
Nationhood, gender, and classical music education

BALTIC
 WORLDS

C
ountries in the Baltics and 
Central and Eastern Europe 
have been called home by 
some of the great composers 

of music history, and the region hosts 
some of the world’s most prestigious high-
er classical music education institutions. 

Introduction.

The national and gendered 
meanings of higher 
classical music education

cently told that (post-communist) Central 
and Eastern European institutions are not 
representative of European higher classi-
cal music education. The person making 
this statement obviously assumed that 
European higher classical music educa-
tion happens in the UK, or maybe in Ger-

Despite this fact, Liisamaija Hautsalo 
states in her essay, the last of this section, 
that the Finnish-born composer Kaija Saa-
riaho was perceived as being from “a far-
away periphery” when she moved in the 
classical music circles of France, Germany 
and the US. In a scholarly context I was re-

The Federal Youth Orchestra at its concert in the Philharmonie Berlin in 2011. PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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many and Austria. While I did not agree, 
this feedback speaks volumes about how 
classical music and higher classical music 
education is constructed as belonging 
to Western Europe in international aca-
demic debate today. In this special section 
the authors wish to problematize the role 
of nation and gender in higher classical 
music education, and the classical music 
contexts this education operates in, by 
focusing on the Baltic and Central and 
Eastern European region. By doing so we 
put the assumed Western European iden-
tity of classical music and higher classical 
music education in question. 

Classical music and 
higher music education 
When you think of higher music educa-
tion, young people with instrument cases 
might come to mind, on their way to prac-
tice in rooms at their institutions. Even 
though higher music education includes 
many different programs, and also genres 
like pop and folk music, and educates 
professionals in music technology or mu-
sic management, for example, the classi-
cal music performance programs are the 
flagships of higher music education. In 
those programs the students learn to mas-
ter an instrument in the tradition of West-
ern Art Music. As such the classical music 
programs of higher music education also 
mirror a larger culture of classical music 
related practices that spreads across insti-
tutions such as orchestras, opera houses, 
agent offices, record labels, festivals and 
competitions. The classical music educa-
tion programs of higher music education 
often collaborate with orchestras, are 
taught by musicians that have agents, and 
perform their examination concerts in 
concert halls. 

IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE classical music may 
often be understood as a series of aesthet-
ic objects, rooted in history, but research-
ers from musicology and music education 
alike have argued that classical music is a 
cultural and social practice.1 Classical mu-
sic can therefore not be separated from 
the values and politics coloring contem-
porary society. Ideas and materialities of 
classical music are formed in the educa-
tional programs that all future musicians 

participate in. In the Baltic and Central 
and Eastern European region prestigious 
institutions for higher classical music 
education include those, to mention just 
a few, founded by Franz Liszt or named 
after Fredric Chopin and Jean Sibelius. 
Institutions where contemporary well-
known composers like Kaija Saariaho and 
Arvo Pärt were educated are also located 
there. Some of those institutions, com-
posers and the history of the figures of 
music are discussed and analyzed in this 
special section. 

Nation and gender
Classical music and classical music edu-
cation have been strongly connected to 
nationhood, especially in the 19th and 
first half of the 20th century, and to (mas-
culinized) genius cultures of the arts. 
For example, national composers and 
national anthems figure frequently in 
music education.2 Nationalism has also 
affected music cultural formations in 
Europe’s history, especially in the late 19th 
century.3 This was also the period when 
many higher music education institutions 
were founded. Ideas about national and 
gendered norms further color higher mu-
sic education in educational institutions 
and in their practices of teaching.4 The 
gendered norms of the classical music 
canon and its rearticulation of masculin-
ity as genius have been found to be taken 
for granted in classical music culture.5 
Gendered norms are operational in, for 

example, expectations around roles and 
instrument choices in higher music edu-
cation.6 Students in higher classical music 
education learn to uphold (and some-
times reshape) the national and gendered 
heritages of classical music. Some of the 
present ideals around sounds, perfor-
mances and cultural codes are regional, 
others are nation-specific, while some are 
trans-European, or even global ideals in 
classical music. These practices of articu-
lating classical music in higher classical 
music education as national or interna-
tional, and gendered, can be seen in spo-
ken or unspoken rules around repertoire, 
dress code or musical styles: Or for that 
matter in how the students’ examination 
concerts are assessed by their professors, 
as analyzed by Cecilia Ferm Almqvist and 
Kristi Kiilu in one of the articles of this 
special section. Still, the specific mean-
ings of nation and gender in classical mu-
sic and higher classical music education 
put in the context of post-empire Europe 
has rarely been studied. In this special 
section the authors aim to advance such 
analysis. 

THIS SPECIAL SECTION cannot cover all as-
pects of nation and gender in the higher 
classical music education, and classical 
music contexts, of the Baltic, Central and 
Eastern European region. Rather, it high-
lights some relevant examples and prac-
tices. One theme focuses on institutions, 
their history and processes of change in 
relation to international political pro-
cesses. Here higher music education is 
rendered national and international in 
policy work and collaborations with insti-
tutions in other countries. Another theme 
is teaching practices and ideals. They can 
be expressed in assessment of a student 
that is performing a piece, or a whole con-
cert, in front of an assessment commit-
tee. In the decisions about what is a good 
examination concert repertoire (what 
should be played), style (how should it be 
played) and the performance (how/who is 
playing on stage) all contribute. The way 
that higher music education assesses stu-
dents also include accepting them in the 
first place, and in the special section the 
practices of who is included are also dis-
cussed. Further, important figures of both 

“THE GENDERED 
NORMS OF THE 

CLASSICAL MUSIC 
CANON AND ITS 

REARTICULATION 
OF MASCULINITY 
AS GENIUS HAVE 
BEEN FOUND TO 

BE TAKEN FOR 
GRANTED IN 

CLASSICAL MUSIC 
CULTURE.”  

introduction
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music history and contemporary classical 
music are represented and discussed in 
this section.   

Contributions
In this special section all contributions 
investigate practices of classical music 
and higher classical music education, in 
terms of how nation and/or gender come 
to matter there. Regions and countries 
discussed or researched are Ingria (now 
Russia), Georgia, Hungary, Estonia, and 
Finland, painting a varied picture of the 
Baltic, Central and Eastern European 
region. Studies of contemporary higher 
classical music education practices, and 
its links to political tensions in Europe, as 
well as its historical roots are included. 
Music history and its national and gen-
dered meanings are complemented with 
in-depth discussions of a central com-
poser of our time. 

In the peer reviewed article “National 
identity, music education, and gender 
at the Kolppana Seminary in Ingria, 

introduction

“SOME OF THE PRESENT IDEALS AROUND SOUNDS, 
PERFORMANCES AND CULTURAL CODES ARE REGIONAL, 

OTHERS ARE NATION-SPECIFIC, WHILE SOME ARE TRANS-
EUROPEAN, OR EVEN GLOBAL IDEALS IN CLASSICAL MUSIC.”  

1863—1919”, Samuli Korkalainen studies 
the history of a Finnish educational insti-
tution in Ingria (present-day Russia) and 
how nationalism took shape there. Music 
at the Kolppana Seminary was a central 
tool for constructing ideas about Finnish-
ness and identity in the male dominated 
educational institution that used the 
Finnish language. Korkalainen concludes 
that Ingrian Finns at Kolppana aimed to 
preserve their native language, Lutheran 
religion, and national customs, but also 
constructed a regional identity, “Ingrian-
ism”, before being expelled to Helsinki 
after WW1.

IN THE SECOND peer reviewed article, “Mu-
sic conservatory assessment approaches. 
Distribution and negotiation of values”, 
Cecilia Ferm Almqvist and Kristi Kiilu ana-
lyze assessment of examination concerts 
in higher classical music education in 
Estonia, Finland and Hungary. They dis-
cuss how different practices of assessing 
learning affect what students learn, how 

they feel and how they perceive the value 
of their education towards becoming mu-
sicians. The result of the analysis shows 
three different assessment approaches: 
the competition, the portfolio and the 
response approach. They were all col-
ored by a foundational value of freedom 
of artistic and aesthetic expression, and 
influenced by the students’ ability to cope 
with the pressure; this was particularly 
true for the competition approach. In the 
article the authors conclude that aware-
ness of how assessment practices can be 
performed and how they convey values 
about teaching, learning and music is cen-
tral for higher music education.

IN THE THIRD peer reviewed article of the 
special section, “Georgia at the cross-
roads. Perspectives on the Europeaniza-
tion of higher music education”, Iveri Kek-
enadze Gustafsson and Nana Sharikadze 
investigate the global, national and local 
processes of Europeanization in Georgian 
higher music education. Their object of 

Students of the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki, Finland. In an interview in this special section, Olli-Pekka Marti-

kainen, former vice dean of the Sibelius Academy, University of the Arts Helsinki, addresses nation and gender 

in higher music education from a leadership perspective. PHOTO: UNIARTS.SE
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study is the Tbilisi State Conservatoire 
and its journey to closer collaboration 
with EU schemes like Erasmus+, and har-
monization with European higher educa-
tion ideals and values. The authors iden-
tify challenges to the process of change in 
Georgian higher music education. These 
include the low interest for arts educa-
tion on the EU level, the present political 
climate in Georgia, and locally, an un-
healthy working culture and a slow speed 
of change in the organizational mindset. 

IN THE SPECIAL section commentary, “Na-
tion, gender, and music history”, Gergely 
Fazekas discusses and explicates how na-
tional ideals have colored music history. 
He does so by using examples of Hungar-
ian composers and their diverse back-
grounds to illustrate the multifaceted con-
structions of what may seem like simple 
national, or nationalist, figures. One of his 
examples is György Ligeti, a Hungarian 
speaking composer born in Romania who 
defined himself as a Jew and spent most 
of his career in Austria. Fazekas puts in 
question the simplistic versions of how a 
composer becomes national. Further, he 
discusses gender in music history, draw-
ing on figures like Fanny Mendelssohn, 
deconstructing the stories we tell about 
European classical music.   

THE FINAL OTHERS TEXTS of the special sec-
tion are a brief interview with Olli-Pekka 
Martikainen, former vice dean of the 
Sibelius Academy, University of the Arts 
Helsinki, conducted by Ann Werner, and 
an essay about composer Kaija Saariaho 
by Liisamaija Hautsalo. The interview 
addresses nation and gender in higher 
music education from a leadership per-
spective. In the essay “Finnish, French, or 
cosmopolitan? Kaija Saariaho broke many 
glass ceilings during her long career as a 
composing woman”, Liisamaija Hautsalo 
honors the great Finnish composer Saari-
aho by following her career achievements 
and discussing the gendered imbalances 
of the classical music world. Using Saari-
aho’s education and career path as narra-
tive the author forefronts both the unique 
musical styles of the composer, especially 
in her operas, and how her career was 
shaped by her Finnishness, gender and 

motherhood during different periods of 
her life. Hautsalo concludes that women 
who want to become classical music 
professionals still have countless battles 
ahead of them. ≈

Ann Werner is Senior lecturer  

in Musicology, Associate professor 

 in Gender Studies at Uppsala University.
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Who was the one, who would dare deny 
the great, noble work of our institution? 
Who would say that as a beacon it does not stand 
in the midst of the people, pointing the way 
through the dark night of suffering?1

T
his poem, written by the pseudonym Aira in 1913, 
refers to the Kolppana Teacher and Churchwarden2 
Seminary that operated in Ingria3 from 1863 to 1919. 
The poem shows that the educational institution in 

question was perceived as a center and a symbol of the Ingrian 
national movement. Through its graduates, its influence spread 
throughout the countryside, creating and strengthening Ingrian 
national identity whose central features were considered to be 
the Finnish language, Lutheranism, and music. However, all 
these influencers were male because the seminary was not open 
to female pupils. In this article, I delve into the questions of na-

abstract
Towards the end of the 19th century, Ingrian Finns became aware of 

their own national identity and culture. These ideas were maintained 

by the Kolppana Teacher and Churchwarden Seminary, which was 

founded in 1863. At the turn of the twentieth century, national think-

ing also began to emerge from the deep ranks of Ingrian-Finnish 

people, partly because Ingrian-born teachers and churchwardens 

educated in Kolppana formed a new, schooled intelligentsia. Music 

played a central role in the national process, and the Kolppana 

graduates taught religious and patriotic repertoire. The new intel-

ligentsia comprised only men because the Kolppana Seminary was 

not open to women. The Ingrian Finns strove to preserve their own 

language, Lutheran religion, and national customs. Even though they 

recognized Finland as their spiritual homeland, the Ingrian-Finnish 

national spirit was marked by a clear “Ingrianism”.

KEYWORDS: Ingria, education, national identity, music, gender.

by Samuli Korkalainen 

peer-reviewed article

NATIONAL IDENTITY, 
MUSIC EDUCATION, 
AND GENDER
The Kolppana Seminary in Ingria, 1863–1919 

The male voice choir of Kolppana graduates conducted by Mooses Putro, probably at the Ingrian national 

song festival in Kolppana in 1913, when the Kolppana Seminary celebrated its 50th anniversary.
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tional identity, musical education, and gender at the Kolppana 
Seminary.

Ingria is a Russian region on the eastern and southeastern 
shores of the Gulf of Finland, around Saint Petersburg. Its 
northern border on the Karelian Isthmus is the former border 
between Finland and Russia, and its neighbor in the west is 
Estonia. After the Treaty of Stolbovo in 1617, Ingria became part 
of the Kingdom of Sweden and was settled by Lutheran Finns. 
The original inhabitants were Votes4, Izhorians5, and Russians, 
all of whom were Eastern Orthodox. By the 1660s, Ingrian Finns 
made up the majority of the population of Ingria. In 1709, during 
the Great Northern War, Ingria was ceded back to the Russian 
Empire. Even though the city of Saint Petersburg, founded by 
Peter the Great (r. 1682—1725) in 1703, was in the middle of Ingria, 
Lutheranism remained the major religion, and Finnish was the 
language most spoken in the Ingrian countryside. 

Ingria was a multiethnic region; at the turn of the 19th century, 
German colonies were established next to the villages of Finns, 
Votes, Izhorians, and Russians. Estonians started to move to 
Western Ingria toward the end of the 19th century, and they made 
up a third of the inhabitants in some municipalities. It is remark-
able, though, that there was little interaction between the ethnic 
groups of the area, and they used to live in their own villages. 
Mixed marriages were infrequent, partly because all children 
born in them were to be baptized as members of the Eastern Or-
thodox Church.6

IN THE 1850S, more than 80,000 Ingrian Finns were members of 
the Lutheran Church, while just over 15,000 Izhorians and 5,000 
Votes were Eastern Orthodox. The number of Izhorians and 
Votes kept decreasing towards the end of the century, whereas 
the number of Lutherans in Ingria and 
Saint Petersburg increased to almost 
150,000 due to migration from Finland. 
Nevertheless, the increasing spread of 
Russians to Ingria made the position of 
the Eastern Orthodox Church stronger, 
and as a result Ingrian Finns were a mi-
nority in some areas at the turn of the 
century.7

Ingrian Finns were serfs until 1861, 
when the Emancipation Reform by 
Tsar Alexander II (r. 1855—1881) abol-
ished serfdom throughout the Russian 
Empire. As an author with initials J.P.8 expressed in 1913, “The 
serf’s life vocation a*nd actual task was — physical labor. The 
cultivation of literature, intellectual pursuits, and higher spiri-
tual pleasures — those belonged to free men, lords, and their 
children. There were no schools for the children of serfs, where 
they would have been taught even the basics of knowledge and 
have instilled in their minds the desire to read”.9 Even though 
everyday life and social structure changed only gradually, the 
abolition of serfdom meant more freedom for cultural purposes 
of Ingrian Finns and made the spread of national thoughts pos-
sible among them.10

Methodology and research materials
The aim of this article is to discuss the Ingrian national move-
ment focusing on the Kolppana Seminary and its impact on 
spreading nationalistic thoughts and ideas among Ingrian Finns. 
The national movement is examined through the social struc-
ture as well as influence from elsewhere, especially Finland. The 
concept of “nation” has varying historically determined mean-
ings. In this article, I use it to outline the general characteristic 
of a certain ethnic group’s consciousness and self-identification 
with their community named as a “nation”.

As for the Kolppana Seminary, the focus is on music educa-
tion. It had an essential role at the semi-
nary because hymns and liturgical melo-
dies were perceived as a central part of 
Lutheran worship, also in Ingria, but ac-
cording to many pastors and musicians, 
the modest standard of congregational 
singing required measures to improve 
it.11 In addition, music was considered 
an efficient tool for infusing the minds of 
the common people with nationalistic 
goals. Consequently, the music curricu-
lum at the Kolppana Seminary included 
both church singing and patriotic songs. 

I also discuss the question of gender and explain why women 
were left out of the Kolppana Seminary and maintained a sec-
ondary role in the national project of Ingrian Finns. I approach 
gender as a social and cultural construct, which has an impact 
on people’s opportunities, social roles, hierarchies, and interac-
tions. Gender diversity is my starting point as a scholar, but since 
all of my research material represents a gender binary concept, I 
only refer to men and women.

My methodology includes a close and critical reading of 
sources. My primary sources are from the archives of the 
Kolppana Seminary. During the Soviet era, a vast amount of the 

peer-reviewed article

“MUSIC WAS 
CONSIDERED AN 
EFFICIENT TOOL 

FOR INFUSING 
THE MINDS OF THE 
COMMON PEOPLE 

WITH NATIONALISTIC 
GOALS.”
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Baltic provinces of the Swedish Kingdom in the 17th century.

M
A

P
: M

A
T

T
E

U
S

 P
E

N
T

T
I



51

material about Ingria was destroyed and disappeared. However, 
the archives of the Kolppana Seminary, and the archives of many 
Ingrian parishes, were transported to Finland, and are available 
at the National Archives of Finland in Helsinki. The archives 
contain different kinds of documents related to the Seminary 
such as annual reports, account books, letters, applications and 
certificates, administration minutes, dossiers and lists of pupils, 
and miscellaneous material. Unfortunately, the seminary collec-
tion is neither comprehensive nor organized logically; individual 
documents are in the wrong folders, and plenty of material is 
missing. Nevertheless, I discovered relevant information for this 
article, especially from the annual reports and lists of pupils, as 
well as seminary by-laws and proposals for the by-laws.

As a secondary source material, I engaged with memoirs of 
the Kolppana Seminary written by different authors and other 
volumes concerning the history of Ingria. The most important 
one was a 1913 historical memoir titled Kolppanan Seminaari. 
Two more recent related studies, namely Inkeri: Historia, kansa, 
kulttuuri (“Ingria: History, people, culture”), edited by Pekka 
Nevalainen and Hannes Sihvo in 1991, and Inkerin kirkon neljä 
vuosisataa (“The four centuries of the Ingrian Church”), edited 
by Jouko Sihvo and Jyrki Paaskoski in 2015, have also been cen-
tral. In addition, I use Finnish-language newspapers published 
in Saint Petersburg, which were readily available on the Finnish 
National Library’s digitized newspaper collection (digi.kansal-
liskirjasto.fi).

MY SOURCE ANALYSIS examines the time and place of the composi-
tion of the research material, its connection to comparable docu-
ments, and the situations that had impact on the content. My aim 
is to understand and characterize the phenomenon under study 
in its social, political, and cultural contexts, for which reason the 
research material is investigated and critically evaluated in the 
context of the history of the period. Due to a lack of comprehen-
sive sources, I extract information from fragmentary material; 
sometimes this process resembles solving a jigsaw puzzle.

peer-reviewed article

Ingrian parishes and municipalities had Finnish, Russian, 
Swedish, and German names, but because most of my materials 
are in Finnish, I use the Finnish names. The Kolppana Seminary 
did not have an established name, and there was variation in dif-
ferent sources and languages, including the seminary’s own ma-
terials. For this reason, I only use the term “Kolppana Seminary”.

Kolppana Seminary
In rural Ingria, people received literacy instruction predomi-
nantly from their home or a local churchwarden. Confirmation 
school was mandatory, but it was short in duration and limited 
in content, although it did affect the improvement of literacy. 
The first Sunday schools started in the 1870s, taking different 
structures in different parishes; in some cases, they resembled 
rudimentary primary schools, while in others they simply con-
tained modest lessons within moments of prayer. Teachers were 
pastors, churchwardens, and learned laypeople. When the Rus-
sification policy started to restrict the teaching of Finnish and 
religion at primary schools at the turn of the century, Sunday 
schools became crucial for Finnish-speaking Lutherans.12

Lutheran parishes in Ingria did not belong to the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church of Finland. The administration of these 
parishes was somewhat unclear until 1832, when they became 
part of the Saint Petersburg Consistorial District. This district be-
longed to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Russia, as did the 
Lutheran parishes in Baltic countries and some other Lutheran 
minority groups in Russia. When the administration of the 
church was concentrated in Saint Petersburg, different liturgical 
and ecclesiastical cultures were brought into closer contact with 
each other, which meant that Baltic-German influence spread 
in Ingria; the reason was that most of the leaders of the Church 
were Baltic Germans.13 

Nevertheless, at that time, all the pastors of Finnish-speaking 
parishes in Ingria were born in Finland. They received their edu-
cation in the Imperial Alexander University in Helsinki, while all 
the other pastors were educated in Dorpat (present-day Tartu) 

Kolppana church, 1911.View over Kolppana from the church roof, around 1900. 
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networks overlapped. Consequently, in Ingria, schools were 
established by the local government, patrons, the Ministry of 
Public Education, organizations, various state institutions, and 
separate ethnic communities like Lutheran parishes. Due to the 
Russification policy, whose aim was to restrict the cultural and 
administrative rights and activities of non-Russian minorities, 
Finnish-language schools were transferred in 1891 from the con-
trol of Lutheran parishes to the Ministry of National Education. 
Around the same time, the language of instruction changed to 
Russian and teaching Finnish was only allowed as an additional 
subject after the actual school day.18 

After the February Revolution in 1917, Ingrian Finns hoped 
to get their own administration for educational and cultural life 
because the new government canceled all national and religious 
restrictions. However, this hope did not even last a year because 
the Bolsheviks took power during the October Revolution and 
started to restrict ecclesiastical life and the cultural activities of 
ethnic minority groups. The church separated from the state, 
and schools from the church. In January 1919, the Kolppana Sem-
inary was also moved from the control of the Lutheran Church to 
the control of the Soviet government, with the result that teach-
ing religion and training churchwardens and organists was for-
bidden. Many pupils left the seminary to battle against Bolshe-
viks, who in turn arrested many of the remaining pupils. The last 
remaining pupils fled to Estonia in the spring of 1919, and the his-
tory of the Kolppana Seminary in Ingria ended once and for all. 
However, seminary principal Kaapre Tynni (1877—1953) moved to 
Finland and organized one half-year semester for about twenty 
pupils in Helsinki in the spring of 1920.19

National movement and its impact  
on social structure in rural Ingria 
According to Irish historian Benedict Anderson, national com-
munities are always imagined. He does not consider them fake, 

University in Livonia, within the sphere of influence of the Baltic-
German tradition. From 1866 to 1917, a total of 109 new pastors 
began to work in Ingria. Only nineteen of them were Ingrian-
born, six of whom studied in Dorpat, twelve in Helsinki, and one 
in both universities.14 All of this means that Ingrian Lutheran 
parishes were administratively close to Baltic Germans, but they 
were led by Finnish-born pastors, who thus had a remarkable 
influence on local parishioners. Most of these pastors spoke 
Swedish or German as their native language but communicated 
with their parishioners in Finnish. From the 1840s onwards, the 
pastors of the Saint Petersburg Consistorial district gathered in 
annual synods. In connection with the synods, the pastors of the 
Finnish-speaking parishes of Ingria organized their own meet-
ings as well. One of the most important topics of those meetings 
was public education. At the same time, a similar discussion was 
going on in Finland and in the Baltic countries.15

IN THE GOVERNORATE of Livonia, a seminary was set up as early as 
in 1839 in Valmiera, but it was moved to Valga in 1849. This semi-
nary educated both primary school teachers and churchwar-
dens for Lutheran parishes. In Finland, the Jyväskylä Teacher 
Seminary was founded in 1863. Many Finnish pastors wanted 
to include the training of churchwardens in the seminary’s cur-
riculum, but the proposal was not accepted, and four private 
churchwarden-organist schools were founded in Finland (Turku 
1878, Helsinki and Oulu 1882, and Vyborg 1893).16 

In Ingria, in the same year 1863, the Kolppana Seminary was 
established to prepare teachers for primary schools as well as 
churchwardens and organists, similar to the Valga Seminary. 
This seminary was a boarding school for men only, with a three-
year term of study. They recruited a new class of students after 
previous classes graduated. Most graduates found employment 
in the combined offices of teacher and churchwarden.17 How-
ever, in late-19th-century Russia, it was typical that several school 

Pupils of the Kolppana Seminary at the beginning of the 20th century.

Memory plaquet on the building of the former 

Kolppana Seminary. The text reads: “In memory of 

the 150th anniversary of the Kolppana Seminary. 

