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I. Timbre, orchestration, and music analysis 
Rebecca Saunders’s music is a prominent and influential example of the timbral turn in contemporary 
compositional practice, with timbre and texture coming to the foreground and displacing the 
traditional parameters of pitch and rhythm as the principal carriers of musical discourse. As Makis 
Solomos suggests, much of the history of twentieth-century music represents a shift in focus from the 
notated structures of pitch and rhythm to “sound itself” (2020, 3–6). Lasse Thoresen (2015, 76) makes 
the useful distinction between music “based on sound” and the “interval-based” music of the classical 
tradition. Clearly measured intervals between pitches and metrically defined timepoints have long been 
essential for music theory and analysis, allowing the definition of concepts like scales and chords, pulse 
streams and hypermeters—so a shift to the more complex world of sound and timbre, where the exact 
measurement of intervals and the standardization of sound qualities are generally impossible, presents 
new challenges for the composer, performer, and listener. 

More than hundred years ago, Arnold Schoenberg argued in his Harmonielehre that pitch is 
indissociable from timbre or tone color (Klangfarbe): “I think the tone becomes perceptible by virtue of 
tone color, of which one dimension is pitch. Tone color is, thus, the main topic, pitch a subdivision. 
Pitch is nothing else but tone color measured in one direction” (Schoenberg 1978 [1922], 421). In a 
2018 interview, Saunders similarly recognizes the inseparability of pitch and timbre: “Pitch is also 
color—if you change the construct of a chord then you have a different color, obviously” (Saunders 
2018b, 12:18). 

In fact, we never hear pitch without timbre. Much of the historical discourse around orchestration has 
implied that it is superficial, a cosmetic decoration of a more fundamental composed structure based on 
notated pitch and rhythm. When we start to consider timbre as “the main topic” and not a secondary 
one, we find that this oversimplified distinction between composition and orchestration is no longer 
tenable. Music psychologist Stephen McAdams (following composer John Rea) has referred to 
instances where timbral and textural ideas are already present in the essential conception of the work as 
prima facie orchestration, as opposed to normative orchestration “in which orchestration 
considerations come after the basic conception of the music, often at the piano” (McAdams et al. 2022, 
note 8). Such prima facie orchestration is certainly not a new phenomenon: for centuries, composers 
have conceived of certain melodies, textures, and gestures as inextricable from their instrumentation 
(including specific registers and playing techniques). Orchestration is thus not so different from 
composition, after all. Certainly, in sound-based music such as Saunders’s, it seems pointless to 
separate choices of timbre from choices of pitch, or to consider pitch as structural and timbre as merely 
decorative. 

One might ask, then, how composers conceptualize the act of choosing and combining timbres and 
how listeners make sense of the resulting works. The analyses presented in this chapter focuses on two 
complementary paradigms to describe this process of sense-making—segmentation and association—
drawing loosely on the work of Dora Hanninen (2001, 2004, 2012) and Stephen McAdams (McAdams 
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and Goodchild 2017, 133–34). Hanninen lays out the relationship between segmentation (here called 
disjunction) and association in a 2001 article: 

With a disjunctive orientation we attend to differences: significant changes mark 
boundaries that distinguish and define musical events… With an associative orientation 
we focus on repetition, equivalence, and similarity: correspondences relate … groupings 
of events in their entirety. Association provides a basis for cognitive chunking, 
categorization, and further organization. Disjunction and association are 
complementary, working simultaneously but essentially independently. (Hanninen 
2001, 355) 

Broadly speaking, segmentation or disjunction involves a division of a musical passage into discrete 
units and subunits such as sections, phrases, gestures, layers, voices, or motives. Paradoxically, the 
dividing processes of segmentation can also be thought of as grouping together the contents of each 
newly defined unit: both segmentation and grouping are about turning the uninterpreted flow of sonic 
input into coherent, distinct units. The perceptual processes of segmentation and grouping are 
governed by the Gestalt principles of similarity and proximity, joining together similar events that are 
adjacent and fall within a clearly defined timespan. Segmentation and grouping are often (though not 
always) strictly hierarchical (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983, 37–39), with large-scale groupings 
subdivided into smaller and smaller groups. 

Association, on the other hand, is not limited to relationships between temporally adjacent objects: 
rather, it comes into play when we recognize relationships between newly heard and remembered 
objects, no matter how much time elapses between them. If the inherent logic of segmentation is 
hierarchical and focused on units defined by Gestalt proximity, associational logic is more fluid and 
dreamlike, capable of acknowledging links between non-adjacent and even distantly separated entities. 
In place of segmentation’s strict hierarchy of sections and subsections akin to a diagrammed sentence 
or a branching tree, association could be thought of as a tangled network of mycelia (like Deleuze and 
Guattari’s rhizome) or the mental leaps of Freudian free association. Musicians will recognize 
associative thinking in the complex networks of interrelationship characteristic of motivic analyses or 
more recently Lachenmann’s “families” of related sounds (2003). If the flip side of segmentation is 
grouping, the flip side of association (with its emphasis on similarity) is difference. Association of non-
adjacent sounds and groups of sounds allows us to recognize not only recurrence, but also contrast and 
variation—Ian Bent’s “fundamental form building processes” (2001). 

Needless to say, the shift of focus away from pitch and towards timbre in Saunders’s music poses 
unique problems for the analyst. Timbre is a far more complex parameter, as music psychologist Carol 
Krumhansl explains: “Pitch is a homogenous and uni-dimensional medium, whereas timbre is a 
multidimensional attribute. In addition to the common dimensions found (attack, brightness, and 
spectral flux), there may be dimensions or characteristics common to each timbre” (1989, 43). In fact, 
our vocabulary for describing timbre reflects a wide range of adjectives suggesting many possible 
additional dimensions: rough–smooth, opaque–transparent, sharp–soft, for example, not to mention 
instrument- and material-specific adjectives like brassy, breathy, wooden, hollow, metallic, and so on. 
One of the finest studies of Rebecca Saunders’s music, by Eva McMullan-Glossop (2018), considers the 
role of color in her compositions, focusing primarily on the single timbral dimension of light–dark. 
Kaija Saariaho (1987) describes a “sound–noise” axis as the principal dimension governing timbre in 
her music of the 1980s (a dimension also favoured by spectral music composers such as Gérard Grisey). 
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While both these theoretical approaches have yielded remarkable results, each collapses the multivalent 
complexity of timbre to just a single dimension. In my analyses below, I consider both McMullan’s 
light–dark gradient and Saariaho’s sound–noise axis, but also strive to include some of the other 
possible dimensions of timbre and their musical applications. Recent publications by Lindsey Reymore 
(timbre trait profiles, 2022) and Megan Lavengood (opposition tables for timbral attributes, 2020) 
suggest ways to grapple with the multidimensionality of timbre. I will also draw on Saunders’s own 
theories of sound organization as expressed in public talks about her music, particularly her idea of 
sound palettes (2016a, 2018a). We shall also see that Saunders has unique strategies for the combination 
and arrangement of sounds, reflecting a rich compositional practice developed over many years. The 
chapter focuses on two pieces for soloist and ensemble: Fury II, a 2009 “concerto” for double bass solo 
and a mixed quintet of bass clarinet, accordion, piano, percussion, and cello, and Skin, a 2016 work for 
solo soprano and a large ensemble of thirteen instrumentalists. In both works the soloist plays a unique 
role as the central axis in a complex network of timbral relationships. 

