my appreciation of the beauty of the island.  



 
Compositional Processes 

 
I was fortunate enough to be befriended by a pair of artists – Silja Rantonen and 
her husband - who lived on the island. Their house was situated on land that 
overlooked the sea, and I spent many happy hours sitting on the rocks: 
composing, listening to music, or just being there. 

 

 
View from Silja Rantonen’s garden 

 
 
While sitting on the rocks, I was able to appreciate the subtle changes in the 
weather, and listen deeply to the sounds surrounding me. I was particularly 
moved by the sound of the cows communicating with each other.  
 
Another place I liked to sit and compose was at the site of the old chalk mine, 
right at the top of the island. The best aspect of this place was the view: forested 
islands as far as the eye could see. I felt deeply at peace there. 
 

 



 
A different spot in Silja’s garden on a different day 

 

 
View from old chalk mine on a stormy day 



This composing was, out of necessity, done on paper. I also composed on my 
laptop while sitting in the cottage, both using Sibelius and Logic Pro. I also 
improvised and recorded my improvisations – both making sounds with objects 
found on the island, and also using my voice. I found I could make lots of noise 
without anyone hearing, and was thus very uninhibited. 

 
Wildlife and Geology 

 
I felt a growing sense of kinship with the wildlife during my stay. I was fortunate 
enough to see a sea eagle, black woodpeckers, great crested grebes, guillemots 
and various other birds. A highlight of the stay was seeing an adder, the first time 
I’d seen a snake in the wild. I also appreciated the plantlife while I was there, 
particularly the glades of alder trees and the rippling rushes which fringed most 
of the islands.The islands of the archipelago are formed out of granite that is 
several billion years old. I was very struck by this fact when I sat on these rocks, 
and felt my perspective change. While on the Archipelago I went on two long 
walks: the Westerholm Trail and the Maidens Dance Trail. 
 
Other Social Activity 
As well as socializing with Silja and Carolus Rantonen, the artists who let me 
compose in their garden, I was also befriended by two teachers called Topi and 
Aki who took me fishing for perch. They also presented me with white wine, 
grilled rainbow trout and fresh dill from their garden when I introduced myself. I 
was touched by their kindness. 

Topi and Aki fishing for perch. 
 



Progress Made 

 
While on Ahvensaari, I succeeded in writing two choral pieces: a setting of 
Rilke’s Dear Darkening Ground and D. H. Lawrence’s Song of a Man Who has Come 
Through. I had a number of other good ideas, but felt that they didn’t belong in 
the cantata. I would have liked to have made more progress, but felt at the same 
time that the piece was emerging at its own pace and shouldn’t be rushed.  

View from the Ferry between Nauvo and Ahvensaari 

 
 
Trip to Archipelago Research Institute 
 
Towards the end of my stay on Ahvensaari, I paid a trip to the Archipelago 
Research Institute on the island of Seili. The director of the Institute is a marine 
biologist and climate scientist called Prof. Ilppo Vuorinen, and he hosted me for 
the day. I was very interested to hear from him about his research on climate 
change, how climate change is affecting the Baltic Sea area and other 
environmental factors in the Baltic Sea. I found out: 
 

• Climate change will cause a decrease in seasonality. In Finland (as 
elsewhere in the Northern Hemisphere), winters are becoming milder 
and wetter; summers cooler and wetter. ‘No more seasons! Compose 
that!’ was a memorable comment from him. 

• Saltwater ‘pulses’ from the North Sea into the Baltic Sea, which used to 
occur every five years, have stopped.  
 



• This increase in rainfall is causing a decrease in salinity in the Baltic Sea. 
This means that cod eggs will no longer float, and therefore won’t hatch, 
and that herring are losing their main foodsource: copepods.  