Founded in 1863, Kolppana Seminary was the first 

educational institution to train teachers for Finnish-

language schools in Russia.”
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per se, but rather believes that a community is imagined to a 
certain extent if it is so large that it is impossible for its members 
to know each other on a face-to-face basis.20 For that reason, 
when starting to delve into the national movement of Ingrian 
Finns, questions must be asked about what tied people together 
and what kind of features were needed to create and maintain 
national identity. 

At the end of the 18th century, German Romantic philosopher 
Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744—1803) gave his famous defini-
tion of a people: “Since every people is a People, it has its own 
national culture as it has its own language”.21 Consequently, 
19th-century national movements typically aimed to protect and 
praise the mother tongue; as Finnish philosopher and statesman 
Johan Vilhem Snellman (1806—1881) contextualized it: “Without 
Finnish we are not Finns”.22 In the latter part of the 19th century, 
the urge to improve the position of the Finnish language began 
to be underlined both in Finland, where the upper classes spoke 
Swedish, and in Ingria, where they spoke Russian or German.

IN THE FIRST HALF of the 19th century, Ingrian Finns were a typical 
Eastern European minority. First, by the 1860s practically all of 
the Finnish-speaking population in Ingri-
an countryside were serfs. Second, their 
language and religion differed from the 
dominant ones of the realm. Third, the 
language and culture of the upper class 
differed from those of the majority of 
people; the nobility and the gentry con-
sisted of Russians and Baltic Germans, 
and the clergy came from Finland. Final-
ly, the ultimate decision-making power 
came from outside the area.23 

According to British-Czech philoso-
pher and social anthropologist Ernest Gellner, mankind has 
transited three stages: foraging, agriculture, and scientific or in-
dustrial society. The second change from an agrarian society to 
an industrial one took place in Ingria towards the end of the 19th 
century. Agrarian societies were based on food production and 
storage. A person’s social standing, station, and entitlements de-
termined their fortune. Agrarian society was organized hierar-
chically, with each stratum and its members guarding its stand-
ing and its privileges. The lowest of the large strata in this society 
were rustic agricultural producers, who were segregated into 
local village communities. Agricultural producers were generally 
tied to the land, a situation which helped to impose discipline.24 

Society in Ingria was thus not egalitarian, and the dominant es-
tates were hereditary. As Gellner points out, in agrarian societies 
qualification-related posts were not numerous and consequently, 
provided that the recruits were trained well enough, the positions 
could be filled by any random method, with heredity the simplest 
and most widely used. Feudal society, Gellner continues, was 
inegalitarian in that it turned the dominant stratum into a distinct 
and hereditary estate. Because all of the estates were permanent, 
the majority of people was left outside them, and there was only 
little adjustment. As was typical in other European countries at 

that time, people in Ingria lived their lives in the social compart-
ment in which they were born, regardless of stratum.25

IN AGRARIAN CULTURE, the position of clergy was strong. The ritual 
and doctrinal maintenance of the unequal principles of legiti-
macy of membership and leadership also allowed clergy and the 
religious upper stratum to share authoritative power with nobil-
ity and rulers in the agrarian world.26 In Ingria, clergy taught 
Martin Luther’s (1483—1546) Small Catechism to parishioners for 
two hundred years.27 The book included a supplement called 
the Table of Duties, the content of which defined authorities ap-
pointed by God. According to Luther, fathers were authorities to 
wives and children, employers to employees, pastors to parish-
ioners, leading finally to the governing authorities like the king 
or emperor.28 Because of these teachings in the Table of Duties, 
Ingrian Finns were used to conforming the authority of clergy. 

According to Czech political theorist Miroslav Hroch, in Prot-
estant countries secular scholars such as university professors 
and state officials played leading roles in national movements. 
Clergy led national movements as well, and Hroch claims that 
Protestant pastors’ participation in national movements largely 

depended on their ethnic roots.29 Snell-
man’s nationalistic ideas of Finnish 
as a fully-fledged national language 
obtained significant support among 
clergy in Ingria, and the pastors who 
came from Finland started to promote 
Finnish nationalistic goals and Finnish-
speaking education among their 
parishioners. Gradually, one concrete 
change based on their views took place 
also among themselves. Even though 
pastors communicated with their pa-

rishioners in Finnish, they spoke Swedish or German together 
and in their vicarages. However, towards the turn of the century, 
many Lutheran pastors of Ingria started to speak Finnish at 
home as well.30

THE PASTORS’ ACTIVE ROLE meant that the Ingrian national 
movement started in the Lutheran Church and, consequently, 
Lutheranism came to be considered one of the most important 
factors in Ingrian-Finnish national identification. According to 
Jaakko Raski and Juuso Mustonen, it was always the Lutheran 
Church’s duty to take care of the religious, spiritual, and nation-
al education of the Ingrian Finns. The Church was thus the most 
active agent in maintaining the Finnish language and culture in 
Ingria for two hundred years.31 As a result of this active role of 
the Church, Lutheranism also became one of the national sym-
bols32 in Ingria. According to Raski, one reason for this was that 
the Baltic-German church administration indirectly protected 
Finnish culture and language in Ingria against the Russification 
policy. For example, Baltic Germans used the name Ingria, 
whereas the official Russian name of the area was the Saint Pe-
tersburg Governorate. In addition, while both ecclesiastical and 
secular administrations used foreign languages, i.e., German 

“IN INGRIA, CLERGY 
TAUGHT MARTIN 

LUTHER’S (1483–1546) 
SMALL CATECHISM 
TO PARISHIONERS 

FOR TWO HUNDRED 
YEARS.”
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and Russian, the position of the Finnish language remained 
strong among the people.33

IN THE LAST DECADES of the 19th century, the old social structure in 
the Ingrian countryside gradually began to crumble, and the fo-
cus in the national movement shifted from the Finnish language 
to Ingrian-Finnish identity, when primary school teachers edu-
cated in the Kolppana Seminary became the new “intelligentsia” 
of Ingria. Using that expression for them may sound like an exag-
geration, but according to Hroch, the definition of intelligentsia 
is related to the status of this class in the overall social context, 
which means that it varied according to different educational 
and social structures.34 Primary school teachers thus formed an 
intelligentsia within their ethnic group, even though they did 
not belong to the intelligentsia of Russian society as a whole. 
Because of their education received in the Kolppana Seminary, 
teachers and churchwardens moved to the countryside and 
started gradually to achieve higher status, influence, and pres-
tige. When social status was maintained through education and 
not through inheritance, the Table of Duties lost its position as a 
model for social structure. 

Hroch makes a distinction between “state-nations” — the 
situations in which a modern nation 
developed as a direct consequence of 
a civic society forming within an estab-
lished state — and the national move-
ments of non-dominant ethnic groups 
in multi-ethnic empires in 19th-century 
Europe.35 Ingrian Finns belonged to 
those ethnic groups that were so small 
it was improbable for them to achieve 
remarkable success. These restricted 
folk communities’ national ambitions 
were mostly limited to linguistic and 
cultural aims, but according to Hroch, 
they never achieved any remarkable 
results.36 Hroch mentions Ingrian 
Finns only in a list of many ethnic 
groups, which indicates that he does not take into consideration 
the unique historical bond between Finland and Ingria. The 
national awakening of Ingrian Finns included no desire to estab-
lish an autonomous position within the Russian Empire. Even 
though Ingrian Finns underlined their historical roots and close 
connections with Finland, which they considered their ethnic 
and linguistic homeland, they did not want to become part of 
Finland. Finland was not their “fatherland” but was rather seen 
as a mother whose child Ingria was.37

Gellner uses a metaphor of the “navels” of nations. Accord-
ing to him, there are nations that either have authentic ancient 
navels or navels created for them by their own nationalistic 
propaganda, and some nations simply do not have a navel.38 The 
umbilical cord of Ingrian Finns extended to Finland, whereas in 
other nations’ cases, it extended to their own history or was in-
vented based on their own territory. Therefore, even though the 
Ingrian Finns emphasized the Finnish language, Finnish culture, 

and Lutheranism, from a national point of view, it was mostly 
about “Ingrianism”, not “Finnishness”. One feature of this was 
the romanticizing of the experience of serfdom, which never 
took place in Finland but became central to how Ingrian Finns 
identified themselves.

Following Herder’s idea about every nation’s own national 
history and culture, many Finns traveled to Karelia to find “the 
spirit and the soul” of their nation by collecting folk songs and 
oral poetry. In the latter part of the century, many Finnish col-
lectors also went to Ingria and wrote down large quantities of 
oral poetry. A significant amount of oral poetry about Kullervo, 
who is one of the main characters in the national epic of Finland 
called Kalevala, were collected in Ingria; as a result, Ingrian 
Finns often used to call themselves “the tribe of Kullervo”.39 It 
was natural for Ingrian Finns to identify with Kullervo’s story be-
cause he was an unlucky character who had to work under oth-
ers, which reminded them their experiences as serfs. Serfdom 
as such was also a common theme in Ingrian poems, songs, and 
plays written at the turn of the twentieth century.

The new Ingrian-Finnish intelligentsia actively read Finnish 
nationalistic publications. One of the most popular authors was 
J.V. Snellman, who had no interest in leaving the Russian Empire. 

Hroch describes how national move-
ments are typically started by several 
educated citizens of one ethnic group 
trying to spread national awareness 
with a focus on cultural, linguistic, 
and social goals. In this early phase, 
political demands are added as 
well but only in some cases.40 In 
Ingria, too, the national movement 
focused on cultural, linguistic, and 
social aims. Hroch adds that usually, 
national political programs are not 
formed until a mass national move-
ment occurs.41 This never happened 
in Ingria because of the Russification 
policy from the turn of the twentieth 

century onwards, and due to restrictions and persecution by the 
Soviet government from 1918 onwards.42

IN PURSUIT OF CULTURAL, linguistic, and social goals, a concept 
of sivistys in Finnish was essential in nationalistic writings in 
Finland and Ingria. The word’s meaning is practically the same 
as the German concept of Bildung. In Finnish, the word sivistys 
covers education, knowledge, culture, sophistication, ethics, 
morals, and mental development as well as civilization. As is 
typical for Finno-Ugric languages, many nouns and adjectives 
are derived from the word, and they can refer to a single person, 
a small group, or a society such as a nation.43 Along with Finnish-
language newspapers and libraries, one of the most important 
forms of sivistys and its dissemination was the seminary, the 
influence of which spread through the graduates across the 
countryside.

It is important to emphasize that primary school teachers 
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educated in the Kolppana Seminary were Ingrian-born. For 
that reason, the Kolppana Seminary became both the central 
place and the symbol of Ingrian nationalistic thought. Teachers 
educated in Kolppana strove to teach their pupils the Finnish 
language, a national view of life, and solid Lutheran faith.44 The 
national character of the Kolppana Seminary is also revealed by 
the fact that from 1863 to 1912 only one of the pupils was Esto-
nian, while all the others were Ingrian Finns. In addition, about 
90 per cent of the pupils came from the Ingrian countryside, and 
every one of them was Lutheran.45

Music education at  
the Kolppana seminary
The Kolppana Seminary cannot be considered a music school 
in the true sense of the word because the most important aim 
there was to educate primary school teachers, and the training 
of churchwardens was of secondary importance. Consequently, 
music education at the Kolppana Seminary was scarce: only 
church-singing, organ-playing and figured bass were taught. 
During the very first years of the seminary’s operation, instruc-
tion in singing and playing began only in the second year of the 
three-year course work. Yet by 1866 these lessons were also of-
fered from the beginning. Before 1870, figured bass was taught 
only during the third year, but since then, on second and third 
year. From 1881 onwards, figured bass was included in the cur-
riculum every year.46

According to Jaakko Raski, the standard of music education in 
the Kolppana Seminary was modest, owing to the lack of instru-
ments and the quality of teachers. Most of the music teachers 
were churchwardens or primary school teachers who worked in 
the seminary only for a short period of time; most of them were 
also Kolppana graduates.47 According to the annual report of the 
seminary from academic year 1906—1907, music education left a 
great deal to be desired. Due to the scarcity and poor quality of 
the musical instruments, the seminary pupils could not achieve 
anywhere close to the playing skills that they would elsewhere 
have been able to attain. To eliminate the shortage, the pupils 

had tried to raise funds by organizing singing events, but these 
events were few and far between, so it was not possible to get 
new instruments at that point.48

It seems that there was no pipe organ in the school build-
ing when the seminary began operating. In 1867 an organ was 
brought there, but there is no information available on its size 
or features. It was probably purchased from an organ workshop 
called Orgelbau Fröhling in Saint Petersburg.49 The quality of this 
organ seems to have been meager because it needed continuous 
repairs. In 1894, the Kolppana Seminary obtained a new pipe or-
gan and the old one was possibly removed to Spankkova church. 
The new organ was built by the organ factory Gebrüder Rieger in 
Silesia, and it had eleven stops on two manuals and a pedal. Un-
fortunately, this instrument also suffered from multiple defects 
and needed frequent repairs.50 There was also a grand piano and 
a harmonium in the seminary building, but no further informa-
tion is available about either of them.51

MUSIC EDUCATION at the Kolppana Seminary combined the fea-
tures that constituted the identity of the Ingrian national move-
ment, i.e., Finnish language and Lutheranism, but Baltic-German 
influence was also present. Teaching material from Germany and 
Russia included August Gottfried Ritter’s organ method Kunst des 
Orgelspiels, and Anton Rubinštein’s etudes for piano. In figured 
bass, harmonization, and modulation, two Finnish volumes were 
used as teaching material: Sointu-oppi (“Harmonization”; 1890) 
by H. Ronkainen and Yleinen musiikkioppi ja analyysi (“General 
music theory and analysis”; 1897) by Martin Wegelius. Both the 
solo and four-part singing repertoire included mostly religious 
songs and Finnish nationalistic songs; there is not much informa-
tion available, but singing material consisted at least of Finnish 
hymnals, collections of Finnish folk songs such as Suomalaisia 
kansan-lauluja ja soitelmia (“Finnish folk songs and melodies”) 
edited by F. V. Illman in 1867 and Huwi lauluja Hämehestä (“En-
tertainment songs from Tavastia”) from the year 1842 as well as 
Finnish patriotic songs. Hymns and chorale books were from Fin-
land, whereas the liturgical melodies conformed to the Imperial 

The main building of the Kolppana Seminary, 1910.Finnish class in Kolppana Seminary 1916. The text on the board 

reads Sammuta sinä, minä sytytän, You turn it off, I’ll turn it on. 
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Agenda of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Russia and thus 
represented the Baltic-German tradition.52

Four-part singing was officially included in the curriculum 
as late as in 1916 but it had been taught since at least 1899. The 
reason was that enthusiasm for choral singing spread in Ingria 
towards the end of the 19th century.53 Unfortunately, there is 
no material about the choral repertoire used at the Kolppana 
Seminary, but rather only vague mentions of “four-part songs”, 
“newest choir songs in four parts”, or “newest Finnish songs for 
male voices in four parts”.54 However, following the example of 
the Estonian and Finnish national song festivals, Ingrian Finns 
started organizing them as well. In total, the Ingrian Song Fes-
tival took place seven times between 1899 and 1918. Graduates 
from the Kolppana Seminary played a key role in organizing the 
song festivals, and one 1913 event was organized in Kolppana in 
connection with the seminary’s fiftieth anniversary.55 

AT THE KOLPPANA SEMINARY, pupils were given both teacher and 
churchwarden training. However, not all pupils had such good 
grades in music that they could be considered to have completed 
a churchwarden’s degree. On the other hand, there were pu-
pils who excelled in music but did not perform so well in other 
subjects that they could have been given a teacher’s certificate; 
in that case, they became only churchwardens.56 Most gradu-
ates found employment in combined offices in parishes and 
primary schools. Even though their musical proficiency was 
often modest, they established many choirs and brass bands that 
performed in local festivities. The repertoire consisted largely of 
what they had been taught at the Kolppana Seminary — religious 
and patriotic songs. At all events, they were usually the only pro-
fessional musicians and pedagogues in their own locale.57

The question of gender
The Kolppana Seminary was designed only for men and at the 
time of its foundation there were no discussions on whether 
it should be open to women as well. Due to a lack of sources, I 

address why women were left out from the Kolppana Seminary 
by using secondary material. It seems that there were at least 
two reasons: the weak position of women in the Ingrian society 
in general and their role as housewives — both of which were 
inherited from the era of serfdom — and the training of church-
wardens, which might have influenced the exclusion of women 
because it was widely accepted that a woman could not serve as 
a congregational music director.

In her folkloristic research, Satu M. Gröndahl focuses on In-
grian women’s folk poetry. According to Gröndahl, women had a 
negative self-image, and they often used the word “pitiful” (par-
ka in Finnish) when describing themselves. Gröndahl has discov-
ered a reason for this primarily in the travelogs of Finnish oral 
poetry collectors who visited Ingria. Many of them considered 
the position of women in Ingrian society to be poor; men were 
at the top of the family hierarchy, whereas many women experi-
enced domestic violence and sexual abuse. While men traveled 
elsewhere to earn money, women were forced to take care of the 
farming and the household. Even after the abolition of serfdom 
the culture changed only slowly. Although women’s folk poetry 
describes the joy of life, love for family, and their home region, 
it seems that the private collective experience of Ingrian women 
was that they had no chance to improve their position but rather 
settled in it.58 

In addition, at that time in Ingria, as in much of the rest of the 
world, the opportunities for women to make a career were few 
and limited to single women. Getting married meant becoming 
a housewife, regardless of social stratum. It used to be said in In-
gria, “Why should a girl go to school when she can get married”.59

The Russian Church Laws of 1832 and 1900 did not say any-
thing about churchwardens’ gender. Nevertheless, all of them 
were men and it seems that there was no discussion about 
women getting the post. In Finland and most probably also in 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Russia, the justification was 
Paul the Apostle’s instructions in the Bible that women should be 
silent among the congregation. Nevertheless, it is interesting that 

Pupils and teachers of the Kolppana Seminary on May 31, 1920,  

after the move to Helsinki. The only female students  that ever grad-

uated from Kolppana Semenary – Aino Parkkinen, Anni Savolainen 

and Maikki Pärssinen –  can be seen in the center of the picture .Kolppana Seminary students in spring of 1913.
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women were allowed to participate in congregational singing 
and choirs, but it was not possible for them to conduct or accom-
pany singing in the church. The Bible was interpreted as prohib-
iting women from taking any office in the church.60 The training 
of churchwardens in Kolppana may therefore have been one of 
the reasons why women were not admitted to the seminary.

In Finland, the Jyväskylä Teacher Seminary was open to wom-
en as well. In the early days of the seminary’s operation most of 
the female students came from families who belonged to the gen-
try or the new bourgeois intelligentsia. Since the Finnish pastors 
of Ingrian Lutheran parishes used to educate their children in Fin-
land, there was no such intelligentsia in Ingria until the Kolppana 
Seminary raised it. It is natural that the desire to receive education 
arose especially among the daughters of teachers and churchwar-
dens. Only the wealthiest parents could send their daughters to 
seminaries in Finland, and those who completed their degrees 
there were not formally qualified teachers in Russian schools. 
Therefore, many women who wanted to become teachers went 
to a Russian seminary, which caused concern from a national 
perspective about whether they would be eligible to be teachers 
of Ingrian-Finnish children.61 However, these female teachers be-
came role models for Ingrian girls,62 which might have an impact 
on discussions about whether the Kolppana Seminary should 
have been opened to women as well.

THE FIRST INITIATIVES to open the Kolppa-
na Seminary to female pupils were made 
as early as in the 1870s; since then, the 
proposal was repeated occasionally 
throughout the history of the seminary, 
but the sources do not indicate who were 
active in these discussions. The seminary 
board always opposed the initiatives, cit-
ing a lack of funding, for instance.63 How-
ever, it must have been more about the 
attitude and religious views. The closest 
the initiative came to being realized was 
in 1906, when the Ingrian Finns gathered 
for a citizens’ assembly to discuss national issues. One topic was 
the renewal of the Kolppana Seminary, in connection with which 
it was proposed to establish a separate seminary or department 
for women in connection with the seminary. The reform com-
mittee chosen by the same meeting prepared a new proposal for 
the seminary by-laws, according to which the seminary would 
have had two departments, one for male and another one for 
female pupils. However, the reform did not take place this time 
either, as the seminary board, consisting mostly of pastors and 
other church leaders — of men only — did not approve it.64

It was only after the February Revolution in 1917 that a de-
cision was made to establish a women’s department in the 
Kolppana Seminary and, as a result, 36 female pupils started 
studying there in September of the same year. In December 1918, 
there were a total of 52 female pupils; about a third of them were 
the daughters of churchwardens and teachers. However, none of 
them had time to graduate in Kolppana before the seminary was 

moved to Helsinki a year before it closed for good. Three female 
pupils graduated in Helsinki in 1920.65

Conclusion
At the turn of the twentieth century, a historical and contempo-
rary bond between Finland and Ingria was strong. They both 
belonged to the same Russian Empire, shared the same major 
language and the same major denomination. As Finnish-speaking 
Lutherans, Finns and Ingrian Finns thus formed together a 
remarkable minority that differed culturally, religiously, and 
linguistically from the majority of the population in the Eastern 
Orthodox and Russian-speaking realm. Nevertheless, located 
outside the borders of the Grand Duchy of Finland, Ingria con-
siderably differed from Finland administratively and culturally; 
through the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Russia, Ingrian Finns 
had a tight bond with Baltic Germans, and through the shared 
experiences of serfdom, they were close to Estonians, Livonians, 
and Latvians. For that reason, in the last decades of the 19th centu-
ry Ingrian Finns formed their own conception of national culture 
and identity independent of Finland. The Kolppana Seminary, 
established in 1863, played an important role in maintaining and 
developing this national identity. Music education was consid-
ered an effective vehicle to reach nationalistic goals.

Towards the end of the 19th century, 
the Ingrian Finns gradually became 
aware of their own national identity and 
culture. This national awakening can 
be considered both a consequence of 
and parallel phenomenon to a similar 
process in Finland because the clergy 
who came to Ingria from Finland gradu-
ally started nationalistic upbringing 
among their parishioners, and many 
Ingrian Finns actively read Finnish 
nationalistic writings. The Kolppana 
Seminary educated teachers for 
Finnish-speaking primary schools — the 
number of which was increasing all the 

time — and churchwardens for Lutheran parishes. At the turn of 
the twentieth century, national thinking also began to emerge 
from the deep ranks of Ingrian-Finnish people, partly because 
these Ingrian-born teachers and churchwardens formed a new, 
schooled intelligentsia. Music played a central role in the nation-
building process and Kolppana graduates taught the religious 
and patriotic repertoire they had learned there. At the same time 
the shadow of Russification policy fell increasingly dark over 
Ingrian-Finnish aspirations.

FROM A GENDER perspective, the situation was unequal. The new 
intelligentsia was composed only of men because the Kolppana 
Seminary was not open to women. A woman’s place in Ingrian 
society was weak because of the culture adopted during serf-
dom and the hierarchical teaching of the Lutheran Church. The 
opening of the seminary to women was discussed throughout its 
history, but the seminary board, which consisted of the church 
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abstract
This article describes and analyzes assessment approaches 

in three conservatories and thus contributes to the study 

of how values are distributed and negotiated within higher 

education specialized in classical music in the Baltic Sea 

region and Central Europe. The relation between assess-

ment and learning could be viewed from different perspec-

tives. Assessment of learning can be seen as a checkpoint 

regarding whether specific knowledge has been internalized, 

assessment for learning implies that the chosen assessment 

method encourages the learning process, while assessment 

as learning can be seen as intertwined with and dominating 

the learning process. In this article we clarify possibilities for 

transformative assessment, as well as the risk for assess-

ment as learning. What counts as important knowledge varies 

between and within the perspectives. To generate material to 

enable analysis of assessment approaches in the Baltic Sea 

region and Central Europe, 23 students and 22 professors/

leaders within three conservatories were interviewed. The 

interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through 

content analysis by the two researchers individually and 

collaboratively. The results show three different approaches, 

namely the competition approach, the portfolio approach, and 

the response-based approach. 

KEYWORDS: Assessment, higher music education, conserva-

tory, learning, values.

E
arlier research has stated that assessment practices in 
higher music education are pervaded by un-reflected 
actions to a considerable extent.1 How these issues are 
handled in Eastern and Central Europe has not yet 

been investigated. Hence, this article constitutes an attempt to 
contribute with insights regarding different views and experi-
ences of assessment practices within higher music education 
focusing on Western classical music within three higher music 
education institutions in Estonia, Finland, and Hungary.2 One 
way to shed light on assessment in higher music education is 
to explore which values are distributed and negotiated within 
higher music education by examining experiences of and reflec-
tions upon how assessment is performed and what it concerns. 
In the current neo-liberal era, education is influenced by assess-
ment both within and between institutions. From the outside, 
educational programs and institutions are compared and evalu-
ated through measures of different kinds, within and between 
countries.3 Internally, musical abilities and skills are continually 
assessed and values based on different kinds of competitions 
are distributed and negotiated. Research within this area has 
focused upon entrance tests,4 examination criteria,5 and alterna-
tive assessment forms such as peer assessment,6 participatory 
assessment,7 and self-assessment.8 Within conservatories,9 rank-
ing interests and artistic competence interests meet pedagogical 
interests. How this is handled on personal, collegial, and institu-
tional levels is dependent on, as well as influenced by, silent or 
outspoken values regarding teaching, learning and knowledge. 
Teaching and assessment approaches in conservatories are 
strongly steered by tradition,10 and therefore hard to perceive, 

Music conservatory 
assessment approaches.

