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I don’t think that the actual sound, the change in air pressure, is the only thing we can
call music. Music can also be visual and based on other things, physical things.
– Mika Vainio1

Musical background, background as a musician
Mika Vainio (b. 1963 Helsinki, Finland – d. 2017 Trouville-sur-Mer, France) was a composer,
performer and DJ who achieved world renown in the field of experimental electronic music.
Among his many professional accomplishments, he also carved out a notable career as a
sound artist. From 1996 onwards he created more than 15 sound installations, most of them
commissioned by biennials, museums and galleries in continental Europe. Many of his works
were composed in collaboration with other artists, such as the band Pan Sonic’s Ilpo Väisänen
and the Berlin-based artist, composer and label owner Carsten Nicolai. Vainio won admiration
as the creator of highly distinctive soundscapes combining synthesizer music and carefully
curated noise, achieving a recognisable minimalistic sound both in his recordings and live
gigs. He left audiences spellbound by playing at frequencies that invoked a powerful, visceral
experience. ‘The world is full of electronic music, but Mika Vainio’s signature style is easy to
distinguish from all the rest who play with clicks, buzzes, silences, and low frequencies’, said
Vainio’s friend, photographer Antti Viitala.2 The titles he came up with, such as Onko (Is It?),
Ilmanvaihto (Air-conditioning unit) and Hän Oli Ääni Joskus (He Was a Sound Sometimes), are
laconically declarative, and he had a unique gift for using sound to evoke visual worlds and
very specific moods.
Vainio worked in the analogue tradition, combining conceptualism with a hand-crafted
approach. He is known for music that weaves together recorded and ‘found’ audio material,
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Michelle White. ‘Sähkö 20 Years Anniversary Special Interview with Mika Vainio & Tommi
Grönlund’, cargocollective.com, 2014, https://cargocollective.com/mosaictheory/Sahko-20-YearsAnniversary-Special-Interview-with-Mika-Vainio-Tommi (accessed 15 May 2020).
Antti Viitala quoted in Vainio’s obituary by Tuomas Karemo. A Quiet Life, Programme
‘Kulttuuricocktail’, Yle 16 December 2017, https://yle.fi/aihe/artikkeli/2017/12/18/mika-vainio-aquiet-life (accessed 15 May 2020).
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Mika Vainio performs at the opening of ‘Cities on the Move 7’, Museum of Contemporary Art
Kiasma, Helsinki, 1999
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

