
63

In Other Words:  
How Stockhausen Stopped Writing Theory 
(and Resumed Ten Years Later)

You Nakai

– 1 –

Sometime around the beginning of the 1960s, Karlheinz Stockhausen stopped 
writing and publishing theoretical texts which explained the technical procedures 
and conceptual concerns of his compositions. Throughout the previous decade, 
the composer had diligently produced these writings alongside his music. He 
would return to them only in 1971, with the composition of MANTRA. In the in-
tervening decade, we are left with short programme notes, liner notes for records, 
radio broadcasts, miscellaneous letters and interviews – an array of fragmentary 
statements, which may seem isomorphic to the stylistic diversity of the composi-
tions of the same period, extending from live-electronics through tape composi-
tions to the so-called “process-planning” works. 

This absence of theoretical writings, precisely during the years in which, 
the composer claimed, “unbelievably essential things have actually taken place” 
(Stockhausen 1967, p. 137), has not passed unnoticed. Alcedo Coenen reports how 
the third collection of TEXTE, published in 1971, “caused problems to some writ-
ers who expected a consistent theory” (Coenen 1994, p. 200). Jonathan Harvey, 
summarizing a general observation, remarked in 1975: “there are no more theoret-
ical, scientific articles in die Reihe; Stockhausen’s utterances become increasingly 
‘artistic’ in tone” (Harvey 1975, p. 81). Around the composer’s reticence, musi-
cologists have displayed their eloquence. For more than forty years, a large flow 
of scholarship, filling the void created by the author, has accounted for what the 
latter did not, and in so doing, has attempted in each case to form an authoritative 
narrative. Consequently, the various narratives split, clash with one another, and 
proliferate. 

What remains nevertheless unanswered is why the previously eloquent com-
poser decided at one point to hold his tongue. Stockhausen himself provided the 
following account in 1967: 

Recently I have been repeatedly asked how I could explain the fact that between 1950 
and 1960 I published numerous essays concerning issues of composition, and since then, 
none. It is true that since circa 1960, I hardly ever take advantage of occasions to write 
about composition, because I have decided to spend all of my time, if possible, compos-
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ing and performing my music. That is more important, and I believe that everything can 
be mediated through these compositions and performances. (Stockhausen 1967, p. 137)
 

But these words do not explain the hiatus of theoretical language; they merely 
paraphrase the enigma.1 For, if the very lack of such belief had motivated the con-
stant production of texts in the 1950s, what made the composer gain his faith and 
decide that now “everything could be mediated” solely via his music? 

– 2 –

The last major theoretical text written and published before the hiatus in 1961 
was “Erfindung und Entdeckung: Ein Beitrag zur Form-Genese [Invention and 
Discovery: A Contribution to the Genesis of Form]”. Included at the end of the 
first volume of TEXTE, this essay quite appropriately circumscribes the tentative 
ending it marks (for the book, as well as for “consistent theory”), by offering a reca-
pitulation of Stockhausen’s musical developments in the previous decade, viewed 
from the perspective of “Form-Genese”. The lengthy footnote which opens the text 
expands on how this peculiar term in the subtitle was chosen:

Recently I read a book by Raymond Ruyer: La Genèse des Formes Vivantes. In this book 
I found the word “formation”, which means form-emergence [Formenstehung], form-be-
coming [Formwerdung], the process of form-shaping [Formbildung] – in contrast to 
forms that are the result of “formation”. […] The concept of “formation”, in my opinion, 
means something different when the German equivalent “Formation” is used. […] Fi-
nally I chose the word “Form-Genese” over a multitude of other words […]. (Stockhaus-
en 1961, p. 222)2

 

Subsequent reference to the same French philosopher would recur intermittently. 
In 1971, during a conversation with Jonathan Cott, Ruyer is cited as an inspiration 

1 As Jerome Kohl remarked during the discussion following the presentation of this paper at 
the conference on which this book is based, Stockhausen attempted once again to explain the 
withdrawal of theoretical texts in a 1977 interview which begins the fourth volume of TEXTE. 
The reasons he gave were circumstantial: a. the “great deal of polemics” that had occurred in 
reaction to his 1957 article “...wie die Zeit vergeht...” (Stockhausen 1977, p. 13; see also Kohl 
1981, pp. 29f.), and b. the closing down of the journal die Reihe in 1962, and of his musical 
night programmes at WDR radio in 1967. Although these external factors cannot be entirely 
dismissed, they disregard any correlation between Stockhausen’s discourse and his works. 
What will be at issue here is precisely the intrinsic relationship between “the confrontation of 
the musical aesthetic with so many unknown problems” and the hiatus of theoretical language 
– which when “thought together,” not only reveals a shift that occurred before 1962 (the year 
in which the aforementioned criticisms of “...wie die Zeit vergeht...” appeared and die Reihe 
was closed down), but also provides an explanation for the resuscitation of theoretical texts in 
the early 1970s.

