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Karlheinz StocKhauSen   Klavierstücke V, III, VII, IX

triStan murail    Territoires de l’oubli
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Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928—2007) dominated the world of new art music of 
the second half of the twentieth century. His key works include Kontrapunkte (1952—
53), Zeitmasse (1955—56), Gesang der Jungelinge (1955—56), Gruppen (1955-57), Carré 
(1959—60), Kontakte (1959—60), Momente (1962—73), Plus-Minus (1963), Telemusik 
(1966), Hymnen (1967—8), Mantra (1970), Trans (1971), Sirius (1975), Licht (1977—2002) 
and Klang (2004—07).

Having lost both parents during WWII, Stockhausen studied music in Cologne but at 
the same time considered a life in writing poetry and prose, having been encouraged by 
Herman Hesse. However, he dedicated himself to music from the early 1950s and very 
quickly emerged as one of the most radically original, hard-working and clear-thinking 
composers of that era. He became associated with the Darmstadt Summer Courses 
where he met Boulez, Nono and others, often engaging them in heated debate. During 
the 1950s he became a pioneer of electronic music, and was one of the first to fuse this 
with musique concrète, producing classics such as Gesang der Jüngelinge while still in his 
twenties. A series of commissions for large-scale works followed this new prominence, 
as did worldwide concert and lecture tours. During the 1960s he gradually evolved new 
methods of notation and performance, attracted a group of dedicated musicians who 
travelled with him performing his work, bringing his music to unprecedented numbers. 
During the 1970 World Expo in Osaka in Japan, Stockhausen and his ensemble performed 
in a spherical concert hall (based on his designs) for over a million visitors; two years 
previously his photograph appeared on The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper album. From 1970 he 
returned to fully notated music, this time often with strong melodic and theatrical 
elements.

He combined a desire to create unity between all aspects of a composition with a 
passion for innovation – a search for the ‘not yet heard’. Although he abandoned his 
once intense Catholic faith in the early 1960s, the religious and spiritual informed 
almost all of his work, for example Licht draws heavily on Judeo-Christian mythology, 
while Sirius concerns communication beyond Earth. During the 1960s and beyond the 
idea of co-creation was central to the performance of his music (with an ensemble 
of specially trained and highly dedicated musicians-followers performing intuitive and 
quasi-improvised works).



Stockhausen’s solo piano works fall into three groups, two of which concern his series 
of 19 Klavierstücke, the last being occupied by Naturliche Dauern, itself part of Klang, the 
projected 24-hour cycle of works the composer left partially unfinished at the time of 
his death. To these should be added Mantra (1970) for two pianos and electronics, a 
piece that was to be highly significant in technical terms for the rest of his output. 

Of the Klavierstücke themselves, Stockhausen wrote first eleven between the ages 
of twenty-four and thirty-three (1952—61), his pioneer years, between study and 
worldwide recognition. The second group of pieces began to appear much later, in 
1983, and are all associated with (and are in some senses piano versions of) scenes 
from his operatic cycle Licht. Numbers 12—14 are for piano, while later pieces employ 
electronic keyboards, sometimes in conjunction with the piano.

While it’s possible to hear in the influences of both Messiaen (his Quatre etudes de rhythme 
in particular) and Webern in the earliest piano pieces, even at this stage Stockhausen 
was largely self-determined. He was ‘guided by the intention of creating works of art 
in which all levels of material and form would be permeated by a unifying row of 
proportional values and its permutations producing works that embody as a whole the 
highest possible harmonic coherence’. The first four were published as a set and are 
among Stockhausen’s first acknowledged compositions; they explore abstract means 
of organisation of pitches, durations and intensity and are in some ways archetypical of 
the music of the very early days of the serialism associated with a small group of radical 
composers who attended the Darmstadt Summer Courses during the early and mid-
1950s.

