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Kias Torstensson studied music theory and compositon from 1969 10 1975 at
FolKliga Musikskolan I
11973 he moved tothe Netherlands, where or four years he composed elec
tronic music at the Institute for Sonology in Utrecht. In 1974 he took up resi-
dence in Amst sko En
ble,
Torstensson has retained his Swedish nationality but in practice, certainly
in musical practice, he is a Dutchman, although this does not mean that his
‘music has a ypically Dutch flavor. In as far as his complex music i related to
atradition, however, it is closer to that of Xenakis and Varése than to contem.
porary Dutch music in which composers, regardless of their style, generally
opt for a certain economy of means. Torstensson also works with other con-
temporary music ensembles. For example, he has composed for Orkest de
Volharding (Jdrm) and the Hoketus ensemble (Spdra). During the 1986 Hol-
land Festival Torstenssoris grand ‘intermedia’ project Barsiend IJs [Breaking
ice] was staged. His next project in particular, the Licks « Brains trilogy, drew
international attention. He was awarded the Matthifs Vermeulen Prize in 199t
for his large-scale orchestral piece Stick on Stick (1990). The work, which had
notyet been performed at the time of the award, was premiered in 1993. Earli-
er that year, his Urban Songs for soprano, computers and ensemble, a work in

AM,
and Ensemble InterContemporain. Most of Torstenssoris compositions have
been published by Donemus, which has also issued LP and CD recordings
several of his works.

Torstensson thinks of composing as designing ‘listening scenarios'. Re-
gardless of the complexity of the work, his main concern is always what the
finished product will sound like. It is because of this that he always strives to
work with musicians, not only while the piece is being composed, but after-
wards as well. Little s left to chance in his meticulously planned scores.

Torstensson strives to create multilayered, labyrinthine textures: ensem-
bles sphl into subensembles, which then interact with each other The listen

. 50 to speak, 1
stance to thought,but disetin,he explains.
“The stating poiat in his musicis ften of nearly elementary simplicit 35




is the goal. How may a chord b reached from a sngle tone,velcity from
sluggishr unison from polyphon

However it is the intcrvening motion, the different musical strategies and
the - possibly unsuccessful - attempt at rapprochement that form the essence
of his music. The image of an obstacle course is certainly applicable to
Torstenssor's work. The music mpealcdly returns 1 is starting point, ofen
given pening ly ina diff A

P old

chance, and new ingredicnts are gradually added. Thus the overall form. ukes
on the semblance of a serics of variations which, however, involve continual
development, exploration, and extensions of the material.

From Torstenssoris propensity for describing musical situations and
processes in terms of such metaphors as ‘tone clouds’ ‘evaporation' and gran-
ular structures’ (metaphors that also turn up in many of the tiles he gives his
pleczs) the supposition arises that he tends to approach musical materal as
his background
452 composer of electronic music, but also with the geeat emphasis he places
on the physical aspects of sound, a typical charateristi of his music. It is

, among other ger andas
Yet unexplored acoustic resources of musical instruments. Sol, for bass saxo-




phone, probes in its first pages into the sounds the instrument can make
‘when played without the mouthpiece. Koordz, for two pianos, has a middle
movement in which the instruments are prepared in various manners. In his
orchestral piece Stick on Stick Torstensson employs iron pipes and metal
plztes. a5 wllas the conventionl pecussion insrumens,and he metcu.

“The bodilyacivityofthe performtr also physa large role. The physical ex-
rtions f playing i the prevously mentoned oo are furthes accentuated by

and sighs fan take on, sid fom icali 1.».,1 Lu.,,
tation, an autonomous musical significance. The performer makes various
attempts to move from one musical ‘situationf to another and employs what-
cver tactics needed to reach this goal. Seen in this light, the musiciaris strug-
gl: to pmduoe the notes is merely a component of the abstrct, composed
the notes, or,

ansmnssm(s music is decidedly aperiodic, for rhythm is also subjected to
constant tension. Even synchronous playing, often a priori in other music, be-
comes part of the discourse. It requires constant exertion. Torstensson gives
shape to the ‘out-of synch playing coupled to that effort by spreading the suc-
cession of asynchronous notes through the ensemble in such a way as to give

i ) ;

ployed, but then a5 a musical equivalent of stasis, of the contentless quality
that surfaces when all energy has been consumed. Exemplary of this is a pas-
sage in Stick on Stick in which nearly the entire orchestra gets stuck in repeti-
tive,thythmic hand clapping.

conveyor. At crucial morment,pitc s ofgea importance, but oy s an e
ment of color, for example when (quasi) diatonic sounds in open spacing are
placed in an atonal and dissonant environment. When Torstensson employs
such contrasting material, he often consciously selects sounds calculated o
evoke particular images. In Barsiend IJs,for example, references are made toa
kind of music - Indonesian ketjak ~ that epitomizes a ropical atmosphere. Only

L the t, with undisgui Lebanese d
‘music, which are dissected into phonemes and fragments and interwoven like:
trace elements into an amalgamation of instrumental, electronic and vocal di
‘mensions that blend and contrast with each other.

The Last Diary (1994). writen for the Asko and Schénberg ensembles, clos-
‘es with an exceptionally prolonged (by Torstensson's standards), gradually co
agulating rallentando. In part through the declaimed solo part, this section




makes a strong dramatic impact. The increasingly fragmented texts are taken
from the recovered diary of the Swedish Arctic explorer Salomon August An-
drée, who perished on the polar ice in an ill-fated balloon expedition in 1807.
The same material served as a basis for his opera Expeditionen, the composi-
tion of which had occupied Torstensson since 1994. Plans for a staged perfor-
‘mance fell through, and the work was finally premiered in concert form dur-
ing the 1999 Holland Festival. In spite of this setback, things have gone well
for Torstensson: his music has found its way to many venues and festivals in a
variety of countries all over the world, making him one of the most successful
and cosmopolitan composers of the Netherlands.
FRITS VAN DER WA
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