
11
ARCHIVAL NOTES

Source Studies in Twentieth- and Twenty-First-Century Music, No. 7 (2022)
© Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venezia

ISSN 2499-832X

Aus dem Nachlaß: Sedimentation in 
Mauricio Kagel’s Tactil and Unter Strom

Luk Vaes
Orpheus Instituut, Gent

In 1974, the Deutsche Grammophon Gesellschaft issued an LP with studio recordings 
of two compositions by Mauricio Kagel: the 1970 Tactil, with the composer playing 
the piano part, joined by Wilhelm Bruck and Theodor Ross on guitar; and the 1969 
Unter Strom, for which the latter two teamed up with Christoph Caskel to operate 
devices of ‘experimental sound production’.1 On the record’s jacket, ‘Illustrations taken 
from the score’ were reprinted.2 Yet, for decades to come, the publisher’s catalogues of 
his oeuvre mentioned these scores without specifying any information to purchase or 
rent them.3 When queried about this paradox with regards to Tactil, Kagel’s answer, 
after a hesitant ‘Ah...’, was as simple as it was enigmatic: ‘There’s a problem’.4 

Problems are the seeds in the soil of research. To investigate the many research 
questions stemming from this peculiar situation of a composer authorising and even 
partaking in the recording of his officially unfinished works, an artistic research 
project was devised at the Orpheus Instituut. Within the larger HIPEX research 
group, which aims at considering experimental music from an HIP perspective, 
the historical performance practices of both Tactil and Unter Strom have been 
scrutinised in order to establish new, historically informed, performances (FIGURES 

2, 3), to publish the completed scores, and disseminate the research findings.5 This 
article zooms in on aspects of the archival work that was part of the project. After 
he departed us in 2008, the composer left behind a sizeable archive, and most of the 
original performers are still alive.6
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FIGURE 1. Front cover of the DGG LP with Tactil and Unter Strom.7

FIGURE 2. Tactil (1970): still from a recording session with Luk Vaes, Seth Josel, and Tom 
Pauwels.8
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FIGURE 3. Unter Strom (1969): still from an early version of the reconstruction, with Jona 
kesteleyn, Luk Vaes, and Seth Josel.9

ALLOSTRATUM I: SALUT FÜR CAUDWELL

Another HIPEX project concerns Helmuth Lachenmann’s 1977 Salut für Caudwell 
for two guitarists. In contrast to both Kagel pieces, Salut has long been published, 
many different guitar duos have been performing and recording it, and the 
composer is still alive to interview. In a certain sense, however, the compositional 
work was also not really finished. According to Lachenmann, things were ‘missing’ 
in the 1985 print edition of the work.10 Research on this peculiar issue revealed, 
amongst much else, that the original performers – the commissioning duo of 
Bruck and Ross – had never played Salut from the published score, with their 
actual performance materials deviating from it significantly. The project led to 
a new edition of the score,11 several articles,12 a video recording,13 and projected 
masterclasses.14 One of the articles, Where is Salut?, addresses the ‘labyrinth of 
sketches, drafts, and score iterations’,15 and highlights how the challenges go 
beyond alleged missing performative information – all despite the possibility of 
direct access to Lachenmann. To navigate the sources, researcher Seth Josel drew on 
work by Paulo de Assis,16 who had been proposing an experimental performance 
practice that radically departed from the traditional Work Concept and Composer-
Text-Interpretation hierarchy. On a concrete level, and amongst other notions, de 
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Assis had introduced the concept of stratification, developed from Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari,17 and enumerated six18 types of strata to categorise physical 
musical materials:

substrata:  other pieces, treatises, period instruments, etc. 
parastrata:  sketches, drafts, first editions, letters, etc. 
epistrata: new editions, catalogues of sketches and variants, technical analysis, 
  reflexive texts, recordings, etc. 
metastrata:  performances, recordings, transcriptions, expositions, etc. 
interstrata: particular singularities, part of one or other stratum
allostrata: materials that might under certain circumstances create relations to a given  
  piece, e.g. ‘a concert situation where a piece by Schumann enters into an   
  unexpected relation with a piece by Ligeti’.19

While de Assis aimed at a complete Assemblage Theory for Music,20 Josel envisaged 
the more modest goal of creating a clear picture out of the confusing layers that make 
up the archive of Salut. Still, the exercise resulted in some surprising observations, 
chief among which is the wealth of inconsistencies among the Salut strata. In fact, the 
effort of putting the different types of materials in an order that could help determine 
which corrections supersede others, proved simply unproductive. As for the ‘work’, 
Josel remains equally inconclusive: Salut ‘appears to be situated somewhere between 
the scores, in the interstratum between para- and epistrata’.21

WHERE IS THE KAGEL ESTATE?