synthesizers, drum machines, custom-built musical instruments and, in live concerts, playing
a combination of improvised sounds. Vainio never made computer music in the strict sense,
although he did occasionally use a digital mixer and other electronic tools alongside analogue
technologies. The titles of his compositions and sound installations refer to real places,
dictionary definitions, and exact parameters from the world of physics. When linked to his
music, they are highly effective in evoking particular moods or states of mind, dredging up
buried memory traces of specific audio events or situations.
Vainio was well versed on many genres of art, from poetry and literature to film and
dance. He was also a food-lover with a refined palate and extensive culinary knowledge. He
and Ilpo Väisänen achieved global fame as the music duo Pan Sonic.3 The pair met and became
friends at illegal raves in Turku in 1989, and together they toured the world extensively until
2007. Väisänen recalls their decade-long collaboration:
Our co-existence in Pan Sonic was based on our silently shared passions – both for our
music and other arts. Mika would grunt, sigh, and mutter expletives in his own quiet way
when his instrument failed to produce the exact sound he was looking for. Our shared
passion was sound-hunting. We didn’t have any grand manifesto – it would have felt too
‘political’. We just wanted to make music and share our musical universe with others.4
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Pan Sonic originally performed under the name Panasonic from 1993 to 1998. The band initially
had a third member, Sami Salo.
Ilpo Väisänen quoted in Vainio’s obituary by Tuomas Karemo. A Quiet Life, ‘Kulttuuricocktail’, Yle 16
December 2017, https://yle.fi/aihe/artikkeli/2017/12/18/mika-vainio-a-quiet-life (accessed 15 May
2020).
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The duo never officially disbanded: their collaboration simply petered out. The mind
boggles simply to eye the vast breadth of Pan Sonic’s eclectic song lists, their busy calendar of
events, and the numerous creative collaborations and co-productions in which they took part.
Pan Sonic received the Finnish State Prize for Music in 2004. In 2016, the duo also won a Jussi
Award (the premier Finnish film award) for composing the soundtrack of Return of the Atom,
a film by Mika Taanila and Jussi Eerola.
Vainio was a self-taught, electroacoustic, analogue musician who was uncompromising
in his creative vision and who systematically amassed a vast knowledge of different music
genres. In his own words, Vainio liked to listen to all kinds of music unlike his own, from the
early Romanticism of Franz Schubert to the Japanese experimental guitarist Keiji Haino and
African pygmy singing. In his solo career, he recorded under his own name and also under
pseudonyms such as Ø and Philus. The titles of his albums varied from precise scientific
definitions to cosmic existential concepts, such as Kvantti (Quantum), Metri (Metre), Olento
(Being), and Konstellaatio (Constellation). In the mid-1990s, he recorded under pseudonyms
such as Tekonivel, Kentolevi and KOSMOS (with Jimi Tenor), and he released music on various
labels across genres from techno to experimental music. During the peak of his solo career,
his work progressively evolved from uncompromising analogue minimalism towards a broader
spectrum of soundscapes. He started out playing experimental electronic and noise music
in a band called Gagarin Kombinaatti, after which he played in various bands and line-ups,
including Corporate 09, Sin Ø and Vainio / Väisänen / Vega. He collaborated with many worldfamous artists, including the Icelandic star Björk, Alan Vega of Suicide, and the composer and
artist Charlemagne Palestine.
An influential figure during Vainio’s formative years in Turku in the 1990s was his friend
Tommi Grönlund, with whom he founded the Sähkö Recordings label in 1993. Grönlund
released Vainio’s music and continues to handle its distribution and promotion even today.
One of Grönlund’s most important roles was linking Vainio to the world of contemporary
art. Another influential figure and member of the same circle of friends from Turku was Jari
Lehtinen, who constructed synthesizers for Vainio and Pan Sonic, as well as the oscilloscope
they used as a rear projector for live gigs.5 One of Vainio’s first studios was housed in a
detached sauna building in the childhood home of curator Mika Hannula. The documentary
Sähkö The Movie (1995), directed by Jimi Tenor, tells the story of the musicians and friends
who congregated around Sähkö Recordings, documenting their bohemian life in Turku,
Helsinki and New York in 1995. From 1997 onwards Vainio resided abroad, first in London,
then in Barcelona and Berlin, and finally, during his last years, in Oslo.

Vainio and the 1990s Nordic art boom
Vainio’s electronic music and his special relationship with experimental sound art was part
of a generational experience that made its mark on a rising generation of art curators who
were intrigued by 1990s interdisciplinarianism. For them, clubs, rave culture, street fashion,
design and architecture represented a natural extension of contemporary art. Like-minded
creatives would gather at concerts and other events coinciding with exhibition openings. In
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‘We have this synthesizer, this one big box that has twelve oscillators on it; you can connect them
to each other and modulate them together. We have this other thing, this small synthesizer which
is built into an old typewriter -- we call it ‘typewriter’. We have several drum modules to make
rhythmic sounds which we are using with an 808. He [their friend Jari Lehtinen] made us this
oscilloscope that we use as a rear projector. He’s building us this large synthesizer that will have
eight oscillators and a cross connection board, like the early ‘70s, late ‘60s synthesizers.’ Mika
Vainio quoted in Simon Rust Lamb. ‘Panasonic – Dinner with Mr. Ed’, Fix Magazine, 1997, http://
www.phinnweb.org/scrapbook/panasonic_biophilia.html (accessed 20 April 2020). Mika Vainio
later revealed that he and Väisänen shared the instruments made by Lehtinen. In the end, only one
synthesizer could withstand being transported to Pan Sonic’s gigs. Vainio in a video interviewed
by Mika Hannula and Rikard Lassenius in Berlin in 2009. Filmed and interviewed by Mika Hannula,
Rikard Lassenius and Richard Lange.
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Mika Vainio’s hand-written technical description of 4 x Radio (1997), undated. The work was
presented at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, 3 June – 15 July, 1997.
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Kati Kivinen