II. Fury II 
While the cover page of Fury II describes it as a “concerto for solo double bass and ensemble,” its small 
scale (six players including the bassist) suggests a more intimate mode of interaction characteristic of 
chamber music. To what degree does the soloist interact with the ensemble through timbral 
associations? What about timbral links between the various instruments of the ensemble? One way of 
conceptualizing instrumental relationships is offered by Pierre Boulez, who in a 1963 essay on his Le 
Marteau sans maître sketches out a line of associations linking the various instruments of his unusual 
ensemble and the alto singer (Boulez 1986, 339–41). Through an enumeration of shared features, 
Boulez describes a “continuous passage from voice to vibraphone”: the voice and alto flute, for example, 
are linked by register, tone, breath, and their monodic quality. For the most part, Boulez treats each 
instrument as representing just a single timbral identity, linking it to other instruments that share 
similar characteristics. But for two instruments, Boulez identifies different modes of playing that allow 
them to act as a hinge or pivot between quite different sound worlds. The first of these is the viola, 
which can be either bowed (linking it to the sustained tones of the flute) or plucked (linking it to the 
guitar). Similarly, the vibraphone can be allowed to resonate (linking it to the ringing strings of the 
guitar) or damped (bringing it closer to the dry sound of the xylophone). Boulez’s chain of connections 
thus recognizes that each instrument produces not just a single timbre, but rather what Stephen 
McAdams and Meghan Goodchild have called “a constrained universe of timbres” (2017, 129). 

We might consider similar connections between the instruments of Fury II. Rather than imagining 
lines connecting instruments represented as points in a timbral space, we can think instead of the 
instruments as clouds of timbral points or nebulae, overlapping “universes of timbre” consisting of all 
the sounds possible from the instrument in the hands of an experienced performer of contemporary 
music. The sound of the low strings struck by hand inside the piano might more closely resemble a bass 
drum than a “normal” piano note played on the keyboard; the bass clarinet’s tongue-slap might bring it 
into the same timbre space as a Bartók pizzicato played by the bass, while one of its multiphonics might 
resemble an accordion cluster chord. Within Saunders’s huge repertoire of instrumental techniques, we 
can imagine many more overlaps between instrumental “universes” of sound than in Boulez’s example. 
The solo double bass becomes a significant “hub” for timbral relationships, and (as will be discussed 
further below) the accordion’s protean nature allows it to play a powerful mediating role.  

Saunders’s approach to instrumental writing thus departs significantly from Boulez’s: the familiar note-
based parameters of pitch, amplitude, attack, and duration are no longer of central concern—rather, 
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each instrument has a large selection of possible timbres, and the complex and multidimensional 
relations between these timbres are the essence of the musical discourse. Pitch remains important, but 
more for its role in linking and associating timbres than for any specifically pitch-interval-based 
structuring. Figure 1 reproduces four score pages from Fury II, including a particularly clear example 
of a “timbre melody” tied together by pitch in mm. 35–40, described by Saunders in a lecture at IRCAM 
(2016a, 8:09). The pitch F<sharp>4 is presented first by the bass clarinet in m. 35 (written as G<sharp>5 
in this transposing score), then simultaneously as part of a cluster of piano harmonics and in the solo 
bass, played first sul ponticello and flautato then ordinario and with vibrato. The bass’s sustained 
F<sharp> is joined by an F<natural> (m. 38) in an accordion chord closely followed by the cello 
(moving from flautato to vibrato like the bass), with a final F<sharp> unison in the accordion and bass 
(m. 39) fading away to niente. 

  



—5— 

 
 

 
Figure 1: Rebecca Saunders, Fury II, mm. 27–55, 2:03–3:48 (in the Ensemble Modern recording). 
Edition Peters, EP 12540R, 2009. 



—6— 

 

 

  



—7— 

Timbral palettes 
The metaphor of the painter’s palette is central to the way Saunders talks about her music: each work is 
based on a certain palette of sound colours or timbres, often specific to that work, and—in the case of 
works featuring a soloist—frequently centred on a timbre or timbres characteristic of that instrument. 
Speaking about her violin concerto Still in 2016, Saunders explains: 

From this [violin] sound, I created what I call a palette of sounds. If you imagine a 
painter… he will have his palette of colors. He will have this color and then the red will 
be diluted with grey, with white, maybe with black, and it will then be mixed with 
something else. That will be his reds. He won’t choose other ones, because that picture 
has a certain tone, a certain image, that he’s trying to represent. (2016b, 1:23:41) 

The timbral palette of a solo instrument can be extended to interact with the instruments of the 
ensemble and their own “timbral universes.” In Fury II, Saunders describes one aspect of the 
interaction between the bass and the ensemble as an amplification or expansion of the soloist’s 
sound: 

The idea is that these instruments merge together with the solo line to create a single 
timbral palette of sounds. And the ensemble seeks to amplify and expand the solo line… 
It’s all about the other instruments providing a resonant or acoustic landscape within 
which we hear the double bass, and it’s also about these instruments … exploring the 
different complex resonances of the work.” (2016a, 5:52) 

Saunders also frequently refers to multiple sonic palettes (one could think of these as subsets of the 
work’s overall palette)—the contrasts between these can have significant formal implications, 
particularly in the working out of the tensions between them: 

When I was writing the piece, I set up these palettes, these opposing palettes, and for me 
the challenge, or the question I was setting myself in the piece was: how’s this going to 
work? Composing was about actually taking these very reduced palettes of sound—these 
very loud, rhythmic, aggressive sounds, these tender, quiet, static sounds—and to say, 
how's this going to fit together? And because both these palettes were so incredibly 
reduced and elemental, that was one of the really fun things about writing the piece, to 
combine these opposing forces and to find a unified form in which they could coexist to 
a certain extent. […] And that's what the piece is about: to explore my sounds, to explore 
this material, and to find its potential and its limits. (2016a, 22:25) 

We can think of Saunders’s palettes as a way of understanding the “universes of timbre” of all the 
instruments and how they interact with each other in a given work. One might contrast here two ways 
of listening, one essentially acousmatic (sounds heard without association with a source, as in 
Schaeffer’s reduced listening) and one embodied (recognizing the instrument and player as source, 
including the physical gestures and effort required to make the sound). Saunders often plays on this 
boundary: she has a strong interest in the physicality of playing but also engages with the associative 
relations between “the sounds themselves” characteristic of acousmatic thinking and 
spectromorphology. To explore these sonic relationships in Fury II, I draw on Danish composer and 
theorist Lasse Thoresen’s categorization of timbres and other “sound objects” (2007), a project that 
builds on the theoretical work of Pierre Schaeffer (2017 [1966]). Both Thoresen and Schaeffer tackle the 
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utopian project of categorizing all sounds within a single system: in his updated taxonomy, Thoresen 
presents a symbolic vocabulary of different types of sounds, shown in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Lasse Thoresen, “Spectromorphological analysis of sound objects: an adaptation of Pierre 
Schaeffer’s typomorphology” (2007), Figure 2, 133. 