When it comes to the sources for Kagel’s works, things appear to be in good shape. 
Already before his legal retirement age, he started sending off his physical archive 
to professionally housed collections.22 The effect was somewhat akin to sediments 
transported to a river bank where they settle, forming layers of complex aggregates. 
Different things went to different houses: parts of his extensive book collection 
can now be consulted in the Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Bonn and in 
Berlin’s Ibero-Amerikanischen Instituts; the bulk of what is traditionally seen to 
relate most directly to the creative output – scores, compositional materials, notes, 
concert programs, photographs, reviews, recordings, the rest of the books, and 
correspondence – went to the Paul Sacher Stiftung (PSS) in Basel; and instruments 
ended up in the nearby Musikmuseum (part of the Historisches Museum Basel, 
used as Depositum by PSS).23 Some of the correspondence that relates to individual 
compositions is kept with the relevant manuscript materials at PSS; most of it, 
however, is behind lock and key until 2033. Nonetheless, in terms of what is 
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accessible, the collection is impressive. Especially for Tactil and Unter Strom, the 
well-filled folders suggest a compositional trajectory that was intentionally left open 
for future continuation: each piece is represented by more than one (photocopy of 
a) score that is to a large extent finished. For Tactil, 14 of a projected 18 (or more) 
pages are written out for at least the two guitars; in the case of Unter Strom, 20 
pages are finished to a great extent, lacking for the most part only the finale and 
the transition towards it.

But not all was archived. The Musikmuseum now houses some 650 of Kagel’s 
instrumenta musica,24 enough to put together an exhibition25 and to allow the 
re-staging of Der Schall.26 Nevertheless, many instruments prescribed for his 
compositions have entered the realm of physical oblivion: some of the unique 
contraptions for Staatstheater have literally gone up in flames,27 the originally made 
‘music room’ for Ludwig Van is nowhere to be found, as are the large frameharp,28 the 
electronically controlled blower motor for the opening sequence, and the handheld 
as well as battery-operated sirens that all are needed to perform Unter Strom. 

Some of the objects for Unter Strom still exist in the form of descriptions of 
their design, e.g. in the score’s explanatory list of symbols, though often without 
enough detail to be of much practical value. For some instruments, the score is 
even contradicted by other documentation: the opening of the second player’s part 
requires ‘3 plastic toy sirens’,29 whereas published pictures show Bruck with metal 
whistles.30 The sounding difference between plastic and metal can be significant, 
but more disconcerting is the fact that the compositional development requires 
three such instruments, while, in the recordings, Bruck can only be seen and heard 
playing with at most two of them. To confound matters: the most recent copy of 
the manuscript score available, with editorial remarks, shows a question mark at 
the relevant spot, indicating that the requirement for three sirens/whistles has been 
signalled for review, however a final decision is not evident. 

A few instruments did survive yet did not get sent to Basel. After Kagel had 
abandoned his private rehearsal studio,31 its contents ended up at the Theater 
Am Marienplatz in Krefeld. When the time had come to organise the archival 
shipments, he spent several days going through everything that he had gathered 
for decades, deciding what should make the cut.32 Quite a few objects for Unter 
Strom were among those that were apparently discarded: the car horn assembly 
(broken and without the power feed and morse-code keyboard that can be seen in 
a published picture),33 the coffee grinder and ‘buzzer’ (FIGURE 4), various accessories, 
and some of the amplifiers that had been used at the time. None of these may 
compare well to the prettier and less mundane Schwingertisch from Tactil, now 
at the Musikmuseum, but they prove valuable for reconstructing the instrumental 
needs of Unter Strom. Evidently, Kagel did not consider this potential.

AUS DEM NACHLAß: SEDIMENTATION IN MAURICIO kAGEL’S TACTIL AND UNTER STROM
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FIGURE 4. The ‘buzzer’, as originally used in Unter Strom (1969).

In addition to his official estate, another part of Kagel’s legacy can be found 
beyond his personal sphere. Over the years, some sources had already spread 
naturally: after a concert, musicians went home with ‘their’ parts, potentially 
containing valuable inscriptions made during rehearsals. And then there are the 
musicians’ notes, diaries, etc. It all amounts to a small but potentially crucial 
archive by itself.  Interviews with the original performers especially have revealed 
swaths of information that cannot be gained from archived paper documents, or 
even from recorded sounds and images. But the non-physical legacy presents some 
serious issues: memory is not always reliable, it does not necessarily record things 
that may seem of interest in hindsight, and it cannot always retrieve on command. 
When queried, Bruck could not figure out why he seemingly had never used all 
three mouth sirens.