DISTRIBUTION 
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let alone to change, even if there are agreements formulated be-
tween European countries.11 Through making traditional ways of 
performing higher music education, including assessment prac-
tices, visible, the article will contribute a base for further reflec-
tion and discussion upon values within and between European 
conservatories. In this article we explore how such meetings are 
handled through what we call assessment approaches, which in 
turn say something about values of teaching, learning and musi-
cal knowledge. 

The aim of the study is to describe and analyze assessment 
approaches in three European conservatories within the Baltic 
Sea region and Central Europe. We pose the following research 
questions:
○ How do students and professors experience assessment as part 

of musicians’ education?
○ What values regarding teaching and learning emerged in the 

informants’ descriptions of reflections on assessment prac-
tices? 

○ What values regarding musical knowledge emerged in the in-
formants’ descriptions of reflections on assessment practices? 

Assessment in higher music education
In 2001 Torrance and Pryor,12 interested in the phenomenon as-
sessment of learning, found out through a collaborative practice-
based research project that divergent assessment — finding out 
what students knew or could do — was more powerful than 
convergent assessment — assessing whether the students pos-
sessed a defined element of knowledge —, as it stimulated further 
learning. Also, they discovered a split between task criteria and 
quality criteria, throwing light on the risk that task fulfillment 
can become more important than doing the task well. As they 
were also interested in assessment for learning, they stated 
that collegial collaboration is important to handle formative 
assessment in functional ways. If not, there is a great risk that 
an instrumentalist view may take over13 and become 
open for a “testing regime”.14 In such cases response is 
given as instruction in relation to task criteria. Even 
in higher education in general, such a linear way 
of assessing pre-formulated learning outcomes 
visualized the same risk.15 Therefore, Tor-
rance and Pryor proposed the term “trans-
formative assessment” which included a 
double focus on task and quality criteria, 
recognizing criteria as contingent and con-
textual, acknowledging the importance 
of applying or transforming criteria to 
new situations and, finally, analyzing 
the use of assessment within a larger 
social framework. This development 
is not transferable to higher music 
education, concentrated on classical 
music, as there has been avoidance when 
it comes to defining learning outcomes and prog-
ress between courses.16 Essential work has been 
done within AEC, the Association Européenne des 

Conservatoires, Académies de Musique et Musikhochschulen,17 a 
European association for higher musician education. Within AEC 
common goals for Europe have been discussed and formulated, 
but in many countries learning outcomes in line with the Bologna 
process have only been implemented recently in course plans 
and syllabuses.18 Instead, assessment practices have been steered 
by traditions.19

Implementation of assessment of and for learning has been 
shown to be complicated, as noted above. If, for example, the 
balancing between task and quality criteria, or the challenge 
with inquiring response giving are not handled in a reflective 
way, there is a risk that the practice may lead to assessment as 
learning. For example, there may be a risk that the juridification 
of assessment, “criteria compliant based assessment”, based on 
obligations regarding clear criteria and transparent processes 
may replace possibilities to learn based on personal response.20

Although formative assessment has been encouraged by a vision 
regarding how assessment can encourage learning, it has driven 
instrumentalism,21 thus achieving the opposite effect, rather 
than encouraging learning of the intended knowledge. Accord-
ingly, it is crucial to have an ongoing collegial discussion reflect-
ing upon quality, equality, and instrumentalism;22 values rel-
evant for conservatory education. In this article we are therefore 
not interested in labeling the different approaches as assessment 
of or for learning, but in clarifying possibilities for transformative 
assessment, as well as the risk for assessment as learning. 

The discussion of challenges and needs regarding formula-
tion of assessment criteria in relation to music performances 
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teria, as well as contributing to transformative assessment. Used 
in un-reflected ways, however, there is a risk that they nurture 
instrumentalism and task fulfillment — assessment as learning.

Method
To get access to conservatory leaders’, professors’, and students’ 
experiences of assessment within higher music education, indi-
vidual interviews were performed. During fall 2021 and spring 
2022, 22 conservatory leaders/professors and 23 students, includ-
ing six percussion students, four string, six voice, six piano stu-
dents, and one student studying the flute, were interviewed. The 
students consisted of seven male and sixteen female instrumen-
talists. The interview guides were thematic and semi-structured 
and aimed to grasp aspects of conservatory culture. The themes 
included the background and goals of the participants, the atmo-
sphere of the institution, teachers’ and students’ responsibilities 
and choices, repertoire and concerts, policy, internationaliza-
tion, curricula, and connections to society. The interviews lasted 
for 60—75 minutes each and were recorded via the communica-
tion tool Zoom or by a voice recorder on site. The recorded in-
terviews were transcribed verbatim by a company. Information 
letters were sent out beforehand, the participants were also 
orally informed about ethical considerations and data manage-

ment plans, and informed consent was 
recorded. The interviewees knew that 
participation was confidential, and that 
they could choose to withdraw from 
the study, or withdraw parts of the in-
terviews, at any time during the study 
without reprisals.34

The material was analyzed via quali-
tative content analysis, searching for 
significant factors that could describe 
different assessment approaches within 
the three conservatories, and by that 
enfold values regarding teaching, 

learning and knowledge.35 One of the researchers went through 
all the complete transcribed material and gathered everything 
that related to assessment activities in a shared document. The 
model for content analysis is defined as openly thematizing, in 
line with Braun and Clarke’s, Maguire and Delahunt’s, and not 
least Schreier’s recommendations.36 Consequently, the two re-
searchers looked for assessment approaches and marked quotes 
in a shared document. This phase generated the competition ap-
proach and the portfolio approach, and a third approach, which 
later was labeled as the response-based approach. The analysis 
was further based on the manifest content, which was conducted 
individually by the two researchers, although followed by con-
tinual discussions. Before the actual coding and thematizing 
work started, within the three areas, each piece of material was 
thoroughly read through as a whole, aiming to create an overall 
understanding of the content, and to get a sense of similarities 
and differences.37 Thereafter, various codes were created and ap-
plied to identified meaning entities represented by specific phras-
es, parts of sentences, and one or several sentences. Each code 

has been lively in the last fifteen years.23 Waagen24 explored how 
implementation of new assessment guidelines influenced assess-
ment of bachelor concerts. The examination involved external 
assessors who were obliged to use the newly formulated criteria 
when evaluating main instrument concerts among bachelor 
students. Using Sadler’s25 theory of qualitative assessment includ-
ing the twin concepts of holistic and analytic assessment, she 
found that the criteria supported a transparent, argumentative, 
and trustworthy assessment practice. The criteria were also 
defined as valuable in the work entailed in giving a response to 
students, but this had to be contextualized, standard oriented 
and not used mechanically. It became clear in Waagen’s study, 
however, that her participants valued conceptualizing musical 
knowledge as important for all involved, as common discussions 
and reflections are made possible, which hopefully contribute 
to qualitative learning processes that also invite students to be 
active. Sandberg-Jurström26 explored meaning making feedback 
in one-to-one teaching situations in higher music education and 
discovered two contrasting discourses. The negotiating discourse 
emphasized reflection possibilities and offered space for self-re-
flection. The controlling discourse, on the other hand, restricted 
reflection and offered little or no opportunity for self-reflection. 
Four feedback approaches were revealed through a multi-modal 
analysis, two connected to the control-
ling discourse: centering on calling for 
attention or for re-recreation, and two 
connected to the negotiation discourse: 
for providing space for conversation or 
exploration. Hence, Sandberg-Jurström27 
states, the “discussions of how to enable 
professors to reflect critically on their 
own professor–student relationships and 
of how reflection opportunities can be-
come part of staff development, building 
teamwork for student coaching instead 
of teaching in isolation”28 must continue. 

THE PORTFOLIO as a tool for transformative assessment has been 
rather well explored by researchers in recent years. For ex-
ample, Bartleet et al.29 found that educators promote portfolios 
as exam materials among conservatory students. The portfolios 
were expected to contain several types of documents showing 
the diversity of skills acquired by the students, as well as what 
they can do in addition to playing their instruments. Even dif-
ferent kinds of musicians’ roles could be included.30 Reflections 
on learning activities are often also expected to be part of the 
portfolio.31 As Rowley et al.32 point out, portfolios can encourage 
students’ “ability to reimagine what their musical world could 
mean and how their own capabilities and creativity could be 
utilized is evident in their responses”.33 Hence, Rowley et al. con-
tinue, portfolios can make clear for students what capabilities 
they need in order to develop and manage a dynamic future: for 
example, business skills, social awareness, and creativity. Con-
sequently, if portfolios are used in a reflective manner, they help 
students and professors to balance between task and quality cri-

“IF PORTFOLIOS ARE 
USED IN A REFLECTIVE 

MANNER, THEY HELP 
STUDENTS AND 

PROFESSORS TO 
BALANCE BETWEEN 
TASK AND QUALITY 

CRITERIA.”
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consisted of one or several words that grasped and represented 
something significant and meaningful in the various text units. As 
the analytical process proceeded, the coded units were grouped 
in different tentative sub-themes. The codes generated were then 
grouped into tentative thematization drafts, which were repeat-
edly tested and revised based on the aim of the study and the em-
pirical material in its totality.38 Finally, the three main approaches 
were related to the material as a whole and validated.39

Results
The content analysis resulted in three strong assessment ap-
proaches, namely the competition approach, the portfolio 
approach, and the response-based approach. The different 
approaches are not connected to single teachers, instrument 
contexts or countries, but can be found parallel or intertwined. 
In relation to each approach, values regarding teaching, learning 
and musical knowledge also came to the fore. 

Competition approach
The analysis revealed that most frequently cited examples talk 
about the competitive nature of assessment. This is partly due to 
the way assessment is performed. When teachers use differenti-
ated assessment prerequisites a competitive atmosphere have 
been created. The analysis of expressed experiences shows that 
not only grades but also students’ own goals and/or professors’ 
expectations increase the competitive essence of assessment. 
Under the competition approach, three different competition 
perspectives were revealed, namely competition with oneself, 
competition between students and competition between professors.

Competition with oneself 
There are several ways in which competition is seen by respon-
dents in connection with self-development, motivation, and self-
regulation. Setting a task and challenging oneself is described 
as a powerful tool for learning. Students described it as setting a 
goal — “I’m going to sing with the highest mark in my bachelor’s 
exam” (voice student). This is the destination that helps to plan 
the practice, tolerate its routine, and carry through obstacles, 
according to the students. Reflections about one’s strengths and 
weaknesses help to plan further studies and manage fallbacks. 
“I know what I’m missing” (string student). They work hard to 
meet the goals they set for themselves. It was stated clearly that 
grades are not important when the students have a relevant im-
age of their skills and resources. Hence, perspective about one’s 
own development and goal becomes gradually more important 
during the studies.

COMPETING WITH YOURSELF because of having set high expecta-
tions for yourself may cause disappointment about getting lower 
marks than expected or frustration about memory lapses in 
the exam, according to the interviewees. To handle fallbacks, 
survival strategies need to be developed. Such strategies include 
students developing an understanding of themselves, their ca-
pacity, musical skills, and knowledge. The view is expressed that 
everyday reflection about the students’ progress is inevitable. 

Students’ self-awareness is visible in their responses describ-
ing possibilities to take responsibility for choosing repertoire. 
Deliberate reflection about the given topic is necessary because 
professors “tend to pick the famous, hard arias. It’s maybe not 
the place to do that” (voice student).

Students state that they find feedback a crucial tool to cali-
brate their progress and understanding of their musical abilities, 
but it was emphasized several times that it is “hard to get”. Usu-
ally, they get feedback from their own professor. 

Also, feedback is so hard to get. Because usually, they 
just flee after the exam to different parts of the house. 
And they may sometimes nod from afar and say: ‘Well 
done’. But that’s about it; if you don’t catch them your-
self and ask specifically, ‘What do you think about my 
Mozart’, they won’t give you any feedback. You will get 
something from your teacher. Maybe he will even tell 
you what others thought. It really depends on the mood 
and how much I’m willing to … (piano student)

According to the interviewees, students must deal with both posi-
tive and negative results of assessment. They (students) usually 
manage (to improve their professionalism) by rehearsing, improv-
ing their technique and honing their self-expression through 
strengthening their mental status (and stability). It really demands 
great effort, but it is still manageable for the students in this study. 
Consequent work and effort will be rewarded and recognized by 
graduation, which in Hungary, for example, means a thoroughly 
prepared final concert — a great master recital, that one piano stu-
dent expresses as a “lifetime experience for everyone”.

Competition between students 
Two conservatories, according to the material, use a traditional 
grading system that lays the ground for students to compare 
themselves to each other. Grade based assessment has a dual na-
ture — awarding grades may arouse learners’ enthusiasm but can 
also work backwards and become an obstacle. Both sides were 
observed in the research material.

The first contest between the students takes place when 
entering higher level education. Competition is in the spotlight 
when candidates apply for student positions. The “jury” or 
“committee”, usually comprising 4—8 members, must judge 
entrance exams on-site. In one conservatory it is also possible to 
apply for a position using a video audition. Despite the range of 
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amplitude (0—25 or 1—5 or 1—20 points), competition for enroll-
ment in all conservatories establishes foundations for competi-
tive practices.

The exam is the most common form of assessment, which has 
many limitations, according to the interviewees. The conditions 
that some students must follow — no audience but a jury, given 
time limit and grading system — may have a restrictive impact 
on the performance. “Exam is not my own concert; I am part of 
the examination plan” was stated by one student who puts the 
spotlight on rather regulated repertoire as regards content and 
amount. This tendency was addressed by the students of those 
schools and/or curricula where the content of the exam is not 
chosen by the student. This limits the expression of a student’s 
own creativity to compile the program or include fellow perform-
ers, according to the analysis. Further, it 
suggests that where the conditions of the 
competition are over-regulated and iden-
tical for all students it is very difficult to 
present one’s own strengths. That might 
be possible if a broader choice was given 
when it comes to repertoire, musical for-
mations, and the form of performance. 
Failing to do so restricts students’ op-
portunities to highlight and fully develop 
their own uniqueness, which should be 
crucial for coping in the labor market.  

Some universities, according to the 
analysis, have developed exam assessment criteria of which 
every single criterion is expressed in percentages, giving a certain 
value of the final result. Two of the investigated conservatoires 
are on their way to developing a transparent assessment system, 
which was seen among the teacher participants as moving in the 
right direction. 

IN THE COMPETITION approach the grades hold significant value, 
From an objective perspective it is believed that the criteria 
influence motivation but also give space for demotivation. If the 
assessing board uses only the highest grades of a 6-point scale, 
the assessment system loses its credibility. 

Yes. These are graded exams. And here it is from … 
technically they say from zero to five, but I would say 
one to five system. Five is excellent, four is very good, 
three is decent, two is medium, not medium, it’s like 
alright. Even three I would already say that the teach-
ers have not been that impressed. So, two is even worse 
than that. And one is a fail. So, if you get a one you fail 
the exam. (professor/leader)

In some cases, the students state that they have an understand-
ing that only the best grades are good enough and if they get 
lower ones, they feel that they have failed.

[I got] Five. Five, but … I mean, I think no-one ever got 
the worst one. I don’t know if it’s really “ever”, but it’s 

not usual, I think. But in here everybody gets a good 
mark. In here, the five is the best. Okay, somebody 
sometimes gets a four, but three, never. So it’s not sig-
nificant. (voice student)

To manage the huge competitive pressure that students express 
that they feel, they pay attention to their mental health and work 
out survival strategies like focusing on their own development 
and stable conditions. 

So, for me, it was always the development in my own 
way that was important for me and not the others. Yes, 
that’s why I meant that actually I’m quite stable mental-
ly but I still had to work a lot on these things to be able 

to deal with them on their own ways 
so it’s not about me. (piano student)

The analysis showed the contradic-
tion/conflict between students’ wish to 
experience being compared (only) to 
themselves i.e. assessed in the context 
of their own development instead of be-
ing compared to their peers (during the 
assessment process). 

So, the teachers compared others to 
them [outstanding talented student], 

instead of looking at our progress. […] But they did not 
look at our progress. (voice student)

Assessment using a competition approach already starts at the 
entrance exams and continues throughout all studies. Such an 
approach seems to leave little space for creativity and individual 
design of the students’ studies (repertoire, concerts etc.) and 
usually does not support enhancement of good relationships 
between students. Awarding marks and listing students by their 
achievement, which is the basis of the competitive approach, are 
essential, if used purposefully and with clear understanding of 
their strengths and weaknesses. 

Competition between professors 
The competition approach is not only performed by students 
but also by professors among themselves, according to the inter-
viewees. The analysis shows that they used their students’ per-
formances in their own competitions. Several examples bring 
out tensions in students affected by professors. Interestingly, it 
was mainly expressed by voice students. 

Teachers […] they have problems with each other and 
then they go through the students, and they somehow 
fight their own fight through a student. (voice student) 

Students talked quite a lot about how professors’ competition 
with each other influences them and their studies. They perceive 
the pressure to be the best to enforce their professors’ author-
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ity. Furthermore, students experience professors favoring 
their own students and acknowledging them by giving higher 
grades, which conflicts with students’ understanding of ethical 
principles. Aiming to earn more reliability and prove their own 
students’ outstanding skills, the professors seem to prefer giving 
the students challenging and onerous repertoire, which may 
damage their voice apparatus. It was expressed as unhealthy be-
havior by two voice students. 

The notion that a voice student “belongs” to the vocal profes-
sor is so rooted that changing professor would be equal to “so-
cial suicide” (voice student). If a student wants to do that, they 
must be “mentally really strong” because this act may influence 
their career for a long time.

You will get destroyed in exams [...] there will be com-
ments in your grades in exams. Not that the grade mat-
ter, but the feedback you will get will be personal. Not 
toward your singing, but toward your teacher who is 
now teaching you. It’s the ego. (voice student)

In the interviews, we found the issues of ethics expressed by 
both students and professors. For example, personal judgments 
made by one professor on students’ outfit, appearance, and 
body during the discussion after the exam was brought up to 
question its relevance in supporting students’ musical devel-
opment. Similarly, one vocal student stated that the professor 
“was delighted when the other professor’s students got a critical 
response”, behavior which was seen as totally inappropriate by 
the student. 

IN TERMS OF musical knowledge and its improvement, students 
expressed clearly that feedback is crucially important, but in 
cases where professors perceive themselves as competitors, 
getting feedback loses its purpose. A singing student puts it at 
follows: 

I could talk with the other teachers, but I always felt 
that there is no real meaning in talking about my sing-
ing with the other professional great singers or teachers 
because it was never about me. […. ] Well, they got used 
to it. They do it. This is their play, that’s how they 
play this game. (voice student) 

On the contrary, another voice student shares a 
supportive comment given by a jury member:  

‘Congratulations, the exam was 
really good. And you have a natu-
ral understanding of voice that 
hasn’t been ruined.’ I thought 
that was really nice, because nobody 
really gives us any feedback be-
sides our own teacher, and you 
never know if it ... And that 
same teacher who wrote to me 

is casting director at an opera house, and she offered me 
the role in the autumn. (voice student)

The quote shows how personal well motivated response is func-
tional. In conclusion, the competitive aspect of assessment is 
visible on all levels — to students, peers and professors, and if it 
is carried out with full awareness and taking responsibility, the 
competition approach can have an impact as motivator and en-
hance musical skills as well as the professional career. However, 
if competition is perceived as an impediment, it is difficult to see 
or explain its positive influence, although this could still become 
evident if students try to deal with the situation with careful con-
sideration, using their self-management mechanisms/potential. 

Portfolio approach
The analysis showed that one way to approach assessment in 
conservatories, as described by the interviewees, was the port-
folio approach. This approach encourages students to gather 
documentaries of different skills during their education. This 
way of viewing and handling their own learning processes and 
outcomes demands, according to the analysis, that students to a 
smaller or larger extent reflect upon what they learn, how they 
do it and make choices regarding how their learning processes 
and outcomes could be communicated. In one of the universities 
the portfolio was used explicitly according to one of the teach-
ers: “I think they cannot play the actual exam concert until the 
portfolio is ready”, while in others it seemed to be more of a 
tacit, implicit assessment practice. Three slightly different ap-
proaches became visible through the analysis, namely the tradi-
tional view of portfolio, the semi-open portfolio, and the open 
portfolio. 

Traditional view of portfolio
The traditional view of the portfolio that emerged through the 
analysis includes ready-made folders that the student should 
fill in. It could be about pre-decided musical styles, for ex-
ample, Bach covers the request for polyphonic style, or epochs 
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that should be covered. A quote from a voice student exempli-
fies this:

My teacher is quite free, especially about the pieces I 
pick. Especially after the last exam. He said I’m ready 
to do a lot of base repertoires. Obviously not the biggest 
pieces, I still have much to develop. I still have places to 
develop, so maybe not rush the bigger pieces. Overall, I 
can say I would like to do this, and he would be ok with 
it. He’ll say, “Let’s look at it, let’s check it, let’s sing it.” 
Then he might say, “Okay, maybe not, let’s skip this 
for spring exam,” or “Let’s skip this for your master’s 
exam.” But he doesn’t say, “No, you can’t sing this,” no, 
not at all. (voice student)

Apparently, the student perceive that the professor takes great 
responsibility when it comes to what pieces would suit the stu-
dent to put into the portfolio at a particular moment. According 
to the student, singers at the same institution are asked to show 
that they can sing an aria, as well as participate in an opera. They 
learn different roles, and are expected to perform the different 
roles at the final exam. 

Pianists should play something from Bach, as well as a Roman-
tic piece and a Classical piece, according to the interviewees at 
one of the conservatories. At another, the demands differ slightly: 

Of course, when there is for example an exam, like a 
program exam, then there is a certain type of structure. 
For example, there needs to be Baroque music, and 
there is the piece … like a piano sonata from the Classic 
era, and what else is there? Oh, the modern piece, that 
mustn’t be older than 50 years. And then of course the 
… I think Chopin’s Etudes are compulsory. And we can 
also choose one Romantic piece and then the … what …? 
Oh yeah, one Romantic piece that is kind of like a free 
choice. And I think … Yes, so the program exam is 

maybe the only one thing where the programs are a 
bit structured. But the piece itself, you can basically 
choose by yourself. (piano student)

The quote gives an example of the traditional view of portfo-
lio that gives minimal space for students’ own reflection and 
choices. A professor at the third university mentions almost 
the same demands when it comes to what to put in a portfolio, 
but specifies Beethoven, Shostakovich, and Rachmaninov. 
String students, especially violinists, seem to have even stricter 
demands when it comes to what should be included in the port-
folio. According to students at one university, the exam has to 
have one Bach and one Paganini caprice and sonata, a virtuoso 
piece and then a movement of a concerto — Beethoven, Brahms 
or a national composer. In addition to that, one chamber music 
piece or a recital should be in the portfolio. It might also vary 
depending on which professor they are studying for: “I have two 
professors, and the other one is the freer” (string student), while 
percussion portfolios are more open. The different approaches 
between the instrumental departments are exemplified by a 
string student at another university.

They have to play one or two movements by Bach, they 
have to play a classical concerto. They have to play a 
virtuoso piece from the Romantic period, one from the 
20th century, and … yeah. I think with piano it’s also 
kind of similar, but it also depends on the professor. So 
the percussion department is especially flexible in this 
sense. (percussion student)

Even percussion portfolios can be more closed, however, accord-
ing to the analysis, and here it is the variation of instruments that 
steer what should be put in the portfolio: for example timpani, 
marimba, mallets, and snare drum. At one university all percus-
sion students are asked to play the same pieces, to make it easier 
for the assessors to value the students equally. It is considered 
important that the assessors know the pieces well to do a good 

job of evaluating, which illuminates the risk that traditional 
portfolios become examples of assessment as learning. 

And I think, when everybody is playing 
the same stuff, it’s so much easier to 

put everybody on the line. Who is actu-
ally doing the best job? So, I always se-
lect those pieces and have even used 

the same pieces if I know that the same 
people are not coming. But I have a 
few versions of it. And I think that it 
doesn’t really matter what the pieces 
actually are, but for us, it has worked 

really well that everybody is playing the 
same stuff. (professor/leader)

Other pre-decided criteria that steer what 
could be put in the portfolio include how it 
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should be played in relation to musical quality, for example that 
a piano piece should be played in a fast tempo, as one student 
describes: “And the other Etudes that need to be also like a fast 
tempo”, or must be played by heart. 

I’m playing a toccata in the major. I’m having issues 
with playing it by heart. I’m really working hard to-
wards it, but so far, I only have half of it memorized. But 
I have time. I have time. (piano student)

The criteria for what should be put in the portfolio force the 
student to practice specific things, rather than reflecting upon 
why (s)he wants to show specific skills in relation to the coming 
profession for example. Another aspect that 
is exemplified as a “must” in the portfolio is to 
demand that students play pieces they don’t 
recognize, aiming to grasp how they approach, 
prepare, and interpret unknown music. In one 
of the universities the traditional portfolio ap-
proach is rather clearly expressed, including in 
what ways the professors and assessors are to 
be involved. 