2 All translations from TEXTE are mine except where noted.
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for the process-planning works.3 Another five years later, his book is again recom-
mended in a letter to Ekbert Faas as a key text for understanding the composer’s 
own thoughts on form.4 

La Genèse des Formes Vivantes, written in 1958, bases its theoretical scheme 
upon the distinction between morphology and morphogenesis. Contrary to the 
facility of the former, Ruyer argued, the latter endeavour presents fundamental 
difficulties. The study of formational process (i.e. “Form-Genese”), unlike the 
study of already produced forms, cannot be reduced to any predetermined mech-
anism. Thus, physiology, for instance, cannot explain morphogenesis, since the 
sensation of forms escapes the condition of any pre-established law that the sci-
ence of the human body tries to formulate. In other words, physiology only deals 
with phenomena on a macro-scale where statistical laws can be applied to express 
mechanistic causalities.5 The hidden premise for statistics is the pre-apprehension 
of the totality of possibilities, the hundred percent against which all probability is 
measured.6 But it is precisely such preconceived and closed totality of state that the 
generation of new forms must upset. In short, Ruyer refutes the adequacy of both 
statistics and physiology – two primary disciplines Stockhausen had employed un-
til then to articulate his thoughts on the perception of music.7

But how then is it possible to understand “the genesis of living forms”? Ac-
cording to Ruyer, the very act of understanding, or acquiring of knowledge, is 
based on the isomorphic correspondence between two forms: the object of study 
and the theoretical scheme employed. However, “there can be no isomorphism 
between form and formation” (Ruyer 1958, p. 8). Thus, the study of the formation 
of organisms must proceed via an analogous formational process found elsewhere. 
Ruyer discovers just such a process in “artistic invention” (Ruyer 1958, p. 8).

3 “There’s another important book that you should recommend in this context called The Gen-
esis of Living Forms by Raymond Ruyer. He’s written a very wonderful essay on the concept 
of form and formation, in which he talks about how more and more we’re concerned with the 
process of the forming of something. […] It’s the process, and that’s why Ruyer emphasizes so 
much the idea of formation in order to transcend the traditional predominance of form”. Cott 
1974, p. 151.

4 “Also, you should know the book by Raymond Ruyer La genèse des formes vivantes (The Gene-
sis of Living Forms), Flammarion Paris”. Faas 1976, p. 192.

5 See Wiklund 1960, p. 192.
6 For a detailed historical account of how statistics developed as a scientific means to tame 

chance, see Hacking 1990.
7 Stockhausen studied the basics of information theory and its use of statistics under Werner 

Meyer-Eppler at the University of Bonn for two years from 1954. He then applied his learning 
to the composition of pieces such as ZEITMASZE (1955/56) or GRUPPEN (1955–57), catego-
rized as “Statistical Form”. What allows information theory to render all indeterminacy within 
the transmission of information into mathematical formulae and probabilistic description is 
the following premise: information is always something to be selected from a given totality of 
possibilities (Shannon and Weaver 1949). It is, again, this predetermined closed totality that 
Ruyer attacks in his study as foreclosing any insight into the issue of formation.
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In “Erfindung und Entdeckung”, Stockhausen sets out to transform Ruyer’s analo-
gy. First, the parallel processes of “genesis of living forms” and “artistic invention” 
posited by Ruyer are unified as “discovery and invention of form” (Stockhausen 
1961, p. 226). Then, subsumed under this unity, a new analogy is presented be-
tween the two possible ways to generate forms in music – composing and listening:

What happens in the creative act – discovery and invention of form – is repeated in the 
perception of the listener. To invent a specific musical form while listening is to think up 
a form (or forms), to imagine forms, to “give form” to the music that is heard. Although 
such invention of form is inspired and triggered by the music, there cannot be a singular 
form that would be the same for all listeners. (Stockhausen 1961, p. 226) 

As Winrich Hopp observed in detail, this model of “creative listening” [schöpfer-
isch Hören] presents a radical shift from the composer’s earlier view on listening 
(Hopp 1998). Throughout the 1950s, Stockhausen had understood listening via 
“the theory of acoustics and acoustic perception” (Stockhausen 1957, p. 112). The 
ear, in other words, listened according to predetermined mechanisms of the body. 
By foregrounding the issue of formation via Ruyer, Stockhausen emancipates lis-
tening from its physiological constraints, elevating its creative capacity to almost 
the same height as composition. 