It may be futile to hope that other musicians can come to the rescue when 
memory fails. For Tactil, a special multi-faceted problem presented itself with 
regards to checks and balances that are often taken for granted in chamber music. 
Kagel had always performed the piano part, arguably the reason why it is the one 
that has been least worked out in the score. But the guitarists could provide no 
meaningful account of exactly what Kagel had done throughout his part, as they 
had always been seated in front of the piano, with their backs to him, and the 
musical material is almost exclusively prescribed to be as quiet as possible. Bruck 
and Ross also never rehearsed or played from the score, so there was nothing in 
particular to notice or check from that perspective, anyway. Some of this situation 
applied to Kagel as well: from his seat at the piano at the rear of the stage set-up, 
he wouldn’t have been able to see everything that the guitarists did, and while 
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playing himself, he might have very well not even heard all the nuances, played 
so softly on instruments that are easily covered by the sounds of the piano. This 
has proven to be especially thorny in the first section of Tactil, where the guitarists 
are asked to use a particular fingernail technique (‘Nagelkuppe’). The score clearly 
indicates this to be executed with the surface of the nail, rather than with its top 
edge – added to the score is a drawing of a finger touching a string in the upside-
down position (FIGURE 5). That surface is additionally specified to be continuously 
touching, and therefore muting, the string while playing. When Ross reaches that 
moment (visible in the 1971 WDR film of Tactil 34 from 2’35” and again from 
3’06” onwards), he clearly lets the strings ring. When Bruck catches up (8’25” 
onwards), he is seen with a seemingly different technique altogether: not only does 
he let the strings vibrate, he also locks his fore- and upper arm, keeps the elbow 
high, and moves the whole hand-arm assembly up and down. Even when quizzed 
about this, neither Bruck nor Ross could reconstruct what they had done so many 
times, nor how they came to use a different technique than the one prescribed in 
the score. In such instances (cf. the three mouth sirens, above), the conclusion was 
always that Kagel must have thought it was fine, as he had always been there and 
they didn’t recollect him telling them it was wrong. Whether Kagel would have 
noticed the different fingernail technique when watching the WDR video himself, 
is up for speculation: he hadn’t directed it (in contrast with the previous six films 
of his pieces),35 and the filmed post-performance debate shows a highly critical 
audience, so he may never have watched the video. Either way, Ross possessed 
a photocopy of the score with the added detail for the Nagelkuppe technique, 
confirming that this was indeed how the technique should be executed (FIGURE 5).

The radio recording of Tactil ’s world premiere was not amongst the materials 
at PSS when I had a colleague locate it at the RAI.36 What can be heard is so 
compositionally distant from the archived scores that it seems fair to wonder 
whether Kagel had ever wanted the recording to be part of his collection. According 
to Bruck, Tactil was put together in the hotel room in Bergamo where the composer

FIGURE 5. Excerpt from p. 4 of a poor photocopy of Tactil with unique amendments in kagel’s 
hand (e.g., top right line). From Theodor Ross’s personal archive, presently untraced.

AUS DEM NACHLAß: SEDIMENTATION IN MAURICIO kAGEL’S TACTIL AND UNTER STROM
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and the guitarists (with three suitcases) had gathered for the first performance in July 
of 1970.37 Those suitcases contained some of the large collection of Experimental 
Sound Producers (ESP) that they had been playing with in Kagel’s studio when 
developing Acustica (1968–1970). Regardless of what Kagel may already have had 
in mind to ultimately score Tactil for, the recording of its first performance clearly 
demonstrates sounds and patterns from actions and sound generators that were 
later found only in the score of Acustica, e.g. the pizzicato part for prepared violin.38 
On the other hand, the ‘Schwingertisch’ (a wooden resonator table with metal rods 
and strips, to be operated by the pianist, see far left in FIGURE 2) remains assigned to 
both Tactil and Acustica. In contrast yet again, the two very long strings, each to be 
attached to a string on one of the guitars and run from an elevated position (FIGURE 