Or like, you need to play … in student 
concerts,  … you have to collect a port-
folio, that you have performed these 
standard pieces. Or I mean, pieces of different nature. 
(professor/leader) 

The professor continues to explain that this is partly to evaluate 
that the students have learnt enough pieces of varied kinds, and 
partly to give feedback and discuss the portfolio with the stu-
dent. Finally, they sign a document which is added to the portfo-
lio. It becomes clear that the closed traditional portfolio is used 
as a tool to form the students, according to the interviewees, not 
seldom in the traditional master-apprentice way. 

Semi-open portfolio
The semi-open portfolio supplement the traditional one with 
different kinds of openness that invite the students’ own sugges-
tions and choices. This openness is more common at master’s 
level than at bachelor level. Here, the professors are still steering 
and are more or less open for negotiations when it comes to how 
free the open possibilities are. The openness can take the form 
of choices within a specific area, or style.

So this is a first thing, which sort of gives you direction, 
which stylistic period you are addressing in this time 
frame for instance. But everything else is really based 
on the student’s level of playing. (professor/leader) 

For a student it can be about choosing pieces for the portfolio 
freely but with the requirement to cover four different languag-
es. The openness can also be framed by a specific expectation 
such as a solo concert which steers what the student chooses to 

put in the portfolio. For example, it is possible to deepen your 
interest in one composer according to one of the students. 

Nowadays I really like to play a lot of Schumann. I don’t 
want to be the pianist that says that “This era is mine 
and I’m not playing anything else” or “This composer 
is mine and the others are not really accepted”. But 
nowadays, I find Schumann extremely interesting. And 
I’m also playing a lot of Ravel. I love those composers. 
(piano student)

Another example of semi-open portfolio is a divided exam con-
cert, which some of the interviewees described, where one part 

is steered by specific composers, styles, in-
struments or soloistic demands, and the other 
part is free for students’ own choices. 

Well, it’s a two-part exam. The first exam is 
that there are different genres, like Baroque 
and modern music basic repertoire. Like, 
different genres. And then, that’s the A level 
concert. Like basically what you would call 
a master concert? But then we have differ-
ent master concerts, which is another A 
level, and then we have the master concert. 
Which is your artistic constellation of differ-

ent repertoires that you are free to choose. So, we have 
two concerts, which are both watched and given two 
numbers. (voice student) 

Because I was thinking maybe I can include my partner 
as co-player, or do something like that. And he [the 
professor] said that usually it’s like 70/30 or 65/35% … 
the bigger number is like your solo pieces, and then the 
smaller number is your ensemble. (piano student) 

Another example is given by a piano student who planned to 
engage her partner as co-player in a smaller part of her exam 
concert that is open for students’ own performance ideas. The 
open part can also, according to the students, be used for play-
ing with other instruments and creating a program with a mix-
ture of different composers. One student wanted to mix French 
and Finnish composers, and another one wanted to play music 
just by female composers, in the open part. Even when it comes 
to semi-open portfolio approaches, the analysis implies that per-
cussion education is more open and flexible, which both permits 
and encourages students to think for themselves. 

Yeah, definitely. What you are interested in, what would 
you like to do. Of course, there are some really basic 
requirements. Let’s say everybody needs to play etudes 
on their drum, on xylophone, and on timpani. Every-
body has to perform one piece every semester for key-
board instruments, it can be marimba or vibraphone or 
anything. And one piece multi-percussion like drums 
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and any kind of mixed instruments. These are basic 
requirements. But if somebody is interested in body 
percussion, for example, he or she has to go for it. Then 
they have to discuss: They are not in the requirements 
but I would like to spend time with them, I would like to 
go deep, I would like to study them. So I will spend most 
of my time with them. And I will show some of them on 
the exam. And if the teacher says that it’s okay, then it’s 
okay. So in this sense the percussion department works 
quite flexibly, which is good. (percussion student)

Even other students than percussion students underline the 
freedom they have. For some of the students, however, it seems 
rather hard to decide for themselves, to choose among alterna-
tives and how to use the more open part of the portfolio. Our 
interpretation of the analysis is that it seems important that 
students are trained to value, choose and decide as well as think 
about the consequences of their choices, maybe earlier than on 
master’s level. Awareness training of such generic skills of course 
challenges both professors and in some cases tradition. 

Open portfolio
There are outspoken ideas among professors that the traditional 
and maybe also the semi-open portfolio 
limit a broader skill development among 
the students, and therefore some ask 
for a more open way of handling exams. 
Here is one example expressed by one of 
the professors:

I think, first of all, the repertoire 
we use is too narrow. We should 
have much more variety in that 
and many more individual pos-
sibilities for students to find what 
they want to play and what fits and 
suits them best. (professor/leader)

The professors show that they are aware that students’ freedom 
of choice varies between instrument groups, which the students 
also express in similar ways, as well as saying that they can learn 
from each other to develop broad possibilities when it comes 
to styles, musical expression, and artistic abilities, “which gives 
people better chances to find kind of their own artistry”, as one 
of the professors expresses it. According to one of the interview-
ees, one institution took a decision to abandon assessments in 
numbers and just give a pass or a fail in examinations to encour-
age freedom and openness. Such openness is seen as a challenge 
among some of the students, and as a possibility among others. 
“And I like that better. I mean, it’s nice to have flexibility and be 
sort of independent, but sometimes it’s too easy to just avoid 
things” (string student). One percussion student talks about how 
s/he aims to use the open portfolio, encouraged by the professor:

I’m mindful of what kind of repertoire I am going to 

choose. So, I would like that to really describe me as a 
musician. (percussion student)

Others express that they think even more broadly regarding 
what to include in the exam concerts. One student states that (s)
he has even chosen teaching as a part of his/her exam concert. 
Other examples are choices based on perceptions of pieces with 
good rhythm and interesting sound that the students like to play. 
As in the open parts of the semi-open portfolio, the open ap-
proach seems to encourage students to concentrate on female 
composers, for example, or composers from their own country, 
on creating a colorful program, and to play (with friends) in dif-
ferent constellations. The following quote shows one example:

I always tried to play very colorful programs on these 
occasions. So, I played a marimba solo, a vibraphone 
solo, a multi-percussion solo, with … it means just 
many drums. And I played, I think, two chamber music 
pieces. One of them was solely percussion, quartet, and 
the other one was also a quartet, but with two pianos 
included. And two vibraphones. (percussion student)

In addition to the variation described above, some students state 
that they even include their own com-
positions in their exam concerts, and 
by that putting these in their portfolios. 
One piano student talks about combi-
nations of different art-forms, such as 
video art and spoken word. A percus-
sion student expresses that s/he aims to 
show co-play via digital communication 
tools with musicians on the other side 
of the world. To use the open portfolio 
in creative ways seems to demand an 
open professor as well, as one of the 
percussion students exemplifies: 

Well, yes, I have embarked on quite 
ambitious projects for my exam and for performances. 
And they are some … it’s controversial, I think, be-
cause some teachers look at what you are trying to do 
and they are like, “maybe that’s too much”, and “you 
should maybe do less”. And some teachers will really 
support you. Like, my teacher really liked that I was 
trying to do something big. My exam was maybe 18 min-
utes long of just [laughter] non-stop chamber music. 
(percussion student)

The students who create a portfolio driven by an open approach 
talk about their professors as open minded, excited, and curi-
ous. Again, professors in the material underline that it’s becom-
ing more and more common that students studying at specific 
instrumental departments are given the option to select their 
repertoire for the exam with completely free choice, and that the 
professors are trying to encourage the students to think about 
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their profile as an artist, already during the final years of 
study. This suggests that a more closed portfolio seems to cul-
tivate instrumentalists, while a more open portfolio approach 
cultivates musicians. 

Response approach
Based on a lack of encouraging feedback and fruitful discussions 
related to examinations, a more response-based approach, a 
form of transformative assessment, has developed in some of 
the educational situations investigated. As mentioned above, 
one step was to abandon number grading, or to just give fail or 
pass, and instead give verbal personal feedback to the students. 
One of the students shares an experience that illuminates such 
an approach, and put it in context. 

Well, basically everything in this university works without 
grading. Technically there may be some teachers that give 
us some approximate grading. But there are no grades, so 
in the transcript of records it’s just good or passed, there’s 
no such thing as a grade. So usually we’re assessed with 
feedback. So feedback is the main idea. So you play, then 
the jury talk to each other, and then they talk to you and 
they tell you what you can improve, what was good, what 
was bad. They focus on feedback, so your assessment is 
just feedback. And I like it here that you just need to show 
your own development, and you just need to show that 
you put in the work and it’s good. You’re doing a good job 
and that’s how you’re assessed, and you’re assessed by 
what you could do better. But not like you’re hoping for 
that grade because then I think it takes away the creativity 
and the actual meaning of an exam. (string student)

As expressed above, the response given at examinations is ex-
perienced as constructive and forward directed, as assessment 
for future learning based on sharing of experiences between stu-
dents and professors. Another example from the material is that 
teachers in some instrumental groups have chosen to write in-
formative texts to the students, while other teachers in the same 
departments do not follow this trend at all, according to the stu-
dents. On the other hand, there are expressions in the material 
that show that professors within departments that do not accept 
verbal feedback, do it anyway, based on ideological reasons. 

But with my professor, we had a long phone call last 
spring after the opera studio exam, when she gave 
personal feedback. And that was really motivating.
(voice student)

Based on thoughts that personal individual verbal feedback is 
not legally safe, some departments have chosen to use declared 
criteria and percentages, according to the interviewees, when it 
comes to how different forms of knowledge should be balanced 
in assessment. Even if that is not a contradiction to response-
based assessment, some students state that they miss the earlier, 
verbal and more precise and specific feedback. 

I don’t know, I think the former one was better, because 
it’s more human when you can discuss with the others. 
Now it’s like, you put those points and you don’t see 
what the others put. And I don’t know, maybe they are 
still discussing something. (piano student) 

The quotation above shows how the idea of a criteria based 
equal form of assessment turns instrumental, and becomes as-
sessment as learning. Even if the research material is dominated 
by expressions describing competitive and portfolio assessment 
approaches, there are also strong outspoken opinions regarding 
how the response approach is asked for as a form of transforma-
tive assessment practice. To illustrate that we choose to end this 
part of the results with a story told by one of the professors: 

There are a lot of things in the whole positioning or 
the interaction in these feedback situations after an 
examination, or even during the lesson, that could be 
improved. And also I think that the feedback … well, 
I think that’s the beginning of everything, how one 
speaks to another person and … if the position is in a 
way as collegial as it can be. Yeah, well let’s think about 
the final exam. There’s a master exam someone has, it’s 
a concert. After that I remember one situation, this is 
of course … even though this is a true story, it sounds a 
little bit like a caricature. There was a concert, someone 
played, played okay, and after that we have the hall, the 
back of the hall where the jury is. Then there is a place 
that nowadays they bring a chair, but at that time there 
was no chair. So the one who had just played one and 
a half hours or something like that went there and sat 
in the first row of the seats and needed to turn up like 
this to see the jury — a really, really awkward position. 
And then the criticism started: “That was bad, that 
was bad, that was bad”. So, it wasn’t only psychologi-
cal, a really horrible situation, but it was also physical. 
Everything was wrong with that, even that the poor 
candidate had to sit in a very, very awkward position. 
So, after that I told my colleagues that it cannot be like 
that. So, after that it changed, but there were many 
things that were easy to improve, so people became a 
little bit in a more equal position, so that it’s not so that 
one is down here and the jury is up there telling some 
kind of truths. So, this is one thing. I believe that a good 
feedback session would be such that the candidate 
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can also be heard. What does he or she think herself 
or himself, and ask questions, not make him or her say 
something if he or she doesn’t want to. But anyway, the 
thing is that they need to get the possibility to speak 
up for themselves. And then another thing is this list 
of mistakes. It doesn’t really give much information if 
one doesn’t give a context to that. It only sounds like 
an opinion of someone. And then if it’s the opinion of 
a professor, then it’s a bad way of using authority. “I 
am saying to you that you are bad at that” and that’s 
it. And this is something that I oppose very much. So, I 
think that it should be very different, very different and 
always somehow put in context. And discuss with the 
candidate. (professor/leader)

The story above shows the risk with using assessment in authorita-
tive ways and gives example of how a response approach could 
be used instead. The response approach 
demands professors to be curious about 
the students they meet, to be interested in 
how they can formulate feedback that make 
students aware of their strengths and de-
velopment areas, in a way that makes them 
inspired to work forward. However, it seems 
that the strong master-apprentice tradition, 
where professors’ subjective perceptions de-
termine how music should be played within 
instrumental traditions, still dominates even 
response-based assessment approaches. 

Discussion
In the following we discuss the results in relation to the research 
questions, to earlier research and higher music education prac-
tice. Analyzing how assessment practices can be experienced as 
a part of musicians’ education and how they can convey values 
about teaching, learning and music, the observations presented 
below were made. 

The result showed three different assessment approaches: the 
competition, the portfolio and the response approach based on 
the students’ and professors’ experiences of musicians’ educa-
tion. All these approaches refer to assessment traditions that give 
an indication of the wider culture of the conservatory. According 

to previous studies, assessment is mostly steered by traditions.40

This was also confirmed in the current study, not least through 
the use of the competition approach as a base for assessment. 

THE RESULTS ALSO revealed assessment experiences that gave 
students greater responsibility for planning their learning 
towards a professional future. The portfolio as a tool for trans-
formative assessment enables the learner to demonstrate the 
diversity of their acquired skills,41 as well as to prepare them-
selves for the labor market.42 One of the most critical aspects of 
assessment is feedback, both in terms of content and method. 
Reliance on well-designed criteria and holistic and analytic 
assessment concepts43 in stimulating students’ development 
was demonstrated in this study, particularly in the response 
and portfolio approach. Within all three approaches, there is 
a risk that assessment as learning tends to dominate the teach-
ing practice. In order for assessment practices to support the 

development of a musician’s individuality 
and independence, the use of assessment 
practices must be steered by continuous 
reflection on the student-teacher relation-
ship,44 and focus on the students’ holistic 
development. 

Several values regarding teaching 
and learning emerged in the informants’ 
descriptions of reflections on assessment 
practices through the ways the interview-
ees expressed their experiences of assess-
ment. One way values may emerge was 
shown to be through how assessment is 

performed. The most prominent value based on the analysis is 
freedom — freedom to decide on one’s studies, repertoire, and 
musical formations (ensembles, trios etc.) and so on. Restricting 
freedom results in several complications like lack of responsibil-
ity or ignoring authenticity. The demand for freedom leads us 
to the next important value in the realm of ethical values: that is 
responsibility. Being able to take responsibility as a student or 
on the other hand being denied the opportunity to take respon-
sibility lay different foundations for students’ musical growth 
and professional career. The portfolio and response assessment 
approaches seem to be assessment approaches that encourage 
students to respect themselves and others, but when handled 
by the teachers in aware and supportive ways, the competition 
assessment approach can encourage such skills as well. Where a 
similar value of justice and human dignity is expressed between 
professor and student, or between students, it seems to enable 
the formation of a curious and brave person entering the com-
petitive world of music as a unique musician.

The analysis also revealed aesthetic value conceptions con-
nected to teaching and learning. The values seemed to be pri-
marily steered by tradition and the professors’ personal value 
conceptions regarding beauty and musical taste. There were 
examples, however, where students were encouraged to choose 
repertoire, prepare concerts or exams, and work with the sound 
and technique based on their own aesthetic values, which were 
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expected and assessed in the open portfolios, for example, to-
gether with individually formed and performed musical perfor-
mances. Focusing on studying assessment approaches enabled 
us to state, as expected, that the personal values of the inter-
viewee primarily seemed to steer their teaching and learning 
actions, choices, and decisions. Both the competition approach 
and the closed and semi-closed assessment approaches implied 
a strong emphasis on teaching and learning activities focusing 
general and musical abilities on an expert level; while the impor-
tance of creative thinking as an interpretation attribute opened 
the way for a more dialogic way of teaching which opened op-
portunities for compiling concert programs and cooperating in 
the design of study programs. There were also examples of how 
assessment approaches encouraged teaching and learning that 
led students to become aware of their own goals and purposes 
and to express them courageously as active and curious learners. 
Teaching that demanded critical thinking as a necessary instru-
ment in reflection and further planning was seen as important as 
it was perceived as a tool in students’ activities to advance their 
musician’s career. In addition, teaching and learning activities 
based on communication and collaboration were seen as impor-
tant and highlighted as they encouraged openness and curiosity, 
not least as shown in the response approach. 

CONCERNING THE THIRD research question of what values regard-
ing musical knowledge emerged in the informants’ descriptions 
of reflection on assessment practices, the following insights were 
noted. Both history-related knowledge and future-related 
knowledge were seen as important among developing musi-
cians. History-related knowledge, which dominates the material, 
presupposes an already defined profession, specific for each 
instrumentalist group, where an important aim seemed to be 
to maintain and conserve traditions. Examples of such knowl-
edge are to know the right seniors, knowing and maintaining 
the “canon”, and technical skills. Future-related knowledge, a 
growing area according to the analysis, is based on a view of a 
dynamic and changing future where the aim for musicians is to 
contribute and form a bridge from the past to the future. Exam-
ples of such knowledge are the ability to create one’s own goals 
and pathways towards them, the ability to find, choose and com-
pose repertoire and create a program, to prepare, interpret, and 
improvise unknown music, understanding oneself and one’s 
own capability, as well as being creative. Regardless of which 
assessment approach is used it becomes crucial that they can en-
courage either of the two areas of knowledge, which underline 
the need of awareness when it comes to assessment approaches 
among conservatory professors. Hence, it becomes obvious 
that the discussion regarding whether performance knowledge 
should be conceptualized or not is needed.45 To encourage de-
velopment of future-related musician knowledge, and cultivate 
reflective musicians, professors must be open minded, flexible, 
and not least reflecting on themselves.46 

The analysis clearly shows the need for awareness regarding 
how assessment practices can be performed in transformative 
ways, and how they convey values about teaching, learning and 
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music, among both students and professors in higher music 
education. The crucial need for aware negotiations of values 
become obvious. It becomes important that all involved have 
insights into the consequences different approaches lead to for 
students’ learning and further development towards musicians. 
Also, the need for collegial assessment discussions becomes ob-
vious, within, as well as between, departments and institutions 
to avoid the risk that assessment, independent of approach, be-
comes instrumental, steered by traditions, and therefore solely 
conserves the master-apprentice tradition.47 ≈
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lli-Pekka Martikainen is the Secretery General of the Association of Finnish 
Music Schools, an umbrella organization that includes 97 schools. He 
has a doctorate in music and he previously worked as the vice dean 
of the Sibelius Academy, University of the Arts Helsinki. Apart 
from leadership in higher music education Martikainen has 
worked as an orchestral and chamber musician and as a teach-
er at the Sibelius Academy. Martikainen holds the first artistic 

Doctoral degree in the field of percussion music in Finland. Ann 
Werner asked him questions about higher music education in the 

Baltic region with her own research on nation and gender in higher 
music education as background.

ANN WERNER: What are the current issues at stake in HME and in classical music in 
the Nordic/Baltic region, Easter Europe and Europe at large?

OLLI-PEKKA MARTIKAINEN: One issue in Higher Music Education (HME) is how the 
internationalization and targeted recruitment of students from all over has ensured 
high quality among students. In some instruments nowadays there are only international 
students. I think this is true across the region. Unfortunately many of them will not stay in Finland 
after their studies. That impacts nationally many ways, for example a lack of professionals in the future to 
educate the next generation. There is also a lack of musicians in some instruments, like reed instruments, low 
brass, viola and double bass. Common interest to start studies of classical instruments is weakening. Further, 
the immigration of students and musicians has challenges and possibilities. How do we integrate new people 
and especially children to be part of society and part of local peer groups? Music and Art give us many tools to 
integrate new people. Nowadays very busy lifestyle affect families. There are no time to stop and give children 
enough support with such patient hobbies like music. Parents’ capability to prioritize is lost.

AW: How has The Sibelius Academy approached questions of nationhood and gender during your time in 
leadership? 

O-P M: We have organized various discussions and shared a lot of information about these topics. We believe that 
an open and accepting attitude manifested in practice at daily basis is important. We have also established a new 
programme: Global Music. This programme is open to everyone despite their national or musical background. The 
whole idea of this program is to combine musicians from different cultures and backgrounds. There are various 
types of support at the Sibelius Academy for those who come from abroad. We work really hard to enable grouping. 
In official commitees we make sure all genders are represented as the law requires. 

 AW: What do you think should be done to promote inclusive music education and music life?

O-P M: There should be music and art studies education for small children reaching everyone already in the ages of 
3—5. This should be organized and done by professionals and it should be funded by the state. It should, further, be 
possible for everyone as an adult to come along and sing, dance, play an instrument — a kind of low threshold ser-
vice. It doesn’t matter if you have experience or not. This could be largely funded by local businesses.≈

Ann Werner is Senior lecturer in Musicology, 

Associate professor in Gender Studies at Uppsala University.

by Ann Werner
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H
istory is not fixed and un-
changing, and the way we 
think about the concept of 
nation can affect the way we 

talk about the past. This also applies to 
the history of music. Let me give you an 
example. In volume 2 of his seminal book 
on music history, The Oxford History of 
Western Music, the late Richard Taruskin 
talks about the circle of fifths, a diagram 
that helps you visually organize Western 
music theory’s 12 chromatic pitches for 
learning purposes.1 He mentions that the 
circle of fifths first appeared in a Russian 
music theory book published in Moscow 
in 1679, decades before Western music 
theorists began to talk about it. However, 
the book itself was not originally Russian, 
but was translated from Polish. Moreover, 
the author was a Ukrainian clergyman 
and singing teacher who was born in 
Kyiv, at that time part of the Polish–Lithu-
anian Commonwealth with Krakow as its 
capital. 

When Taruskin published his book 
in 2004, the background for the first ap-
pearance of the circle of fifths was just 
an interesting anecdote referring to the 
ethnic and linguistic diversity of Eastern 
Europe in the 17th century. But how can 
— or should — one speak of it after Febru-
ary 24, 2022, Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine? How do you even pronounce 
the name of the Ukrainian cleric? Nikolai 

commentary

Diletsky, following the Russian form as 
published in the first edition, or Mykola 
Diletsky, in the Ukrainian form, as he was 
born in Kyiv and is considered part of 
Ukrainian music history? 

ALTHOUGH THESE questions are highly 
controversial due to current political de-
velopments, the same problems also arise 
in the music histories of other Eastern 
European countries where peace has pre-
vailed (at least so far). In the case of Hun-
gary, for example, my home country, the 
concept of nation plays a very important 
role in everyday musical life. If someone 
arrives to Budapest by airplane, the  
first name they will encounter is that of  
Franz Liszt, or to be more precise, the 
Hungarian version of the name of the 
great 19th century pianist-composer: Liszt 
Ferenc. As far as I know, there are only 
two other airports in the world named 
after a musician: Louis Armstrong Inter-
national Airport in New Orleans and War-

“IN THE CASE OF 
HUNGARY, FOR 
EXAMPLE, MY 

HOME COUNTRY, 
THE CONCEPT OF 

NATION PLAYS A 
VERY IMPORTANT 

ROLE IN EVERYDAY 
MUSICAL LIFE.”

by Gergely Fazekas 

NATION, GENDER,  
AND MUSIC HISTORY
Liszt Academy, Grand Hall.  PHOTO: FESTIVAL ACADEMY BUDAPEST
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saw Chopin Airport, which is named after 
Frédéric Chopin, another great pianist-
composer of the 19th century. 

In Hungary, there are state-organized 
celebrations for the anniversaries of our 
great composers such as Ferenc Liszt, 
Béla Bartók, Zoltán Kodály, György Ligeti 
or György Kurtág, even though their rela-
tionship to being Hungarian, or more gen-
erally, their relationship to nationality, is 
complicated in many ways. Take György 
Ligeti (1923—2006), widely regarded as the 
most influential classical composer of the 
second half of the 20th century. The whole 
contemporary musical world celebrated 
the centenary of his birth in 2023; in Hun-
gary concerts, lectures, exhibitions, and 
conferences emphasized his heritage. 