An epistemology analogous to Ruyer’s is at the basis of this operation. “The 
creation of form is only complete when it is perceived accurately,” Stockhausen 
writes, explaining further that “‘to perceive accurately’ means, in this case, to lis-
ten carefully and unite all thoughts that occur concurrently with listening into a 
single entity, without missing anything: maximum concentration” (Stockhausen 
1961, p. 226). But this unification is not merely a passive reception of the totality 
handed down from the composer. For:

description (of an individual form) is possible only by comparing forms. […] (and it is in 
this way that we notice in a form what seems to be missing in another: what is missing is 
indeed noticed only through what exists – so it is also there, just not visibly present: it is 
“thought together” [mitgedacht]). (Stockhausen 1961, p. 224) 

The discovery and invention of new forms occur through comparison between the 
form that is perceived and another that is absent in the perceptual present. What 
matters here is comparison, and not the old and the new of what is compared. 
Consequently, even the difference between the generation of new forms and the 
transformation of the old is erased: 

It often happens that a musician studies an existing sound material, compositions of 
others or of his own created in the past, observes extra-musical forms (in nature, in 
other fields of art, in technology, in science) and discovers relationships – that seemed 
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insignificant and unimportant until then – which he generalizes and uses to create new 
musical forms.

Thus, “the vast majority of new forms we owe to the ‘transformational’ creativity, 
which continuously makes new discoveries” (Stockhausen 1961, p. 228). The same 
goes for invention and discovery: “It is certainly difficult to separate invention and 
discovery in composition (and in listening)” (Stockhausen 1961, p. 228). A commit-
ment to morphogenesis via Ruyer in this way subverts the primacy of physiology 
and statistics, drawing instead a radical equation between listening and compos-
ing, discovery and invention, formation and transformation. 

– 4 –

As was customary with Stockhausen, this theoretical transformation had empirical 
roots. In 1958, the year in which Ruyer’s book was first published, Stockhausen 
began the composition of KONTAKTE. The electronic part of this piece was com-
posed using the impulse technique: an impulse generator with variable rate and 
duration provided sequences of impulses which were then filtered in order to pro-
duce sounds. However, the additive-synthesis method of taking single impulses 
recorded on tape and sticking them together at given intervals of time, turned out 
to be too time-consuming. According to Robin Maconie, Stockhausen ingeniously 
solved this issue by a mechanical innovation: 

Stockhausen suddenly discovered that by changing the order of the three heads in a 
tape recorder from the normal order of “erase-record-playback” to the succession “play-
back-erase-record”, it became possible to superimpose layer upon layer of material on a 
single tape loop automatically, modifying the aggregate continuously as required at the 
same time. (Maconie 2005, p. 205)

Maconie goes on to discuss how this invention brought into question the validity 
of total serialism in electronic music. The method of applying determinate control 
upon all parameters of musical composition shares a common premise with sta-
tistics: it needs to count up the totality of parametric possibilities in advance. It is 
well known that the piece in which Stockhausen thought he had fully attained this 
totality for the first time was none other than KONTAKTE: “In the preparatory 
work for my composition KONTAKTE, I found, for the first time, ways to bring 
all properties [i.e., timbre, pitch, intensity, and duration] under a single control” 
(Stockhausen 1962, p. 40). Yet the switching of the tape heads disrupts the very 
notion of this totality at the same moment it is attained. For instead of an a priori 
mechanism preceding the actualization of all sounds, the composer now engages 
in an a posteriori selection of sounds from already actualized sound combinations. 
In other words, the composer here turns into a listener. The employment of the 



68

ear, to differentiate and categorize – to “give form” to – the sounds coming out of 
the tape recorder becomes central to the act of composition.