2) to the inside of the grand piano, where they are each attached to a low wound 
piano string, did not make it into Acustica. Though they were obviously part of 
its initial development phase, as pictures from that phase show a contraption that 
allows for a 9.5m long guitar string to be sounded over a mobile double bass pick-
up, confusingly explained as ‘from Unter Strom for three players’39 (FIGURE 6). Those 
pictures were published in an artbook on electronic music,40 about a month before 
the first performance of Unter Strom, which featured a frameharp with five 6m 
long guitar strings, each amplified through guitar pick-ups. More pictures show 
several devices that are stated to be for Acustica but appeared only in modified set-
ups in the score for Unter Strom.41 In between submitting the photographs and the 
premiere of  the piece, Kagel evidently changed his mind about which of these ESP 
should go with which piece. This may indicate a way to clarify why Unter Strom was 
not finished. With the preparations for Acustica, a major compositional milestone 
in Kagel’s oeuvre to that date, time may have been too constrained to fully flesh out 
a lesser work. Indeed, as much as it can be appreciated on its own merits, in terms 
of opening up the potential of ESP in compositional and performance practice, 
Unter Strom was and is a transitional piece. That it remained unfinished afterwards, 
when Kagel kept it in the repertoire of his Kölner Ensemble für Neue Musik, may 
be because what was not worked out could be improvised convincingly enough to 
make it serve its function as a new Kagel piece.

The parallel chronology and intertwined instrumental settings of these three 
compositions compellingly suggest a shared stratum. For the research project, 
however, only Tactil benefits from this, due to the fact that Acustica’s notation for 
the Schwingertisch is eminently useable to fill in the blank in Tactil. Unfortunately, 
this is not the case for Unter Strom: whereas Kagel developed a completely new 
semi-graphic ‘Modell’ notation for the ESP in Acustica, allowing for considerable 
controlled freedom on the part of performers (on top of the choices of instruments 
and score pages), the electrically ‘plugged’ spin-off piece is tightly composed 
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as a three-part invention serving to explore the instruments through a highly 
determinate notation. It is easy to argue that the finale of Unter Strom was initially 
conceived as an improvisation at the large frameharp, and this is corroborated 
by the original performers who remember having only improvised. In any case, 
among the Unter Strom papers at PSS, we find two finales: one with a list of tools 
for each musician to improvise with, and one fully written out. Both, however, are 
incompatible with the score type of Acustica.

FIGURE 6. ‘fahrbarer kontrabass-tonabnehmer mit lautsprecher. mobiler steg für eine gitarenseite 
von 9.5m. (aus unter strom für drei spieler, 1969)’. © Verlag kalender, Oktober 1969.

AUS DEM NACHLAß: SEDIMENTATION IN MAURICIO kAGEL’S TACTIL AND UNTER STROM
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ALLOSTRATUM II: DIETER SCHNEBEL’S VIEW

The acoustic experiments that Kagel had been systematically exploring in the late 
1960s – the ‘fundus’, in the words of Wilhelm Bruck42 – provided ample materials 
for Unter Strom to be sieved out from Acustica, with even some material left over 
for Tactil. This wasn’t the first time Kagel would revert to appropriating his own 
ideas.43 One such instance concerned the 1986 Aus Dem Nachlaβ,  which literally 
means ‘from the estate’, and consists of materials taken from Der mündliche Verrat 
(1981–1983) and the Trio in drei Sätzen (1984–1985). Near the middle of those 
1980s, Kagel had suffered from retinal detachment and feared going blind. This 
certainly led to worries about finishing his 1981–1985 Sankt -Bach-Passion,44 and 
may have influenced his decision to take  short-cuts towards producing new music. 
Already long before, in the early 1960s, Dieter Schnebel wrote of the remarkable 
unity that Kagel’s young oeuvre had displayed since his move to Europe:

In Anagrama and Sur scène, the fully composed text is the oldest layer, over which other layers – the 
musical presentation of the text etc. – are placed in a deforming manner. The oldest components 
[…] were then cut up and combined with other parts. Kagel usually works on several pieces at 
the same time, even on quite contradictory ones. The problems of one composition seep into 
those of another, and the complexity of both increases. At the same time, transitions are formed. 
The affinity of the pieces that arises in this way ensures a subterranean unity of the oeuvre, 
without the individual works losing their specifics - these are based on the special situations of 
the pieces and not on those processes that occur simultaneously in several of Kagel’s works. […]45

Remarkable in Schnebel’s assessment are the multifarious references to geological 
processes and the accompanying forces. The observations were made in 1962, but 
in the actual publication in 1970, Schnebel adds that his conclusions appeared 
valid for later as well: the pieces increasingly become ‘stations in the compositional 
process’,46 until the 1967–1968 Montage as the ultimate fulfilment, a composite 
of (bits from) other compositions from Kagel’s ‘reservoir’.47 The line can indeed 
be drawn further, showing Unter Strom as a station in a process that ended up in 
Acustica, and Tactil linked to both of the other two pieces by the long strings and the 
Schwingertisch. More interesting are the (de)formations of which Schnebel writes, 
i.e. the transformational forces that are at work within the shared strata (FIGURE 7).