certain respects Vainio was a ‘curators’ artist’ – a name to be dropped. To this day, the mere
mention of his name continues to stir lively discussion everywhere, from Berlin and Lisbon to
Singapore. The numerous curators with whom he collaborated included Hans Ulrich Obrist,
Barbara Vanderlinden, Cristina Ricupero and Ute Meta Bauer, all of whom shared a common
interest in expressing their experience of the zeitgeist through sound art, especially of the
experimental variety.
Vainio’s ascent from electronic musician to international contemporary artist coincided
with his move to London in 1997. It was the year Pan Sonic released their second album
Kulma and the duo appeared on the cover of The Wire. The Swiss curator Hans Ulrich Obrist
was then curating ‘Migrateurs’, a series of shows in Paris for which he invited input from
young artists from all over the world. Obrist recalls:
When I worked with him on his 1997 exhibition ‘Migrateurs’ at the Musée d’Art Moderne
de la Ville de Paris, he brought dead radios back to life, aligning them on specific
frequencies. I remember him telling me that all sound is about emotions.6
Vainio’s show was the 21st in the series, and it was installed alongside a work
permanently on display, a painting by Raoul Dufy portraying the birth of electricity (The
Electricity Fairy, 1937). Vainio’s installation 4 x Radio (1997) consisted of four vintage tube
6

Hans Ulrich Obrist, Instagram post @hansulrichobrist, 13 April 2017.
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radios found at flea markets, three of them rigged in such a way that the tuning knobs were
mechanically readjusted at certain intervals. I remember visiting the exhibition in the summer
of 1997 on my way home from dOCUMENTA X, where Vainio appeared in the opening
performance of ¥ project together with Carsten Nicolai. My experience of the installation
was ‘disturbed’ somewhat by the noise of a power drill emanating from the room next
door, where a new exhibit was being installed. In my ears, the whirring of the drill blended
with the buzzing and tuning static of Vainio’s radios. Together with Dufy’s painting and the
accidental noise next door, the installation created a powerfully evocative experience –
a sonic environment alerting all the senses to the presence of electricity.
Hans Ulrich Obrist recalls the piece: ‘He was a magician! His radios produced such an
extreme vibration that the museum’s conservators feared it might damage the 19th- and 20thcentury masterpieces.’7 Obrist continued collaborating with Vainio in 1998, inviting him to take
part in the ‘Nuit Blanche – Scenes Nordiques: les années 90’ exhibition in Paris, co-curated
with Laurence Bossé. The exhibition showcased a selection of Nordic art from the 1990s.
Finnish sound art was represented by Vainio along with Grönlund & Nisunen, and a video of
Mieskuoro Huutajat (Screaming Men’s Choir) performing in the middle of a swamp. Other
featured Finnish works included a video installation by Eija-Liisa Ahtila (Today, 1996) and
photographs of northern men by Esko Männikkö. The exhibition was like a visual summation
of the Nordic art boom of the 1990s.

Shared journey, chiasmatic gigs
Had he been a visual artist, we would be seeing his retrospectives everywhere, but he
represented the true avant-garde of experimental noise music, and there is no museum
dedicated to that genre.8
– Hans Ulrich Obrist, 2017
‘50 Hz’ is a memorial retrospective
dedicated to Mika Vainio. It is the
first Kiasma exhibition to feature him
exclusively as a sound artist, but it is
far from Vainio’s first appearance at
Kiasma. He and our museum enjoyed
a long shared history through Vainio’s
involvement in various experimental
sound art exhibitions and events in
1994, 1998, 2002 and 2013. His first
appearance dates back to when the
Museum of Contemporary Art was
still located in the Ateneum building,
when the current Kiasma building was
yet to be designed. The previous year,
in 1993, Tommi Grönlund and Vainio
had just started up their Turku-based
Sähkö Recordings label specialising
in minimalistic electronic music. Back
then the Museum of Contemporary
Art hosted small-scale experimental