Maconie’s account, authorized by Stockhausen (who wrote the introduction to 
his book), is however not an accurate description. For the method of switching the 
tape heads was not invented by Stockhausen in 1958 – it was a technique already 
known for at least three years in the WDR electronic studio in Cologne, where 
KONTAKTE was composed: 

The studio engineer, Heinz Schütz, came along with the idea to change the order of the 
tape heads of the tape recorder: play-erase-record (normal: erase-record-play). The tape 
for recording was spliced together to form an endless loop, and at each circulation of the 
loop, new sound would be added to what was already recorded, until the total sound of 
the loop was obtained. (Koenig 2002, p. 240)8

 

The person who recounts this is Gottfried Michael Koenig – Stockhausen’s studio 
assistant during the realization of KONTAKTE, who also happened to be the 
composer who used the same technique of switching tape heads for Klangfiguren 
I, the first electronic piece Koenig composed in 1955. Stockhausen and Maconie 
both leave the contribution of Koenig and Schütz out of their account. The impli-
cations of this exclusion will be briefly touched upon later.

– 5 –

For now, the hypothesis locating the origin of “creative listening” within the com-
positional process of KONTAKTE can be pursued from circumstantial evidence. 
“Moment Form”, which in the words of Michael Kurtz “determined the formal 
structure of most of the works from the sixties” (Kurtz 1994, p. 100), was first 
presented in the article of the same name published in 1960, immediately follow-
ing the completion of KONTAKTE. All musical examples Stockhausen drew to 
describe this novel notion were taken from this singular composition. But de-
spite being defined as “every formal unity which is recognizable by some personal 
and unmistakable characteristic” (Stockhausen 1960, p. 200), the composer’s de-
scription of “Moment” has also puzzled musicologists. Seppo Heikinheimo, for 
instance, has diligently attempted to specify each and every “Moment” in KON-
TAKTE, comparing his results with partial explanations provided by the com-
poser himself (Heikinheimo 1972). He eloquently, if not performatively, proved a 
point: the analytical determination of “Moments” is anything but “unmistakable” 
[unverwechselbar].9

8 I am obliged to Maarten Quanten for providing me this valuable information, as well as access 
to the source.

9 Heikinheimo’s meandering is filled with remarks of bewilderment (“A completely different 
division into moments would certainly occur from the point of view of Gestalt psychology” 
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The source of such perplexity is a simple failure to recognise the following: 
Moment Form is always described from the standpoint of the listener. To repeat, 
a “Moment” is “every formal unity which is recognizable by some personal and 
unmistakable characteristic” (Stockhausen 1972, p. 200; emphasis added). Or to 
take another description: “I give a certain value to what I perceive as a unified 
impression of a certain sound event” (Stockhausen in Cott 1974, p. 102; emphasis 
added). The ambiguity of “Moments” is therefore correlated to the radical au-
tonomy of “creative listening”. A vacillating comment with which Stockhausen 
concluded his descriptive account of one “Moment” from KONTAKTE attests to 
this observation: 

This is not to say that “one” must hear in this way, or that I expect the same observa-
tions. If listening takes place at all, it is not about correct or incorrect listening; each one 
merely listens in his own way. The relativity of the moments corresponds to this personal 
listening. (Stockhausen 1960, p. 196) 

In other words, there is something in the very conception of Moment Form that 
upsets the notion of composition as a predetermined structural regulation of 
sound. The perplexity is actually a symptom of this deeper contradiction between 
the dual creative acts of listening and composition.

– 6 –

Stockhausen’s recapitulation of his compositional forms (or “Form-Genese”) in 
“Erfindung und Entdeckung” has bewildered scholars for decades. In 1963, Hel-
mut Kirchmayer, in his liner notes for the recording of KONTAKTE, puzzled over 
the nine types of formational processes (“Neunerschema” [nine-schemes]) which 
the composer had categorized two years previously: “Stockhausen’s Neunersche-
ma […] is not free from contradictions” (Kirchmayer 1963). Ten years later, in 
1972, Heikinheimo expressed a similar view: “Stockhausen’s formal hierarchy is 
revealed as a system containing inner contradictions” (Heikinheimo 1972, p. 212). 
Another twenty years later, Coenen reiterated the conclusion of his predecessors: 
“The Neunerschema is not without problems” (Coenen 1994, p. 219). The contra-
diction of the Neunerschema is isomorphic to that of “Moments”: where one form 
ends and another begins seems to differ according to who perceives it: 

What can really be interpreted as a problem is the question of where the boundary be-
tween these three types (statistic, group and pointillistic) is from the standpoint of the 