Although he detailed his observations regarding Kagel’s compositions, 
discussing how organ-like continuities, improvised noises, performance practices 
etc. made their ways from and towards successively started pieces,48 Schnebel did 
not conceptually move beyond mixing the geological and biological concepts of 
strata and seed, respectively,49 structuring things in what is fundamentally a binary 
scheme. This is what, a good decade later, Deleuze and Guattari sought to challenge, 
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arguing against the tendency to look at things as binary oppositions, and opposing 
the domination of the arborescent concept by which all can be traced back to its 
original impetus. Of course, it is only natural to mix metaphoric concepts, as the 
rhizomic-arborescent root structures of Scots pine trees suggest.50 Similarly, in the 
case of Lachenmann’s Salut für Caudwell, the stratified chronology misled Josel to 
feel ‘as though we could peel back those layers one by one and possibly arrive at 
the fair copy’.51 

FIGURE 7. Schnebel’s diagram of ways in which kagel’s early compositions relate. The left side 
is for ‘the more aggressive piece with a tendency towards the lower and the untamed’, while 
the right side sees the ‘more artificially cultivated with a tendency to the absurd’.52

SEDIMENTARY DYNAMICS 

As became clear in the case of Salut, and as can be found with regards to Tactil and 
Unter Strom, stratification is not necessarily well suited to an after the fact analysis 
of how musical works came into existence and evolved, let alone that it could serve 
to automatically reconstruct these trajectories and prove useful to posthumously 
continue the compositional process to an end. It is possible to establish a meaningful 
order among the Tactil materials, from the ‘Vorbereitung (Bergamo)’ index cards 
comprising pre-compositional notes to the unfinished pencil autograph in landscape 
format (likely the one visible on the piano’s music stand in the WDR film), going 
on to the guitarists’ cheat sheets, to the tours and recordings, and all the way up 
to the photocopy of the manuscript in Ross’s possession, with corrections and 
additions. Similarly, the Unter Strom papers include a score on which indications 
for corrections are inscribed, making it equally possible to put the documents in 
some sort of a logical chronology. But the geological stratification theory serves 
to determine the chronology in a given layering only if that layering reflects the 

AUS DEM NACHLAß: SEDIMENTATION IN MAURICIO kAGEL’S TACTIL AND UNTER STROM
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original superposition, i.e. if it has not been tampered with by forces that cannot 
be identified as natural ones, such as faults and folds. Documents that have been 
handed to us without clear indications of their historical sequence still need to 
be assembled into their historical chronology, rendering the application of the 
geological theory futile.53 Moreover, the geological dating method has been proven 
useful for recognising time structures in extremely slow geological developments, 
but it lacks explanatory power when it comes to recent music that traces mostly 
just a few parastrata, even when the documentation can be dated. Finally, the 
epistrata that are formed by the memories of surviving historical performers can 
be helpful, but not categorically so. All in all, considering potential corrections 
that were left open-ended, incomplete memories, missing instruments, etc., the 
completion of these unfinished pieces, possible only through a reconstruction of 
the historical performance practices, needs more information than what can be 
taken from a chronology.

Stratification is about the delineation of the layers, as much as arborescent 
structures are about tracing the evolution backwards to the seed. To know 
more detail, the concept of sedimentation offers some unexplored leeway into 
conceptualising what happens within strata. Deleuze and Guattari did not develop 
sedimentation much beyond considering it as the first articulation in a stratum,54 
even if there is further nuance to be seen, such as cross-bedding (angled layering) 
and layered bedding (e.g. changed grain within a stratum). But stratification 
basically exhibits only few kinds of external deformation (faults, folds, and joints),55 
and the chronology of the layers remains established. Furthermore, not all soil is 
stratified,56 so the relation stratification-sedimentation may well be turned around 
in order to consider, as in nature, the formation of layers as merely one of the 
possible consequences of sedimentation.57 

Sedimentary rock makes for about 80 to 90% of the earth’s surface,58 and is 
the result of forces exerted on sedimented materials. The most common such 
influences are:

 Weathering: modifies exposed sedimentary rock59

 Saltation:  reshapes particles through the turbulence of air or water60 
 Alluviation:  leaves behind traces of material exchange61

 Lithification: the conversion from unconsolidated sediment into rock62 

These four dynamics come into play after materials have first been sedimented, 
i.e. deposited by e.g. rivers, glaciers, and landslides. After lithification, weathering 
can decompose the sedimented rock, so alluviation and saltation can start anew, 
ending in possible stratification. More than the two-dimensional plane on which 
strata can display their chronology, sedimentation forces allow for differentiation 
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alongside the trajectory of, say, a river. It explains more easily how ESP end up in 
one way in Acustica, and in another way in Unter Strom or even Tactil.