Categorization and association 
Essential to Thoresen’s taxonomy is a broad division between stable and variable sounds. Within each 
of these divisions, there are three basic sound types, based on their acoustical spectrum: pitched, 
dystonic (“like gongs, triangles, or bells”), and complex/unpitched. These are represented by circles, 
diamonds, and squares respectively. The filled-in shapes are most representative of each category, while 
the empty outlines are for variants such as single sine tones, quasi-pitched “whispers,” or unvoiced air 
or white-noise sounds. The horizontal axis shows the energy articulation of each sound. Short impulses 
are in the centre column, extended to the right by iteration or accumulation, and to the left by sustain. 

While somewhat overwhelming in the sheer number of its symbols, Thoresen’s system offers a 
useful way to notate complex and unpitched timbres as well as more conventional materials. 
Other scholars utilizing post-Schaefferian concepts include Mathias Sköld (2018) who adds a 
grand staff to represent precise pitch information alongside Thoresen’s symbols, and Denis 
Smalley, whose writings on spectromorphology suggest multiple angles for the 
conceptualization of sounds (spectra) in various dimensions such as harmonicity, spectral 
density, and spatialization (1997). Helmut Lachenmann’s idea of sound families (2003), work-
specific groupings of related sounds, is also highly relevant for Saunders’s music. Importantly, 
such sound families (as Christian Utz observes) are non-exclusive and allow different 
overlapping relationships: in Utz’s example, “the flutter tongue of a flute in the middle register 
might be part of three families at once: the family of flute sounds, the family of middle-register 
pitched sounds, and the family of ‘perforated’ tremolo sounds” (Utz 2021, 435–36). 
Lachenmann often presses us to stretch those family resemblances to their limit, using chains of 
associations to create distant and even paradoxical family relationships (2003, 30–37). In a 
recent analytical article on Saunders’s music, Omri Abram develops a similar concept of “sound 

N The open diamonds will be used for whisper-like,
quasi-pitched sounds.

N Empty square note heads will be used for
‘unvoiced’ complex sound objects (thus hhh-
sounds, broad bandwidths of white noise, etc., as
opposed to a filled square for drum sounds, clicks
etc.).

The intermediary category placed in the column on the
right diagrammatic axis will be termed composite sound
objects (these would correspond to a Schaefferian
category in his ‘external morphology’, called composé,
i.e. distinct and successive elements; Schaeffer 1966a:
464–6; Chion 1983: 140). This category contains several
subcategories, moving from relatively simple cases
towards increasingly complicated objects. The simpler
cases would, for example, consist of a pair of sounds,
such as a grace note added to (or inserted into) a main
note, or a trill or mordent. Moving towards greater
unpredictability, we can add more notes, let them be
more diversified in sound spectrum, and/or let the
iteration pulse become increasingly irregular. I see no
reason to create a detailed conceptual structure contain-
ing various subcategories of composite objects, as the
character of the composite object in question will be
adequately rendered by an appropriate combination of
graphic symbols. However, the need arises for a
notational tool to describe degrees of irregularity, and
such a tool will be presented shortly.

The open void on the left side of the diagram is filled
with sounds called stratified objects (these would
correspond to a Schaefferian category in his ‘external
morphology’ called composite, i.e. objects with distinct

and simultaneous elements; Schaeffer 1966a: 464–6;
Chion 1983: 140). These are sustained sounds that show
different degrees of internal differentiation. The simplest
case is a sustained sound with a prominent harmonic.
From there on we proceed to increased spectral
differentiation, inclusion of elements of contrasting
sound spectrum, eventually spectral fluctuations with
increasingly irregular pulse, until we arrive at the
vacillating object. As was the case with the other
intermediary category, the exact nature of the object
may be shown through the graphic notation.

4. TYPOLOGIES OF DURATION AND OF
REGULARITY

As the consideration of duration was removed from
Schaeffer’s original design, and the concept of a gradual
transition between different degrees of regularity was
introduced into the intermediary categories, some
additional signs and definitions will be needed. I have
earlier worked out an analysis of ‘types of velocities’,
features of which will now be selected for inclusion in the
spectromorphological analysis.

4.1. Types of velocity and duration

N Gesture time. The central category of velocity/
duration is equivalent to the duration’s character-
istic of Schaeffer’s tenues formés. These are sounds
long enough to have an onset phase, a sustained
part and an ending, while short enough to be
integrated aurally into strings of sounds that can
be appreciated as a whole.

Figure 3. Typology – expanded diagram.

134 Lasse Thoresen
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categories” (2021). He first organizes the sounds of a piece into clearly defined (though 
potentially overlapping) sound categories: in the case of the violin concerto Still, these include a 
central gesture in the violin (double harmonic trills, often sul ponticello) as well as pitched 
sounds, very low or very high tones, fragments of the central gesture, percussion and rhythmic 
impulses, and resonance (30–31). After these categories are defined, Abram explores large-scale 
phrases (ranging from around 30 seconds to 2½ minutes) and the distribution of categories of 
materials in each. 

Strategies for grouping and segmentation 
Useful as Thoresen’s notation is for classifying and notating individual sounds according to a set of 
universal categories, it is less well suited for describing the subtle interplay between sounds and the 
strategies for combining them that are so essential to Saunders’s music. In her 2016 IRCAM lecture, 
Saunders describes one such strategy in mm. 46–51 of Fury II, part of the long excerpt reproduced in 
Figure 1: 

[The accordion] is quite an exceptional instrument, in that it creates a kind of invisible, 
timbral transition between all kinds of diverse and extremely differentiating 
instruments. It’s got a magical capability to do that. So, for example, if we take the 
resonances of the tam-tam, perhaps, in the central zone, and the chain is hanging over it, 
and it only hits mezzo piano, the chain is then rattling and we’ve got the low resonance. 
And the accordion can just pick up those sounds—you can give it a very, very high 
chromatic cluster—it picks it up, like a drone and it becomes visible, and you think, “oh, 
is that still the tam-tam?” but it’s not, and then it just sits there. And all you need to do is 
give it a tiny bit of vibrato and suddenly your ear identifies that it’s another sound. It’s 
very clever. And then you can just do that, and then you can take that sound to another 
instrument. So, you can just use that instrument to transport sounds—like a teleport—
from one instrument to another. (Saunders 2016a, 47:33) 

This is a striking description, suggesting an unusual way of composing with timbres. Saunders draws 
our attention to the possibility of subtle links between sounds from different sources. The resonance of 
the tam-tam with its vibrating chain (m. 46) has a rich, noisy spectrum which can blend seamlessly with 
a high cluster in the accordion to create a single sonic percept, what Albert Bregman calls a “chimera” 
(Bregman 1990, Hasegawa 2021). The accordion cluster seems like part of the tam-tam’s resonance 
until vibrato is employed and it begins to be heard as an independent sound source. Research on 
auditory scene analysis underlines the way that the common, synchronized motion of spectral 
components (as in the accordion’s vibrato) can lead to the grouping of those objects as a unified 
percept, an aural adaptation of the Gestalt principle of “common fate” (McAdams, Depalle and Clarke 
2004, 187). Ethnomusicologist Cornelia Fales has observed the use of timbral anomalies playing on the 
complexities of aural perception in a variety of traditional musics from around the world: according to 
her categories, the fusion of the tam-tam and accordion cluster described here would be a “timbre 
anomaly by redistribution” (with spectral components from different sources heard as one), while the 
emergence of the accordion as an individual source through vibrato is a variety of “timbre anomaly by 
extraction,” separating the accordion’s harmonics from the overall sonority (2002). 