• The increase in rainfall is also causing an increase in eutrophication. 
• The ice coverage during winter is decreasing. Prof Vuorinen predicted 

that this would mean porpoises returning, but would be a threat to seals.  
• Numbers of deer are massively increasing on the archipelago islands, as 

they can now survive the winter. This has led to a tenfold increase in ticks 
over the past 20 years. These ticks transmit two serious diseases: Lyme’s 
Disease and Encephalitis.  

• The IPCC (intergovernmental panel on climate change) models of climate 
change do not take ‘natural warming’, i.e. post-Ice Age warming into 
account, and are therefore too conservative. 

 
Prof Vuorinen claimed that he was ‘not optimistic at all’, about action on 
climate change, and told me that he was planning to retire soon and write a 
book on the history of Seili. It was interesting to get a balanced, scientific 
viewpoint on climate change from someone in the field.  I also enjoyed 
finding out more about the history of climactic changes on Earth. Prof 
Vuorinen told me that there used to be humans living on Doggerbank: a strait 
of land that connected Denmark to England. However, a melting of the Baltic 
Sea ice sheet occurred in Europe, meaning that Doggerbank was totally 
submerged by water in under five years. Poor inhabitants! 

 
Turku and Helsinki: 24th Sept – Oct 2nd 

 

Sibelius Museum 
 
On my way back to Helsinki I spent a few nights in Turku. I went to a concert at 
Turku Concert Hall (Arvo Part’s Fourth Symphony and a new commission), and 
visited the Sibelius Museum. I was particularly moved to read about Sibelius’ life 
at his house in the country, Ainola, and his being inspired by sixteen swans in 
flight as he wrote the Fifth Symphony. 

 

Olli Kortekangas 

 
I met with Olli Kortekangas on Oct 28th at the Sibelius Academy. I found our 
discussion thought-provoking, and came away with a better grasp of issues I 
needed to consider as I wrote the cantata. I felt somewhat reflected back on 
myself and able to see the cantata in a more objective light. Olli made the point 
that writing music about environmental issues is difficult because of it being a 
contemporary issue, with no opportunity for hindsight. He cautioned against 
letting one’s passion for campaigning get in the way of creating a good piece of 
art, and expressed the view that good art would speak for itself. He said that in 
his own writing, he aimed to let the audience think and decide for themselves. 
When I talked about my conception of the Cantata, my description betrayed a 
lack of sense of overall structure of the piece, and Olli pointed this out. He also 



suggested workshops with the musicians performing the piece, so as to give 
them a say in the creative process, and instructed me on composing for the 
organ. We also discussed setting texts, and the texts of a favourite environmental 
poet we share: Wendell Berry. For a transcript of part of our interview, see 
Appendix I. 

 
Evaluation and Next Steps 
 
I’ve had a wonderful and life-changing time in Finland. It’s been invaluable to get 
feedback on the Climate Change Cantata concept and music from Olli 
Kortekangas, Matthew Whittall and Ilppo Vuorinen, and the parts of the Cantata 
that I finished on Ahvensaari I believe are of a very high quality.  
 
As mentioned previously, if I have a regret about my time in Finland, it’s that I 
didn’t get more of the cantata completed. My timescale of three uninterrupted 
weeks for completing a 25 min multi-movement piece for choir and instruments 
plus tape was overambitious, and the lack of a completed score hampered my 
plans for a December performance. On my return to the UK in October, 
application for Masters courses in composition and the need to earn money 
made it very difficult to sustain work on the Cantata.  
 
However, I did manage to schedule a performance of ‘Three Strange Angels, a 
choral section of the Cantata (for SSAA and bass drum). with the Lucy Cavendish 
Singers. This will be performed in Emmanuel College, Cambridge in October 
2016. My ambition is to finish the Cantata before I start a Masters course in 
composition in September 2016, and for the Cantata to be performed at the 
institution where I do my Masters, where I will have more resources at my 
disposal. I feel nourished and inspired by my trip, and feel that the Cantata, when 
it is finished, will be by far my best and most ambitious piece to date. 
Furthermore, it will be something of a pioneering work in the field of climate 
change-themed music. I feel determined not to scale it down, but to keep to my 
original, large-scale conception of the piece, however long this takes. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Appendix I: Part of interview with Olli Kortekangas 
Sibelius Academy, October 28th 

 
KH: Would you agree with John Luther Adams and Steven Stucky that 
political art fails ‘fails as art and fails as politics? 
 