The often quoted statement of Kagel’s, that he saw composition as literally 
‘putting together’,63 can be understood in terms that are different from the ones he 
used. Kagel meant that non-sounding materials (e.g. camera movements, lighting) 
could be composed with just as well as the traditionally notated elements. But his 
own traditional composing method also often entailed a sectional form in which 
different ideas were juxtaposed, hence the importance of the ‘transitions’ in his 
thought throughout his career.64 In Unter Strom, the vertical structure is that of 
three-part counterpoint; horizontally, however, he reverted to a mosaic sequence to 
help shape his multi-layered inspiration. The social commentary on industrialised 
consumerism, for instance, is expressed in just a few scenes (from those with sirens 
and alarms, through the ‘comb-burn-out’ scene depicting madness, to death at 
the frameharp) that are dispersed among those that do not allude to this – or 
indeed any – particular reference.65 Rather than a particular stratum of its own, the 
commentary can be understood as sediment, brought to Unter Strom from outside 
of it and deposited along an interrupted trajectory.

In the film of Tactil, Kagel can be seen and heard operating a windmill stage 
prop.66 Apparently, the contraption was standing idle in the recording studio, 
having been used for a radio play the day before, and Kagel couldn’t refrain from 
incorporating it into the performance.67 The radio house operations exposed the 
windmill to Kagel’s creative stream; it alluviated, and the trace that it left was 
captured on film. In musical terms, it didn’t work out – the sound was clearly 
added in post-production68 – so Kagel moved on and the windmill was not carried 
along to be sedimented into the score.

Sometime in the 1960s, a Vox V251 Guitar-Organ crossed the ownership 
path of guitarist Karl-Heinz Böttner. In his hands, it left traces in several musical 
contexts69 before it was incorporated into Unter Strom. Böttner’s creative interest 
had already collided productively with Kagel’s in the latter’s Sonant (1960), Der 
Schall (1968), and the 1967–1968 film Duo (in which Böttner’s organ guitar 
also played a role).70 Böttner played in only a few performances of the new piece, 
and was replaced by Theodor Ross who did not own this rare instrument. In 
the score, where the Vox settings are listed, Kagel added ‘vega blue with contact 
microphone’.71 This was the small plastic electric toy organ that Ross can be seen 
playing in the 1975 film. From what Ross plays, however, one could not deduce the 
potential of the ‘repeat function’ on the guitar-organ (FIGURE 8), which can render 
the ‘impulse sequence by way of repeat controller (impulse frequency)’72 that Kagel 
originally requested in the score. This unique feature exploits a voltage-controlled 
oscillator, and it allows for a much greater frequency of impulses than a human 
hand can replicate by manually depressing and releasing the small plastic buttons 
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that represent keys on the vega blue. In fact, the range of the speed control of the 
Vox guitar-organ can produce a recognisable reference to Stockhausen’s Kontakte 
(1958–1960), more specifically to the famous opening of section X, where a siren 
sound is deconstructed into its constituent rhythmic pulses. Unter Strom has many 
alarm instruments: three plastic toy sirens, one manually operated fireman siren, 
two portable battery-operated fireman sirens, an ‘S.O.S.’ buzzer, as well as five 
different car horns – a little stratum of its own, which may confirm the idea that 
Kagel had the Vox-as-a-siren in mind. From a sedimentological perspective, the 
instrument’s impact was reduced in size (the description of its settings being its 
remnants), after which it disappeared – saltated – and almost dissolved. Bruck 
never could remember ever having heard his former teacher Böttner play the Vox 
in Unter Strom.73 By chance, after a beer, he recalled that Böttner had such an 
instrument.74

FIGURE 8. Detail of the Vox V251, showing the percussion knobs for the repeat function.