(Heikinheimo 1972, p. 172), hesitation (“We can state that Stockhausen’s own moment defini-
tion seems questionable at this point”; Heikinheimo 1972, p. 199) and irritation (“Our subjec-
tive basis is too great of course to allow us to say anything about how successful our definition 
of moment boundaries has been”; Heikinheimo 1972, p. 206).
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listener. The unavoidable conclusion is that setting this up as a problem tends to throw a 
shadow of doubt over Stockhausen’s morphology. (Heikinheimo 1972, p. 98)

The perplexity is circumscribed by what Jerome Kohl has called the “question of 
form” – an issue he designated as being the most controversial topic in the study 
of Stockhausen’s work (Kohl 1981, p. 13). To recount from our own observation, 
there are at least three different things addressed by the composer’s precarious use 
of the term “form”. The first is form as a compositional technique, as referred to in 
the Neunerschema (e.g., Group Form, Variable Form, Determinate Form). Another 
is its usage to denote the “form-scheme” of a particular composition, in which case 
it is more or less synonymous with “structure”. Lastly, form can also mean “the 
finally crystallized object which is the result of the process of formation” (Ashley, 
Austin and Stockhausen 2011, 1967, p. 45). The difference between them is one of 
categorical levels: the first is shared between several compositions, the second is 
specific to a composition (“compositional matrix”), and the third is perceived in 
each different audible enactment of a composition (“[form] changes the next sec-
ond and is no longer the same. The matrix remains constant” (Ashley, Austin and 
Stockhausen 2011, 1967, p. 45). 

Stockhausen’s idea of form oscillates, in other words, between the percep-
tion of the listener and the conception of the composer. The seemingly equivocal 
taxonomy is therefore again symptomatic of the broader attempt to mitigate the 
dichotomy between listening and composition. More precisely, the difficulty of 
understanding Moment Form is not only isomorphic, but also complementary to 
the contradictions of Neunerschema: if Moment Form integrates what was once ac-
knowledged as irreducible to any predetermined mechanism into a compositional 
form, Neunerschema requires all compositional forms to be described via the mor-
phogenetic model. And if we seem to have been only accounting for forms and not 
formation, this is quite rightly so: out of all the compositional forms in the Neuner-
schema, only Moment Form subscribes to the morphogenetic model; no other form 
does.10 Or to state the same in the reverse direction: any composition, regardless 
of the compositional form employed, can be perceived as a Moment Form. The 
scholar who asks whether a given fragment of music belongs to the “Group Form” 
or “Moment Form” categories thus suffers from a misunderstanding, for she or 
he seek comparison where there is no isomorphism – the two forms belong to a 
different logical category; what is isomorphic is how this categorical contradiction 
is distributed within the Neunerschema and Moment Form.

10 Stockhausen himself later made this distinction clear: “In the explanation he gave to Kirch-
mayer, Stockhausen concludes that the formal types which up to that point had represented 
equal forms (i.e. pointillistic, group, collective and moment), no longer have similar classifica-
tions, but that the first three (pointillistic, group and collective) are types of elements, and the 
moment unit is classified as ‘form’” (Heikinheimo 1972, p. 211).
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– 7 –

But it was Stockhausen himself who pursued this “misunderstanding” before 
everybody else. The diversity of his works in the 1960s sprung as a result of his 
endeavor. In the attempt to coerce Moment Form into a compositional form, the 
composer faces a conundrum more serious than the difficulties admitted by the 
scholar-listeners. For the gap Stockhausen must bridge is internal – the opposition 
is not between the capacities of one listener and another, but between his own ca-
pacities as a listener and as a composer. In the shoes of the former, he could claim 
that a given “Moment” “is not to be viewed merely as the result of the previous 
one and the beginning of the following one, but as something individual, inde-
pendent and centered in itself, which can exist by itself”, and thus, “they always 
have already started, and could go on as they are for an eternity” (Stockhausen 
1960, p. 199). However, the logical conclusion of this formulation is paradoxical: 
any given “Moment” is granted the potential to transcend the established frame of 
the composition it pertains to. It was in this paradox that Stockhausen the listener 
grounded his succinct reply to the complaint that KONTAKTE’s duration of 34 
½ minutes was just too long – in his humble opinion, listeners simply did not have 
to listen to the whole piece: “If one has learned to listen actively and critically, one 
can say, ‘When I do not want to, or can not listen any more, I will not listen any 
more. Listening is an activity: I listen’” (Stockhausen 1960, p. 192). 