To better understand the perceptual mechanisms that make us group together the tam-tam and 
accordion (as well as other unlikely combinations throughout the piece), I suggest turning to the 
vocabulary of “orchestral grouping effects,” as outlined in recent articles by Stephen McAdams and his 
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collaborators Kit Soden, Meghan Goodchild, and Moe Touizrar. Their perspective is rooted in 
cognitive science, specifically the subfield of auditory scene analysis pioneered by Albert Bregman 
(1990). We can think of auditory scene analysis as an aural parallel to visual scene analysis, which draws 
on Gestalt laws of visual perception such as similarity, proximity, continuity, and closure to make sense 
of an image. Bregman argues that we do something similar when we make sense of auditory input: the 
incoming sound waves are subconsciously analyzed and parsed into recognizable sound sources with 
their own properties like pitch, amplitude, and timbre. McAdams et al. (2022) propose a “Taxonomy of 
Orchestral Grouping Effects” describing various types of grouping: concurrent (combining 
simultaneous sounds into a blended percept), sequential (tracing a line or layer as it develops over 
time), and segmental (“chunking” of the music into temporal blocks like sections, themes, or motives). 
Concurrent grouping includes various kinds of timbral blend or fusion: for example, timbral 
augmentation (modification of a primary timbre by one or more subsidiary ones), timbral emergence 
(the creation of a new emergent timbre from two or more constituent parts), or punctuation blend (the 
grouping together of sounds due to a sharp simultaneous attack). In a related article, Touizrar and 
McAdams (2019) offer a classification of orchestral grouping effects in a study of a contemporary work 
by Roger Reynolds, schematized in Figure 3. Many of these effects are evident in the music of Saunders, 
where these perceptual grouping principles can create uncanny hybrids blurring the distinctions 
between sound sources. For example, the magical effect of the tam-tam’s decaying frequency spectrum 
picked up by the accordion cluster is an example of timbral resonance.  

 
Figure 3: Adapted from Moe Touizrar and Stephen McAdams, “Aspects perceptifs de l’orchestration 
dans The Angel of Death de Roger Reynolds : Timbre et groupement auditif” (2019), Figure 2: 
Orchestration effects found in The Angel of Death. 

Figure 4 is my transcription of the excerpt of Fury II in Figure 1, transcribed into Thoresen’s notation 
for sound objects with added labels showing orchestration effects from the chart in Figure 3. 
Particularly striking are the various instances of timbral resonance, augmentation, and emergence. By 
combining Touizrar and McAdams’s orchestral grouping effects—useful for describing segmentation 
and grouping—with Thoresen’s symbol system—useful for indicating the association of similar sound 
objects—we can start to understand the complex interplay of segmentation and association in 
Saunders’s music. This approach draws our attention away from the score towards the unique sonic 
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qualities of the work, considering not just individual sound objects but also how they enter into 
complex relationships with each other according to the cognitive principles of auditory grouping. 

 
Figure 4: Transcription of Fury II, mm. 27–51 into Thoresen’s aural sonology symbols with labeling of 
grouping effects based on Touizrar and McAdams 2019; see full score in Figure 1. 

An initial complex event (m. 28) combines double bass and cello pizzicati with a muted piano cluster 
and a bass drum sforzando. The short duration helps to fuse these events into a punctuation blend 
(McAdams et al. 2022, 4.8, Noble 2020). These low and largely inharmonic sounds are captured in the 
accordion’s gradual crescendo with a wide chromatic cluster: the cluster blurs any sense of exact pitch 
and mimics and extends the resonance of the bass drum: a timbral resonance. The next gesture (m. 29) 
begins with a sul ponticello note from the cello augmented by a blending harmonic played by the bass 
clarinet. A three-note piano cluster forms an emergent blend with the percussionist’s strike on the edge 
of a bell plate. While an augmented blend preserves the sound of one primary instrument, an emergent 
blend is a hybrid with new properties distinct from its individual components. 

Both emergent and augmented blends are present at m. 31, with the sul ponticello cello and air-only 
sounds from accordion and bass clarinet creating an emergent breathy gesture, followed by the double 
bass timbrally augmented by the bass clarinet. The second system of the transcription includes two 
passages already discussed in detail above: the timbral modulation or “timbre melody” on F<sharp>4 
and F<natural>4, passing from bass clarinet to piano, solo bass, accordion, and cello (mm. 35–40), and 
the timbral resonance of the tam-tam and accordion (mm. 46–51). The tam-tam strike is preceded by a 
complex timbral augmentation (mm. 42–45) in which the bass clarinet and cello color the held dyad 
played by the solo bass; their sustained low notes are marked by energetic punctuation blends in 
powerful tutti attacks in m. 44 and m. 46. 

The role of associative structuring 
For an understanding of this music that reflects the way it is heard and cognized, it is essential to go 
beyond the individual written actions and symbols visible in the score to consider the segmentation and 
grouping processes that create larger perceptual units. An analysis of segmentation and grouping alone, 
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however, cannot account for the more complex forms built through association: that is, the linking of 
materials through sonic similarity or contextual relationships within a work. Examples of association in 
traditional musical analysis include motivic and thematic thinking and developing variation. 
Association is an important complement to the event boundaries and hierarchical structures created by 
segmentation, as associations can happen freely even between distant and otherwise unconnected 
events. We must be able not only to group individual units into larger composites, but also to compare 
the similarity of non-adjacent musical elements across a broader timespan, drawing on our memories 
to recognize recurrences, near-recurrences, and transformations. 

An essential component of association is the recognition of similarities between objects. There are close 
links between what Saunders calls “palettes of sounds,” Helmut Lachenmann’s “sound families,” Dora 
Hanninen’s “associative sets,” and Abram’s “sound categories.” Thoresen’s approach, as adapted in 
Figure 4, also suggests sonic similarities through a pre-established taxonomy of sound types. An 
important distinction must be drawn here between general systems for identifying and classifying 
similarities between sounds (like Thoresen’s) and the work-specific (or even section-specific) 
relationships that emerge in an individual composition, exemplified by Saunders’s palettes and 
Lachenmann’s sound families. Since associative relations are non-exclusive, we are not forced to make 
an either-or choice between systems of associations—rather, they can co-exist, reflecting different 
hearings or interpretations of the music.  