Further sedimentation of performers’ practices include the fact that Ross 
was self-taught and accomplished in performing Unterhaltungsmusik, the only 
sustained layer of reference in Tactil.75 As Bruck had enjoyed a typical classical 
training, Ross taught him how to play a basic tango for the finale, while Kagel let 
Ross determine the other type of dance music required to contrast with the tango. 
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Similarly, through his background in theatre music, Ross was dramaturgically 
more at ease than Bruck, so Ross’s part in Unter Strom contains the more intense 
or elaborate drama, for instance the death scene at the very end of the piece. Such 
alluviation sometimes had far-reaching effects, as in the opening sequence of Unter 
Strom. Whereas Kagel prescribed short, nervous crescendi and diminuendi, Ross 
can be heard playing long and slow stretches in all of the recordings. Like the 
issue with the ‘Nagelkuppe’ in Tactil, as recounted above, this is an instance of 
saltation: the creative streams of the performers disturb the existing sedimented 
compositional thought and are themselves modified by the impact (through 
apparently misunderstanding the prescription), only to later be settled and even 
lithified into a new shape that looks out of place only when the in-stratum layers 
have been subjected to rigorous analysis. 

FIGURE 9. Excerpt from Ross’s written-out version of the music that he used to play at the end 
of Tactil. Digitally set by Luk Vaes. Original in the Mauricio kagel Collection, Paul Sacher 
Foundation (Basel).

The most arresting form of lithification concerns Kagel’s intentions for finishing 
Tactil. One of the folders76 at PSS contains a brown envelope, which had once been 
used to send something to Bruck. On it ‘Tactil’ is written in pencil in Bruck’s hand, 
overwritten with the same word in red felt-tip pen in Kagel’s hand. The envelope 
contains Tactil materials in the hands of Kagel, Ross and Bruck. Amongst those 
of Ross is a letter and a hand-made bookmark dated June 13, 1988. The materials 
represent detailed reconstructions of what both Bruck and Ross had played on 
stage when performing Tactil for almost two decades. Despite Ross’s accompanying 
letter apologising for a delay, which means that Kagel’s request may have been 
made much earlier, this apparent attempt by the composer to finish Tactil cannot 
be reliably connected with his work on Aus dem Nachlaβ. Regardless, manuscripts 
by both guitarists show great effort in putting together examples of ‘Griff Typen’, 
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a careful annotated drawing of all the accessories and the stage setting, as well as 
written-out scores. Some of this serves to show what was played in places where 
the composer’s score is empty (FIGURE 9), other parts demonstrate – yet again – the 
extent to which liberties had been taken. 

In his manuscript for Tactil, Kagel had added ‘dann hielt ich doch!’,77 pointing 
to what was originally conceived as a staccato ending for the 5-note legato runs in 
64ths (FIGURE 10). The exclamation mark seems to be there to disguise some doubt 
as to whether this had actually been the case – it certainly is odd that none of the 
recordings demonstrate Kagel playing this part with the prescribed non-staccato 
ending. Nevertheless, the reminder is not in the same dimension as in the case 
of the other additions he made to the score: those actually correct something. 
Although it is not known when this particular addition was made, it is especially 
noteworthy in connection with the materials that Kagel had received from Bruck 
and Ross.

FIGURE 10. Enlarged excerpt from p. 7 of the autograph score for Tactil, showing the piano 
part for the second section ‘Beguine’. The additions ‘weiterentwickeln’ and ‘dann hielt ich 
doch!’ (as well as the slurred notes and long tie underneath) are in a different pencil compared 
to what had been notated originally. From the manuscript at the Mauricio kagel Collection, 
Paul Sacher Foundation (Basel).

It has already been demonstrated that, over years of concertising with a certain 
piece, a performer can end up with a live interpretation that is as solidly fixed as the 
notes on the paper.78 After the many concerts and recordings made by Kagel and 
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his guitarists, aspects of the performance practice of Tactil had petrified, so much so 
that Kagel appears to have considered finishing the composition by copying what 
they had been performing. The weathering had taken place at an imperceptibly slow 
pace, induced by the habits that (de)form under the time constraining pressures 
of touring. Some parameters, such as the improvisationally chosen moments to 
change to a new section, remained open. But, bit by bit, other choices that worked 
to satisfaction became conveniently repeatable decisions that were imprinted onto 
memory, and the awareness that these were not new anymore, eroded. An issue 
would find a solution at some point and evolve into a mental note-to-self, to be 
recuperated during a next performance. What had been a work in preparation for 
too long, became a finished piece in the minds of the performers. The repeated 
performances cemented the practices into the nature of the work that became so 
rock-hard that the composer’s original intentions were powerless to dissolve and 
recrystallise.