Klavierstück III was the first of the pieces to appear, and it was written immediately 
after Stockhausen’s arrival in Paris where he attended Messiaen’s analysis class and 
investigated musique concrète. The collection of pieces  I—IV ‘marks a further stage in 
Stockhausen’s evolution from “point” to “group” composition, and in many ways may 
be regarded as a sketchbook for his later electronic studies’ (Robin Maconie, The Music 
of Stockhausen, 62). A set of five pitches is dovetailed, overlain, re-ordered, saving the 
lowest and highest until the end of the piece. Likewise, Stockhausen uses a series of 
durations that broadly correspond to the interval proportions between the pitches, and 
these durations are manipulated (though often quite freely) in a comparable manner. 

Unlike their predecessors, pieces 5—8 are studies in resonance, timing, and performance, 
rather than in technical or formal concerns. Many of these ways of perceiving sounds 
were the result of his forays into electronic music of those years. Stockhausen wrote that 
‘if after 18 months of work devoted exclusively to electronic compositions, I now find 
myself working at piano pieces, it is because in the most strongly structured compositions 
I have encountered important musical phenomena which are non-quantifiable. They are 
no less real, recognizable, conceivable, or palpable for that. These things I am better 
able—at the moment anyway—to clarify with the help of an instrument and interpreter, 



than in the field of electronic composition. Above all it has to do with the provision 
of a new sense of time in music, whereby the infinitely subtle “irrational” nuances, and 
stresses, and delays made by a good interpreter are often truer to the piece’s intended 
effect than measurement by centimetres’.

Klavierstück V is in six sections, each with different metronome markings, though 
these tempi refer and are perceived more as levels of density/intensity than speed or 
pulse. Jonathan Harvey, one of several British composers who studied with Stockhausen, 
wrote that ‘the last, slow section is also the longest, although it has fewer quaver beats 
than the second (104 vs. 95). This is for a reason. For the same reason, it is also the 
least dense, having only one attack per second on average: section two has nearly twice 
as many (1 and 6/7ths). The densities consistently follow (inversely) the proportion of 
the section as measured in seconds, not in quavers, as might be expected. The shorter 
the section’s duration, the more notes per second; this is in spite of the tempo – for 
instance, section three, which has the second slowest tempo, but the second highest 
density, because it is the second shortest’.

‘Thus in a piece that sounds predominantly like recitative, dense spots occur in the short 
sections in the middle of the piece, […]’ whereas silence comes to predominate in the 
later sections. This plan is roughly analogous to early sonata form, where excitement 
is median in the exposition, high in the development, lower in the recapitulation and 
lowest in the coda.’ (Harvey, The Music of Stockhausen).

The constant accelerandi and ritenuti obfuscate the changes of tempo at the beginning 
of each section, so ‘the feeling of six clear-cut sections of a certain length is more 
apparent on paper than to the ear’. The use of different tempi (each with its respective 
section of music), though, is clearly a successful strategy for controlling density and, by 
extension, perception of time and ultimately form.

There are three main types of material: consecutive demisemiquavers; rich chords in 
the middle register, often with an anacrusis; low, short chords, with varied, pointillistic 
dynamics. There are also ‘cloud bursts’ of resonance often produced by grace notes, 
such as that found at the opening gesture of the piece.

For Stockhausen [Harvey] serialism is ‘a mode or repertoire of graded possibilities 
(‘the mediation between two extremes’) […] That it should be repeated is a necessary 
condition of the intelligibility of ordering […] as opposed to mere occurrence.’

Klavierstück VII falls into five sections also with graded tempi. Its most interesting 
feature is the control of areas of resonance by silently depressed keys – the strings are 
set in sympathetic vibration by the normally played material. This selective resonance 
is also complemented by the sustain pedal and middle pedal, creating an overlapping 
hierarchy of resonance. Thus the music operates on two levels: the ‘action’ of the played 



notes, and the ‘background’ of the instrument’s reaction to it (resonance). The fourth 
episode is particularly striking with active music being gradually dispersed into bass 
resonance, slowing down as in tape music, suddenly interrupted by rapid grace notes 
falling from above. The pitch C sharp dominates the entire piece, moving position across 
the keyboard in the various sections:

1 – in the middle of the piano, either played or depressed silently
2 – by omission
3 – placed in four registers
4 – placed at the bottom of the piano (with A sharp)
5 – one octave higher than opening (with D sharp).