In Figure 4, the pre-established categories of Thoresen’s symbols tell one story about categories and 
relationships, with an emphasis on the distinction between pitched, dystonic, and unpitched sounds. 
Without contradicting this categorization, I would suggest that we can also understand this particular 
passage through the identification of four work-specific sound categories (following Abram’s approach) 
or palettes. These are: (1) clearly pitched sounds, with emphasis on the solo double bass and its 
augmentation or modulation with other timbres, (2) low and mostly unpitched sounds, like bass drum 
rolls or the accordion’s low chromatic cluster, (3) a high inharmonic sustain or resonance, like the 
piano and bell plate blend or the accordion clusters at measures 35 and 48, and (4) percussive sounds 
(drums or noisy pizzicati). These two systems of association—Thoresen’s general taxonomy and my 
four work-specific, contextual sound categories—work productively to complement the groupings and 
segmentations discussed earlier. Associative thinking allows us to bring memory into play and link 
together events over larger timespans, adding a richer understanding of temporal form than that 
offered by an analysis of grouping and segmentation alone. A dual approach to analysis reflecting 
principles of both segmentation and association illustrates how Saunders’s compositional techniques 
are grounded in a sophisticated understanding of perceptual ordering principles and the potential 
affordances of her sonic materials. 

III. Skin 
Written seven years after Fury II, Skin (2016) is much a larger canvas both temporally (approximately 
twenty-five minutes) and in terms of ensemble size (thirteen instrumentalists plus a solo soprano). The 
text of Skin is Saunders’s own (with inspiration from workshop sessions with soprano Juliet Fraser), 
with the exception of an extended excerpt of Molly Bloom’s monologue from James Joyce’s Ulysses 
(1990 [1934]). Saunders’s text for Skin is also inspired by Samuel Beckett, using a small palette of words 
subject to frequent, ritualistic repetition. The soprano mixes lyrical and sustained passages with 
contrasting spoken text (often muted or muffled) in the six “text images”—at their pinnacle, these 
suggest the furious vocalizations and emotional intensity of Beckett’s Not I. The soprano’s musical 
persona is taut with nervous energy, circling back to a handful of idées fixes—skin, dust, shadow, 
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melting, “biting of the skin”—which, with the intensity and dramatic range of Fraser’s performance, 
suggest an operatic mad scene or an expressionist monodrama like Schoenberg’s Erwartung. 

Skin is a particularly elegant work from the perspective of timbral association. I’ll focus in this section 
on how mutable groupings of instruments organize the work’s sonic and expressive effects. This aspect 
of the work is central to Saunders’s own description of the work in her 2018 analysis lecture at IRCAM, 
one of the principal sources of this study. The complex metaphor of the timbral palette, introduced 
above in the context of Fury II, still remains highly relevant in her account. She points out a particularly 
important function for the bass flute and the trumpet as members of two essential form-defining duos 
with the solo soprano: these highly contrasting duos “basically provide the whole structure of the first 
part of the piece.” Saunders considers the soprano soloist as integrated into the ensemble, not distinct 
from it: “The soprano is clearly the soloist, but is very much embedded within the ensemble and shares 
many different timbral palettes and kinds of music with the other instruments.” Perhaps even more 
than in Fury II, aspects of the soloist’s sound palette are imitated by instruments of the ensemble, 
creating a complex web of intraopus sonic associations. While the bass flute and trumpet are the 
primary duo partners of the voice, each duo is often extended by instruments with a similar timbral 
palette—the soprano/bass flute duo, for example, is often supplemented by similar sounding piano or 
pianissimo tones from the bass clarinet, and the soprano/trumpet duo often integrates the trombone, 
which plays with the trumpet using similar techniques such as fluttertongue and wawa mute “trills.” 
Composer and theorist Kit Soden has discussed such timbral linkages between instruments through the 
concept of “metatimbre,” defined as a “collection of related timbres.” (Soden 2020, 118–22, Reymore 
2021). Figure 5 shows a representative excerpt from near the beginning of the piece including glimpses 
of both duos. 

The soprano/bass flute duo is present from the beginning of the work: the voice begins alone and is 
joined by the bass flute just one measure later. In Figure 5, we can see the bass clarinet (sounding a 
major ninth below the written pitch) joining in metatimbrally with the sound world of the soprano/bass 
flute duo (mm. 8–9), emerging from niente with a pianissimo fluttertongue in unison with the voice’s 
B5. The flute itself enters with a narrow microtonal multiphonic in m. 11, picking up and holding the 
voice’s C<sharp>5 as one of the multiphonic’s pitches. In each case, the sustaining instrument extends 
the sound of the voice into the subsequent silence: Touizrar and McAdams’s “timbral resonance” 
(2019). We could think of this as an orchestrational imitation of natural or electronic reverb or delay 
(see Fabien Lévy in this volume on “sound-mastering techniques”).  
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Figure 5: Two duos (soprano/bass flute and soprano/trumpet) at the beginning of Rebecca Saunders’s 
Skin for soprano and 13 instruments (2016), mm. 8–14, 0:44–1:20 (in the 2022 Klangforum Wien 
recording). Edition Peters, EP 14188, 2016. 
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In this excerpt (and frequently throughout the piece) the sustained instrumental tone overlaps with the 
next voice entry a semitone below, creating a dissonant minor second highly characteristic of Skin. Eva 
McMullan-Glossop describes this effect of closely spaced notes as “shimmering,” an incomplete blend 
with internal oscillation or beating (2017, 34–36). This can be seen as both an orchestrational and a 
compositioinal device—as noted earlier, the two are typically inseparable in Saunders’s music—similar 
to Georg Friedrich Haas’s idea of Klangspaltung or “sound-splitting” through close-spaced microtonal 
intervals (Haas. Pitch in the opening section (mm. 1–51) focuses on two blurry and mobile focal points 
an octave apart: starting with C4 and C5, then gradually expanding by microtonal steps. The C4 that 
starts the piece moves upward to D<flat>4 (m. 3), then through D4 (m. 15) and D<sharp>4 (m. 29) to 
E4 in m. 49. In the upper octave, the C5 expands equally in both directions, reaching up to 
D¼<sharp>5 (m. 39) and down to A¼<sharp>4 (m. 22, then again in mm. 40 and 42), with momentary 
dips at the end of glissandi to A<flat>4 (m30, m48). Note the symmetry of this arrangement: the lower 
octave’s C4–E4 is mirrored by the descending glissandi C5–A<flat>4, while the upper C5 splits to 
expand in two and a half semitones in each direction. In the Figure 5 excerpt (mm. 8–14), we see this 
process in the early stages, with the soprano exploring the narrow pitch range opened up between 
B<flat>4 and C<sharp>5.  

The contrasting soprano/trumpet duo begins at m. 10, only after the soprano/bass flute duo is already 
well established. Some explanation of the notation is in order: the score preface explains two different 
types of tongue-rolls that appear in the soprano part, the first a “soft guttural roll” (marked by a zigzag 
through the stem)  the second a more aggressive “hard roll at front of mouth” (indicated by double-
beam tremolo notation), further colored by a shift from closed (+) to open (○) lips. After delivering any 
notated text, the voice returns immediately to the roll. The voice’s hard rolled “R” is mirrored by the 
muted trumpet in an uncanny and striking timbral association. Foreshadowed by the trombone two 
octaves below in mm. 8–9, the trumpet first enters in m. 10 with a fluttertongue and wawa mute trill 
(fingers in front of the mute opening), in unison with the bass clarinet still holding the B initiated by 
the voice. The moving soprano voice then begins its glissando below the held note, crossing through a 
unison and ending a major second above. The soprano/trumpet duo begins quietly but explodes in 
mm. 12–14 into forte dynamics.  

