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THE WORLD of electroacoustic music contains a plethora
of genres, styles, and sub-categories, all of which come,
go, transform, and wax and wane in importance and
popularity as the years pass. There are a few, however,
that stand out, either through current prominence,
historical significance, or both. Musique concréte
and acousmatic music — two historical sides of the
same coin — fall into this category. The blossoming
of the electroacoustic world in the 1950s is often
defined as a divergent dichotomy between Cologne-
based ‘elektronische Musik’ and Paris-based ‘musique
concrete’ (Manning 2004: 19), and while for a time such
divisions were considered to be absorbed into a broader
electroacoustic practice, Frangois Bayle’s adoption of
the term ‘acousmatic music’ in the 1970s picked up once
again where musique concréte had left off, returning the
practice originated and inspired by Pierre Schaeffer to
an identifiable genre of its own.

The musique concréte/acousmatic genre has thereby
been one of the most important forms of electroacoustic
music — both historically, when it was considered to
be one of the two major polar forces, and today, when
it has spread from its roots in France to occupy a
dominant position in the contemporary electroacoustic
communities in Canada, the UK, and elsewhere.

In Finland, however, until very recently, the tally of
concréte/acousmatic composers was rather smaller: one.
Until recent years, there has been only a single Finnish

composer who has systematically focused on this genre,
and who has self-identified as a composer of musique
concréte. That composer is Patrick Kosk.

Kosk as outsider

Kosk stands out as an outsider figure, in a number of
respects. His works have received some of the most
prestigious international awards for electroacoustic
music, including the Grand Prix de Bourges for
IceBice (1999), Prix Cime for Nebula Prospekt (1985), and
honourable mentions in the Bourges (for Transmissions in
a... (system of coordinates) (1982), Trance Dance (1982), and
La Boite (2006)), Prix Italia (for Trance Dance (1985)), and
Luigi Russolo competitions (for Dronten Drommer Framtid
(1978)) (Korhonen 2002), and yet he does not seem to
receive the acclaim or renown at home in Finland that
this would seem to imply or merit. This stands in stark
contrast to the respect he enjoys in, for example, France
and especially Germany.

There are a number of factors that potentially
contribute to this outsider status. To begin with, while
contemporary music holds a strong position in the
Finnish cultural landscape — due in no small part to its
role in constructing a national identity, from Sibelius
to Saariaho — electroacoustic music has not been given
the same pride-of-place as it often enjoys abroad. This is
particularly true of tape music, which has been markedly
under-developed in Finland - especially compared
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with the far greater attention paid to the mixed music/
instrument-plus-electronics paradigm — and which is
often considered a secondary or somehow inferior art
form. It is worth noting, for example, that in the most
significant of the few mentions of Kosk in major Finnish
texts, in Mikko Heinid’s Aikamme Musiikki, one detects
a slight dismissiveness towards the genre in general:
“Kosk’s roots are strongly situated in musique concreéte;
however, he has not stopped at collage, but has crafted
his material very thoroughly” — a typical example of a
broad, but in Finland very common, mischaracterisation
of musique concréte as mere pastiche, and therefore not
a truly compositional form.

Kosk has thus been sidelined somewhat, as, for
much of the local community, a composer who does
not compose for instruments is often not considered a
composer at all. Kosk is therefore the underdog twice
over: as an electroacoustic composer in a community
dominated by instrumental genres, and as a composer
of tape music where electroacoustic activity is resolutely
focused elsewhere. It is also significant that he has taken
a very different path in terms of training than most of
the community, the vast majority of whom have come up
through the Sibelius Academy — Finland’s primary post-
secondary music institution — at least at some point in
their education, and often for its entirety. Kosk, on the
other hand, learned his craft at the University of Helsinki
(with Jukka Ruohomiki, who has also been recognized
for work in the concréte/acousmatic genre) and at the
Experimental Studio of national broadcaster YLE, as well
as at major studios abroad, most importantly perhaps
in Paris at the GRM in 1984 and at the Elektronisches
Studio of the Technische Universitit in Berlin in 1992
— all of which, while clearly an excellent background
for a composer of tape music, has kept him at arm’s
length from much of the Finnish musical community.
It is interesting to note that, for these reasons, and due
to his many collaborations with other art forms, he is
arguably better known in the other arts communities
in Finland than in the music community. (It is worth
noting, however, that Kosk is a member of the Society
of Finnish Composers, possibly the strongest local
acknowledgement of community status.)