Pieces IX and X may re-use some material written in 1954 for proto-versions of these 
works, but they were really written after the experiences of written Carré, Gruppen and 
Kontakte so they are essentially pieces of the early sixties, possibly owing little to their 
earliest incarnations. They are radically different in sound material, though continue 
Stockhausen’s exploration of the piano as a resonating body.

To his utopian objectification of compositional process and material Stockhausen also 
added a particular way of thinking: the reconciliation of pairs of opposites which are 
mediated through gradual processes. Both IX and X mediate between periodicity and 
aperiodicity, order and disorder, vertical and horizontal, violence and peace, loudness 
and silence, usually at either end of the pieces, with all the intervening material serving 
as part of the structural process. He also vitalises the serial processes with ‘insertions’ 
that interrupt the formal strictures. Again his experiences in the electronic studio of 
Radio Cologne inform and influence his writing for the piano.

Klavierstück IX is in thirty-three sections grouped into two main episodes. The Ratio 
of 8:3 expressed in durations of the bigger to smaller episodes (24:9 sections each), 
and in the alternating tempi of the first section (metronome marks 160 and 60). The 
first episode emphasises measure (length of respective sections), and develops out 
of two elements – repetition and sustaining/ornamentation of the chord (active and 
passive prolongation). The contrast at the beginning could not be more obvious, with 
the extreme repetition (137 times!) of a chord juxtaposed with a slow, rising chromatic 
melodic line. The chord itself is very reminiscent of Bartók (Ostinato from Mikrokosmos 
or Allegro barbaro), while the rising line is simplicity embodied. These two treatments 
overlap, intercut, merge, creating an effect of a pointillist object subjected to quasi-
electronic transformations such as feedback, looping, adding reverberation, RH/LH 
speakers moving out of synch, splicing tape, all imitations of electronic processes.

He deliberately exploits the impossibility of playing the four tones of the chord exactly 
simultaneously, so that notes involuntarily gain and lose prominence. The piece may have 
been instigated by an improvisation by Mary Bauermeister at the Stockhausens’ flat in 



Köln-Braunsfeld, where she repeated a single chord, varying finger pressure on each 
note to produce a kind of melody.

Durations are organised according to Fibonacci series of which he made considerable 
use from about 1960 onwards. The initial impetus for this seems to have come from 
reading Le Corbusier’s influential architectural primer Le Modulor, rather than (for 
example) Bartók’s later works, and was reinforced in 1966 by a Mondrian exhibition at 
the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. 

Heightened senses of time and expectation are created by the extremes of duration and 
repetition, forcing the listener to concentrate attention of harmonics and resonance (as 
in Stimmung of 1969). Strict measurement yields to ornamented uncertainty in the final 
episode. The rigid vertical gives way to the florid horizontal, triumph of lyricism over 
structure. The piece was premièred by Aloys Kontarsky in 1962 in Köln.

Klavierstück X ‘unites the filigree intimacy of Debussy (Voiles, Feu d’artifice) with the 
energy and intensity of impulse-generated electronic sound’ (Maconie, 149). These two 
contrasting ingredients are confronted, combined and eventually reconciled through 
the piece; order is created from chaos. The music is often very dense, and carries 
an ‘expressive charge in striking contrast to Stockhausen’s normally articulate but 
emotionally restrained style. This new outspokenness is most obviously revealed in the 
abundance of clusters, many of them sliding, before used only discretely in his piano 
writing’.  A new ‘radiophonic’ element is the ‘morse’ beeping signal, high repeated tones 
(found mainly at the end of the piece), and heard later in Hymnen and Mantra, ‘conjuring 
up feelings of solitariness’ in Stockhausen’s music throughout the sixties. 

Silence is an important structural determinant, resonance being frequently replaced by 
sudden blackouts of silence (Roger Smalley commented that ‘the music may be imagined 
as continuing as if it were underground’). Silences ‘speak with all the urgency of a lost 
connection, and do not signify arrested motion or suspension of action, but breakdown 
of perception’ (Maconie).