The contrast between the duos—one “extremely expressive and basically melodic” and the other “very 
hard, clear, direct” (Saunders 2018a, 7:35)—is an essential part of Saunders’s orchestrational strategy. It 
seems intuitively obvious that the bass flute and trumpet occupy very different locations in an abstract 
timbral space, but we might ask ourselves along which dimensions they differ. If the trumpet is “hard, 
clear, direct,” the bass flute could be considered the opposite in all three dimensions: soft, blurred, and 
diffuse. A particularly useful concept for these distinctions comes from French composer Charles 
Koechlin, author of an important orchestration textbook (1954–59). Frédéric Chiasson and his co-
authors discuss Koechlin’s idea of “volume” and the closely related idea of density vs. transparency: 

Volume corresponds to the extensity of an instrument sound, the space it seems to 
occupy in the auditory scene. Intensity (intensité) corresponds to its perceived loudness 
or strength. Both qualities are used to evaluate the instrument timbre’s transparency 
(transparence) or its opposite, density (densité) (Koechlin, 1954–1959, Vol. I, 220). A 
timbre is dense when it has a high intensity with a small volume, whereas it is 
transparent when it has a low intensity and a large volume. (Chiasson et al. 2017, 2) 
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Considering the trumpet as dense and the bass flute as transparent offers an alternative timbral axis 
to the more familiar continua of bright–dark and noisy–clean. Density and transparency also 
suggest different modes of interaction with the rest of the ensemble, with transparent sounds 
tending to act as a background to more dense, foregrounded ones. As Saunders comments, the two 
duos express “two different energy states… [a] very different feeling of time, how the music’s 
passing, and how the other members of the ensemble are then used within those contexts” (2018a, 
8:48). We might expect transparent sounds to blend like watercolors into a blurry texture 
(McMullan-Glossop’s sfumato), while dense sounds will be heard as bolder and more energetic 
strokes atop this backdrop. And indeed, we can observe the rest of the ensemble in Figure 5 
interacting with one or the other of the duos: the strings in mm. 8–10 (playing natural harmonics, 
sul tasto, or behind the bridge) providing a quiet, transparent cluster-chord swell to match the bass 
clarinet, the metallic, resonant Nicophone in m. 10 offering a cushion of complex resonance tying 
the voice to the bass flute, and composite accented events in the piano, electric guitar, percussion, 
and strings (mm. 8, 12, 14) blending with and marking the onsets of the denser sounds of trombone, 
sforzando voice, and trumpet. 

Text images 
An analysis of Skin would be incomplete without a consideration of what Saunders calls “text 
images,” perhaps the most striking aspects of the work in terms of both timbral and dramaturgical 
construction. Saunders credits the “exploratory sound sessions” with soprano Juliet Fraser as the 
origin of the vocal techniques used in these sections. There are six text images in the work (labeled A 
to F by Saunders in the score preface), each presenting a substantial quantity of text in a static 
context, often backed by a kind of “inflected silence” (Saunders 2016a, 41:47) of breathy or liminal 
sounds in the ensemble:  

They are bracketed, they are framed, they are always separate from what’s going on 
around them. And I found this structural function fascinating, how intense this could 
be… There’s something quite naked about this moment as well, because everything is 
extremely quiet and extremely fragile, and yet the attention and the focus is actually a 
high point each time it happens. (Saunders 2018a, 9:22) 

Many of the text images play on the control of the breath (sometimes becoming uncomfortable for 
singer and spectator alike) and on varying degrees of comprehensibility or incomprehensibility, often 
with sonic masking or muting from closed lips or even a hand covering the mouth. Stefan Drees 
observes the “increased theatrical presence of the singer” (2019, 19) in these passages, with the words 
often incomprehensible but the struggle to communicate foregrounded and emotionally compelling. 
The physical barriers to communication in the text images reflect Saunders’s interest in embodiment 
and physicality, creating (as Drees suggests) a sense of furious activity and struggle under the skin, 
“which conceals what lies beneath it” (21). Similarly, Zachary Wallmark observes that negotiating a 
physical blockage “leaves a mark on the resultant timbre,” conveying embodied schemata of force and 
exertion through sound—here with a powerful expressive effect of struggle and effort (2022, 64–67). 
Figure 6 presents an excerpt including most of text image A (mm. 56–59, 4:39–5:01), which is framed 
on both sides by silences (mm. 55 and 64). The soprano enunciates her text with an alternation of held, 
inward, and outward breath, voiced or unvoiced (whispered) speech, and with the mouth opened and 
closed to various degrees, sometimes obscuring the comprehensibility of the text. 
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Figure 6: Skin, excerpt from text image A, mm. 56–59, 4:39–5:01.  
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There is a theatrical element to the performance, particularly in a live concert, a strange intensity 
(“Head still, eyes alert, very focused”) that draws attention to the enigmatic text, both when it is audible 
and when it is obscured. One can hear a series of sharp contrasts in each bar, from the relatively normal 
delivery of m. 56 (spoken sotto voce with held breath) to the uncannily transformed inhaling voice of m. 
57. These two bars unfold over a low, transparent wash of sound, orchestrated with an unpitched bass 
drum roll, the resonating muted low notes of the piano, and exaggerated sul tasto flautando playing in 
the strings. The voice’s delivery is reflected and amplified associatively by the orchestration, with the 
low rumbling in the bass drum and wavering, slack strings of the strings paralleling the voice’s flat 
timbre and blurred enunciation. In the text, the word “skin” is associated with “that awful deepdown,” 
characterized by Joyce scholar Gail Hall (1990, 584) as reflecting Molly Bloom’s sexual exhilaration 
(“that awful deepdown torrent O and the sea the sea crimson sometimes like fire”).  

The peak of the crescendo is marked by a sudden and drastic change at m. 58, with the voice’s shift to a 
whisper (acoustically speaking, a modulating band of high frequency noise), heard in association with a 
similarly high and noisy composite event (a punctuation blend) consisting of high piano harmonics, the 
sharply metallic resonance of auto spring coils, a high dissonant dyad in the accordion, and violin and 
viola playing high tones behind the bridge. The contrast with the previous composite timbre of bass 
drum, piano, and low strings could hardly be more extreme. In the final bar of Figure 6, the delivery is 
again voiced, but now with the lips closed: again, the orchestration follows the voice, transitioning back 
to low “blurred” sounds (cello and double bass tailpiece bowing, bass drum roll in a “slow exploratory 
gesture”) that mimic the muffled recitation. The final measure of the text image (mm. 60), performed in 
a voiced, “panicked” in-breath, departs from the sustained sounds we’ve heard previously to more 
sudden, jittery gestures: this is mirrored by air sounds in the brass that suggest gasps, a gliss of a 
snaredrum stick across the Nicophone’s perforated top surface, giving a rasp like a metal guiro, 
combined with low string glissandos. The soprano’s inhaled gasp of “Fabulous” is followed immediately 
with an unvoiced and sustained “oh!” (m. 61) over a low dissonant pedal (accordion and double bass 
each playing minor seconds), augmented by uneasy sustained sounds (a held air sound in the flute, the 
dry irregular clicks of a bowed foam block, and the guitar’s tremolo crescendo) and punctuated with 
violent short gestures (a breath sfpp in flute, sul ponticello harmonic trills in violin and viola, and sharp 
attacks by the guitar and piano). Throughout the text image, we hear the linking by timbral association 
of the soprano’s declamation to similar instrumental sounds that also occur elsewhere in the piece.  

