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Elena Minetti 

Transición II by Mauricio Kagel 

“The most suitable form of writing for each  
compositional circumstance” 

ABSTRACT: This essay examines heterogeneous forms of writing within the compositional 
process of Transición II (1958–59) by Mauricio Kagel for piano, percussion and two tapes, of 
which primary sources are archived at the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basel. Starting from the 
methodological approaches of Bernhard Appel’s ‘genetische Textkritik’ and taking into con-
sideration new interdisciplinary concepts of non-speech-oriented writing, such as ‘operational 
iconicity’ proposed by Sybille Krämer, this study focuses exemplarily on four visual strategies 
– the use of tables, discs, diagrams, and lines – and investigates their specific functions in the 
development of the composition. Close consideration of these graphical forms reveals how 
they represent ‘operative devices’ which facilitate the composer’s arranging and choosing 
musical material, building and manipulating aleatoric parts, supervising the course of sounds 
in specific sections, and coordinating the interplay between live performers and tapes. Fur-
thermore, it permits research from inside the modus operandi and the aesthetic positioning of 
Kagel in his consistently critical examination of writing typologies. Consequently, this re-
quires a broader definition of the meaning and role of musical writing in the creative 
processes. 

Dieser Beitrag untersucht heterogene Formen der musikalischen Schrift innerhalb des kompo-
sitorischen Prozesses von Mauricio Kagels Werk Transición II (1958–59) für Klavier, Schlag-
zeug und zwei Tonbänder, dessen Primärquellen in der Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel aufbe-
wahrt werden. Ausgehend von den methodischen Ansätzen von Bernhard Appels ›genetischer 
Textkritik‹ und unter Berücksichtigung neuer interdisziplinärer Konzepte einer nicht sprach-
orientierten Schrift, wie sie Sybille Krämer mit der ›operativen Bildlichkeit‹ vorschlägt, fokus-
siert die vorliegende Arbeit exemplarisch vier visuelle Strategien – die Verwendung von Ta-
bellen, Scheiben, Diagramme und Linien – und untersucht ihre spezifischen Funktionen in der 
Entwicklung der Komposition. Die nähere Betrachtung dieser grafischen Formen zeigt, wie sie 
›operative Werkzeuge‹ darstellen, die den Komponisten insbesondere darin unterstützen, das 
musikalische Material zu organisieren und auszuwählen, aleatorische Teile zusammenzubauen 
und zu manipulieren, den Klangverlauf bestimmter Abschnitte zu überwachen oder das Zu-
sammenspiel mit den Tonbändern zu koordinieren. Darüber hinaus erlaubt sie es, den modus 
operandi sowie die ästhetische Positionierung von Kagel in seiner stets kritischen Auseinan-
dersetzung mit Schriftformen von innen heraus zu untersuchen, was schließlich eine breitere 
Definition der Bedeutung und Rolle der musikalischen Schrift in den kreativen Prozessen 
erfordert. 
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The work as human action (genesis) is productive 
as well as receptive. It is continuity. Productively 
it is limited by the manual limitation of the crea-
tor […]. Receptively it is limited by the limitations 
of the perceiving eye. […] The eye must “graze” 
over the surface, grasping sharply portion after 
portion, to convey them to the brain which col-
lects and stores the impressions. The eye travels 
along the paths cut out for it in the work. 

Paul Klee, Pedagogical Sketchbook (1925) 

Writing in Composing* 

In the act of writing, compositional intentions can be manifested in a visual and 
material form on a two-dimensional surface. This rather simple statement be-
comes especially complex if one considers forms of writing within an entire crea-
tive process. In the transition from purely mental ideas to visible inscription, the 
functions of different types of writing seem to be aimed at knowledge-generating 
compositional operations driving the development of the composition. This pre-
liminary consideration provides the starting point for this essay’s central questi-
on, which is to investigate how some graphical forms stemming from the creative 
process of Mauricio Kagel’s (1931–2008) Transición II for piano, percussion and 
two tapes (1958–59)1 become first and foremost devices to support compositional 
thinking, enabling explorative and operative compositional practices. 

  

 

*  This paper is the first partial result of research conducted at the Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel for 
my PhD thesis within the research project Writing Music. Iconic, performative, operative, and ma-
terial aspects in musical notation(s), https://www.writingmusic.net/facts (22.8.2021). My heartfelt 
thanks go to the curator of the Mauricio Kagel Collection, Matthias Kassel, for the generous sup-
port in examining the materials, to my colleagues of the research project for their stimulating 
suggestions, and finally to the participants in the thought-provoking discussion after the talk 
that preceded this text, held at the annual congress of the Gesellschaft für Musiktheorie (Zurich, 
5 October 2019). 