It is tempting to identify a number of other cultural
and social reasons for Kosk’s position as outsider.
As a member of Finland’s

Swedish-speaking minority,

for instance, Kosk is left

[]) somewhat unmoored from
either side: a member of

Kosk stands out as an . c .
o . a linguistic, and arguably
outsider figure, in a number . .
cultural minority, but one
of respects.”

with no connection to the
musical style in which Kosk
operates. And while Kosk
has worked at the EMS in
Stockholm, and retains good
ties to the community in Sweden, which benefits from
a strong tape music tradition, there, too, he remains
an outsider — connected by language, both spoken
and musical, but a foreigner nevertheless. He is also
geographically separated, on the one hand, from the
international centres for musique concrete — primarily
Paris, but also Montreal and elsewhere — and on the
other hand, from the centre for much of Finnish musical
and cultural life in Helsinki.

However, the very elements that serve to isolate Kosk
are also elements he has come to cherish, and which, in
some senses, have served him well. They may keep him
from the occasional advantages of a broader recognition
of his achievements, but they have also afforded him a
degree of artistic and intellectual independence that
has allowed him to pursue his own distinct voice and
path in a national musical discourse that has, at times,
converged around the same, occasionally slightly
homogeneous, modernist watering hole.

Kosk as Quixote

In some respects, Kosk comes across as something of a
Quixote figure. This may at first have something to do
with his tall, lank frame, wiry goatee bristling defiantly
forth, calling only for lance and horse to complete the
picture. More importantly, there is a shared willingness
to charge forth to champion a noble cause that likely
cannot be won: in Kosk’s case, his solitary uphill battle
in support of a Finnish musique concréte. They also



share a deep, almost melancholic sense of the poetic,
combined with a strong streak of the absurd: Quixote
from more than a touch of madness, but Kosk from a
strong kinship with the Dadaists and Surrealists, with
a knowing wink of one eye and a slightly mischievous
gleam in the other. These two sides — the romantic and
the absurd, the poet and the surrealist — could perhaps
be equated with Kosk’s approach to his material on the
one hand, and to form on the other, the two respects
in which Kosk distinguishes himself and speaks with
a strong, distinct, and immediately recognisable voice.
To round out the picture, we could perhaps add a
third quality: that of the scientist, the anthropologist,
perhaps the archeologist — collecting and cataloguing
materials, examining them carefully, turning them over
and over, analyzing them from every perspective, and
then deploying them, not only as an expression of an
assured and final understanding of their true nature, but
to throw them into relation with one another, to watch
them react and interact, and thereby to understand them
better still. In this sense, Kosk’s works are not so much
determined, incontrovertible endpoints, but rather just
one further stage in his attempt to understand the world.

Concréte or acousmatic?

It is interesting to note Kosk’s self-affiliation more
with ‘musique concréte’ than with ‘acousmatic music’.
This is somewhat unusual, since, as described above,
these two are commonly considered to be historical
expressions of one and the same genre, with works from
the 40s, 50s, and 60s identified as ‘musique concréte’,
while works from the 8os onward are generally termed
‘acousmatic music’ (with a more fluid terminological
period in the 70s). Over these decades, of course, the
genre’s musical practice has evolved and changed,
spurred by the shifting of compositional priorities
and perspectives. Kosk’s identification with musique
concrete is thus primarily a matter of his alignment
with the genre’s compositional preoccupations in the
1960s, rather than those it currently espouses. This in
no way reflects a sense of nostalgia or of ‘retro’ appeal;
rather, it is a reflection of Kosk’s clear artistic vision and
compositional manifesto. Kosk is here aligning himself

with some of Pierre Schaeffer’s originating principles,
most notably perhaps the typological examination and
categorization of sound materials according to their
textural and other morphological properties, over the
priorities of current acousmatic practice, for example the
general preference for muscular gestural activity over
the more subtle textural explorations favoured by Kosk.

Kosk’s materials

This leads us to Kosk’s choice and treatment of his
materials, one of the most immediately recognisable
aspects of his work. Kosk clearly takes a great deal of
care in the choice of his sound materials, and one easily
recognises a genuine love for the sounds he selects. It
is tempting to suggest that the beating heart of Kosk’s
work lies already here, at this first stage of the work —
in the careful, loving, but meticulous selection of his
materials, a passion that carries forward through the
further compositional stages to strike the listener with
a direct and visceral impact.