After a brief opening section of delicate filigree in the centre of the keyboard, there 
follows a very violent prolonged section in which all elements of the piece – many of 
which feature clusters, played with hands as well as arms – are relentlessly piled up 
after each other. This music suddenly gives way to the filigree material, and the ensuing 
silences that predominate the remainder of the piece seem so vast after the frenzy of 
the opening and are dramatic in the extreme. Harvey calls this ‘Stockhausen’s structural 
thinking at it best’.  After another outburst of clusters, there is another very long pause, 
punctuated by a fff 7-note chord, which Harvey calls ‘a lonely lighthouse of a sound is 
likewise magnificently dramatic, for we have not heard anything resembling a sonorously 
spaced chord since the very opening’. Several further sections continue the process 
of unravelling the frenzy of the opening pages: the larger groups are disintegrated, all 



previous elements of the piece become echoes. The beauty of the end would not have 
been possible without either the elaborate structure or the violence of what preceded 
it.

Some find the crudity of the constant cluster not easy to take, and the same goes for 
the lack of small-scale rhythmic detail, and relatively simplistic use of pitch (one type of 
hexachord predominates), especially if one remembers the subtlety of the earlier piano 
pieces.  According to Harvey, clusters are ‘not complex phenomena, they bulldoze all 
musical relationships away and have many degrees fewer of significance than a simple 
triad’, while for Boulez ‘this quickly “parcelled” material is no guarantee of great acuteness 
of conception’. However, the grandeur, drama and originality of X give the impression 
that Stockhausen had defined an idea in a way that had not been done at all thoroughly 
before, and did it so fully ‘that nobody else can do it without appearing second hand – all 
this is some achievement’ (Harvey).

In the summer of 1950, Karheinz Stockhausen got to know the Conjuror Adrion, who 
asked him to improvise piano music as part of his ‘magic chamber art’. ‘The grand piano, 
[…] usually caused a mini-drama: KS would seat himself at the piano, utterly composed, 
his eyes narrowing to a tiny slit, his head imperceptibly straining upwards. He played 
one note, then another, then a third, struck a few chords, and on his face you could 
see more and more clearly his displeasure at the instrument’s unsatisfactory condition 
– and then there would be this look of unspeakable suffering, of reproach mixed with 
despair, from my distressed partner, and the exclamation (sometimes more of a scream), 
‘How am I supposed to make your magic music for you on this heap of shit!?’ And with 
equal regularity he would slam the lid shut.’ (Michael Kurtz: Stockhausen, a Biography). 
The theatricality that was perhaps unintentional (to some degree) described here bears 
an uncanny resemblance to the world of Stockhausen’s later Klavierstücke, in which the 
pianist is directed to make noises, click fingers, clap hands, count, shout, look into the air 
etc, in sharp contrast to the orderly world of  his earlier pieces. The new Klavierstücke 
started to appear in 1983; they are obviously different from the earlier pieces in the 
series in their use of the melodic formula technique of composition pioneered in 
Mantra, and also in their use of the human voice and actions performed on the strings 
and the body of the piano. They revel in the physicality of both the performer and the 
instrument, creating a vibrant, often humorous musical theatre.

Licht’s drama is enacted not only on earth, but beyond it in the cosmos, and is an ‘attempt 
to create a cosmic world theatre concerning unity of music and religion, allied to a 
vision of an essentially musical mankind’ [Kurtz]. Three main protagonists are Michael 
(the Creator-Angel represents progressive forces), Lucifer is his rebellious antagonist, 
while Eve works towards a spiritual renewal of mankind. They appear as singers, 
instrumentalists, and bodies (dancers). The performance includes singing, instrumental 
music, tape, movement, costume, lighting, even helicopters. The compositional germ cell 
is the ‘super-formula’.



Klavierstück XII is derived from a scene in Donnerstag aus Licht: Michael has made 
himself human to experience the fate of mankind on earth. His father, a schoolmaster, 
teaches him to pray, act, and hunt; his mother teaches him the names of the sun, moon 
and stars, and she laughs sings and dances. He meets Mondeva (a girl from the stars) 
and, after passing his music examination (EXAMEN, or KLAVIERSTÜCK XII) he sets off 
on a musical journey around the world (a trumpet concerto).