Aspects of text image A are developed and further exaggerated in text images C and E. Text image C 
(mm. 112–22, 8:11-9:05) is described by Saunders in the score as “Sprechgesang like weird Morse code,” 
performed with a “hand tight over open mouth” and sudden explosive outbursts when it’s momentarily 
removed. The tight covering of the mouth recalls the opening and closing of the soprano’s lips and the 
trumpet mute from their initial duo, as well as the soprano’s closed mouth in text image A, now 
reframed as a violent struggle to speak. The fifth text image, E (mm. 254–71, 16:26–18:18), occupies a 
privileged position just after the main climax of Skin, which (unlike most of the piece) emphasizes 
regular pulsation (at different overlapping tuplet-based tempi) including a strong emphasis on 
unpitched percussion and noise sounds. This is the text image based on Molly Bloom’s monologue 
from Ulysses (Joyce 1990 [1934], 782–83), which (reflecting the scoring of the previous instrumental 
passage) is the most percussive of the text images, with a strong emphasis on pulsation and unvoiced 
sibilant, fricative, and plosive consonants. The amplification of the voice is particularly important here, 
as the text is read “silently” with no voice or even whispered vowels, but rather an emphasis on the 
consonants of the text only. The repetition (“sunsets and the figtrees in the Alameda gardens yes and all 
the queer little streets and the sunsets and the figtrees in the Alameda gardens yes”) inherent to the 
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monologue grants a sense of musicality and recognizable rhythmic structure to the stream of 
consonants. The instrumentation emphasizes the extreme high register (accordion, violin, viola) before 
shifting to a richer texture with air sounds and unpitched pulsations reflecting the voice’s soundworld 
(another timbral association), interrupted by the violence of sff double harmonic trills in the strings. 
The text image ends with Molly Bloom’s famous yes, stretched out as a long but voiceless exhalation. 

“Song” 
Text image E leads directly into the next, near-final part of the piece, described in the score preface as a 
dreamlike, gentle, and spacious “Song” (mm. 272–379, 18:18–25:53). A long section of more than 
seven minutes, the “Song” emphasizes a more lyrical side of the voice as well as an approach to 
composition bringing pitch and interval into the foreground. As Saunders states, “this is in strong 
contrast to everything before—the voice is really a singer, she sings, and she sings a song… And this 
was just: sing a major third, sing an octave, sing a fifth” (2018a, 58:55). The brief section of the 
“Song” excerpted in Figure 7 (mm. 307–11) illustrates particularly well the compositional design of 
this section as described by Saunders in her IRCAM talk. She identifies five layers, “all written 
separately then juxtaposed in different orders as the melodic fragments develop” (2018a, 58:27). 
These layers are: 

(1) a trio, with the soprano “sharing the simple tones of these melodic fragments with the trumpet and 
the accordion.” The soprano is directed to “fuse with accordion and trumpet” throughout the 
“Song,” an expansion of the trumpet/soprano duo from earlier in the piece. The soprano’s G5 (mm. 
307–08) is joined in m. 308 by the trumpet in unison at pianissimo. On the second beat of m. 308, 
the accordion enters and extends the soprano’s E5 and G5, holding them even as the soprano shifts 
up a semitone to G<sharp>5. It is worth noting that these unison doublings are often not 
synchronized: the trumpet and accordion often enter after the soprano’s note has already begun, or 
(more rarely) anticipate the soprano’s note.  

(2) “very low, simple sound events” from the marimba, bass drum, double bass, and electric guitar 
with POG (polyphonic octave generator). Saunders describes how the marimba playing its lowest 
three notes (C2, C<sharp>2, D-2, E<flat>2) in m. 310 and following gives a blurred sound with no 
clear pitch reminiscent of the bass drum, which is heard in Percussion 2’s initial bass drum stroke 
(m. 307) and roll (m. 310). The guitar and piano in mm. 307–08 also belong in this layer. This is a 
family of “very dark… very sensual and interesting sounds” that can be recombined in different 
groupings: “always the same kind of sound object, but each time from a slightly different 
perspective.” 

(3) “the low winds: the trombone, the bass clarinet, and the bass flute.” According to Saunders, these 
instruments are combined into “very clear simple chords, which come in and out of silence, and they 
always work together as an object.” In Figure 7, these can be seen only fleetingly, as the end of an 
event starting on the previous page (mm. 306–08). Very often the bass clarinet elaborates the chord 
with a multiphonic and/or trill. 

(4) “low strings, again on the fourth string, scordatura.” The slack sounds of the detuned scordatura 
strings, often with a glissando, are characteristic of this layer (m. 308), often complemented with the 
characteristic double harmonic trills in the upper strings (e.g., m. 310). 
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(5) “dry pulses” in the piano, the electric guitar with a metal bottleneck “going back and forth,” and 
the accordion “just with clusters which are repeated at slightly different rhythms.” In Figure 7, the 
accordion pulses are evident in m. 310, accompanied by regular oscillations from the guitar’s metal 
bottleneck slide (MBN). The piano’s pulsed material doesn’t occur in this excerpt of the “Song” but 
makes its entry in m. 278 with a regular back-and-forth on the strings with a drinking glass. 
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Figure 7: Orchestrational layers in the “Song” near the end of Skin (2016), mm. 307–11, 20:41–21:01. 
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Stepping back for perspective, we can consider the passage in Figure 7 (and indeed the “Song” as a 
whole) as a prime example of the inextricability of composition and orchestration, a construction 
that depends on Saunders’s understatedly virtuosic ability to conceive and combine complex sounds. 
The hypnotic and transporting quality of the passage is based in part on a strong sense of 
continuity—that the rich sonic landscape unfolding over seven minutes is in a sense a single musical 
entity, though a complex one given the five layers that make up the kaleidoscopic “collage” (2018a, 
1:01:28). This description of the passage—as made up of multiple elements that nonetheless cohere 
into a larger whole—suggests t the idea of texture as described by Stephen McAdams and Fabien 
Lévy. In Lévy’s chapter in this volume, texture is defined as “a vertical and 
horizontal (temporal) aggregate of elements perceived as one element.” McAdams et al. 2022 define 
surface texture integration as “a looser perceptual grouping than stream integration” (5.6) “where it is 
clear that there are multiple sound sources, but it is difficult to track any given one due to registral, 
dynamic, or timbral similarities” (5.22). While the five-layer texture of the “Song” is certainly 
texture-like—in its multiplicity of sources, continuity and extensibility in time, uncoordinated 
motion within different strands, and lack of precise temporal alignments or event-to-event 
causality—it is considerably looser than the texture examples from Lévy and McAdams and the 
layers can be separated out with ease. Layers frequently disappear, only to resurface seconds or 
minutes later in transformed but associatively recognizable variants. We might think of the “Song” 
as lying on a continuum from single, easily isolable events to fully integrated textures, with layers 
that remain separate but with a high degree of interaction. The soprano’s text in the Figure 7 excerpt 
fits well with this amorphous, diffuse soundworld: “Breath untold. Blur. Clouds, our shadows. Breathe.” 