LIGETI WAS BORN in 1923 into a Jewish 
family in the small Hungarian town of 
Dicsőszentmárton in Transylvania, which 
had become part of Romania only three 
years earlier following the peace treaties 
after the First World War. He miraculously 
survived the Second World War, in which 
he lost most of his family, and moved to 
Budapest in 1945, where he studied at the 
Liszt Academy and became a professor of 
music theory. Ligeti emigrated immedi-
ately after the Hungarian uprising of 1956, 
a nationwide revolution against the com-
munist government and the domination 
of the Soviet Union, which was crushed 
by Russian troops shortly after it broke 
out. Ligeti moved to Vienna, later lived in 
Hamburg and died in the Austrian capital 
in 2006. In 1978 he gave a radio lecture for 
the Stuttgart Radio entitled “My Jewish-
ness”, in which he summarized his own 
identity the following way: 

My native language is Hungarian, 
but I am not a genuine Hungarian, 
because I am a Jew. At the same 
time, I am not a member of a Jew-
ish religious community, so I am 
an assimilated Jew. But I am not 
completely assimilated, either, 
because I am not baptized. Now, 
as an adult, I live in Austria and in 
Germany, and have for a long time 
been an Austrian citizen. Yet I am 
not a real Austrian either, only a 
Johnnie-come-lately, and my Ger-

man speech will always retain a 
Hungarian coloration.2

When he died in 2006, his official obitu-
ary called him an “Austrian composer of 
Hungarian origin”. The question of Lige-
ti’s national identity is not easy, but the 
question of the national identity of his (or 
any) music is even more complex. What 
makes a piece of music Hungarian? 

AT THE LISZT ACADEMY, the most important 
institution of higher music education of 
Hungary, which was founded by Liszt 
himself in 1875, the music history cur-
riculum includes not only courses on the 
general history of Western art music from 
its beginnings to the 21st century (a total of 
six semesters for Hungarian and foreign 
students), but also a course on the his-
tory of Hungarian music (one semester 
for foreign students, two for Hungarian 
students). So, when I am asked to teach 
both a general course on the history of 
20th century Western music and one on 
the history of Hungarian music, I am 

faced with the question of which course 
should include teaching on the music of 
Liszt, Bartók or Ligeti. All three compo-
sers are considered the most important 
musical minds of their eras far beyond 
their national cultures and appear in all 
major international textbooks on 20th cen-
tury music history, such as Taruskin’s. But 
what about, say, Ferenc Erkel, an exact 
contemporary of Liszt, Leó Weiner, an 
exact contemporary of Bartók, or András 
Szőllőssy, an exact contemporary of 
Ligeti? No substantial course in Hungar-
ian music history would leave them out, 
but their music is not known outside the 
borders of their homeland. 

FOR ABOUT a hundred years, musical 
“Hungarianness” has been seemingly easy 
to define. It was in the early 20th century 
that Bartók and Kodály, as ethnomusicolo-
gists, began to collect Hungarian folk mu-
sic in a scholarly way; both incorporated 
elements of it into their own compositions 
as composers, and the next generation of 
musicians and music educators, with the 

“THE QUESTION OF LIGETI’S NATIONAL 
IDENTITY IS NOT EASY, BUT THE QUESTION 

OF THE NATIONAL IDENTITY OF HIS (OR 
ANY) MUSIC IS EVEN MORE COMPLEX.”

György Kurtág, György Kurtág Jr., Vera Ligeti, Lukas Ligeti and Pierre Charial at the inaugura-

tion of Ligeti Street.  PHOTO: BÁLINT HROTKÓ/BUDAPEST MUSIC CENTER.
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support of Kodály as an authority behind 
them, made Hungarian folk songs the 
basis of music education in Hungary. Even 
in elementary school, students already 
have to learn many folk songs by heart. 
Although the peasant culture in which 
these melodies originated and flourished 
disappeared completely during the 20th 
century, folk music found its way into 
urban households, classical concert halls 
and even clubs and parties (thanks to 
some parts of Hungarian pop music that 
are steeped in folk melodies).

BUT IF WE TAKE the presence of folk music 
— or allusions to folk music — as a defining 
characteristic of a music’s national identi-
ty, a lot of problems arise. The vast major-
ity of Ligeti’s music lacks any reference to 
Hungarian music, and the same is true of 
the music of the Estonian composer Arvo 
Pärt, who, apart from a few smaller piec-
es, never used Estonian folk music in his 
major compositions. How can they fit into 
the musical history of their own nation? 
Even for Bartók, collecting folk songs was 
not primarily a national program: he also 
collected Romanian and Slovakian music, 
among others (later in his life, in America, 
he analyzed Serbo-Croatian material) and 
was also interested in the folk music of 
other continents: he visited North Africa 
and Turkey to collect Arabic and Turkish 
music. 

“BARTÓK USED 
THE MOST MODERN 

GERMAN
MUSICAL STYLE 
OF HIS TIME TO 

EXPRESS DEEPLY
ANTI-GERMAN 

IDEAS.”

When Bartók was commissioned in 
1923 to write a short piece of music to cel-
ebrate the 50th anniversary of Budapest, 
(the city was merged from three smaller 
cities in 1873), he opted for an orchestral 
piece entitled Dance Suite, which consists 
of various types of folk music: Hungarian, 
Romanian, Slovakian and — interestingly 
— even Arabic (Bartók eventually omitted 
the Slovakian ideas from the final version 
of the piece). Judging by the reviews of 
the premiere, no one among his contem-
poraries really understood the piece’s 
message.3 As Bartók refused to provide an 
explanation of the music in the program 
booklet, most critics only registered the 
exoticism of the musical ideas. However, 
in a famous, often quoted private letter 
from 1931 to the musicologist Octavian 
Breu, in which Bartók discussed the basic 
idea of the Dance Suite with his Romanian 

friend, the composer explained his ars 
poetica as follows:

My creative work, just because it 
arises from 3 sources (Hungarian, 
Romanian, Slovakian), might be 
regarded as the embodiment of 
the very concept of integration 
so much emphasized in Hungary 
today. […] My own idea, however 
— of which I have become fully 
conscious since I found myself 
as a composer — is the brother-
hood of peoples, brotherhood in 
spite of all wars and conflicts. I 
try — to the best of my ability — to 
serve this idea in music; therefore 
I don’t reject any influence, be 
it Slovakian, Romanian, Arabic 
or from any other source. The 
source must only be clean, fresh 
and healthy!4

Bartók had a long intellectual journey be-
hind him to reach this point. In his youth, 
when he studied at the Liszt Academy and 
Hungary was still under Habsburg rule as 
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he 
was a fervent nationalist. His first major 
work, which he wrote in 1903 at the age of 
22, was a symphonic poem, that is a one-
movement, 30-minute-long orchestral 
piece about Lajos Kossuth, the political 
leader of the 1848 revolution against the 

Detail from Peasants dancing, Bosnia, Austro-Hungary, ca. 1890. 

SOURCE: LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

Transylvanian Folk Songs – The Bela Bartók Field Re-

cordings.
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Habsburgs, who was still a cult figure of 
Hungarian chauvinists in Bartók’s youth. 

The paradox of the Kossuth Symphony 
is that the musical style it represents is at 
odds with its actual message. In this phase 
of his musical development, Bartók was 
inspired by the music of Richard Strauss. 
The piece is based very closely on one 
of Strauss’s last symphonic poems, Ein 
Heldenleben, op. 40. In addition to some 
rhythmic patterns and melodic turns that 
were considered particularly Hungarian at 
the time he used the German composer’s 
late Romantic style with lush harmonies, 
exaggerated melodic gestures, dense 
counterpoint and colorful orchestration. 
It therefore means that Bartók used the 
most modern German musical style of his 
time to express deeply anti-German ideas; 
at one point he even makes fun of the 
German anthem, which caused an uproar 
among the German members of the Buda-
pest Philharmonic Orchestra before the 
Hungarian premiere in 1904. 

It may have been difficult for Bartók to 
reflect on the German aspect of Richard 
Strauss’s style for two reasons: firstly, 
after years of conservative compositional 
training at the Liszt Academy of Music,  
it was too electrifying to maintain the  
necessary distance for a judgment;  
secondly, German music was not consid-
ered nationally influenced, but a univer-
sal style that transcended national bound-
aries. Strauss was regarded as the heir to 
the tradition of the greatest composers, 
which began with Johann Sebastian Bach 
and led via Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven 
and all the Romantics to Strauss. 

THE BIGGEST question for modernist 
composers at the beginning of the 20th 
century was how they could deal with this 
“universal” tradition, which had been 
created primarily by German composers, 
and which path could lead on from it. The 
three greatest musical minds of the era 
gave different answers: the Austrian Ar-
nold Schoenberg created a new method 
of composition, the “twelve-tone tech-
nique” (or dodecaphony) and considered 
it the true inheritor of the “universal” 
style, the Russian-born, French-influ-
enced Igor Stravinsky sought ideas from 
the eras before the 19th century and cre-

ated what is known as “neoclassicism”, 
while Bartók found the way out in the 
music of the peasant people, i.e., in folk 
music. It is another music-historical para-
dox that Bartók left chauvinism behind 
with the discovery of the very music that 
later became the defining characteristic of 
musical “Hungarianism”.

Bartók’s project was successful in 
three respects: from an ethnographic 
perspective, he and his colleagues saved a 
traditional culture for future generations; 
from his own perspective as a composer, 
he found a way out of the late Romantic 
Germanic trap; and from a national per-
spective, his compositions put Hungary 
on the map of universal art music for 
the first time (Liszt’s output was much 
too cosmopolitan and heterogeneous in 
terms of national character, to consider 
him the first).

ALL THE COMPOSERS in question here are 
men, as are almost all the great names of 
the Western classical canon. Although 
there are some remarkable, exceptional 
female composers from different eras, 
such as Hildegard von Bingen from the 

Middle Ages, Barbara Strozzi from the 
17th century or Fanny Mendelssohn from 
the 19th century, music historiography 
has kept them on the fringes of the main-
stream. The creation and dissemination 
of art music in the Western tradition is 
highly dependent on various resources 
that are difficult to obtain: Writing skills, 
which in the case of musical notation 
require knowledge of music theory, the 
availability of parchment or paper or, 
from the early 16th century onwards, ac-
cess to the printing process, and also the 
social capital to get your music heard. For 
historical and social reasons, all this was 
almost always out of reach for women. 

The fact that women were missing 
from the list of the great creative minds 
of Europe’s musical past led to the as-
sumption in the 19th century that women 
were biologically incapable of composing 
music. And even if they did, they were 
trapped, as the British musicologist  
Nicholas Cook illustrates with the exam-
ple of a late 19th century composer: 

the (male) reviewers of music 
by the French composer Cécile 

Cécile Louise Stéphanie Chaminade (August 8, 1857–April 13, 1944) was a French composer 

and pianist. In 1913, she was awarded the Légion d’Honneur, a first for a female composer. 

Right: Chaminade as sketched in St. Louis by Marguerite Martyn, November 1908.
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Chaminade, whose long life 
spanned the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, alternately 
complained that her music did 
not have the ‘virility’ of men’s 
music, and that its virility was un-
becoming in a woman.5

It was the late 20th century that not only 
brought about the social changes that 
paved the way for women as composers 
(today there are as many women as men 
among the composition students at the 
Liszt Academy of Music), but also the his-
toriographical perspective that enabled 
women to appear in music history courses 
and textbooks. How can they be part of 
history if they were not there? It’s just a 
question of perspective. Of course, we can-
not invent women composers in the past, 
but we can change the focus of historiogra-
phy. If we turn our gaze from composers to 
other aspects of musical life and tell a story 
that focuses on other actors who have 
shaped the history of music, we will find 
many women who have played an impor-
tant, sometimes even decisive role in the 
creation, dissemination and performance 
of music, as patrons, copyists, organizers, 
performers, or inspiring forces.

THE CHANGE of historical perspective is 
only a matter of intellectual choice. But 
the difficulty with Western art music is 
that it is not only, not primarily, a histori-
cal phenomenon. In the field of classical 
music, the past dominates the present to 
a much greater extent than in any other 
art form. Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and 
all the mighty German men who define 
the great tradition are all our contempo-
raries. Their music is played more often 
today in concert halls than the music of 
21st century composers, the ever-changing 
performance practice of their music 
reflects changing audience tastes and 
enables the music to appeal to listeners 
living several centuries later than the 
composers themselves. In addition, the 
works of the great old composers form 
the basis of the curriculum for higher 
music education. If you are studying har-
mony, you must start with the Bach cho-
rales; if you are studying piano, you must 
go through the Mozart sonatas; if you are 

studying conducting, you must try your 
hand at the great Beethoven symphonies. 
After all, the very name of conservatory 
refers to a culture that strives to conserve 
tradition.

All this means that the aesthetic atti-
tude of today’s listeners and musicians in 
the field of classical music, i.e., the deci-
sive factor for our musical preferences, is 
essentially shaped by the great tradition. 
Should it be changed? I would be happy to 
live in an era in which only contemporary 
music is played. All eras before 1800 were 
like that. The gender balance in the music 
scene would be solved this way because 
there are many great women composers 
whose pieces are frequently played today, 
from the late Finnish composer Kaija 
Saarihao to the Austrian Olga Neuwirth, 
the Berlin-based Korean composer Unsuk 
Chin and many others. When Hungary’s 
most prestigious concert hall, the Palace 
of Arts, decided to choose the “Composer 
of the Year” for each season, the institu-
tion’s first choice in 2022 was a woman: 
Judit Varga, a Hungarian composer who 
was head of the composition depart-
ment at the Vienna Academy of Music at 
the time. In this imaginary world of all 
contemporary music, the concept of his-
tory would also dissolve. Music history 
as a frame of reference did not exist for 
musicians before 1800; they composed 
music only for their present. In this way, 
the concept of the universal mainstream 
would also disappear, possibly offering 
a solution to the problem of the national 
vs. the universal, and we would live in dif-
ferent idioms, similar to the Baroque era, 
where there was a special French, Italian 
or German taste in music. 

CHANGING THE music-historical canon and 
the tastes of today’s concert organizers 
and audiences is a tougher nut to crack. 
Of course, it would be nice to see more 
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works by women composers in concert 
programs, and in this respect, there is a 
remarkable change compared to the con-
cert programs of half a century ago. But 
the problem with the classical music we 
like to listen to is that the aesthetic stan-
dard by which we measure great music 
is based on the great German tradition. 
This is the reason why musicians would in 
most cases prefer the music of, say, Felix 
Mendelssohn to that of his sister Fanny 
Mendelssohn. This says nothing about 
Fanny’s talent. Due to historical circum-
stances, she had far fewer opportunities 
to practice composing, hone her skills 
and develop her talent, than her brother. 
Thus, the music of Felix is written with 
more composition experience, and it 
becomes more exciting and inspiring for 
musicians of later generations who are 
trained in institutions that were founded 
to keep alive the very tradition that cre-
ated the standard. It is clearly a circular 
process, but to get out of it you would 
have to put aside a culture to which so 
many are wholeheartedly devoted, re-
gardless of their gender, because the mu-
sic of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and others 
offers them so much aesthetic beauty and 
emotional experience. ≈

Gergely Fazekas is a Musicologist 

 and an Associate Professor at the Liszt  

Ferenc Academy of Music.
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O
n March 28, 2023, Tbilisi State Conservatoire, Geor-
gia’s oldest and most prominent higher music educa-
tion institution (HMEI), organized a panel discussion 
titled: “Return to Europe, our home. Europeaniza-

tion of Georgian Higher Music Education.”1 The discussion led 
the authors to write this article to build on previous research and 
explore the organizational change in connection to the concept 
of Europeanization in higher music education (HME) in Georgia. 
This field has yet to be widely studied. 

Georgia’s journey in transforming its HME system in the post-
Soviet era and its integration into the European higher education 
(HE) landscape has been dynamic. This period marks significant 
changes in various fields as Georgia shifts from a Soviet-influ-
enced system to engaging with broader European contexts. The 
country remains in transition.2

Georgia applied for membership in the European Union (EU) 
in March 2022, together with Ukraine and Moldova.3 However, 
the Association Trio, a tripartite configuration, was de facto split 
by the EU Commission in its opinion on granting EU candidate 
status to Ukraine and Moldova but denying it to Georgia in June 
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2022.4 The following year, Georgia received a candidate status 
for EU membership, too. Despite Georgia’s recent political and 
rhetorical drift from Europe,5 the people of Georgia have repeat-
edly proven their pro-European aspirations, which have also 
been demonstrated in overwhelming popular support for mem-
bership of the EU.6 

According to the EU Analytical Report on alignment with 
the EU acquis, Georgia is “moderately prepared” in the area of 
education and culture. It is broadly aligned with EU objectives.7 
The initial assessment is that EU presence has brought systemic 
changes in higher education and the cultural sector. However, 
obstacles and challenges remain. In particular, core transforma-
tion is reflected in three main pillars: student-centered educa-
tion, academic freedom, and institutional autonomy. This paper 
analyzes how Georgia endeavors to align its higher music educa-
tion system with European standards, practices, and values, 
seeking to further integrate with the European Higher Education 
Area (EHEA).

GEORGIA’S HIGHER MUSIC education sector is dominated by one 
institution, Tbilisi State Conservatoire (TSC). 8 Accordingly, this 
research focuses on the changes in TSC as primary and broadly 
representative of the field. The research aims to analyze the 
process of Europeanization of Georgia’s higher music educa-
tion from the transitional perspective and answer the following 
research questions: (a) How is the Europeanization of Georgian 
higher music education defined, understood, and interpreted 
at the supranational, national, and local levels? (b) What are the 
gains and failures of Georgian higher music education in its path 
to synchronization with the EU standards and practices?

The study uses the framework of analysis for Europeaniza-
tion in Higher Education provided by 
Amélia Veiga, which considers a multi-
theoretical framework for analyzing the 
complexity of the topic. The framework 
includes structural, institutional, and 
organizational approaches.9

At the international level authors 
looked at: EU Publications and statistics 
on Higher Education, including Eras-
mus+, Horizon and Creative Europe 
program guides and statistics, as well 
as country reports by the European 
Commission and resolutions on Geor-
gia adopted by the EU Parliament. At 
the national level: national rules and 
regulations; higher education strategy documents, such as The 
Unified National Strategy of Education and Science for 2022—
2030; cultural strategies, such as Culture Strategy 2020—2025; 
governance, structure and policy documents, including reports 
and publications from National Erasmus+ Office were analysed. 
At the local level: institutional strategic development plans, in-
ternationalization mechanisms, EU-funded projects overviews, 
institutional involvement in EU initiatives, statistics regarding 
international programs, courses, students, exchange studies, 

etc., were reviewed. In addition, material from the accreditation 
self-evaluation report has been analyzed.

Besides documentation, this article is based on the data from 
the project “Return to Europe: Exploring the Europeanization 
of Higher Music Education in Georgia.”10 Those include multiple 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and two 
surveys conducted in March—May 2023 involving students and 
staff from TSC. 

One hundred nineteen students of Tbilisi State Conservatoire 
participated in the surveys. There were two surveys in total, one 
for students with international experience, i.e. who had previously 
participated in international activities, such as Erasmus+ mobili-
ties; another survey was designed for students who did not have 
such experience. Eighty-eight participants had no international 
experience, while the rest had spent at least a semester abroad 
as exchange students. This number is 25.05% of the total student 
population, strengthening the representativeness of this inquiry.

Data from four focus groups with teachers and students at 
Tbilisi State Conservatoire, with seven to ten participants each, 
were also used. In addition, two interviews were conducted with 
TSC administration representatives. The length of focus groups 
and interviews was 45—90 minutes and included a diversity of 
participants from different ages, genders, backgrounds and dis-
ciplines.

Background:  
Higher education in Georgia
The Georgian higher education sector operates and is regulated 
by the Law on Higher Education and various policy documents.11 
As part of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), Georgia, 
among others, has established a three-cycle higher education 

system, authorization and accredita-
tion mechanisms, as well as entities 
such as the National Examination 
Centre to ensure that student status is 
obtained through the United National 
Exams and National Centre for Educa-
tional Quality Enhancement (NCEQE). 
Structural changes at higher educa-
tional institutions (HEIs) included de-
veloping quality assurance bodies and 
adopting the European Credit Transfer 
and Accumulation System (ECTS), as 
well as preparing mandatory self-eval-
uation reports (SER) through internal 
quality assurance analysis for external 

evaluation by the NCEQE.
Higher education research is a diverse and extensive field that 

covers a wide range of topics related to governance, leadership, 
and organization of higher education institutions, teaching and 
learning, education systems and environment, and more. For 
the last three decades, increasing numbers of educators and ex-
perts in Georgia have engaged in discussing not only the need for 
educational reforms but also opposite traits in the ongoing edu-
cational reforms, teaching and learning environment, and teach-
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ing methodology. The authors have developed guidelines for 
HEIs and produced national reports on challenges and opportu-
nities based on research. The National Erasmus+ Office in Geor-
gia (NEO) has frequently conducted research projects.12 Those 
projects have addressed topics such as internationalization, 
quality assurance, the accreditation process and its effective-
ness, and the impact on the overall quality of education, gover-
nance, and funding models, as well as curriculum development 
and innovation. Research has been done on the modernization 
of curricula, exploring labor market trends, internationaliza-
tion of the research, and the impact of training and professional 
development in higher education. National reports also address 
the governance and organization of HE. Darchia, Bakradze, 
Glonti, Gurchiani, et al. have examined the policies and reforms 
implemented in the Georgian HE field, the results and challenges 
of the Bologna process in Georgia, and steps taken by Georgia 
to align with European standards and practices.13 Dobbins and 
Khachatryan address Europeanization processes as part of 
governance in Armenia and Georgia and discuss HE develop-
ments amid political transformation and global tensions. The 
research shows that while the higher education management in 
both countries generally follows western practices, according to 
the authors: “policy learning from the West has taken place in a 
very selective and tactical manner, as steering instruments are 
only being adopted to the extent that they do not undermine the 
state’s means for political control over higher education.”14 

MUSIC EDUCATION IN GEORGIA is divided into two main stages: 
secondary education and higher education.15 The so-called “non-
stop music education.”16 at the secondary level finds its continu-
ation on the higher level and, in most cases, at the Tbilisi State 
Conservatoire.17 
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Research on music education in Georgia, particularly in the 
context of the country’s unique musical traditions and cultural 
heritage, has been a subject of interest for scholars.18 Some 
areas of research related to Georgian higher music education 
include teaching methodology implications of certain specific 
courses such as ear training, music history, traditional music 
education, and cultural preservation, as well as studying peda-
gogical approaches within various disciplines of music-special-
ty-related courses. For the past decade, this has been a primary 
focus for the faculties at Tbilisi State Conservatoire during the 
national annual conferences, such as the TSC Methodological 
Conference.19 It has been a reflection on local institutional prob-
lems rather than a comprehensive research platform for dis-
playing music education in Georgia as part of the international 
perspective. Accordingly, internationalization and European-
ization, specifically in higher music education in Georgia, have 
not been addressed until recently.20 Besides the authors’ previ-
ous work, the TSC quality assurance office’s recent Evaluation 
Reports (SER) provide substantial insights into the current state 
of HME in Georgia.21 

Internationalization, or more specifically, 
Europeanization?
Cooperation in higher education (HE) in Europe was acceler-
ated by the Bologna processes in 1999 and by the launch of the 
Lisbon Strategy in 2000.22 Establishing the European Higher 
Educational Area has encouraged convergence in several di-
rections, such as policy rhetoric and objectives, and brought 
systematic changes in governance and policy. However, there 
is “persistent diversity in policy instruments and, in particular, 
policy outcomes.”23 European initiatives and programs, such as 
Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe, also bring changes.24 Erasmus 

Tbilisi State Conservatoire  

(TSC) is Georgia’s oldest and  

most prominent higher music 

education institution. 



82 peer-reviewed article

explains Europeanization processes as internationalization on 
a “regional level.”33 Similarly, Ulrich Teichler refers to Europe-
anization as a “regional version of either internationalization or 
globalization, which is frequently addressed when reference is 
made to cooperation and mobility, but beyond that to integra-
tion, the convergence of contexts, structures, and substances.”34 

Europeanization is not mentioned as an official term in 
policy documents by Georgian authorities. However, as most 
international funding within the HE sector comes from the EU, 
internationalization processes mainly contribute to alignment 
with the EU priorities through its programmes and initiatives. In 
addition, several policy documents, such as strategy papers for 
education and culture, directly note European projects as tools 
for quality enhancement through internationalization.35

The Context for new Eastern Europe
European identity and belonging to the European family, which 
Georgia sees itself as historically and culturally part of,36 remain 
significant factors when approaching internationalization. 

Eastern Europe underwent a complex political, economic, 
and social transformation since the end of the Cold War. While 
Europe overwhelmingly approved some Eastern European coun-
tries’ bid to join the Euro-Atlantic structures in the early 2000s 
and granted the European Union membership perspective to oth-
ers, the geopolitical argument has been part of the debate over 
Georgia’s European aspirations.37 By granting candidate status for 
European Union membership to Georgia in December 2023,38 the 
EU cemented the legitimacy of Georgia’s European goals.