Building ‘Ambient City’ for
ISEA’94, Studio N, Museum of
Contemporary Art, Helsinki,
1994
Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Antti Kuivalainen
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Hans Ulrich Obrist interviewed by Aino Frilander. ‘“Suomeen pitäisi perustaa Mika Vainio -museo”,
sanoo koko taidemaailman vaikutusvaltaisin mies.’ (Finland should erect a museum in honour of
Mika Vainio, states leading artworld influencer), Helsingin Sanomat, 7 October 2017.
Obrist interviewed by Aino Frilander, Helsingin Sanomat, 7 October 2017.
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Pan Sonic Plays Kurenniemi, performed by Erkki
Kurenniemi, Ilpo Väisänen, Mika Vainio and Carl
Michael von Hausswolff, Avanto Festival, Kiasma
Theatre, 2002
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Yehia Eweis

exhibitions in the Ateneum’s Studio N gallery, and
the experimentalism of those early projects partly
anticipated the museum’s subsequent exhibition
policy.
‘Ambient City’ was an exhibition and
temporary radio station aired on frequency
96.8MHz that was curated by media art specialist
Asko Mäkelä. The station played nonstop ambient
music for several three-week periods in 1994.9
The visual component included a minimalist floor
sculpture by Ambient City group (Iiro Auterinen,
Elukka Eskelinen, Tommi Grönlund, Matti Knaapi,
Petteri Nisunen), consisting of a steel box that
contained transmission technology and two
speakers for listening to broadcasts, as well a
radio transmitter attached to the window of
Studio N and a square-shaped light sculpture by
Ambient City group which projected ‘Ambient
City’s glowing presence onto Helsinki’s Railway
Square at a brightness of 33 kilowatts. The radio
station played ambient music around the clock
without any announcements or advertisements.
The programme consisted of two-hour recordings
transmitted by computer software. Vainio made
an untitled piece for the programme under his Ø alias as part of ‘Ambient City’, and Sähkö
Recordings posthumously released that recording in 2019 as part of a series of Vainio’s
unpublished works, titled ARC 1.
Vainio’s first live gig at Kiasma was his legendary appearance at ‘Cities on the Move 7’
(1999), an exhibition about Asian contemporary art and urban transformation curated by
Obrist and Hou Hanru, who entrusted the exhibition architecture to Shigeru Ban, a young
Japanese architect who was inspired by the Finnish master architect Alvar Aalto. Vainio, having
worked with Obrist in Paris the previous year and earlier at ‘Manifesta 1’ in Rotterdam, was an
obvious choice as the opening performer. Vainio played a small-scale gig on 5 November 1999,
on top of a giant cardboard cylinder designed by Ban to serve as a performance stage. Many
of my colleagues at Kiasma can still recall the intense frequency of Vainio’s mesmerising wall
of sound, which did a sterling job of driving away most of the guests in attendance.
Vainio’s next performance at Kiasma was at the Avanto Festival on 21 November
2002. For the opening of the festival Mika Taanila and Tiina Erkintalo put together a special
9

‘Ambient City’ was transmitted as Radio City’s AF broadcast and on cable at 101.5 MHz. The
musical programme was compiled by Tommi Grönlund, the original radio station concept was
devised by Iiro Auterinen, the project was coordinated by Jarmo Elukka Eskelinen and the technical
programming was by Matti Knaapi. The radio station coincided with Helsinki hosting the ‘ISEA’94:
Fifth International Symposium on Electronic Art’.
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Mika Vainio rehearsing for
‘Sounds like Kurenniemi’
concert at Pneuma mini
festival, Kiasma Theatre,
Helsinki, 2013