OK: (laughs) That’s a good way to put it, really. Well, maybe I wouldn’t use 
those words. For me I guess the most important thing is not to give up, 
and to find ways of combining these things. The process is important in 
itself, and I don’t know if we’ll ever find definite answers to these 
questions. The important thing is not to give up, and keep searching – 
that’s how I would put it. And as I said earlier, I don’t like being 
pessimistic. (laughs) 
 
KH: Would you see climate change and what’s happening with the 
environment to be a good opportunity for the creative artist? 
 
OK: Well I think art always reflects what’s happening around us, and 
filters to each of us, so yes, absolutely. 
 
KH: Great. So… can one’s environmental passion, coming through the 
music, sometimes get in the way a bit? 
 
OK: Yes, I’m afraid it can, because when we make works of art that 
comment on environmental issues – global warming and so on – we are 
so very close to this phenomenon that I fear it’s hard for us to see clearly 
what’s happening – what’s the reality, what our fears are. I guess we are 
just so close to it that it’s very hard for us to judge what’s really going on 
and that can mean that we make wrong decisions. If we really want to 
focus on what’s essential, it may be difficult because we are so close to 
this thing. That’s not an excuse for not doing it, but [environmental 
passion] can come in the way. But I personally feel it’s much more 
dangerous not to talk about these things. 
 
KH: How does one avoid one’s music descending into agitprop? 
 
OK: (laughs) Well one thing is that I never want to speculate on what the 
listener would think, how he or she should feel when listening to my 
music and I like to think about sharing experiences. I really believe in a 
very old-fashioned way that if a composer does his or her best to make 
the piece as good as it can be, that’s already something. And if he or she is 
able to convey the emotions that are in the music, then there’s a chance 
that the composer and the listener can really share the same experience. 
Which is, I think, the main thing. But I think we should never tell the 
listeners to think or feel in a certain way about the piece they are listening 
to. 
 



 
KH: Can one have modernist environmental music, or is 
environmentalism inescapably a Romantic thing? 
 
OK: Ooh! Every one of us writes music in a different way. I don’t think 
that’s an issue or problem really. 
 
KH: You’ve already said you’re optimistic… 
 
OK: No, no, I said that I don’t want to be pessimistic. That’s a different 
thing. 
 
KH: Could you tell me how you got interested in environmental issues? 
 
OK: Well, it has to do with several things. One of them is that I have 
always been a nature person. I have spent almost every summer of my life 
on the Baltic Sea, not far from Ahvensaari. And I’ve noticed what’s been 
happening to the Baltic Sea. You were there in September, I don’t know if 
you noticed. In July it’s much worse. In my childhood the sea was totally 
clear. You could see down ten metres. And now, sometimes, you don’t see 
anything – the water’s really deteriorated. A person like me, who loves 
nature, notices that these things are happening. That’s one part of it. 
Another is that I’ve been a music person all my life. I started to think that 
[music and nature] is a really natural combination, so I’ve started talking 
about these things in my music as well. The third factor is that I’ve always 
been interested in and loved texts and literature. I have come across some 
texts that have talked about these issues, and then have been lucky 
enough to come across texts that have been suitable for my work.  
 
KH: In all your work so far, particularly your operas, how have you 
approached political issues? 
 
OK: I don’t think politics can be separated from life or society. I think 
everything can be considered political.  I’m not political in the sense that 
I’ve active in any political party. In my student days I was more active in 
politics. [We are interrupted at this point and have to vacate the room.] 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Appendix II: Extract from ‘Dear Darkening Ground’, part of 
Climate Change Cantata 
 
 



 



 



 



 