While Kosk’s sound world is rich and varied, there
are a few general characteristics that can be observed,
and several favoured categories to which he returns
regularly. Generally speaking, the vast majority of Kosk’s
sound materials are determinedly organic. They often
carry a strong ‘real-world’ quality to them, which is not
uncommon in musique concrete and acousmatic music.
An interesting aspect of Kosk’s sounds, however, is that,
despite this familiar ‘real-world’ aspect, most of his
sounds defy direct signification: we recognize them as

‘sounds-of-the-world’, but are often unable to pinpoint

an exact agent or source for which a given sound might
serve as signifier. This seems largely to be due to the fact
that Kosk appears to select his sounds based primarily on
sonic categories and criteria, rather than on their power
as symbols; one is more likely to experience a shuffling
quality, flowing quality, and so on, than to come away
with a clear image of what it is that might be shuffling or
flowing, or what this might mean. Furthermore, Kosk’s
sounds often carry a ‘natural’ quality about them: it is a
sound world of rustling, rushing, shuffling, and flowing,
and of bumping, resonating, tinkling, and chiming.
Here we find a key element of Kosk’s work: a central
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balance between contrast and similarity — on the one
hand, the combination and layering of sounds of similar
sonic qualities, and on the other, the juxtaposition
of sounds of contrasting qualities. The elements
described above can be found across many of Kosk’s
works, and point to the
juxtaposition of two
primary contrasting
categories, one based

»” on texture, the other on
Kosk’s works are not so much timbre. In the ‘texture’

determined, incontrovertible category, we find the
endpoints, but rather just one ‘rustling’ and ‘shuffling’
further stage in his attempt to sounds described
understand the world.” above, bringing with

them images of flowing

sand, of wind across

wheat fields, of leaves
whispering in the trees, while in the ‘timbre’ category,
we find a range from a light clinking and tinkling, to
more solid, wooden thumps, as resonant bodies connect,
collide, and bump into one another. Imagery here ranges
from chimes, both metal and wooden, to ice — both small,
as of ice cubes in a glass, and large, as of the creaking of
the frozen surface of a lake, or of the collision of large
ice floes, randomly coming together in an arctic sea.
Some of these are referenced explicitly; for example,
Kosk points to the works La Boite, Angklung & Ice, and
Das Kistchen und Tripitaka as forming a trilogy based on
the shared sound materials of “Balinese angklung (a
percussion instrument with tuned bamboo canes) and
the sounds of ice” (quoted in Gottstein 2009). These
resonant wooden sounds stand out as a particularly
Koskian effect, especially when paired with the shuffling
textural categories, a contrast to which he returns
repeatedly, to great effect, for example in Distrak-sillalla
and Mondweif.

The use of natural sound typologies is certainly not
unusual in musique concréte or acousmatic music, but
there are a couple of aspects that stand out in Kosk’s
work. One is the relative absence of urban or industrial
sounds, which are another staple of the acousmatic
repertoire. While a few of Kosk’s works do indeed drift

somewhat in this direction — for example, one of his
earlier works, Transmissions in a... (system of coordinates) —
the materials nevertheless cannot seem to shake off a
general sense of the organic; or perhaps it is more that
here, too, Kosk has been drawn towards more organic
materials, but has manipulated and deployed them so as
to present a more aggressive, more hectically paced work.
Another exceptional work in this regard is Nebula Prospekt,
which eschews recorded concreéte sounds entirely, and
is instead constructed entirely through synthesis
(specifically, FM synthesis on a Serge synthesizer). What
is remarkable here, however, is that despite its entirely
synthetic sound source, the work nevertheless manages
to evoke very similar sound qualities and categories to
those found across Kosk’s oeuvre: again we find contrasts
between textural and timbral material; again we find
shufflings, tinklings, and resonant collisions. Of course,
this time Kosk also takes advantage of the opportunity
to explore more extended, alienated, or artificial timbres
and textures as well. Generally speaking, however, where
the occasional mechanical sounds do appear in Kosk’s
work, it is for brief contrast, and it is worth noting that
this ‘mechanical’ quality comes not so much from the
source of the particular sound, but rather by virtue of
being unnaturally repetitive or duplicated — the more

‘artificial’ parts of Nebula Prospekt for instance, or, better

yet, the obsessive, insistent three-note motif of Das
Kdstchen und Tripitaka.

Another identifiable aspect of Kosk’s use of these
materials is the manner in which they are deployed.
Again, while many of the sound typologies being used or
referenced by Kosk are not uncommon in the repertoire,
the manner in which Kosk develops his materials — or,
indeed, the manner in which he sometimes refuses
to develop them - stands out as rather unique. The
centrepiece of musique concréte’s syntax is Schaeffer’s
notion of the ‘objet sonore’, or sound object: generally
speaking, a short sonic phrase with a distinct and
identifiable character, which usually translates as a
short, discrete trajectory, arc, or shape. This notion is
extended and developed somewhat in acousmatic music,
making for a repertoire replete with strong, powerful
gestures, once again with distinct, identifiable, and



often energetic trajectories which are quickly and easily
tracked and traced.