Figure 8 shows my analysis of the pitch structure of a longer excerpt of the “Song” (mm. 273–318) 
including the labeling of unison and overtone couplings in the orchestration. Unlike Figure 4 which 
uses Thoresen’s aural sonology symbols to identify timbral categories, Figure 8 relies on standard staff 
notation to reflect the more pitch-based organization of the passage. The soprano line is represented in 
full on the treble staff, with slurs showing melodic phrases and a distinction between short notes (black 
noteheads) and long ones (white noteheads). Brackets above the staff illustrate instances of 014 and 034 
set classes (using Tn labels to distinguish between inversionally related forms)—while pitch-class-set 
theory is not an obvious choice for Saunders’s music, the elegant 014 and 034 constructions found 
throughout the “Song” make it a useful analytical concept. I do not argue that such trichordal thinking 
was part of Saunders’s own creative process of this section, and indeed 014/034 set classes emerge quite 
naturally from the passage’s almost exclusive use of the melodic intervals of minor second and 
major/minor thirds and sixths.  

Much of this passage can be understood as a soprano melody enriched and thickened by various kinds 
of instrumental couplings—again, orchestration and composition are inseparable here. Unison 
couplings or doublings recall the soprano/bass flute and soprano/trumpet duos of the opening (see 
Figure 5), the latter expanded into the soprano-trumpet-accordion trio discussed above. The accordion 
and trumpet frequently match the pitches of the voice at unison, extending them in time as a kind of 
timbral resonance or timbral modulation of a single pitch. The accordion occasionally doubles several 
melody notes, concatenating them into a held chord. Often, the voice moves on to yield a characteristic 
“shimmering” minor second with the instrumental held notes, as between voice and trumpet at 278–79, 
288–89, 301–02, and 304–05, or between voice and accordion at 299–301.  
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Figure 8: Analysis of the soprano melody in an excerpt from the last section of Skin, “Song,” mm. 
273–318, 18:34– 21:30, showing 014 and 034 motives with selected unison and overtone couplings. 

In addition to these unison couplings, the section frequently includes overtone couplings, adding a bass 
note which re-contextualizes the soprano’s pitch as one of its overtones. In Figure 8, these bass notes 
are represented by smaller noteheads on the bass staff, labeled (like the unison doublings) with 
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abbreviated instrument names. I’ve labeled the bass notes which fall an octave, perfect twelfth, or major 
seventeenth (or their octave compounds) below the soprano’s note, incorporating it as an overtone in 
their harmonic series. Arguably more distant overtones such as the seventh or ninth could also work as 
overtone couplings, but here I’ve limited the term to the most immediate overtones. Sometimes a pitch 
can be an overtone of more than one simultaneous bass note—for example, the A<flat>4 in mm. 278–
79 is both a perfect twelfth (enharmonically) above the bass flute’s C<sharp>3 and a major seventeenth 
above the electric guitars E2. A bass note may also support multiple overtones, like the double bass’s E1 
in m. 281 or the bass flute in m. 314. Such overtone-based couplings have a long history in the 
orchestral literature and are discussed in this volume in the chapters by Kit Soden (“mutation 
couplings”) and Fabien Lévy (“mixtures”), both using the analogy of organ stops: the iconic example is 
the parallel coupling at the perfect twenfth and major seventeenth in Ravel’s Bolero. While Saunders 
makes no mention of this technique in her lecture on Skin, the frequency of such couplings in this 
passage makes a compelling case for their relevance. These spectral doublings seem like a natural 
extension of the unison doublings—they too take advantage of the psychoacoustical principle of 
harmonicity to encourage the hearing of fusion into a single percept (Bregman 1990, Hasegawa 
2021).  

Skin concludes with a sixth and final text image (m. 380, 25:53–27:18). Marked “Free tempo, play 
individually,” Text image F is a continuation and logical extension of the processes of collage and 
texturization central to the preceding “Song.” Over the span of about a minute, individual groups are 
cued in by the conductor, after which Saunders directs the musicians to “listen to texture for fitting 
moment to play again.” The spatially arranged score with repeating cells for each active instrument is 
reminiscent of Witold Lutosławski’s “limited aleatorism,” but the overall effect of a mobile or collage is 
quite similar to the more conventionally notated layers of the “Song.” Indeed, many gestures associated 
with the “Song” are recalled here, creating a shifting backdrop of mostly low and transparent sounds 
behind the soprano’s recitation. The soprano uses airy, unvoiced inhalations (“yes!” “wonderful!”) and 
exhalations (“still!”) as punctuations to a torrent of half-whispered text delivered with held breath, 
becoming visibly and audibly out of breath near the end of the text image. The ensemble collage is cut 
off abruptly in the final moments, with the soprano alone enunciating “my … skin” with an in-breath 
then a whisper. Stefan Drees suggests that this final phrase marks the dramaturgical culmination of the 
text images, the re-assertion of language tearing through the physical and sonic barriers that have 
previously kept it suppressed and contained, “under the skin” (Drees 2019, 21). 

IV. Conclusion 
In conclusion, I’ll turn to a quote from Saunders’s 2016 lecture on Fury II. 

Intuition is a very badly used word with a bad reputation, I think, but if you get 
to the point where you can absorb your material so it’s really your own, and you 
understand the full limits of that material, you understand where it breaks, how 
far it goes, and you understand the mechanics and the function of the 
instruments you’re working with, then once you’ve got to that point where you 
really know what that piece is about, what that image is that you’re trying to 
write, then you can work so-called “intuitively” because it's not intuition, it’s all 
there. Then you can start to play with your sounds. I think that’s what intuition 
is, intuition is based upon thorough research and experience. (Saunders 2016a, 
31:01) 
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While Saunders describes her compositional approach as fundamentally intuitive, she cautions that this 
does not imply a lack of rigor—rather, she says, “intuition is based upon thorough research and 
experience.” Once a composer has an extensive understanding of their material, she argues, so-called 
“intuitive” writing can reflect a vast knowledge of instrumental and vocal sounds and their 
combinations.  

This chapter has sought to develop new analytical tools that can address the subtleties and 
sophistication of Saunders’s compositional approach. Saunders’s spectacular compositional 
craftsmanship requires an extensive and detailed memory for unusual timbres and an aural imagination 
for their combination. It also suggests (and I hope this has been made evident here) a flexible toolbox of 
strategies for combination including fusion, layering, contrast, and mimicry. A dual approach to 
analysis reflecting principles of both segmentation/grouping and association/similarity illustrates how 
Saunders’s intuitive methods are grounded in a sophisticated understanding of perceptual ordering 
principles and the potential affordances of her sonic materials. Her music encourages listeners to reflect 
on our own ways of making sense of the sonic world, and stretches our ability to imagine connections 
and relationships within it. 
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