But in that case, how does Stockhausen the composer account for the plurality 
of such individual atemporal “Moments”, which is to say, the transition from one 
“Moment” to another, which he must surely engage within the process of compo-
sition? The immediate answer is that he does not, or cannot. Discrepancy remains 
in pieces like MOMENTE, composed shortly after the formulation of Moment 
Form. The split between the listener and the composer is expressed in these pieces 
as the separation between the individual “Moments” and the “form-scheme (form-
plan)” – the latter imposing an exterior (notoriously autobiographical) structure 
upon the former. An early attempt to solve this problem was the infamous “inser-
tion” [Einschub] of one “Moment” into another, which, in the words of Maconie, 
nonetheless seemed “to conflict with the basic principle of the moment-form” (Ma-
conie 2005, p. 173).11 

By the mid-sixties, Stockhausen had developed another methodology to rec-
oncile the paradox of Moment Form, by returning to the conclusion of “Erfindung 
und Entdeckung”: the transformation of musical events. The composer had al-
ready planned, in the early stages of KONTAKTE, to have instrumentalists listen 
and play in reaction to the tape recording, only to abandon the idea after a disas-

11 To be sure, the use of inserts persisted in the subsequent pieces, appearing for instance in 
HYMNEN, as “musical reminiscences”.
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trous rehearsal.12 Soon afterwards, pieces such as PLUS-MINUS or MIKROPHO-
NIE I began to focus on building the continuity of composition via parametric 
modulations of “Moments” – or sound “events” [Ereignisse], to use a synonymous 
term which gradually replaced “Moments” as the decade went on. This method 
was further developed in live-electronic works like MIKROPHONIE II, and tape 
compositions like TELEMUSIK and HYMNEN as the “inter-modulation” tech-
nique: the transformation of one sound event using the parameters of another, 
through the use of ring modulators and other kinds of electronic modulation.

But the process of transformation in these pieces did not entail the creative act 
of listening except perhaps in metaphorical terms. And in this case the metaphor 
came afterwards. The composer recounted his idea for the extended version of 
HYMNEN using orchestra in 1969: 

Each player in a group will reenact, for instance following a sign of the conductor, the 
sound he hears from the tape, with different symbol instructions corresponding to short 
or long, loud or soft, transposing up or down, etc. The musicians thus work as living 
transposition machines, as living filters. (Stockhausen 1969b, p. 322) 

Through these metaphors Stockhausen harkens back to his old, abandoned idea 
from KONTAKTE of live interaction with tape. But the mere use of metaphors 
certainly does not compensate for disastrous rehearsals. In 1964, the composer 
formed the Stockhausen Ensemble, and it was with this group of trustworthy, 
experienced performers that he developed a method which sublates the contradic-
tion between the creative acts of listening and composing. The “process-planning” 
works written for, and performed by the Ensemble, proceed by performers trans-
forming sound-events they listen to – fragments of past Stockhausen pieces recon-
structed from memory in PROZESSION, and radio broadcasts in KURZWEL-
LEN – following a score indicating the degrees of parametric transformation. The 
extension of HYMNEN simply applies the same system to the orchestra. Thus, 
the mechanical metaphorization of performers-turned-into-listeners frames the 
composer’s meandering trajectory through the isomorphism between the transfor-
mation in the process-planning works and the inter-modulation of the tape pieces. 
By basing the whole composition upon the determination of form and subsequent 
series of transformations, both enacted by performer-listeners, the continuity 
of composition could successfully be derived from the discreteness of individu-
al sound events. And once again, it was Ruyer who Stockhausen summoned to 

12 “Kontakte in its first version was not only a combination of fixed parts of instruments and tape, 
but the instrumentalists were to react freely during the performance in handling also individu-
ally the fading in and out of one channel per player of a multiple tape recording. Then I started 
to rehearse this and it was a real disaster. The musicians did not know what to do. From that 
moment on I began to fix entirely the parts of the players and I also did not want to change the 
tape any-more” (Stockhausen, quoted in Maconie 1976, p. 144).
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account for what he was doing. The schism between composition and listening 
seemed to be patched at last.

– 8 –

The above may read like a convincing account of Stockhausen’s developments in 
the 1960s. But although a musicologist can recount this, as we have, in the stead 
of the composer who did not (at least explicitly), the question of why the latter 
did not, is discarded in this narrative. We have left in silence Stockhausen’s own 
silence. How this double reticence, of the composer as well as our own, relates to 
the very nature of Stockhausen’s compositions, remains to be “thought together”.