Felix Ciuta uses the term region-making and reflects that “re-
gion-making has been one of the key ways in which new spaces 
of EU power have been narrated and created.”39 He further states 
that the EU’s neighbors or membership candidates might have 
different reasoning when employing the term Europe, and those 
could be: “a normative desideratum, sometimes must-have 
label, sometimes a myth or a bargaining tactic.”40 The Black Sea 
region, and Georgia, as the primary subjects of this inquiry, seek 
to “become European by reproducing the logic of European 
integration, while at the same time seeking to demonstrate it is, 
and has always been European,”41 which echoes the well-known 

has been a game-changer program since 1987, significantly since 
it has expanded to the third countries not associated with the 
program (so-called “partner countries”) under the International 
Credit Mobility (ICM) framework.25 The program that was aimed 
at individual mobility of students and teachers has further ex-
panded into several key actions, focusing on its original idea of 
mobility, as well as on capacity building of the institutions (TEM-
PUS, CBHE)26 and promotion of European Union “integration 
matters” ( Jean Monnet and Actions).27

Marijk van der Wende, a noteworthy scholar in HE studies, 
describes internationalization as “any systematic, sustained 
effort aimed at making higher education (more) responsive to 
the requirements and challenges related to the globalization of 
societies, economy, and labor markets.”28 Even though inter-
nationalization and Europeanization have been studied and 
defined thoroughly, only some scholars have connected them 
to higher education as a scholarly area of studies.29 Dagen et al. 
also attempted to categorize the waves of research interest in 
the internationalization of higher education. The authors have 
distinguished initial interest in internationalization research in 
the 1970s and the 80s as “primarily focused” on HE in the US. In 
the 1990s, the research expanded to conceptualizing European-
ization and the relationships between internationalization and 
Europeanization. Since 2000, the links between internationaliza-
tion and globalization have been explored; in Europe, research 
on the impact of the Bologna process in the global context has 
been one of the examples. 30

The research on internationalization and Europeanization 
of Higher Arts Education (HAE) has been limited, among other 
things, due to the need until recently for more engagement in 
mainstream discussion. The prioritization of culture and arts 
becomes noticeable in the EU; examples may include the launch 
of the New European Bauhaus initiative,31 as well as the estab-
lishment of the Knowledge and Innovative Community (KIC) of 
Culture and Creativity as part of the European Institute of Inno-
vation and Technology (EIT).32 

ALONGSIDE INTERNATIONALIZATION, European initiatives also 
affect the Europeanization of HMEIs. Marijk van der Wende 
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phrase I am Georgian, therefore I am European coined by the for-
mer Georgian Prime Minister Zurab Zhvania during his address 
to the Council of Europe in 1999.42

Many scholars have also addressed transformations in the 
post-communist and post-socialist countries from the decolo-
nization perspective. John Pickles states, “A post-socialist and 
postcolonial Europe seems to be reinscribing known geographi-
cal conceptions with direct political and social consequences: 
‘Europe a known, bounded and stable ‘entity’; a hearth, an ori-
gin, a home.”43

The EU has been enlarging since its foundations were laid in 
the 1950s. Although EU enlargement fatigue has stalled the ac-
cession of the new members, the EU has been steadily moving 
forward to the next steps in its neighborhood and enlargement 
policy. Since Russia’s full-scale war in Ukraine began in Febru-
ary 2022, the EU has opened accession talks with Albania, North 
Macedonia, Ukraine and Moldova; granted EU candidate status 
to Bosnia and Herzegovina and Georgia; and signed the visa lib-
eralization agreement with Kosovo.44 Furthermore, it has admit-
ted Croatia into the Eurozone,45 and partially admitted Romania 
and Bulgaria into the Schengen Area.46 

These developments have made significant progress in bring-
ing Eastern European countries closer. It was not long ago when 
Jan Zielonska, in his controversially titled book: Europe as Em-
pire: The Nature of the Enlarged European Union, claimed that the 
EU’s eastern enlargement was an “impressive exercise in empire 
building.”47 Zielonska introduced a notion of a “neo-medieval 
model of democratic governance”, 
which refers to the multilevel and poly-
centric nature of EU decision-making.48

Higher education also reflects these 
developments; hence, Europeaniza-
tion processes are becoming more 
relevant to research. HME is a rela-
tively small sector, but it significantly 
impacts society when it comes to 
cultural activities and entities, such as 
orchestras, opera theatres or pop cul-
ture. The EU recently published an ex-
tensive study that gives evidence about 
the connections between culture 
and democracy. The study’s results 
underline the need to draw holistic 
conclusions and comprehensively 
address culture, and in this case, music. “Investing in citizens’ 
cultural participation is … essential to promote civic engagement 
and democratic outcomes,”49 which can be strengthened by au-
thorities through promotion of arts education, development of 
sustainable culture strategies, prioritization of cultural programs 
and recognition of its significant role in society. 

Theoretical framework  
and methodology for the study
In late 2022, Simon Marginson published the paper “Space 
and Scale in Higher Education: the Glonacal Agency Heuristic 

Revisited,”50 which gave another boost to the glonacal (global, 
national, local) framework, which has been widely used in high-
er education research. Educational scientists often use a macro-
meso-micro model to explore interactions and compare differ-
ent levels of analysis. However, the structural approach of the 
glonacal model has been deemed more relevant for this study 
as it shows a “dynamic process of institutional and systematic 

change.”51 This model contributes to 
analyzing “intersections, interactions 
and mutual determinations of these 
[glonacal] levels and domains,”52 to 
show that “local entities and collec-
tive efforts can undermine, challenge 
and define alternatives to global pat-
terns; they can also shape the configu-
ration of global flows.”53 

Thus, the model can be under-
stood as “interconnected hexagons 
of three-dimensional space.”54 In this 
study, global refers to international 
bodies and entities, such as the Euro-
pean Union and umbrella organiza-
tions in the HME sector; national level 
refers to Georgian authorities and 

national bodies, such as the National Erasmus+ Office, and local 
level refers to higher music education institutions, especially 
focusing on the experiences at TSC.

MARGINSON AND RHOADES define the word agency as “in the sense 
of an entity or organization that could exist at global, national 
and local level” and “ability of people individually and collec-
tively to take action (exercise agency), at the global, national and 
local level.”55

The glonacal model also considers reciprocity, strength, 
layers, conditions, and spheres. Reciprocity refers to “the idea 
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that activity and influence generally flow in more than one 
direction,”56 meaning that it is not only a top-down approach, 
and the process could be non-linear. Strength considers “the 
magnitude and directness of the activity and influence, as well 
as the resources available to agencies and agents. Links between 
levels and domains may be stronger or weaker, more direct or 
indirect.”57 Layers and conditions outline the “the historically 
embedded structures on which current activity and influence 
are based, and the current circumstances that make it possible 
for lines of force and effect to move from one level to another, 
global, national and local”58 and spheres “refer to the geographi-
cal and functional scope of activity and influence.”59

The glonacal model positions itself between “two extreme 
propositions: higher education is being totally transformed by 
economic globalization, and higher education is continuing as 
before.”60

THE STRUCTURAL APPROACH can also be complemented by the 
institutional approach. New institutionalism provides a com-
prehensive picture of the institutional environment. William 
Richard Scott’s Three Pillars of the Institutional Theory builds on 
addressing organizational change influenced by the institutional 
environment.61 

According to Scott, the three pillars: regulative, normative, 
and cultural-cognitive constitute the most essential elements for 
institutions’ operation.62 The regulative refers to rules and regu-
lations; the normative pillar constitutes social norms, values, 
and traditions. Scott defines the cultural-cognitive pillar as “the 
shared conceptions that constitute the nature of social reality 
and create the frames through which the meaning is made.”63 

Based on those pillars, the authors analyze and categorize the 
data collected through various methods. 

THE CASE STUDY methodology has been used in various disci-
plines and has been relevant to this research as well. Compel-
ling authors on case study methodology, such as Robert E. Yin, 
Sharan B. Merriam, and Robert E. Stake, focus on the connec-
tion between phenomenon and context.64 In the case of the Eu-
ropeanization of higher music educational institutions, context 
matters when exploring the phenomenon and HMEIs responses. 
Case study methodology also distinguishes several purposes; 
one is the exploratory type, which studies the phenomenon that 
needs further understanding, defining, and thus exploring. It is 
practical when answering why and how questions,65 which re-
flects the research questions of this study.

The authors limited the research area to higher music educa-
tion in Georgia and used inductive approaches. We departed 
from our personal experiences and reflections in the initial stag-
es of the research, focusing on Tbilisi State Conservatoire.

A phenomenographic analysis was conducted. Phenomenog-
raphy has been a valuable approach to educational research, 
especially when addressing and understanding new concepts 
and phenomena; since the 1980s, it has gained popularity and 
emerged from an “empirical rather than theoretical or philo-
sophical basis.”66 The phenomenological approach encourages 
underlining the timeline of the process. 

The categorization has been done in the following way:
○ 1991—2005: Pre-Bologna period;
○ 2005—2015: Foundations laid;
○ 2015—onwards: Erasmus+ ICM Established.

THESE THREE PERIODS characterise significant changes in the 
higher music education landscape. Since regaining indepen-
dence in 1991, Georgia had to rebuild its education system; after 
the grim 1990s, the country finally joined the Bologna process 
in 2005, which marked the beginning of a Europeanized higher 
education system. Another benchmark was when Erasmus+ 
International Credit Mobility made possible the involvement of 
third countries not associated with the program in the Erasmus+ 
flagship activity — mobility of individuals. ICM was first intro-
duced at the higher music education level in Georgia in 2015.

“A core premise of phenomenography is the assumption that 
different categories of description or ways of experiencing a phe-
nomenon are logically related to one another, typically by way of 
hierarchically inclusive relationships.”67 This premise connects 
the relevance of the phenomenological analysis to the structural 
and institutional approaches used as a framework for the study. 

“Interviews represent the most common data source for phe-
nomenography analysis” and “explore the range of meanings 
within a sample group, as a group, not the range of meanings 
for each individual within the group,”68 Therefore, conducting a 
wide range of interviews with diverse groups of respondents was 
essential. The large scale of the data also contributes to objective 
and holistic analysis rather than concluding by departing from 
initial assumptions.
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Before moving forward, we acknowledge potential bias and 
limitations in this exploration. Considering that both authors 
are closely linked to the main research subject in this inquiry, 
Georgia’s higher music education field and Tbilisi State Conser-
vatoire, the challenge remained that we would depend on our 
reflections rather than empirical findings. However, we limited 
personal input by collecting and reviewing a wide range of data, 
survey results, focus groups, interviews, statistical information, 
reports, and other official documentation, which made our 
observation more transparent and objective and minimized the 
bias in the analysis. 

Data from interviews and focus groups were anonymized, 
transcribed and coded. Anonymization also contributed to limited 
bias in the analysis. Surveys were designed as anonymous so that 
students could express their opinions more freely and without 
reservations. Since one of the authors lives outside Georgia, most 
data was collected using online platforms like Zoom and Teams. 
The Google Forms questionnaire was used 
for the surveys. Each interview/focus group 
participant granted the authors permis-
sion to record and store data and use it for 
the research. They were informed about 
the purpose of the study, their right not to 
answer all questions and withdraw from 
the interview/focus group at any time, the 
voluntary nature of participation, confi-
dentiality and the fact that the recording 
and the transcript will be stored on a re-
searcher’s device and only accessible to the 
researcher.

We acknowledge that having Tbilisi State Conservatoire as a 
single case for this research also limits the scope of the study as 
some conclusions might be endemic to a particular organization 
and not be reflective of the field in general. Nonetheless, a broad 
spectrum of data and the significance of Tbilisi State Conserva-
toire in Georgia’s higher music education sector contribute to 
eliminating significant bias in this article.

There is a widespread consensus that interpretative studies 
can not be entirely objective, but the researcher needs to mini-
mize the bias in the findings. In phenomenological analysis, “the 
focus of research quality shifts to ensuring that the research aims 
are appropriately reflected in the research methods used.”69 
In this study, the challenge is the reliability of statistics and the 
small scale of the HME sector. However, analysis from overall 
curves depicting organizational change and the institutional en-
vironment was possible. The analysis is thematically categorized 
based on the structural approach.

Linking Europeanization  
with higher music education
European integration greatly bolsters Georgia’s Europeaniza-
tion. European integration refers to European countries forming 
closer political, economic, and social relations.70 In this article, 
we refer to integration in the context of Georgia’s EU member-

ship aspirations as a measurable, merit-
based process. In contrast, European-
ization as a concept refers primarily to 
perceptions, ideas, and identities.

Georgia signed an Association Agree-
ment (AA) with the EU in 2014, a signifi-
cant milestone in Georgia-EU relations. 
The cooperation has advanced in the 
education area. Article 359 underlines 
the relevance to focus on “promoting 
quality in higher education in a manner 
consistent with the EU Modernisation 
Agenda for Higher Education and the 

Bologna process.”71According to the Analytical Report, which 
assesses Georgia’s alignment with the acquis and was published 
by the European Commission last year, “The education system 
in Georgia is broadly aligned with the EU objectives” and “Geor-
gia’s cultural policy broadly reflects the general priorities of the 
New European Agenda for Culture.”72

HME has benefited primarily from the Erasmus+ program, 
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which has been a significant funding source for the European-
ization of the sector, especially since AA was signed, Erasmus 
was converted into Erasmus+, and international credit mobility 
(ICM) projects have been established to include partner coun-
tries. Funding allocation also suggests that Georgia has been 
one of the biggest beneficiaries per capita in the world.73 Such 
statistics can also be explained by the prioritization of the East-
ern Partnership together with Western Balkan countries and the 
relatively good preparation of Georgian HEIs to make the best of 
the opportunities provided.

THE GLOBAL DIMENSION of glonacal also suggests the role of human 
agencies to which, in this study, international umbrella organiza-
tions have been assigned. The AEC — European Association of 
Conservatoires represents the prominent platform for network-
ing, idea exchanges, project development, socializing, advocacy, 
and much more in higher music education. Tbilisi State Conser-
vatoire and, thus, the higher music education sector in Georgia 
have benefited from the membership of the organization. The 
membership increased visibility as the country hosted the inter-
national relations coordinators’ annual meeting in 2017,74 and its 
staff joined the working groups of the AEC’s EU-funded projects.

Top-down indirect transposition of EU priorities has also 
been explored through this study. The 2021—2027 EU framework 
stresses the importance of inclusion and diversity. The AEC, 
moving forward with the ARTEMIS project and participating 
in projects like PRIhME, has adopted a firm stance on political 
issues, such as Russia’s war on Ukraine in addition to the digitiza-
tion and green development of higher music education. TSC also 

already established a working group to address EDI — equality, 
diversity, and inclusion — last year; as yet, no substantial policy 
changes have been made.75

ANOTHER CRITICAL FACTOR for the supranational level has been a 
partnership with the Nordic region and the Association of Nordic 
(and Baltic) Music Academies (ANMA). Tbilisi State Conserva-
toire joined as an associate member in 2021.76 “Participation 
in ANMA has purely political reasons for Georgia,” one of the 
international relations coordinators mentioned in a conversa-
tion with the author on ANMA annual forum 2023, arguing that 
because Georgia is not part of the programs, such as Nordplus, 
the engagement has only symbolic meaning. Although, as the 
Lithuanian Academy of Music and Theatre rector put it, TSC 
requested to join ANMA because of its “values and working cul-
ture.” The transposition of values and culture into policies and 
practices has also been supported by ANMA members acting as 
advisory groups for Georgia’s HME.77

The Glomus network has also been highlighted as a platform 
for Georgian HME to reach the wider world. According to its web-
page, Glomus is a “value-driven non-profit community where 
students’ artistic and human development is at the center.”78 Ev-
ery two years a Glomus camp is organized, which brings together 
dozens of artists and leaders in the arts field; TSC has been in-
volved in the Glomus activities since 2015 and hosted the Glomus 
camp in the Black Sea coastal city of Batumi in 2019.79

Challenges remain in several areas. Although the cultural 
sector has benefited greatly by joining the Creative Europe 
Programme, the non-associated status on Erasmus+ remains an 
obstacle to higher music education. While Batumi State Univer-
sity of Arts does not even have an international office and is not 
involved in Erasmus+-funded projects,80 TSC has been actively 
participating in ICM projects. In contrast to program countries’ 
institutions, Georgian universities cannot apply and coordinate 
ICM projects and, therefore, depend on the partner institutions’ 
will. This creates uncertainty and an unbalanced workload. 
Although there are hopes that by 2027, Georgia could join the 
Erasmus+ as a program-associated country, it is evident that 
obtaining such status requires substantial financial resources as 
well as enhanced quality indicators.

Regional positioning also reflects a mismatch in the educa-
tional sector for several reasons. The EU has placed Georgia in 
the Eastern Partnership framework, comprising six countries 
with drastically different relations with the bloc. The most logi-
cal grouping from the current political circumstances and his-
torical perspective would suggest the Association Trio configura-
tion, coupling Georgian HMEIs with Ukrainian and Moldovan 
institutions, a region defined more by political, historical, and 
cultural characteristics rather than purely geographical ones. 

National scope — gains and failures
Georgia “has already made significant advancements on the key 
commitments of the European Higher Education Area” (EHEA).81 
This includes the importance of quality assurance mechanisms, 
adhering to European Standards and Guidelines for Quality As-

The Glomus Camp was hosted by Batumi State Arts Teaching Univer-
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surance (ESG),82 and participating in international evaluations 
to ensure the quality and relevance of education programs, 
including in higher music education. Georgia’s National Center 
For Educational Quality Enhancement (NCEQE), which joined 
the European umbrella organization ENQA in 2021, hosted an an-
nual members’ forum in Spring 2023, another step in acknowl-
edging the progress Georgia has made recently.

However, significant differences remain between arts-spe-
cialized and multi-profile institutions. State Arts Universities (of 
which there are three: Tbilisi State Conservatoire, Theatre and 
Film Georgian State University and Tbilisi State Academy of Arts) 
are covered under the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport of 
Georgia (MCYS), a continuation of Soviet tradition. 

THE ORGANIZATION MODEL of higher arts education institutions 
(HAEIs) is ambiguous: on the one hand, questions related to au-
thorization, accreditation, etc., remain the responsibility of the 
Ministry of Education and Science and all institutions follow the 
guidelines of NCEQE, while on the other hand, the funding is al-
most entirely up to the MCYS. “Higher arts education institutions 
(HAEI) receive only a small proportion of their funding through 
vouchers with the main funding coming from the Ministry of 
Culture, Youth and Sport (MCYS) through so-called Program 
Funding based on negotiation as well as on a historical basis.”83 
The TSC Quality Analysis 2018—2022 document attests to the sug-
gestion from Briller et al. from 2021 that “experts recommend to 
the government of Georgia to introduce a differentiated model 
of funding which reflects the different 
cost of programs/fields of study and 
implement performance-based funding 
(PBF).” Interestingly, the Georgian Gov-
ernment made a promising decision in 
2018 by bringing all institutions under 
the Ministry of Education and Science, 
which also included HAEIs; however, 
in 2021 they were again taken under the 
umbrella of the MCYS.

Furthermore, during the initial 
development period those HAEIs 
lacked resources and prioritization to 
participate in programs such as the 
Trans-European Mobility Programme 
for University Studies (TEMPUS).84 
Georgian HMEIs were not able to participate in the TEMPUS 
program, which operated via the establishment of consortia and 
implementing Joint European Projects ( JEPs); therefore, until 
the establishment of Erasmus+ ICM, there was a lack of participa-
tion in EU-funded projects.

The Unified Strategy for Education and Science for 2017—2021 
has been focused on internationalization.85 HEIs have been 
encouraged to engage further with European institutions and 
explore the opportunities provided by European programs. The 
document stated that “5.4.2 Goals and objectives: The specific 
goal of higher education is the internationalization of higher 
education and ensuring access to quality higher education for 

the individual, professional development of the individual, and 
the improvement of employment.”86 The current strategy that 
the Government approved in Summer 2022 notes the progress 
towards internationalization and implies that Georgia has ap-
plied to join the Erasmus+ as a program country.87 The Culture 
Strategy 2025 also stresses the importance of intercultural coop-
eration and internationalization.88

However, implementing those strategies encounters sig-
nificant challenges, especially for small sectors, such as higher 
music education. The internationalization process, as well as 
quality assurance, requires considerable financial resources, 
which remains a problem, especially against the background of 
the need for more funding models in HME. This is an obvious 
obstacle to further implementation of reforms.

IN ADDITION TO limited funding and resources, there has recently 
been a shift towards censorship and drastic leadership changes 
in several key cultural organizations and arts-specialized HEIs.89 
Higher music education professionals fear that they might be 
next. The current Minister of Culture has been framed as “A 
stern-spoken, hard-charging disciplinarian with little patience 
for the ceremony and diplomatic language, out of sync with what 
is largely a universe of delicate manners, free-thinking, and intri-
cate social connections.”90 The clashes between sectoral workers 
and new management in the ministry are frequent, which causes 
toxicity in the field. 

Moreover, the clash between stakeholders in the cultural sec-
tor and the MCSY turns out to reveal 
a mismatch between the principles 
declared by the country as a strategy 
and specific acts of behavior from 
the top management of the ministry. 
While one of the main achievements 
of the reform in Georgia’s HE was the 
declaration of institutional autonomy 
and academic freedom,91 the pillars 
that Georgia had to adopt in order to 
align with the European Standards and 
Guidelines (ESG), the MCSY’s tendency 
to control, censor and get involved in 
academic decisions directly contra-
dicts those values of autonomy and 
academic freedom.

As TSC was preparing three newly developed educational 
programs for the accreditation process, the MCSY created a 
Temporary Advisory Group in the framework of “Supporting 
Arts Education Reform.”92 Considering that it is the Ministry 
of Education and Science that administers accreditation pro-
cedures, and there are no requirements for the higher music 
education institutions to carry out any preparatory steps to seek 
approval from the MCSY, the creation of the group, as well as its 
working style, indicates the signs described above. The group 
issued near-mandatory recommendations not to proceed with 
the accreditation process of new education programs.93 Their 
decision was based on the idea that programs were not ready 
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or, in one case, not eligible for accreditation, although argu-
ments seemed to be personal rather than justified or backed 
by evidence. “It should be the accreditation body NCEQE that 
should assess the program’s eligibility and not the advisory 
group under the MCSY.”94 TSC representatives believe that as it 
turned out, institutional autonomy and academic freedom were 
attacked and not guaranteed by the Ministry of Culture when 
without having the authority to do so, it all but restricted TSC 
from sending its new educational programs for the accredita-
tion evaluation process.

Some perceived the tense relations between the Ministry of 
Culture and TSC during 2023 as power relations between two 
women, the Minister of Culture of Georgia and the rector at TSC. 
This implies that instead of an ideological divide and mismatch 
in leadership styles, the basis of the disagreement over issues 
was that both of them were women, which is an example of a 
sexist approach and simplification.

In addition, for the last two years, the National Erasmus+ Office 
(NEO) in Georgia has been going through management changes. 
Therefore it has not been active in advising and giving guidelines 
to universities. Georgia’s NEO has been crucial in support of the 
Europeanization processes at Georgian HEIs. The EU Commission 
Analytical Report on Georgia mentions that Georgian NEO’s “sup-
port is foreseen to continue for the period 2022 onwards.” Howev-
er, HEIs have yet to see any new reports or guidelines since 2021.95

Local scope – the clash of two mindsets
On an organizational level, Europeanization covers various di-
rections, starting from curriculum design and modernization of 
the curricula in order to reflect contemporary music education 
trends, as well as a balance between the labor market and spe-

cialties, bridging the gap between theory and practice, teaching 
methodologies, change in working culture and different types of 
collaboration.

Cultural and value-based benefits have been related to Eu-
rope throughout the centuries, and current processes of Europe-
anization are a continuation of that perspective, which relates to 
the cultural-cognitive pillar from Scott’s institutional theory. 

Our categorization of three periods since Georgia restored 
its independence in 1991 gives us perspective to analyze the col-
lected data structurally. Europeanization slowly transformed the 
work at the international offices of HMEIs. Focusing on the TSC, 
at the beginning of the 1990s, international work at higher music 
education institutions was limited to disseminating information 
about international festivals and competitions and making copies 
of specific leaflets and brochures while currently, the interna-
tional department is in the driver’s seat of internationalization of 
the sector, and even beyond music education, including other art 
fields.96

Pre-Bologna reality was dim in Georgia and also for higher 
music education institutions. Infrastructural problems, a mas-
sive fall in student numbers, and insufficient funding contrib-
uted to the slower speed of internationalization. Since 2005, TSC 
has joined international organizations, such as the AEC, and 
expanded partnerships, especially strategically targeting two 
regions: Poland and the Baltic countries, as good examples for 
transition, and Scandinavian countries, as best examples in the 
field. By then, Poland and the Baltic countries were already EU 
member states, and their HME structures were rapidly trans-
forming. This was a period when TSC gained momentum to es-
tablish Inter-Institutional Agreements (IIA) and Memorandums 
of Understanding (MoA), with prominent institutions such as the 
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Sibelius Academy in Finland and the Norwegian Academy of Mu-
sic within the top 25 of QS Rankings.97

Another chapter began in 2015 when mobility of individuals 
for teaching/training, studies, and then traineeships became 
possible. The latest statistics show that 43 music-specialized 
students participated in the ICM during 2022—2023 out of TSC’s 
just over 420 active status students, and 32 more students are ex-
pected to start their Erasmus+ studies from Autumn 2023 in pro-
gram countries. More than 10% of the total student population in 
international mobility every year makes TSC one of the most, if 
not the most, engaged HEI in Erasmus+ ICM in Georgia. With 23 
active ICM projects and six new projects financed in 2023, TSC 
compensates for the need for more local resources by investing 
in international partners and implementing projects.