Such straightforward gestural material, however, is
relatively rare in Kosk’s work. What we find instead is
a kind of ‘rolling out’ of materials, laid out in layers,
or unfolding at its own pace, with little trace of the
imposition of gesture or phrasing from above’, as it
were. Instead, Kosk’s materials offer a sense of following
their own inevitable paths, much like a river flowing
through a track carved through the rock over centuries
of flow, rather than shifting and dancing according
to a composer’s passing whim and fancy. This in no
way implies a lack of crafting of the material by Kosk;
on the contrary, one credits this quality to a profound
understanding of the materials themselves, and the
ability (and wisdom) to work with the material’s own
intrinsic flow, rather than against it, resulting in a kind
of sonic bonsai.

Kosk’s approach to form

The contrast described above, however — between textural
and timbral materials, between shuffling/flowing and
tinkling/resonant materials — is not only central to
Kosk’s selection and elaboration of sound materials, but
is also exploited to construct a central element of Kosk’s

approach to form. In

essence, form is the

shaping of a work in
” time — or, conversely,
One credits this quality to the ability  the shaping of time
(and wisdom) to work with the in the work; and so,
material’s own intrinsic flow, rather  vhile there are as
than againstit, resultinginakindof many approaches

sonic bonsai.” to the construction
of form as there are
composers, there are
a very few general
attitudes towards the
organisation of time that can be found represented in
these many and diverse formal approaches. Broadly
speaking, the two most common could be described as
‘flow’, and ‘blocks’. The standard metaphor for the ‘flow’
approach to form and time is that of a river: the work

flows forward through time, constantly evolving from
one moment to the next, in a constant development from
beginning to end. In contrast to this, is any approach
to form that segments the total duration of the work
into sections, or ‘blocks’, often dividing each section
into sub-sections, and so on, in a more ‘architectural’
approach to time.

Kosk’s works are interesting in that many of them
provide both of these two approaches simultaneously,
and this formal dichotomy is often expressed by the
same dichotomy of materials described above. Textural
materials rush onwards, unfolding through time,
offering the forward projection of the ‘flow’ approach
to form; while Kosk’s timbral materials, which lend
themselves more easily to isolated, discrete sound
events — objects are struck, resonate, and so on — present
signposts along the way. These cannot be fully said to
divide the works into sections, per se, as the textural
materials tend to flow forward unheeding; they do,
however, provide formal markers, that serve to shape the
listening experience by directing the listener’s attention,
and announcing potentially critical points in the work.
Plastique sans titre perhaps provides a good example of
this dual approach to both materials and form.

However, it is possible that this attempt to align
these formal and material dichotomies in this manner
is somewhat misleading. For example, materials we have
classified as ‘timbral’, and which we have associated
with Kosk’s demarcation of ‘block’ form, are at times
organised as flow’: Kosk’s chiming, tinkling, or wooden
resonances, while at times presented discretely, are often
also organised into ongoing streams, more in line with
the ‘flow’ approach to form.

An alternative dichotomy offers itself. Kosk often
presents more processed materials as discrete sound
events, which thereby serve as the formal markers of
‘block’ form, while the less processed, more ‘natural’
materials are often allowed to flow forward unhindered.
This seems to be the case, for example, in Distrak-
sillalla, in which both textural and timbral materials
are employed to provide a shuffling sense of flow,
punctuated at critical moments in the work by brief
bursts and gestures built from more processed materials
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(many of which hearken back to the gesture of the

work’s opening moments). This ‘processed vs. natural’

dichotomy may therefore be more appropriate than our
previous ‘timbral vs. textural’ as a material link with the
formal ‘block vs. flow” dichotomy.

A more significant aspect of Kosk’s approach to
form, however, is his regular use of strategies of
rupture and fragmentation. Both approaches to form
described above imply a guiding of the listener through
the temporal unfurling of the piece; Kosk regularly
disrupts this process, fracturing his formal processes
and reassembling them, leaving the listener with a
vision of form through a cracked mirror. One senses
an intention to engage the listener’s interest, through a
delicate balance of clarity and disruption: the form must
still be sensed in order for the listener to make sense
of the work, but by obscuring this form, the listener is

caught off guard, taken by surprise, and kept guessing,
curious enough to want to unravel the formal riddle
posed by the composer. One also senses here, perhaps,
an expression of the composer’s more playful, slightly
dadaistic side, while Gottstein (2009) likens this aspect
of Kosk’s formal approach to cubist painting, which
seems a particularly apt comparison.