After his long meandering, Heikinheimo reaches a simple conclusion: his ob-
servations do not match Stockhausen’s definition of Moment Form (Heikinheimo, 
1972, p. 209). What is really at stake, however, is not definition, but Stockhausen’s 
description of “Moments” that always accompanies his definition. For instance: 

The following moment from KONTAKTE lasts about two and one half minutes. The 
sound that passes through it, continuously maintaining the same pitch level, makes it 
recognizable as one moment – yet it is divided into several partial moments. As the 
sound continues, it can be recognized as a mixture of six sounds. Sound after sound 
diverges from this mixture, either in an upward or a downward glissando, and, main-
taining continuous form, dissolves into a fast sequence of impulses which retards evenly 
and then literally explodes [...] (Stockhausen 1960, p. 203)13

If Heikinheimo could not be persuaded by these words, he only proved Stock-
hausen’s point right: “each one merely listens in his own way”. And quite rightly 
so, since morphogenesis cannot be reduced to a predetermined program. Thus the 
isomorphic relationship that one listener grasps as obvious may not be shared by 
another. But once such individual listening is rendered into language, the problem 
is transformed: it becomes an issue of rhetoric. And for rhetoric, the matter is not 
right or wrong; it is persuasiveness – whether the words are convincing or not. 
The authoritative hierarchy between composer and musicologists ceases to exist 
at this level. As Mark Evan Bonds suggested in his study of rhetoric in the music 
of the classical era, citing Peter Kivy, the authority of rhetoric lies solely in “the 
extent to which such an analysis can be integrated into subsequent hearings of the 
work at hand” (Bonds 1991, p. 101). The plurality of “creative listening” is thus 
transformed into a rhetorical conflict between narratives, each of which describes 
its own “Moment” in an attempt to fix via language what is heard, and to claim 

13 Translation from Heikinheimo 1972, pp. 192f.
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the authority of its own listening. If musicologists usually do not account for this 
problem, it is because they are busy taking part in it.14 

– 9 – 

Electronic music has been haunted by the problems of rhetoric since its earliest 
years. The particular issue that troubled Stockhausen in the 1950s was the “as-
sociation” that listeners of electronic music inadvertently made. “In general, one 
can recognize the first criterion for the quality of an electronic composition in 
how much it is free from all instrumental or other sound associations,” claimed 
the composer as late as 1958. “Such associations direct the mind of the listener 
from the autonomy of the sound world presented to him; since he recalls bells, 
organs, birds or faucets. Associations […] say nothing about the form of music, or 
the meaning of sound or noise in a particular composition” (Stockhausen 1958, p. 
143). Precisely because associations remain silent, other words have to intervene to 
account for what is left unsaid. Behind the apparently formal composition always 
lurks a linguistic paraphrase, a performative description, which is “thought to-
gether” by the listener/reader to create the form of what is heard – “it is also there, 
just not visibly present” (Stockhausen 1961, p. 224). These other words are needed, 
but they must remain transparent; description must seem neutral, and accounts as 
objective as possible. Formalism (or more accurately, the narrative of formalism) 
circa mid-1950s thus concludes with a peculiar tautology: 

From this one should draw the conclusion, that electronic music sounds best only when 
it sounds like electronic music. This means that, if possible, it should only contain 
sounds and sound combinations that are unique and free from associations, and make 
us believe that we have never heard them before. (Stockhausen 1958, p. 143) 

The composer of the 1960s does not speak nor write in this way anymore, since 
having once turned into a listener himself, he understood the equality of all narra-
tives on one hand, and the inevitability of associations on the other. Associations 
thus have to be taken into account, and must be made to recount those other 
words on their own. Maconie reports that anyone who follows the “realization 
score” kept during the production of KONTAKTE, discovers that soon after the 
exchange of the tape heads, synthesized sounds start to be given names based on 
associations: “bell-like”, “skin-like”, and so on.15 Such “naturalism” becomes fully 

14 For a more general account on the “return of rhetoric” in modernism, see Bender and Wellbery 
1990.

15 “Tone quality is indicated verbally, as ‘trumpeting’, ‘whirring’, ‘grating’, ‘scraping’, and so on; 
defined, that is, in terms of their appearance to the ear” (Maconie 2005, p. 182). “Encouraged 
by the ease and speed with which his verbal indications were translated into sound in Mikro-
phonie I, he asks his singers to produce a range of voices, again vividly characterized by name 
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pursued in the sound categories of MIKROPHONIE I, and is further extended in 
subsequent pieces to address not only sounds but also groups of sounds, forming 
“acoustical events which waken a very precise conceptual faculty in us and which 
have names” (Stockhausen 1967, p. 129). And only names – that is as far as lan-
guage goes, or needs to go.16 The rest is left for transformers, human or mechani-
cal, to enact as music. Rhetoric, in other words, becomes wordless, and embedded 
within the core of composition.