TSC prioritizes European/Western programs and institutions 
as they provide greater opportunities for enhanced education and 
research quality indicators. This strategy suggests that TSC ac-
knowledged the benefits of pursuing internationalization process-
es in sync with the development plan for quality enhancement.

FOR THE LAST DECADE, Georgian higher education moved from 
the concept of quality assurance as a control mechanism to-
wards quality assurance as a working culture. It promotes the 
concept of continuous improvement. Employees are encour-
aged to identify areas for enhancement, propose solutions, and 
participate in initiatives aimed at optimizing processes and out-
comes. It mainly refers to the mindset, values, and practices that 
an organization and its employees adopt to ensure that the pro-
cesses and procedures, as well as the products and services, are 
consistently in line with European standards and practices. De-
veloping a quality assurance culture involves integrating quality 

principles into every aspect of an organization’s operations and 
fostering a shared commitment to continuous improvement. A 
culture of quality assurance encourages open and transparent 
communication. Employees feel comfortable reporting quality 
issues, suggesting improvements, and providing feedback with-
out fear of reprisal. 

In that regard, TSC has made essential steps. Since 2019, sev-
eral working groups (WGs) have been created for educational 
quality enhancement and educational program modernization 
in all three cycles. WGs brought together students, faculties, 
employees, and alumni who strived to work toward the modern 
curriculum. WG work might not be done at once; as mentioned 
above, it is a process based on collaboration and aims to address 
quality-related challenges. Different teams work together to 
identify the root causes of quality issues and implement effective 
solutions. Processes, procedures, and best practices are docu-
mented and standardized to ensure consistency in quality across 
different projects and teams; simultaneously, individuals and 
teams are held accountable for meeting quality standards. 

TSC has also established new programs in recent years, 
namely the Music Technology MA program and the Jazz Program 
on the BA level. The Music Technology programs have been de-
signed in collaboration with Norwegian partners. TSC has partic-
ipated in and benefited from the Eurasia development projects 
financed by the Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation 
in Higher Education (SIU) funded in 2015 and 2016. The project 
with the Norwegian Academy of Music also financed equipment 
for the music technology studio, library, and the establishment 
of a one-year music pedagogy program.98

Modernization of study programs, curricula, and plans 
has been part of Georgian HME transformation from Soviet-
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influenced to European practices. This included designing new 
courses like Studio Classes, Performance Coaching, and Body and 
Performance. It is worth noting that according to the results of 
the Internal and External Evaluation of Quality Assurance Analy-
sis 2018—2022, TSC states that the temporary advisory group 
created by the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Youth of Georgia 
within the framework of the promotion of arts education (musi-
cal) reform recommended removing or drastically changing the 
content and structure of newly established courses.99 This ex-
ample further showcases the drift between national (state) and 
local (organizational) levels.

Important milestones include transforming the orchestra 
projects from a semester-long course to two separate, week-long 
projects consisting of several rehearsals and a final concert in the 
grand hall of TSC.

PROGRESS HAS BEEN MADE in addressing teaching methodologies 
and modernizing the assessment system, especially by inviting 
professors from the EU countries to attend and assess the degree 
entrance and final exams and give expertise and opinions. The 
Critical Friends format also contributed to advancements in the 
study environment. Critical Friends are international experts 
from the Sibelius Academy, the University of Arts Helsinki, who 
have conducted assessments of the study environment at TSC 
in 2019 and 2022. The report they produced helps TSC manage-
ment to strategically plan and develop policy through inter-
national guidance. Here too, recommendations by the newly 
formed temporary advisory group created by the Ministry of 
Culture, Sports and Youth of Georgia 
within the framework of the promo-
tion of arts education (musical) reform 
have been opposed to guidelines and 
suggestions from the Critical Friends 
experts.100

International engagement has pro-
vided valuable opportunities for ex-
change and collaboration and increased 
cultural exchange between Georgia and 
other European countries. Georgian 
music and musicians have gained great-
er visibility and contributed to promot-
ing the country’s cultural heritage. This visibility is reflected in 
the variety of incoming students from European countries. It is 
worth noting that the number of incoming students compared 
to outgoing students is one to six, although there are increasing 
and hopeful tendencies.101

Some students participating in international mobility pro-
grams have chosen not to return to Georgia and to continue their 
careers abroad. One side of this is that they have started working 
as orchestra musicians or have been invited as teachers at their 
hosting institutions. However, many just continue their studies 
abroad as regular degree students. The reality of good quality 
education in Europe is attracting students. However, this creates 
a challenge for TSC, which needs help to attract students with 
more and better opportunities to study in Europe. Unfortunate-

ly, the statistics regarding alumni and students who terminate 
their studies on grounds like continuation of studies abroad are 
unavailable or unreliable.

When it comes to challenges, the language barrier remains 
one. Even though the level of English language proficiency 
among students has been steadily increasing, as documented 
through the language exams that TSC students undertake for 
participation in international mobility programs, the level of 
English proficiency is fundamentally low among staff. “We need 
English lessons or courses too,” replied one of the teachers dur-
ing focus groups.102 Most teachers and administrative staff need 
more language skills to conduct lessons or administrative work 
in English, which leaves a significant gap between opportunities 
for those who speak the foreign language and those who do not.

Georgia is a land of many paradoxes. While working on this 
article, we observed that while many European institutions 
struggle to balance gender representation in top management, 
the Tbilisi State Conservatoire was led predominantly by wom-
en. In 2023, the majority of leading portfolios, such as rector, 
dean of performing faculty, head of the quality assurance office, 
head of research, head of the doctoral dissertation council, 
head of admissions office, head of the academic council and the 
council of representatives and the majority of department heads 
were women. One can argue that this is a sign of improvement 
and progress; however, once we delve deeper, another pattern 
appears. The competition is low because higher music education 
sector jobs are very low-paid and not prestigious. At the same 
time, most top management positions at Tbilisi State Conser-

vatoire have exhausting workloads, 
paperwork and routine administrative 
tasks that women are considered more 
capable of doing.

REGARDING ACADEMIC positions, we 
see a certain pattern in favour of 
male professors; there are, in total, 11 
emeritus professors and only four are 
female. Out of 22 full professors, there 
are 14 male and eight female; Out of 50 
associated professors, 34 are female, 
while there were four female out of 13 

assistant professors during the 2022—23 academic year. One can 
note that with the exception of assistant professors, the higher 
the position, the more males. Unfortunately, it was not possible 
to compare the age at which those academics got their positions; 
it would be interesting to see whether males are more likely to 
get higher academic positions earlier in their careers. 

Particularly imbalanced representation can be seen in the data 
of piano accompanists; out of 43, only two were male in 2022—23. 
The stereotype that piano accompanist is a profession for females 
is deeply rooted in Georgia’s higher music education field.

The risk of a two-tier development of Europeanization is vis-
ible, and one of the factors may be language-related. On the one 
side are Western-educated faculty members, who are more ac-
tive and strive for further engagement. On the other side are so-
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called “silent” staff, who tend to have negative attitudes towards 
change, initiatives, and new development. Georgia’s higher 
music education is a conservative field that is difficult to reform; 
therefore, stakeholders need to address the issue further. 

“We have the following reality: teachers as enthusiasts work-
ing on a low salary and poor but extremely talented students 
needing to take extra jobs while preparing for international com-
petitions,” as one of the interviewees described the situation.103 
Financial challenges remain one of the major concerns. It is 
worth noting that the total budget of international collaborations 
that TSC is involved in amounts to more than a third of its total 
yearly budget. European projects benefit short-term mobilitiy 
and internationalization at home and act as a lifeline for students 
who strive for better opportunities. 

Considering the economic success and best practice exam-
ples from Eastern European countries that joined the EU during 
2004—2007,104 one should expect that the EU membership will 
have a boosting effect on the development of Georgia and its 
higher music education sector, too, as it will increase representa-
tion and participation in culture, career opportunities, salaries, 
and possibilities for a more equal society.

Concluding remarks
Receiving candidate status for EU membership boosted mo-
rale in Georgia for Europeanization. Georgia’s higher music 
education sector has been in this process for some time now, 
especially since 2015, once European opportunities through the 
Erasmus+ programme became more accessible. In this article, 
two insiders analysed and reflected on the current state of inter-
nationalization in Georgia’s higher music education and, using a 
variety of data, concluded that despite significant progress and 
successful individual engagement with European and interna-
tional institutions, organizations and thus programs, standards 
and the best practice examples, many challenges and obstacles 
remain. Considering Georgia’s current approach to culture and 
the mismatch of values on the level of the Ministry of Culture of 
Georgia and general European priorities, higher music educa-
tion in Georgia is exposed to controversial developments and a 
lack of leadership.105 However, pro-European solid sentiments 
among students and staff, as well as years of work in promoting 
European standards in higher education, will contribute to long-
term positive outcomes.

Departing from the recent shift in the EU’s approach to cul-
ture and the sector’s resurgence in European priorities, the 
developments indicate a positive direction to fully enshrine A 
— Arts in STEAM.106 However, challenges remain on a European 
level that organizations in the field periodically address.107 The 
arts have been invited to the party, but it is time to get asked to 
dance.108 The unity and cooperation of those organizations such 
as Culture Action Europe, European Music Council, ELIA, AEC, 
and others are vital for higher music education institutions. 
However, it is even more important that those organizations 
also focus on regional differences in the EU and pre-accession 
countries. As many pan-European platforms are establishing 
new partnerships and projects in Ukraine, including with Ukrai-

nian higher music education institutions, the focus should be 
on sustainable relations rather than emergency assistance-type 
partnerships for the EU’s eastern neighbourhood countries.

The association trio configuration should be reestablished 
and strengthened by the countries involved and should expand 
into deeper cooperation in the area of education and culture, 
although given the recent developments and misalignment be-
tween Ukrainian and Georgian positioning,109 it remains difficult 
for a small and underfunded sector, such as higher music educa-
tion in Georgia, to swim against the stream. While the education-
al standards regarding convergence with the EHEA practices are 
implemented, and participation in EU programs remains active, 
it is evident that Georgian authorities no longer actively encour-
age Europeanization efforts and instead praise the Chinese gov-
ernance model.110 Sadly, in private conversations, government 
officials even question the need for international mobility or 
modernization of programs in order to align EU standards and 
practices.

On the organizational level, the challenge remains an un-
healthy working culture, uncertainty regarding the future, and 
the slow speed at which the organizational mindset changes. 
There is a young generation of students and teachers, full of en-
ergy, who speak fluent English and would like to gain as much as 
possible in the process of teaching and learning, those who wel-
come introducing new courses, having masterclasses, or collabo-
rating with European teachers and colleagues, and those who are 
actively participating in the international mobility programs and 
projects. However, they often clash with those with an old-fash-
ioned understanding of third-cycle studies, in which university 
is just a continuation of a Soviet-type secondary school, and the 
teacher’s conduct is unquestionable. The divide creates polariza-
tion in opinion and causes either nihilism or confrontation.

ONE CAN ASSUME that stakeholders at higher music education 
institutions sometimes take the progress made regarding inter-
nationalization for granted and do not internalize the need for 
improvement. Europeanization is a process, a tool for develop-
ment, and not something that can be achieved and celebrated 
with an award like winning a classical music competition, nor is 
it measured by the number of international mobility activities or 
partner universities. Europeanization is a direction that needs 
everyday work and a realization that it is needed on all levels. 
The institutional environment might not always be optimal, but 
in times of uncertainty, one should step up the efforts.≈
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Finnish, French,  
or Cosmopolitan?

by Liisamaija Hautsalo
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A
ugust 24, 2023, Helsinki Music Centre, Finland. In the 
concert hall, the last sounds of the orchestra gradu-
ally fade away, and only the fragile, almost unheard 
echoes of music linger through several minutes of 

silence. Then — long standing ovations. At the same time, how-
ever, many of the audience members in the full house of 1 600 
seats are openly crying. The audience had just heard HUSH 
(2023), a concerto for trumpet and orchestra, the last work of the 
Finnish composer Kaija Saariaho. She had passed away at the 
age of 70 only a couple of weeks before this performance. HUSH 

was premiered at the Helsinki Festival by the trumpeter 
Verneri Pohjola with the Finnish Radio Symphony Orches-
tra, conducted by Susanna Mälkki. 

HUSH was completed in the home city of Saariaho’s 
later life, Paris, during her last days, when the composer’s 
terminal illness, brain cancer, had advanced so far that 
the loss of motor skills made the physical act of writing 
impossible. The composer dictated the final notes to her 
long-time friend, the cellist Anssi Karttunen, who helped 
her to finish the score. Saariaho was able to hear one of the 
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rehearsals of HUSH over the Internet but was not able to attend 
the premiere in Helsinki, her native city. With this concerto, 
Saariaho bid her farewell to the audience and her loved ones. In 
the programme note for HUSH, she writes that the concerto “is 
dedicated to the family I leave behind on my own journey into 
silence”.1 

Although in this concerto Saariaho tragically composed her-
self musically into a final non-existence, her legacy lives on. As 
a contemporary composer, Saariaho’s extensive output of more 
than 130 works, written in an immediately recognizable and 
unique musical language, included pieces from tiny solo works 
to six full-length operas. Her music was constantly being com-
missioned by and is performed at the most prestigious venues of 
the international classical music scene as well as at the spaces for 
experimental contemporary arts.2 However, her music has also 
been included in the repertoires of smaller classrooms, master 
classes, and competitions. This multi-faceted legacy sets her 
apart, not only as a great composer and open-minded teacher 
but also as a source of inspiration for younger generations of 
composers in general — and for younger generations of compos-
ing women in particular. 

On behalf of women
In addition to her musical output, Saariaho’s moral legacy is also 
far-reaching, and her example places an obligation on those of 
us left behind. She strongly defended 
classical music against the global en-
tertainment industry, and especially 
championed the rights of children and 
young people to have access to the arts 
and arts education. However, more im-
portantly, after decades of silence Saa-
riaho had begun to speak out strongly 
in favor of women’s place in the world 
of music. She never declared herself a 
feminist, but when she received her honorary doctorate from 
McGill University in Canada in 2013, according to her own ac-
count she was forced to open her mouth on behalf of women in 
music. She stated:

As a Finnish, left-handed, woman composer, I repre-
sent several minorities, a subject that I would like to 
briefly discuss here. After having gone through many 
battles during my early professional years I felt that the 
equality of women in music was advancing. Therefore, 
I have not spoken about this publicly for many years. 
Recently, however, there have been polemics generated 
by statements coming from public persons and even 
the head of the highest music education institution in 
France, arguing that there are several natural reasons 
to explain why women are not suitable for conducting. 
This made me understand that today, 30 years after 
my own battles, young women still have to experi-
ence much the same everyday discrimination I went 
through. I have understood that the situation is not 

slowly getting better, but that the improvements seem 
to have stopped a while ago.3 

The fact that Saariaho mentions here her left-handedness was 
a little joke, and by the epithet “Finnish” she just referred here 
to her origins as a person who came geographically from the 
faraway periphery, but there was indeed nothing to joke about 
in the third epithet, “woman”. In this essay I will briefly discuss 
the epithet “Finnish” but concentrate on the epithet “woman”, 
which Saariaho uses in her speech to refer to the word “compos-
er”.  This epithet is an essential, though complex, aspect when 
considering Saariaho, especially since it also led to broader, 
intersectional questions, namely on gender and identity. This 
essay will show how a shy and introverted woman from the 
northern part of Europe fought her way to being one of the most 
significant contemporary composers of our time.

THE ESSAY IS BASED on several interviews with the composer, 
and on reviews of her works that I have made while working as a 
music journalist and critic between 1997 and 2003. After my tran-
sition to an academic career in musicology, I continued working 
with Saariaho’s music but in the scientific context. In 2008, I 
wrote my doctoral thesis on her first opera, L’amour de loin (Love 
from Afar, 2000). Since then, I have continued to explore Saari-
aho’s music, and above anything else focused on her operas; for 

instance, I have written the program 
book texts of her works for the Finnish 
National Opera.4 That is why this es-
say, after introducing Saariaho’s early 
years and development towards a full 
career as an opera composer, concen-
trates on her operatic works.

Saariaho wanted to be considered 
as a composer without any prefix that 
referred to her gender. In this essay, 

when it is necessary to indicate the gender, I will use the term 
composing woman. I had interviewed Saariaho in various con-
texts for nearly three decades, but she was not willing to discuss 
her femininity, her family, or her status as a woman composer. 
I respected her wishes and never wrote about these issues in 
relation to her. After the McGill speech, however, she said what 
she had to say. This is why I dare in this essay also to discuss Saa-
riaho’s life and works as gendered. I give only very little space, 
for instance, to technical questions of composing as they have 
been studied thoroughly in musicology. 

The shy girl who lived in music
Saariaho, born in the year of the Helsinki Olympic Games, 1952, 
did not come from a musical background, and had no model for 
how to be a musician. Her father was an industrial entrepreneur 
and her mother stayed at home with their three children. The 
parents were interested in the visual arts, but not so much in 
music. Nevertheless, even though the young Saariaho was free 
to choose her hobbies — she loved to draw, as well as read and 
write poetry —  she wanted to turn to music. In her youth, she 

“SAARIAHO WANTED 
TO BE CONSIDERED AS 

A COMPOSER WITHOUT 
ANY PREFIX THAT 

REFERRED TO HER 
GENDER.”
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played a variety of instruments — guitar, violin, piano, and even 
organ — took private lessons, and studied at a music institute. 
Her relationship to music was profound, comprehensive, and 
self-evident already at a young age. There is an illustrative ex-
ample of an early experience of music in her childhood. As she 
was falling asleep, she would hear melodies which she thought 
were coming from her pillow. To be able to sleep, she asked her 
mother to “turn off the pillow”.5

THE YOUNG SAARIAHO loved music, but the very thought of be-
coming a performing musician terrified her; she was a very timid 
and private person. After having listened to Mozart’s music she 
became depressed, as her role model’s mastery of composing 
seemed so thorough that it felt crushing to her own ambitions. 
After graduating in 1972 from the Helsinki Rudolf Steiner School, 
she studied graphic design at the Institute of Industrial Arts and 
musicology at the University of Helsinki. However, it was not 
enough: she still wanted to become a musician — and a com-
poser. 

Yet to be a professional composer was something extraordi-
nary in her context, as becoming a composer as a woman was 
not even imaginable at the time. In Finland, there were no role 
models for a full-time composing woman. 

No position, no appreciation, no secure livelihood — this is 
what it seemed she could look forward to. It was thus no wonder 
that Saariaho’s father did not approve of his daughter’s choice. 
A period of three years of silence between father and daughter 
ensued. This was one of her first battles in her career as a com-
poser. Saariaho has described earlier on several occasions the 
numerous discriminatory situations that she encountered at the 
beginning of her career. Patriarchy prevailed at her childhood 
home, her place of study, and in the other institutions of the mu-
sic industry, such as the music media, concert system, research, 
and even in broadcasting. These were her fields of battle.

The only female student  
in composition
Despite many uncertainties, Saariaho had the courage apply to 
the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki: first to the music education 
department and then to the church music program but was 
unable to gain admittance. On the third time she applied to the 
music theory department, the move paid off, and this also made 
it possible to finally begin composition studies. The next chal-
lenge was to become a student of the most important teacher at 
the time, Professor Paavo Heininen (1938—2022), a leading post-
serial composer in Finland — whose class was already full. This 
required tenacity and patience: in their first, exploratory meet-
ing, Saariaho refused to leave the room until Heininen agreed to 
accept her as his student.6 

Looking at the situation from today’s perspective, there is 
one particularly shameful detail related to the young Saariaho’s 
choice of teacher. She first wanted another significant Finnish 
composer and teacher, Einojuhani Rautavaara (1928—2016), as 
her teacher, but he did not accept the young composing woman 
as his student because of her gender!

essay

Kaija Saariaho with professor Paavo Heininen, her teacher at the 

Sibelius Academy in Helsinki. 

Rehearsals for Kaija Saariaho’s first publicly presented composition, 

Bruden, in 1978.
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Saariaho was the only female student in composition at the 
Sibelius Academy in the 1970s. In general, the attitude of the 
environment was degrading. On the one hand, her first composi-
tions were viewed condescendingly in the media and were not 
considered equal to those of her male colleagues. On the other 
hand, it was said that she achieved success based on her gender 
and good looks. In any case, this reflected the unfair and deeply 
misogynistic attitudes towards her and meant more battles and 
identity crises for the young composer. 

IN HER STUDENT YEARS, however, a remarkable source of sup-
port was found in a group of young fellow composer students 
at the Sibelius Academy, among others Esa-Pekka Salonen and 
Magnus Lindberg, who trumpeted modernist ideas and open-
ness towards European musical ideals. In 1977, they founded an 



98

ideologically loose association called “Open your Ears!” that or-
ganized seminars, public lectures, and concerts. Her friendship 
with her two fellow composers became lifelong, and Salonen, 
after studying to be a conductor, collaborated with Saariaho in 
several performances and productions. 

As a young woman among male fellow students, Saariaho’s 
path towards seeking a composer’s identity sometimes resulted 
in unusual features in her appearance: she dressed like a man 
and even learned to smoke cigars, since it was something that 
the big guys, such as the great Finnish composer archetype Jean 
Sibelius (1865—1957), did.

Towards Paris
Finnish culture was relatively homogeneous in the 1970s, and 
the mainstream of contemporary music at that time was neo-
tonal and easily assimilable opera. The “Open Your Ears!” group 
felt that this “folkish” operatic style stood out and deviated from 
what was considered trendy at the time. For Saariaho person-
ally, however, it was not only this musical obsolescence but also 
the lack of role models that made her professionally lonely and 
created a feeling of being in a dead end.

Thus, she moved abroad, and continued her studies in 
Freiburg, Germany, with Brian Ferneyhough (b. in 1943) and 
Klaus Huber (1924—2017). However, the post-serial complexity 
of Feneyhough’s music did not convince her, and neither did 
Huber’s style. During this time, she visited the summer courses 
in Darmstadt, the Mecca of modernism. Perhaps she was not too 
pleased with the musical offerings there in general. However, 
she met there the French spectralists, 
Gérard Grisey (1946—98) and Tristan 
Murail (b. 1947) whose musical think-
ing began to tempt her. She also found 
the American flutist Camilla Hoitenga, 
who became one of her most important 
confidants and collaborators in technical 
questions related to the possibilities of 
the flute as an instrument, and for whom 
she later wrote and dedicated several works. In her career, it was 
typical of Saariaho that she composed many of her works with 
specific musicians in mind, with whom she considered the pos-
sibilities and suitability of certain new techniques for different 
instruments or voices. Just to list some others: Anssi Karttunen 
and Esa-Pekka Salonen; sopranos Dawn Upshaw and Anu Komsi, 
clarinetist Kari Kriikku, conductor Clément Mao-Takacs.

In 1982 Saariaho arrived in Paris, where she found her artistic 
home at IRCAM (The Institute for Research and Coordination in 
Acoustics/Music). At IRCAM it was possible for Saariaho to, for 
instance, use computers, study sound with microscopic preci-
sion, and make electroacoustic experiments. IRCAM also offered 
her the possibility to familiarize herself with  psychoacoustics, 
the phenomenological study of sound from the listener's point 
of view. All in all, her work at IRCAM had a major influence on 
her music, and since the early 1980s the sounds produced by 
computers and electronics have been an important part of her 
musical landscape. However, as she has several times pointed 

out, she understood the computer as an aid and extension for 
composing, not a purpose as such. 

At IRCAM, Saariaho met her future husband, fellow com-
poser, and researcher Jean-Baptiste Barrière (b. in 1958), with 
whom her artistic collaboration continued to the very end of her 
life. The couple has two children, a son, Aleksi Barrière (b. 1989), 
who is a writer, director, and dramaturg, and a daughter, Aliisa 
Neige Barrière (b. 1995), who is a conductor and violinist. 

Finnish, French, or cosmopolitan?
Saariaho enjoyed herself in Paris. As she has described, no-one 
knew her in the streets of the metropolis, and she was accepted 
in French professional circles more easily than in Finnish ones. 
In France, a woman working as a composer was not such a freak 
as in Finland. Yet even in France, composing women were not 
treated as equals to men, and they were more easily accepted as 
teachers than as composers of concert music. IRCAM was also 
a male dominated organization. However, she enjoyed herself 
more in Paris than elsewhere. Later, in the 2010s, she saw New 
York as a place of joy and freedom as Paris had been earlier.

Saariaho’s identity as a private person was that of a Finn. She 
spoke French very well, but with a strong Finnish accent. In 
addition, she had a Finnish passport, and never for instance ap-
plied for dual citizenship. In terms of the reception of her music, 
however, there was a paradox: in France, Saariaho’s music was 
interpreted as Finnish, and in Finland as French. This approach 
is indeed extra-musical, even clichéd, but in many ways under-
standable. In France, her Finnishness made her music exotic, 

arctic, and northern. In Finland, in turn, 
her work was interpreted as French, 
and the French composers Debussy 
and Ravel were heard in her music. 
In her native country, she was seen as 
if not French, at least a cosmopolitan 
who had rejected her roots. In addition, 
one of the key male music critics of the 
time considered Saariaho’s shyness and 

ethereality to be snobbism which was not at all the case. Had she 
been a man, would these accusations have been made?