Photo: Finnish National Gallery /
Petri Virtanen

event titled ‘Hommage à Kurenniemi’, featuring Taanila’s film
Tulevaisuus ei ole entisensä (The Future Is Not What It Used
To Be, 2002), along with a reconstruction of the interactive
performance DEAL (1971), staged by Ilona Jäntti, Topi Tateishi
and Mikko Ojanen, as well as a gig by Pan Sonic, featuring
Mika Vainio and Ilpo Väisänen performing on the Kiasma
Theatre stage together with the Swedish composer and artist
Carl Michael von Hausswolff and Erkki Kurenniemi. All four
played iconic instruments designed by Kurenniemi. The latter
and Väisänen played the Electric Quartet (1968), Mika Vainio
the DIMI-A (1970) and Hausswolff the Andromatic (1968). The
theatre was packed with fans of experimental music and film,
and the mood was literally electric. As the grand finale, all
four played Kurenniemi’s iconic Sexophone (or DIMI-S, 1972),
an instrument that produces sound when the musicians form
a circle and touch each other’s bare skin.
Vainio’s last performance at Kiasma was the ‘Sounds
like Kurenniemi’ concert at Kiasma Theatre on 23 November
2013. The concert formed part of the Pneuma mini-festival
and was linked to two exhibitions at the museum: Mika
Taanila’s ‘Time Machines’ and Erkki Kurenniemi’s ‘Towards
2048’. The concert featured a commissioned composition by
Vainio played on Kurenniemi’s DIMI-A synthesizer (1970). The
other performers were members of the DIMIS Re-connected
band, which was formed in 2012: Tarek Atoui, Kai Lassfolk,
Jari Suominen and Mikko Ojanen. The concert was like a
nostalgic return to the Avanto festival, bringing together
a large group of artists, academics and fans of experimental sound art spanning many
generations. In conjunction with the ‘50 Hz’ exhibition, the Kiasma Theatre will stage a reprise
performance of Speechless Voices (2018), a dance piece by the Belgian choreographer Cindy
Van Acker (Compagnie Greffe), for which Vainio composed the music. The piece pays homage
to Vainio and his long-standing collaboration with Van Acker.

50 Hz – background to the Kiasma exhibition
My favourite frequency is 50 Hz – the frequency of the electric grid, ground noise.
– Mika Vainio, Factmag, 201310
The idea for the ‘50 Hz’ exhibition project originally took off in February 2017, when
the Brussels-based LAb[au] collective (Manuel Abendroth, Jérôme Decock and Els Vermang)
expressed their wish to donate Vainio’s sound installation 2 x 540 kHz (2009) to our museum.
The piece was originally created in 2009 for LAb[au]’s MediaRuimte gallery in Brussels.
Vermang approached us by email in February 2017, sharing her admiration of Vainio’s work
as an electronic musician and member of Pan Sonic, and expressing her wish ‘to share the
installation as a gift to future generations’. Carsten Nicolai had suggested that LAb[au] should
approach Tommi Grönlund, who in turn put Vermang in touch with me. In her letter, Vermang
described the installation as follows: ‘The artwork 2 x 540 kHz consisted of two looping
compositions, which are sent through radio transmitters and played by several vintage tube
radios. The soundscape is constituted by a temporal shift and spatial distribution of both