– 10 –

The solution of converting performers into listeners depended on another substan-
tial transformation. Beginning with MIXTUR composed in 1964, Stockhausen 
took on the role of Klangregler [sound projectionist] in all the subsequent perfor-
mances of pieces incorporating real-time modulation, always sitting in the middle 
of the concert hall manipulating the mixing console. The composer therefore not 
only wrote scores outlining the parameters of transformation to be realized by the 
performers; he also inserted himself in between the performers and the audience 
to directly give form to the sounds coming out of the loudspeakers.17

rather than by method of production: ‘like a typewriter’, ‘solemn Levite chant’, ‘birdlike – pi-
geon, parrot’, ‘like a Sicilian hawker, choked’, ‘like a confused toothless old crone, enraged’” 
(Maconie 2005, p. 198).

16 HYMNEN, for instance, is described as composing, “a variety of interaction between […] 
anthems and new abstract sound forms for which we have no names” (Stockhausen 1968, p. 98; 
emphasis added). The composer’s controversial use of musical found objects [objets trouvés] in 
the 1960s must also be understood on this basis. His own explanation wavers between two jus-
tifications: first, a claim to universality, in which the radio broadcast of KURZWELLEN, the 
national anthems of HYMNEN, the sampled ethnic music of TELEMUSIK, and obviously, 
the fragments of Stockhausen’s own works of PROZESSION, are all described as being gener-
al and supra-personal “sound objects familiar to many people” (Stockhausen 1967, p. 129). But 
this universality turns out to be no more than a technical and functional means to an end in the 
second explanation: “The more self-evident the WHAT, the more attention one can pay to the 
HOW” (Stockhausen 1968, p. 98; also see Stockhausen 1975, p. 79). This binary of interrog-
ative words thus paraphrases the dialectical relationship between the familiar sound objects 
closely linked to language and its “naturalism” and their transformational process wherein 
names are no longer applicable. Also important here is the composer’s concurrent interest in 
what he termed as “gestalt composition”. See Kramer, 1998, pp. 252–255; Maconie 2005, pp. 
290f.).

17 This role of the composer overlaps with a contemporary profession in the popular music indus-
try: the record producer or sound engineer, who does compose on paper, but directly shapes 
the sounds actually reaching the ear of the listener (Moorefield 2005). This apparent isomor-
phism between the task of Klangregler in Stockhausen’s concerts and that of producers/ sound 
engineers in popular music not only accounts for the extraordinary influence of Stockhausen’s 
works in the latter field: it also puts into perspective the fact that Stockhausen became the only 
avant-garde composer of his generation to start his own record label.
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From the mid-sixties Stockhausen claimed in several interviews that he did 
not permit the publication of his score unless the recording of the piece was al-
ready available.18 Everything, he now believed, could be mediated through the act 
of listening to his music.

The disappearance of theoretical writings occurred concurrently with Stock-
hausen’s engagement in live-electronic compositions, and hence his assumption of 
the role of Klangregler. In other words, the rhetorical tool with which to frame a 
musical composition and to fix the sound of music shifted in the early 1960s from 
theoretical writing to the mixing console. However, the insertion of the composer 
as an authoritative listener within the performance did not solve the paradox in-
herent in admitting the same amount of creativity, or the ability to invent forms, 
to both listening and composing – it merely brought it to the fore. Indeed, Stock-
hausen would often turn off the volume of any sound he did not approve, resulting 
in an understandable tension between himself and the Ensemble members.19 So 
it was for the Ensemble, as it was for Koenig and Schütz – the isomorphism is 
apparent. The (authoritative) listener listens creatively, but silences what he does 
not want to hear. 

In 1971, the Stockhausen Ensemble came to a sudden halt. In the same year, 
Stockhausen resumed the writing of his theoretical texts. 
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