Nature and light
For Saariaho, nature was an important place of personal em-
powerment as well as a source of creativity. For her, Finland was 
a country of forests, but firstly it was a country of light. In an 
interview with French conductor Clément Mao-Takacs in 2013, 
Saariaho explains that her relationship to light was related to the 
cycle of the year, since the four Nordic seasons are very different 
from each other.7

As a natural phenomenon, for instance, the northern lights 
were a starting point for one of Saariaho’s early orchestral works 
Lichtbogen (Arches of Light, 1986). As Saariaho has explained in 
a programme note for the piece: “The name [Lichtbogen] stems 
from the Northern Lights that I saw in the Arctic sky when I was 
starting to work on this piece. When looking at the movements 
of these immense, silent lights that run all over the black sky, 
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Working on Verblendungen in her studio, Rue de la Verriere, Paris, 1983.With 2E2M musicians for Lichtbogen’s premiere, Centre Pompidou, 1986.

Kaija Saariaho in her studio, Rue Bernard de Clairvaux, Paris, 1987,

With Magnus Lindberg in Centre 

Pompidou, Paris. 

PHOTO: JEAN-LOUIS FERNANDEZ

Working with her husband Jean-Baptiste Barrière. 
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the first ideas concerning the form and language for the piece 
started to move in my mind.”8 

IN GENERAL, Saariaho’s experiences with nature in the Finnish 
context can be seen as an impetus for many of her works. Her 
titles include references to nature such as birds, snow, flowers, 
shadows, wind, light, butterflies, and 
clouds. 

It was not only the natural phenom-
ena of planet Earth that inspired her; 
she also extended the horizon towards 
the unknown cosmos, in such titles as Io 
(1987), Solar (1993), Orion (2002), and As-
teroid 4179: Toutatis (2005). These titles 
seem to refer to the composer’s need 
to explore infinity and transcendence. 
As the Finnish musicologist Susanna 
Välimäki has stated, works featuring a 
celestial body “can be interpreted as a metaphysical and existen-
tial reflection of the cosmos”.9 

Voice, subject, and melody
According to Saariaho, the human voice in general “is the richest 
form of expression, because the instrument is inside a human 
being, and there are many things that cannot be falsified when 
using your voice.”10 Yet the female voice was the dearest to her, 
since it was her own voice as a woman. It is illustrative that her 
first publicly performed work, Bruden (Bride, 1977), based on 
the Finnish-Swedish writer Edith Södergran’s (1892—1923) poem, 
is a song cycle for percussion and soprano. In addition to the 
female voice, Bruden also refers to another important aspect of 
Saariaho’s music: her profound way of using literature both as a 
starting point for her works and as lyrics for her songs.

Until the mid-1990s, Saariaho was understood as a composer 
of chamber or orchestral music as well as electronic music. At the 
end of the 1990s, however, news began to trickle out that Saariaho 
was composing an opera. This came as a surprise to many, since 
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Saariaho had earlier been known as a composer with a modern-
ist idiom, and as someone who was not very sympathetic to 
the opera-like symphony, also the opera was to her something 
hopelessly old-fashioned. Specifically, in an interview in 1984 she 
had stated that, “Opera, like the symphony, is an art form of the 
past”.11 At the time, her complex musical style, often organized 

and extended by a computer, did not 
point in the direction of opera either. 

However, Saariaho was not as strict 
as most of her colleagues in the “Open 
your Ears!” group were, who rejected 
opera entirely. In the same 1984 inter-
view, Saariaho speculated that “in my 
case, [the opera] would perhaps mean 
some kind of multimedia ...”. She had 
already tried multimedia in her early, 
experimental stage work, Study for life 
(1980) for soprano, lights and electron-

ics. The next time Saariaho used multimedia was ten years later, 
when she had access to a modern opera stage. Her full-scale bal-
let Maa (Earth/countryside, 1991),12 commissioned by the Finn-
ish National Opera and choreographed by the American dancer 
Carolyn Carlson, was an abstract, non-narrative chain of scenes. 
The ballet was a prelude for her operas in terms of how the ma-
chinery of an opera house worked.

IN ADDITION TO familiarizing herself with working for the stage, 
there were two other, intertwined background factors in Saa-
riaho’s movement towards opera: creating a narrative subject 
and adopting melody into her music. These two elements can 
already be found in Saariaho’s first solo concerto Graal théâtre 
(1994) for violin and orchestra, based on the myth of the Holy 
Grail. In the concerto the violin presents itself as a narrative 
character, a knight with a tragic quest, and to be a character in 
music a melody is necessary.13 When adopting and developing a 
melodic dimension in the mid-1990s, Saariaho’s musical style in 
vocal writing gradually changed. She started to write larger scale 

“AT THE END OF  
THE 1990S, HOWEVER, 

NEWS BEGAN TO 
TRICKLE OUT THAT 

SAARIAHO WAS 
COMPOSING AN 

OPERA.”

Kaija Saariaho’s first opera L’amour de loin had its premiere at the Salzburg festival in 2000. In 2016, L’amour de loin was performed at the Metro-

politan Opera in New York. It was the second opera ever composed by a woman for this opera house. The first was Ethel Smyth's (1858–1944) 

Der Wald in 1903. Left, Eric Owens and Susanna Phillips. Right, Tamara Mumford and Eric Owens. 
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vocal works compared with her previous, mainly individual 
songs. The result was three vocal works: Château de l’âme (1995) 
for soprano, eight female voices, and the orchestra; Lonh (1996) 
for soprano and electronics; and Oltra mar. ”Seven Preludes for 
the New Millenium” (1999) for the orchestra and mixed choir. 
These works served as exercises, or even provided material for 
Saariaho’s first opera, L’amour de loin.

 L’amour de loin – roots in  
the western operatic tradition 
The five-act L’amour de loin describes a Tristan-like quest for 
love between a man and woman, based on the libretto by 
French writer Amin Maalouf. The story is drawn from the 12th 

century troubadour poem, written by the prince Jaufré Rudel. 
The plot of the opera is simple: Jaufré Rudel hears about a beau-
tiful lady across the sea and falls in love with her, even though 
he has never met her. During his crossing, he gets sick and dies 
in the harbor in the arms of the unknown lady. In L’amour de 
loin, there is no feminist trace, but it is about love as the drama 
of the possibilities of communication beyond differences which 
was an important theme for Saariaho even from her early works. 

After its first performance at the Salzburg Music Festival in 
August 2000, L’amour de loin14 went on tour and was performed 
on the stages of the commissioning institutions. It became sur-
prisingly popular among critics as well as audiences, which is 
exceptional for contemporary opera. A statistic illustrates this: 
by 2022, L’amour de loin has been performed 124 times in 28 cities 
all over the world.15 

 IN GENERAL, if the fact that Saariaho was composing an opera was 
not expected, L’amour de loin contained even more surprises. 
Yes, the subject matter of the opera is traditional. Nevertheless, 
as I have analyzed in my previous research, not only the story 
but also the music is firmly attached to the conventions of west-
ern art music.16 Namely, despite the seemingly modernist idiom 
of L’amour de loin, a listener with sharp hearing can perceive 
certain regularities. For instance, when the libretto deals with 
death, the music is directed downwards, and when talking about 
heaven and the after-life it is directed upwards. According to 
today’s semantic theory of music, these gestures can be inter-
preted as musical topics that were already applied in the operas 
in the early 17th century — naturally translated into her own musi-
cal language.

In L’amour de loin, there also occurs an important detail: a 
tiny rhythmic motif  called “the heart motif”,  imitating the beat-
ing heart. This motif, implemented with timpani and a tam-tam, 
follows the main lead, Jaufré Rudel, until his passing in his death 
scene. In the context of this opera, the heart motif refers unam-
biguously to death.17  

Motherhood as an artistic resource  
– Adriana Mater 
If the heart motif refers to dying in the lyrical L’amour de loin, in 
Adriana Mater (Mother Adriana; 2005), Saariaho’s second opera, 
the beating heart refers to the opposite, a new life. Saariaho had 
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started to develop the musical idea of beating heart already in 
1989 when she was with child and writing the orchestral work Du 
cristal (1990). In Adriana Mater, the composer started to musical-
ize the situation where two hearts, the woman’s and her unborn 
baby’s, are beating together. The heart motif, which is a key 
motif of the whole opera, is heard for the first time in the third 
tableau when the young Adriana, the female lead, asks: “Who is 
this stranger who lives in my body?”18 

Even though Saariaho still did not accept the title of “woman 
composer”, she used her femininity and the memories of her 
body in Adriana Mater. As she has told us: “As a mother, I have 
access to many things that men could never experience. Before 
having children, I really was up in the air most of the time. The 
earthly aspect became more present with children. Has my mu-
sic changed with motherhood? Of course.”19

There are some happy moments in Adriana Mater, but as a 
whole, it is a dark and violent opera. Its context is a contempo-
rary war, and the subject matter is a rape and its consequences. 
In the opera, Tsargo, a soldier who is supposed to protect the 
people of his village, rapes Adriana, who becomes pregnant.

Musically, the second tableau of the opera (Darkness), in 
which the rape takes place, is determined by the aggressive and 
loud soundscape. Yet the rape also gets its concrete musical 
expression. The rhythmically pounding, fortissimo-ringed, and 
ostensibly chaotic texture refer to the extreme violence of the 
moment. The choir’s cry of distress culminates in a repeated ban 
of “Non!”20 

However, Adriana Mater is also an opera of atonement and 
forgiveness. The consequence of the rape, a young man called 
Yonas, who wants revenge, eventually finds himself unable to 
kill his father, who has lost his sight in the war and returns home 
a broken man. 

An operatic passion play
At the same time as Adriana Mater, Saariaho composed La Pas-
sion de Simone (2006) which was also based on an Amin Maalouf 
libretto and directed by Peter Sellars. It was written for the Ju-

Kaija Saariaho with Esa-Pekka Salonen and Peter Sellars at Opéra 

Bastille for Adriana Mater. PHOTO: E. MAHOUDEAU
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gendstil Theatre in Vienna in connection with the 250th anniver-
sary celebrations of Mozart’s birth in 2006. Even though there is 
the word “passion” in the title, Saariaho herself considered this 
work as an opera, thus her third opera. 

La Passion de Simone is based on the French philosopher, 
mystic, and political activist Simone Weil’s (1909—43) life and 
sufferings. Saariaho never described herself as being religious, 
but she felt deeply the destiny of this young contradictory ascetic 
who starved to death after a hunger strike out of sympathy for 
Jews suffering in concentration camps. 

There are no acts or scenes in Passion de Simone, but fifteen 
stations which refer to the passion play. La Passion de Simone is 
written for a soprano narrator and an orchestra, and a choir has 
a central role in it. Saariaho herself saw this opera as her musical 
testament and perhaps the most important of her works for the 
stage. She dedicated this opera to her children. 

Emilie – a self-portrait?
In her fourth opera, Emilie (2008), Saariaho tested a form not 
so familiar in opera, namely, a monodrama for one soprano 
soloist.  Emilie focuses on a long-forgotten French female 
scientist, Émilie du Châtelet (1706—1749). As her societal posi-
tion demanded, du Châtelet, the daughter of a Baron, mar-
ried a high-ranking officer and a Marquis, with whom she had 
three children. After the children had grown up, the Marquise, 
against all norms and expectations, chose her own way of liv-
ing and started to study privately: she learned mathematics, 
physics, astronomy, and languages. Her greatest achievement 
was a translation from Latin and critical 
commentary on Isaac Newton’s ground-
breaking Philosophiae Naturalis Principia 
Mathematica (1687), which was used in 
France up to 2015. 

SAARIAHO HAS DESCRIBED Emilie musi-
cally as “fundamentally private music”, 
in which “everything is happening in 
this woman’s mind during one night 
when she’s working.”22 At the beginning 
of the opera, the Marquise is writing a 
letter to her current lover, Jean François 
de Saint-Lambert (1716—1803), by whom 
she is pregnant. In general, writing has 
several functions in this opera. The Marquise’s tool of writ-
ing is a quill, and the act of letter writing has been embedded 
into the libretto as a letter style passage as well as into the 
dramaturgy of the opera: she sits and writes on the stage. Yet, 
in terms of this opera, writing is not only a decorative detail or 
structural device, but an existential issue. The actual Marquise 
du Châtelet existed through her writing in a world where most 
people did not read or write. Moreover, she did research and 
wrote scientific texts in the world where science only belonged 
to men.  

In Emilie, the writing has also been musicalized since the 
quill has been orchestrated into the score alongside the ordi-

nary instruments and amplified. The quill and the harpsichord 
which creates the refined atmosphere of the 18th century, and 
which is amplified, are the audible symbols of this opera. In 
addition to the simple amplification, electronics has another 
task in this opera. Saariaho uses it to make the other persons, 
mentioned in the libretto, momentarily audible even though 
they are not present on stage. During a fleeting moment, they 
are “singing” together with the Marquise. During this night, 
the forty-two-year-old Marquise already misses her loved 
ones: she has a premonition that she will die in childbirth — as 
she did. 

Emilie draws a picture of a creative and intelligent woman, 
someone who has been forced to fight to attain her goals. In this 
sense, Emilie can be interpreted as a self-portrait of the com-
poser. With Emilie, Saariaho also makes a feminist statement, yet 
unspoken, and defends women’s right to be themselves and to 
study.23

Only the sound remains  
– moving beyond gender? 
Echoes, noises, whispers, silences, translucent textures, shim-
mery percussion, and acousmatic sounds — sounds we hear 
without seeing their cause or source — are all elements typical 
of Saariaho’s music, and are equally characteristic of Saariaho’s 
fifth opera, a double bill: Only the Sound Remains (2015).24 It was 
director Peter Sellars who suggested a libretto comprising two 
Nôh plays, Always Strong and Feather Mantle. The libretto is 
based on the English translations of these plays by Ezra Pound 

and Ernest Fenollosa. Interestingly, all 
the singers of Only the Sound Remains 
are men. However, this opera is not 
about gender, it is about the human 
meeting the supernatural.

In Always Strong a young lute player 
returns to the court as a spirit but can-
not find any happiness in his playing. A 
monk performs a ritual, and the spirit 
vanishes. In Feather Mantel a fisherman 
finds a beautiful robe, but it belongs to 
an air spirit. To get the robe back the 
spirit dances to the fisherman and disap-
pears. 

In Only the Sound Remains, there 
are two audible symbols of the opera: the kantele, a traditional 
Finnish stringed folk instrument, and a voice of a countertenor. 
The kantele — whose sound is similar the sound of a Japanese 
koto — is a silent instrument, and therefore it is amplified in the 
performance. The fragile sound of the kantele, referring to the 
spirit’s lute, creates an atmosphere of a mystery.25 

The voice of a countertenor in Only the Sound Remains could, 
mean moving beyond gender. Sung by a male using special tech-
niques in an extremely high vocal register, the countertenor’s 
voice is not clearly masculine or feminine but it creates a sense 
of  “non-gender” or androgyny. At the same time, it could also be 
seen referring to the aspect of the unworldly.
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Innocence – are we all responsible?
In Innocence (2018), Saariaho’s last opera, the composer no lon-
ger sets the focus on love, gender or mystery.  Instead, perhaps 
surprisingly, the primary theme of this opera is an urgent soci-
etal issue that has come to characterize the Western world and 
its way of life: school shootings. 

Innocence, with the Finn Sofi Oksanen as its storyteller and 
Aleksi Barrière as its librettist, can be compared with a piece of 
thread that needs to be completely unwound to be understood. 
The opera’s narrative structure could be seen as an opera of re-
versed dramaturgy. The setting of Innocence is an international, 
multilingual school in our time in Helsinki. When the curtain 
rises, we see the celebration of a wedding. Flashbacks gradually 
unfold the course of events. A sweet girl, who was also killed in 
the shooting, turns out to be a school bully; she pushed the boy 
to the limit by mocking him, until he couldn’t take it anymore. 
He grabs the gun and shoots. 

If specific instruments or voices were featured as the audible 
symbols in the previous operas, in Innocence the audible symbol 
is the voice of the teenage folksinger belonging to the girl who is 
bullying. Her voice is extremely high and raw, and in her vocal 
texture, there are reminisces of the Finnish cow herding calls of 
the past. The opera makes us ask questions we do not want to 
ask: How is this possible? What went wrong? Does it have some-
thing to do with me, with us? Aren’t we all responsible?

The final legacy and a posthumous 
downgrading
January 1, 2024, Music Centre, Helsinki, Finland — again. In the 
concert hall, Anssi Karttunen and Olivier Latry have finished the 
performance of Kaija Saariaho’s Offrande (2014) for violoncello 
and organ. Standing ovations — again. And yes, there still are a 
lot of tears on the faces of the full house audience. However, now 
it is not so much a matter of sadness as of gratitude: Offrande has 

opened the inaugural concert of the Helsinki Music Centre’s new 
organ for which the composer took the initiative and donated 
one million euros. Saariaho’s investment encouraged other 
founders to join the project, bringing together the required 4.4 
million euros, a sum that was used to acquire one of the largest 
modern concert hall organs in the world. 

Soon after the inaugural concert a spontaneous and concrete 
idea emerged in many different quarters to pay tribute to the 
composer and her remarkable legacy: Let us name the Helsinki 
Music Centre concert hall the Saariaho Hall. ”No”, wrote two 
Finnish male emeritus professors in the Letters to the Edi-
tor section of the leading newspaper of the country, “the hall 
must be named after the great male symphonist Einojuhani 
Rautavaara”27 — who did not accept Saariaho as his student be-
cause she was a woman!

This was shocking: Even after Saariaho’s death, posthu-
mously, an attempt was made to annul her and replace her with 
a male composer.

Women who want to become classical music professionals 
still have countless battles ahead of them. The path pointed out 
by Kaija Saariaho must not be allowed to become overgrown.≈

Liisamaija Hautsalo is a Finnish musicologist  

and works as the Senior Research Fellow at the Sibelius Academy.
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In her last opera Innocence, Kaija Saariaho worked with Aleksi Bar-

rière and Sofi Oksanen. Photo from Helsinki, 2021. PHOTO: TONI HÄRKÖNEN

With trumpeter Verneri Pohjola preparing her last work HUSH , a con-

certo for trumpet and orchestra. It was premiered at the Helsinki Festi-

val in August of 2023, two months after the death of Kaija Saariaho. 



104

references
1  Kaija Saariaho, HUSH. Piano score (London: Chester, 2023).
2  During her career, Saariaho received several international prizes, 

honorary doctorates, and state honors. Her most recent honor was the 
title of Academician of Art, awarded by the President of the Republic 
of Finland in the spring of 2023. Music journalists have also expressed 
their appreciation. In 2019, she was voted the greatest living composer in 
BBC Music Magazine, and in 2021, the New York Times named her as the 
composer of the year. In 2013, Saariaho was awarded the Polar Music Prize 
which is called the Nobel Prize of Music. Saariaho’s complete biography, 
see Kaija Saariaho’s homepage. Available at: https://saariaho.org/about. 
Accessed June 24, 20224.

3  Kaija Saariaho. Kaija Saariaho’s speech at the McGill University. Available 
at: https://slippedisc.com/2013/11/the-composer-kaija-saariaho-on-
sexism-in-classical-music/. Accessed May 31, 2024. 

4  However, Aleksi Barrière wrote the programme book text of Saariaho’s 
last opera, Innocence.

5  See e.g., Pekka Hako, Kristallista savuksi. Kaija Saariahon maailma [From 
crystal to smoke. Kaija Saariaho’s world], (Helsinki: Otava, 2022).

6  Hako, Kristallista savuksi, 39.
7  Clément Mao-Takacs, “A Conversation with Kaija Saariaho,” Music and 

Literature, No 5 (2014). Available at: https://www.musicandliterature.org/
features/2014/9/22/a-conversation-with-kaija-saariaho. Accessed March 
12, 2024.

8  Kaija Saariaho, Lichtbogen. Programme note. Kaija Saariaho’s homepage. 
Available at: https://saariaho.org/works/lichtbogen/. Accessed March 14, 
2024.

9  Susanna Välimäki, ”Matka on tärkeä, ei päämäärä. Kaija Saariahon 
mytopoetiikasta ja Notes on Light -sellokonsertosta” [The journey is 
important, not destination. Kaija Saariaho’s mytopoetics and Notes on 
Light cello concerto],  Mustekala (May 25, 2007). Available at: https://
mustekala.info/teemanumerot/tulkinta-ja-kritiikki-3-07/matka-on-
tarkea-ei-paamaara-kaija-saariahon-mytopoetiikasta-ja-notes-on-light-
sellokonsertosta/. Accessed March 14, 2024.

10   “Kaija Saariaho,” Guest Composer 2021—2022. Press Guide. Palau de la 
Musica, Barcelona (September 11, 2021). (Wise Music Classical). Available 
at:  https://www.palaumusica.cat/kit-kaija-saariaho_956736.pdf. Accessed 
March 14, 2024.

11  Tiina-Maija Lehtonen, ”Kaija Saariaho: Värien säveltäjä” [Kaija Saariaho: 
A composer of colours], Synkooppi 2 (1984): 40—42.

12  Maa was commissioned by the Finnish National Ballet. The world premier 
was on October 31, 1991, in Helsinki. 

13  Välimäki, ”Matka on tärkeä.” The author has also explored using a solo 
instrument as a subject in the cello concerto Notes on Light (2006). 
According to her, ”a solo cello is the protagonist of the work and the 
only person in general: it is a monologue. The cello subject makes heavy 
trekking through parts of the work.”

14  L’amour de loin was a joint commission for the Théâtre du Châtelet in 
Paris, the Santa Fe Opera in the United States, and the Salzburg Music 
Festival, Austria.

15  Hako, Kristallista savuksi, 269.
16  The theory of musical topics has been introduced in length in my doctoral 

thesis: Liisamaija Hautsalo, ”Kaukainen rakkaus — Saavuttamattomuuden 
semantiikka Kaija Saariahon oopperassa” [L’amour de loin — Semantics of 
the Unattainable in Kaija Saariaho’s Opera] (PhD diss.) (Helsinki: Helsinki 
University Press, 2008), 119—120. Also available at: https://helda.helsinki.
fi/items/8473d414-420f-4db9-a95f-0a54a0c6ffe1. Accessed March 14, 2024. 
There are several other applications of this theory but basically in those 
studies music analyzed is from the 18th century. 

17  Hautsalo, ”Kaukainen rakkaus”, 121—122; In the score: Saariaho, L’amour de 
loin. Orchestra score, part II, version 2 (London: Chester, 2000), 338—378 
(Act V, scene 2).

18  Original in French: ”Qui est cet étranger qui m’habite?”. Amin Maalouf, 
Adriana Mater. Libretto (Paris: Grasset, 2006), 55.

19   Saariaho, “My Library, from Words to Music,” trans. Jeffrey 
Zuckerman. Music and Literature, No. 5 (2014).

20  Saariaho, Adriana Mater. Orchestra score, part I (London: Chester, 2005), 
111—115, bars 372—411. See also: Hautsalo, Liisamaija. “Adriana Mater”. 
Programme book text for the Finnish National Opera (Helsinki: FNO, 
2008).

21  Emilie was premiered in France, at the Opéra de Lyon (The Lyon National 
Opera) on March 1, 2010. The premiere was conducted by Kazushi Ono 
with Karita Mattila as a soprano soloist, and it was a joint commission by 
Opéra de Lyon, The Barbican Centre in London (Great Britain), and The 
Gulbenkian Foundation (Portugal).

22  Hautsalo, Liisamaija. “Emilie”.  Programme book text for the Finnish 
National Opera (Helsinki: FNO, 2015).

23  This opera can naturally be interpreted differently, see Juha T. Koskinen, 
“Émilie par Kaija Saariaho”, Theorema — Re:view for Critique & Crisis, July 
26, 2023. Available at. https://theorem-a.org/2023/07/26/emilie-par-kaija-
saariaho/ Accessed June 24, 2024.

24  Only the Sound Remains was premiered on March 15, 2016, at the Dutch 
National Opera, Amsterdam, Netherlands. It was commissioned by the 
Dutch National Opera, the Finnish National Opera, the Opera de Paris, the 
Teatro Real Madrid, and the Canadian Opera Company.

25  Hautsalo, Liisamaija. “Only the Sound Remains”.  Programme book text 
for the Finnish National Opera (Helsinki: FNO, 2017).

26  Innocence was premiered in 2021 at the Festival International d’Art Lyrique 
d’Aix-en-Provence, France.   Commissioned by the same festival as well as 
the Dutch National Opera, the Finnish National Opera, the Royal Opera 
House Covent Garden, and the San Francisco Opera, the opera has since 
then been seen at several other opera houses in Europe. In addition, it 
will be performed at The Metropolitan Opera, New York, in the season 
2025—26. 

27  ”Saariaho-urut voisivat soida Ej. Rautavaara-salissa” [The Saariaho organ 
could be played in the Ej. Rautavaara hall] September 17, 2023. Helsingin 
Sanomat. Available at: https://www.hs.fi/mielipide/art-2000009850254.
html. Accessed May 31, 2024.

essay