Perhaps the clearest expression of Kosk’s refusal
to allow formal clarity to remain unmolested is his
general mistrust of endings. There is a noticeable lack
of cadences in Kosk’s oeuvre; many of his works, rather
than coming to an end, simply stop, with no grand
unifying or concluding statement, offering little insight
into the formal or semantic mechanisms of the work at a
point where most composers speak with their strongest
rhetorical clarity. This applies not only to the closing
moments of his works, but extends forward, with the



entire final act of many of his pieces slowly unraveling,
denying any sense of the conclusion, catharsis, or feeling
of arrival that might be anticipated based on statements
made early in the work. Consider once again Distrak-
sillalla, whose bold, clear opening implies a formal clarity
that is increasingly confounded as the work progresses;
this phrase is at first reiterated in a coherent manner
at formally relevant points, then slowly deconstructed,
and finally largely ignored through the second half of
the work, which unwinds in layers of texture that deny
the listener any sense of rhetorical closure.

Itis worth noting, then, that while on the surface Kosk
shares many of the typical concerns of musique concréte,
many of the most characteristic qualities of his work are
somewhat antithetical to the primary principles of the
genre, which, at the levels of both form and material,
is generally predicated on the establishment of clear
and communicable sonic syntax and structure, both of
which Kosk seems to regularly take great pleasure in
either gleefully distorting or refusing altogether. Further,
where we above described Kosk’s use of materials as
organic, his fractured approach to form is anything
but; and it is here, finally, that we find the key to Kosk’s
work. This organic quality of his materials engage
the listener on an intuitively aesthetic level, drawn in
by their warmth and their familiarity, while his hall-
of-mirrors approach to form denies or refutes this
familiarity. This provides his works with a powerful
tension that is perhaps the most significant trademark
of this composer.

Kosk’s intertextual referents

Impressively, however, Kosk finds yet another, further
level at which to disrupt the formal aspects of his work.
Kosk reuses material across several — possibly even
many, or most — of his works. This ranges from a general
fondness for the types of material described above, to
the reuse of a given recording in multiple works, all
the way to the repeated appearance of fully developed
themes and motifs in a number of his works, ranging
from fleeting moments to full-bodied statements. While
this is at times explicit — for example in his trilogy of
works based on recordings of ice and angklung, or in

the pairing of Distractions pour I’éternité and Distrak-sillalla,
the latter returning to the material of the former and
proposing a commentary on that earlier work — it is not
always so openly justified by established relationships
between the works in question. The clearest example is
the appearance of materials and motifs from Distractions
in nearly every piece Kosk has composed since,
obviously including Distrak-sillalla, but also Plastique
sans titre, Etude P.S. pour P.S., and the La Boite/Angklung
and Ice/Das Kdstchen und Tripitaka trilogy. Even in Nebula
Prospekt, ostensibly built solely using FM synthesis, one
catches tiny glimpses of this same material, too brief
to be certain whether these are actual quotations, or
simply new material that seems to reference that same
sound world.

Thus described, this phenomenon may not seem
particularly remarkable; however, when listening to
the works, and over the course of his oeuvre, it builds to
an impact that is both powerful and unique. It is hard to
say just what, exactly, these cross-references represent:
are they windows from one work into another work?
Or are they simply quotations — and if so, do they all
point to the same originating source (presumably in
Distractions), or is this a nested series of quotes, that one
must climb down and through to get back to this ground
floor in Distractions? Are Kosk’s works all one giant series,
exploring the same set of themes? Or has he created a
closed universe, peopled by the same cast of characters,
acting out a different play each time, but caught within
the confines of the same closed world? Is he spinning
us an ever more sophisticated intertextual web? Or is
he instead simply composing the same piece over and
over, each time through a different prism, or perhaps in
an endless search for some unattainable Platonic ideal
of the perfect Kosk?

More concretely, this criss-crossing network of shared,
half-remembered themes and motifs has the effect of
extending Kosk’s formal disruptions beyond even the
confines of a single work, to obscure the very limits
between one work and the next. Each work is entirely
distinct and unique, but these thematic echoes and brief
windows between works represent, perhaps, the crowning
instance of the composer’s sonic cubism, extending his
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formal fragmentation from its employment in individual
works, out across his entire corpus.

These achievements mark Kosk as a composer who
is at once intellectually fearless and achingly poetic,
and grant his works an enigmatic quality that perhaps
does more to maintain his outsider status than any of
the considerations described earlier in this article. But,
once again, one has the distinct impression he wouldn’t
have it any other way. ®
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