10

Ruaridh Law. ‘Playful brutality: Revisit our 2013 conversation with electronic music icon Mika
Vainio’, Factmag, 2017, https://www.factmag.com/2017/04/15/mika-vainio-interview/ (accessed
29 April 2020).
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compositions.’ In conjunction with the work’s debut in Brussels, Olaf Bender, a musician
and producer of minimalist electronic music representing the Raster-Noton label, published
the book Mika Vainio: Time Examined (2009), which looked at Vainio’s installations and his
collaborations with other artists. The book laid the groundwork for the in-depth research that
went into preparing for the ‘50 Hz’ exhibition.11
Vermang’s description piqued my fascination and reminded me of my experience
at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris all those years ago. I asked our collection
curator to look into the matter and to contact the artist and requested audio samples of
the piece. Curator Saara Hacklin corresponded with Vermang regarding the work and the
terms of the donation. She also approached Vainio, but no response ever arrived from him.
Not long after, we received the tragic news of his death. At the end of her letter, Vermang
emphasised Vainio’s under-recognised role as a pioneering artist working across many genres:
‘His wanderings throughout music, installation, performance and video are less known.’ After
Kiasma officially accepted the donation, the installation – complete with its original pedestals
– was shipped from Brussels to Helsinki.
Around this time, Kati Kivinen took over as Chief Curator in charge of collections
and together we began planning this exhibition. Kivinen decided to focus exclusively on
installations featured in exhibitions of contemporary art. Another important impetus came
from our meeting with Tommi Grönlund, who showed us photographs of Vainio’s studio in
Oslo, which, along with the artist’s surviving archives, now belong to Vainio’s partner, Rikke
Lundgreen. We became acquainted with Lundgreen and decided that she and Kivinen would
co-curate the ‘50 Hz’ exhibition. The project gave Lundgreen an immediate impetus to begin
sifting through Vainio’s surviving works, archives, documents and correspondence related
to the works in the exhibition. Grönlund came up with the idea of a ‘listening room’ offering
perfect conditions for visitors to enjoy a curated selection of Vainio’s tracks recorded for the
Sähkö Recordings label. It took a vast amount of work, research and correspondence with
the curators who worked with Vainio for Kiasma to gain access to all the installations in the
exhibition. We are very pleased and proud to have this opportunity to present both authentic
and reconstructed versions of Vainio’s installations based on his original notes and sketches,
along with authentic audio material.
Vainio’s 2 x 540 kHz installation represents the legacy of experimental sound art,
connecting Vainio with other pioneers of the same genre in Kiasma’s collections such as Brian
Eno, Vladislav Delay, Grönlund & Nisunen, Florian Hecker, Erkki Kurenniemi, Christian Marclay,
Pearla Pigao, Pink Twins and Jani Ruscica. Vainio additionally composed soundtracks for audiovisual works by other artists, and in this capacity, he was already represented in the Kiasma
collection by films such as Mika Taanila’s A Physical Ring (2002) and The Most Electrified Town in
Finland (2012). Taanila wrote an article in the exhibition catalogue describing what it was like to
work with Vainio, looking at his sound art through the lens of his own films and works by other
artists. In describing the process of producing a soundtrack, Taanila paints a vivid verbal portrait
of an eccentrically meticulous and intuitive artist wholeheartedly dedicated to analogue music,
who saved his compositions on CD-R and delivered them – the old-fashioned way – by snail mail.
Vainio once pointed out that his music was wrongly described as ‘emotionless’. He
corrected this misconception by comparing it to a monochromatic painting:
However, this absence of emotions can be a very strong feeling. It’s like with monochrome
paintings. For example, when people for the first time saw paintings by Malevich, they
say there is ‘nothing’ to see in them but in the end what you see happens through the
concentration on one colour.12

11
12

The book contains three brief articles by Daniel Klemm, Carl Michael von Hausswolff and Daniela
Cascella and a CD anthology of 11 installation and film soundtracks and a recording of ‘Mikro
Makro’, a gig performed by Ø (Vainio) and Noto (Carsten Nicolai) in 1997.
Mika Vainio in conversation with Ute Meta Bauer in 2001. Ute Meta Bauer. ‘Sondear. Sounding out
Sounds: Dialogue between Mika Vainio and Ute Meta Bauer’, in Ute Meta Bauer (ed.), Architectures
of Discourse: Case 1. Barcelona: Fundació Antoni Tàpies, 3/10–8/10, 2001.
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Mika Taanila, The Most Electrified Town in Finland, 2012, three-channel video installation
with music by Pan Sonic
Finnish National Gallery / Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

Focusing on one colour was like focusing on a particular sound, which can elicit an
amplified emotional reaction. We chose to name this exhibition after Vainio’s favourite
frequency, 50 Hz, which to him represented ground noise and the electric grid.13 It also
expresses how Vainio’s sound installations are often experienced in group exhibitions: as
background noise that only observant visitors are likely to even notice. With this exhibition
we hope to ensure that Vainio is remembered not only as an accomplished live performer, but
also as a leading pioneer of Finnish sound art.
‘Mika Vainio: 50 Hz’, Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma, Helsinki, 20 August 2020 – 10 January 2021

13

American avant-garde composer La Monte Young also referred to the hum of everyday home
electricity in his essay on his sound and light environment Dream House (1969): ’50 Hertz AC […]
will be used as the standard to which all other frequencies are related and tuned since it functions
as the underlying drone of the city and all AC-powered equipment.’ In La Monte Young and Marian
Zazeela (eds.). Selected Writings. ubuclassics, (1969) 2004, 12.