This scene is formed according to the second note of Michael’s Donnerstag segment of 
the Licht superformula, an E divided into three parts: dotted-sixteenth, thirty-second, 
and eighth. This rhythm governs the durations of the scene’s three ‘examinations’ and, 
therefore, of the Klavierstück as well (3:1:4). The three superimposed polyphonic melodies 
(‘formulas’) of the superformula are registrally rotated in these three statements, so 
that the Eve formula is highest for the first section, the Lucifer formula is highest for 
the second, and the Michael formula is uppermost for the third. This corresponds to 
the dramaturgy, as Michael recounts to the examining Jury his life on earth from the 
successive points of view of his mother, representing Eve, his father, representing Lucifer, 
and himself. The upper line in each case is also the most richly ornamented of the three. 
Each melody begins with a different characteristic interval followed by a semitone in 
the opposite direction, and this three-note figure continues to predominate in each 
section: rising major third and falling minor second, rising major seventh (the first note 
is repeated several times) and falling minor second, and finally a falling perfect fourth 
and rising minor seventh.

In the operatic scene, Michael is accompanied throughout by a pianist. So in the version for 
piano solo, the prominent tenor, trumpet, and basset-horn parts are either incorporated 
into the piano texture, or are hummed, whistled, or spoken by the pianist, adding to 
the polyphonic layers played on the keyboard. The vocal noises, as well as sweeping 
glissandi and individual plucked notes made directly on the piano strings, come directly 
from the superformula and constitute what Stockhausen calls ‘coloured silences’—that 
is, rests that are ‘enlivened’ by brief accented notes or gliding noises. Because of the 
proportioning series of the three sections, the middle one is the shortest and most 
animated, while the last is the slowest and longest of the three.

Donnerstag was finished in 1978, but the piano solo version was made in 1983 for his 
daughter Majella who gave the first performance that year.

Born in Le Havre in 1947, Tristan Murail received advanced degrees in classical and 
North African Arabic from the École nationale des langues orientales vivantes, as well 
as a degree in economic science, while at the same time pursuing his musical studies. 
In 1967, he became a student of Olivier Messiaen at the Paris Conservatory, and also 
studied at the Institut d’études politiques in Paris, graduating three years later. In 1971, 
he was awarded the Prix de Rome, and later received a First Prize in composition from 
the Paris Conservatory. He spent the next two years in Rome, at the Villa Medicis.



Upon returning to Paris in 1973, he co-founded the Ensemble L’Itinéraire with a group 
of young composers and instrumentalists. The ensemble quickly gained wide recognition 
for its fundamental research in the area of instrumental performance and live electronics.

In the 1980s, Tristan Murail used computer technology to further his research in 
the analysis and synthesis of acoustic phenomena. He developed his own system of 
microcomputer-assisted composition, and then collaborated with Ircam for several 
years, where he taught composition from 1991 to 1997, and took part in the conception 
of the computer-assisted composition program “Patchwork”. In 1997, Tristan Murail 
was named professor of composition at Columbia University in New York, teaching 
there until 2010.

Again in Europe, he continued giving masterclasses and seminars all over the world, 
was guest professor at the Mozarteum University in Salzburg for three years, and is 
currently guest professor at the Shanghai Conservatory. 

Territoires de l’oubli was written in 1977 for the French composer-pianist Michaël 
Levinas, who gave the first performance in Rome, in 1978. This piece, Murail’s longest 
single-movement work to date, is a massive exploration of the piano’s resonance, 
unfolding in a huge curve of continuously evolving textures. Murail has remarked 
of the piece that ‘instead of considering the piano as a mere percussion instrument 
(hammers hitting strings), Territoires emphasizes a different idiomatic characteristic of 
the instrument: a group of strings whose vibration is caused by sympathetic resonance 
or by direct action of the hammers.’ Murail further notes that the work is written ‘for 
the resonances, not the attacks which are considered as “scars” on the continuum’. For 
this reason, the sustaining pedal is held down throughout the entire piece. The work 
perpetually slides between regular, repetitive moments of stability, and chaotic, dense 
textures which often approach noise. The most stable moments often make a special 
feature of iambic, “heart-beat” rhythms. The work constantly plays upon the ambiguity 
between harmony and timbre - the harmony is chosen according to the resonance 
characteristics of the piano, producing several striking transformations of the piano’s 
sound: for example, at the end of the work, a form of “vibrato” is obtained by playing 
a fundamental simultaneously with an E-flat acting as its seventh harmonic. The true 
intonation of the seventh harmonic, heard in the resonance of the fundamental, beats 
against the equally tempered E-flat in the piano’s tuning. At several points in the piece, 
clusters of deep bass notes are heard, producing a mass of higher harmonics which form 
the basis of the harmony of the following section: in this way a continuous harmonic 
“chain” is built throughout the work. The extreme continuity of Territoires does not 
prevent it from being one of Murail’s most evocative and dramatic pieces, especially in 
the wild cadenza of descending and ascending chords near the end.  (Julian Anderson)