This could well have been the ‘problem’ that, a few years later, in 1992, Kagel 
indicated as the reason for which the score of Tactil remained unfinished after 
all. Perhaps he had looked at his reconstructive remarks and at the materials his 
co-musicians had sent him, and recognised that the musical concept was buried 
under a layer of lithified performance practice thus obscuring the original idea of 
semi-improvisatory parts that were guided through the context of tactile sensitivity 
towards what the other players are given to do. This original idea belonged to 
the stratum that also encapsulated Acustica, which demonstrates the creative 
potential in notation that expressly serves to excite different interpretations – 
something that must have reverberated strongly from an era that Kagel had known 
well enough, when virtuoso complexity and the lack of room for interpretive 
personality of the performer had been a major concern. The mental friction caused 
by these opposing options, i.e. the individual creative potential of unknown future 
performers vs. sedimented preferences of the composer and his contemporaries, 
may have felt insurmountable at a time when plenty of new commissions pressed 
for compositional attention. In the case of Unter Strom, Kagel may have felt 
equally stuck when needing to decide whether to leave the three mouth sirens in 
the score, or change them to Bruck’s more feasible performance practice with just 
two. Another one of Kagel’s aphorisms – ‘music must live’79 – can be taken as a 
warning against lithification.

For reasons that are wider ranging than pertaining only to archival research, 
the HIPEX project to complete the Tactil and Unter Strom scores has been 
decided in favour of the original compositional idea, i.e. leaving some openness 
towards untapped interpretative potential rather than reconceptualising the 
scores as sediments of historically confined performances by one small group of 
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individuals. Enough materials exist to re-engineer a notation for what was left 
empty, allowing both for performances à la Kagel, Bruck, Ross and Caskel, as well 
as for performances that make other choices while still adhering to the concepts 
that Kagel initially worked out. 

However off the mark the HIPEX project may end up being, compared to what 
we could speculate Kagel might have chosen himself at any point in time during 
the more than 30 years after initiating the concepts for both pieces, some of the 
insights that were gained on the way remain nevertheless helpful for future research. 
The differences in alluviation and saltation between Bruck and Ross in Tactil (and 
Caskel for Unter Strom) can help to nuance historical performers’ practices more 
generally, in situations beyond Kagel’s repertoire. Lithification is a process that can 
easily go undetected in the new music scene with performers imagining that being 
informed by composer-authorised interpretations is a failproof way to get close 
to authorial intentions.80 Finally, the notion of fragmented sedimentation, rather 
than fully-fledged strata, can point the performer to a practical understanding of, 
and approach to, matters of exposing referentiality in on-stage presentations of 
other Kagel pieces. This could in turn be used to argue against applying blanket 
concepts of Regie Theater to instrumental theatre.81

Mauricio Kagel’s archive is both layered and fragmented, albeit from different 
perspectives. Above all, it extends well beyond the philological. Any attempt to 
complete the Tactil and Unter Strom scores necessarily entails the re- as well as 
de-construction of the historical performance and recording practices, including 
studying the instruments that were used and the memories and materials of all 
those who performed on them. From the perspective of artistic research, so much 
of this has been left to us, that therein lies perhaps Kagel’s richest legacy.

Notes

1 ‘Experimentelle Klangerzeugung’.
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4 ‘Es gibt ein Problem’. Personal communication after a concert with Tactil on Friday, 21 
February, 1992, at 12:30pm during the festival Week van de Hedendaagse Muziek [Week of 
Contemporary Music] at the conservatoire of Ghent, Belgium. I learned of the unfinished 
state of Unter Strom only much later, when Matthias Kassel, Werner Klüppelholz and Stefan 
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19 de Assis, Logic of Experimentation. Rethinking Music Performance through Artistic Research, p. 66.
20 See de Assis, Logic of Experimentation, pp. 71–106.
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22 According to Matthias Kassel, curator of the ‘Kagel Sammlung’ at the Paul Sacher Stiftung, the 

first shipment to arrive at PSS was in 1996. (E-mail to author, 24 February 2022). Björn Heile, 
The Music of Mauricio Kagel, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006, p. 103, puts Kagel’s retirement in 1997.

23 Mauricio Kagel. 2Mannorchester. Essays und Dokumente, ed. by Matthias Kassel, 2011, Basel: 
Schwabe Verlag, p. 44.

24 Martin Kirnbauer, ‘Sammlung Mauricio Kagel’, in: Historisches Museum Basel Jahresbericht 
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29 ‘3 Spielzeugsirenen aus Plastic’.
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