© Jonathan Powell, 2017



Jonathan Powell is a pianist and composer. He studied the piano with Denis Matthews 
and Sulamita Aronovsky. After concentrating on composition during the 1990s, he 
then established an international career as a soloist. He has a particular interest in 
contemporary music and composers of the early 20th century: in particular the music of 
Scriabin and other Russian modernists, as well as Ives, Szymanowski, Busoni, and others. 
Over the last decade, concerts have taken him on a tour across the US, to the Musica 
Sacra Festival in Maastricht, the contemporary series hosted by the Fundación BBVA 
in Bilbao, the Musica Nova Festival in Helsinki, the Festival Radio France Montpellier, 
Borealis Festival in Bergen, the Huddersfield Festival of Contemporary Music, recital 
broadcasts for Radio Netherlands and Radio Deutschland Kultur, the Raritäten der 
Klaviermusik am Schloss vor Husum, Vredenburg Muziekcentrum in Utrecht, De 
Toonzaal in ’S Hertogenbosch, and in the Jewish Museum and Altes Rathaus, Vienna. 
His recent concerto appearances include Brahms’ 2nd (with the Slovak Philarmonic), 
Liszt’s Malédiction (with the Kiev Soloists), Finnissy’s 2nd Concerto (at the Moscow 
Conservatoire) and Sørensen’s 2nd (with the Prague Philarmonia under Marian Lejava). 
During 2013 he made international tours featuring Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l’enfant 
Jésus and Albeniz’ Iberia respectively,  while in late 2014 he made an eight-concert tour 
of the US taking in Seattle, Denver, NY and Chicago. During 2015 he gave numerous 
performances of Beethoven’s Hammerklavier sonata and Reger’s Bach Variations. Current 
activities include a tour featuring the complete piano works of Xenakis (including the 
Chopin Academy Warsaw) and, in 2017, Beethoven op.109, Liszt’s Sonata, Stockhausen’s 
Klavierstücke and several performances of Sorabji’s Opus clavicembalisticum.

His CD releases encompass the works of Alexander Krein, Felix Blumenfeld, Alexander 
Goldenweiser, Konstantin Eiges, Georgiy Conus, Leonid Sabaneyev, Egon Kornauth, Janis 
Medinš, Kaikhosru Sorabji, Joseph Marx, Isay Dobrowen, Alexander Scriabin, Jean Sibelius 
and others.

Masterclasses, lecture-recitals and coaching have taken Powell to the Janáček Academy 
(Brno), Oxford University, the Guildhall School and Music and Drama (London), 
Cornish College of Arts (Seattle), and Det Jyske Musikkonservatorium (Esbjerg and 
Odense, Denmark), among others. As a chamber musician, he has worked with ‘cellist 
Rohan de Saram, violinist Ashot Sarkisjan, flautist Matteo Cesari, and sopranos Svetlana 
Sozdateleva, Irena Troupova and Sarah Leonard. Powell has worked with several of 
today’s prominent composers, in particular Claudio Ambrosini, and Michael Finnissy. 
He is currently awaiting a new solo work from Arturas Bumšteinas. Powell is a self-
taught composer – he has recorded several of his own works for BBC broadcasts 
and has received performances by the London Sinfonietta, the Arditti Quartet, Valdine 
Anderson, and Nicolas Hodges among others. His articles on many aspects of Russian 
music appear in the New Grove Dictionary of Music. He lives in southern Poland.
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