1 See Kagel 1963a. The composition of Transición II took eight months, from November 1958 to 
June 1959 (see Stockhausen 2011, 289). However, the score was printed by Universal Edition in 
1963, four years after its premiere. 

https://www.writingmusic.net/facts
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At the congress Notation Neuer Musik 2 in Darmstadt, a crucial moment for the 
reflection on new ways and possibilities of musical notation, Kagel gave a lecture 
entitled Komposition – Notation – Interpretation in which he explained with expli-
cit reference to Transición II how the composition “forced [him] gradually to de-
velop an extensive system of signs, symbols and new notation techniques in order 
to be able to write down precisely [his] ideas. Clearness or ambiguity did not play 
a particular role at first; what was essential was to find the most suitable form of 
writing for each compositional circumstance and to define and classify this 
form”.3 

In his research into the most appropriate forms of writing, Kagel therefore crit-
ically confronts himself with different notational typologies that are strictly con-
nected to the compositional practices of more or less recent musical traditions 
and his musical experiences. In his modus operandi – meaning the ways in which 
Kagel realises his “composership”4 – appear, for example, number tables to apply 
the serial principle, rotatable objects creating an aleatoric graphic score, and dia-
grammatic structures influenced by his musical experiments at the Studio for 
Electronic Music of the West German Radio. Exploring Kagel’s use of different 
writing forms and materials (including paper typologies) thus permits to trace his 
ways of creation and writing music. 

  

 

2 For the published lectures of the congress Notation Neuer Musik during the 19th International 
Summer Courses in Darmstadt in 1964, see Thomas 1965. 

3 Kagel 1965, 58: “Ich wurde bei der Komposition des Stückes allmählich gezwungen, ein umfang-
reiches System von Zeichen, Symbolen und neuen Notationsverfahren zu entwickeln, um meine 
Vorstellungen präzis niederschreiben zu können. Eindeutigkeit oder Mehrdeutigkeit spielten zu-
nächst keine besondere Rolle; wesentlich war, für jedes kompositorische Moment die geeignetste 
Form des Schreibens zu finden und diese Form zu definieren und einzuordnen.” Translations are 
my own unless specified otherwise. 

4 Kagel 1963b, 34. 
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Tracing the Process 

The theoretical framework of this study draws on interdisciplinary approaches, 
which on the one hand bring to light the most diverse and hitherto little observed 
aspects of writing,5 and on the other hand focus on the creative process with its 
often “non-linear, sometimes erratic, chaotic, unpredictable”6 course preceding 
the final form of a work. 

A change of perspective with regard to writing (meant in a broad sense and not 
specifically implying musical writing) is suggested by philosopher Sybille 
Krämer’s studies on ‘notational iconicity’ (Schriftbildlichkeit) and ‘operational 
iconicity’ (operative Bildlichkeit) aiming to revise the so-called ‘phonographic 
dogma’ under which writing is considered merely a “fixed version of spoken lan-
guage”.7 Krämer on the other hand proposes an integrative concept of writing8 
including various types of writing practices (e. g. mathematical calculation, dia-
grams, tables, graphics, lines, scientific formulas, music or dance notations, etc.).9 
Considering the “(almost) forgotten dimensions of writing”,10 she focuses on the 
visuality of written texts (in their hybrid nature, both iconic and linguistic), their 
“two-dimensional spatiality”, and also their “operability”.11 Forms of writing in-
deed support thinking processes and “open up a neatly arranged and controllable 
space [Operationsraum]12 of aesthetic presentation and tactile manipulations”,13 
in which cognitive processes become clearly visible in visual representations. 

Considering the initial hypothesis within the framework of this theoretical 
perspective, it is now possible to specify that ‘writing music’ could be understood 
as an expanded and broader concept including all graphic strategies in the com-
poser’s practices to shape, develop and supervise a work, to visualise cognitive 
processes for the realisation of compositional practices, and to experiment and 

 

5 See Krämer 2003. 
6 See Grésillon 2015. 
7 Krämer 2017, 303: “Something like a phonographic dogma dominates the theory of writing: 

writing is considered to be a fixed version of spoken language.” 
8 Krämer 2014, 354. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Krämer 2003, 157: “‘Schriftbildlichkeit’ oder: Über eine (fast) vergessene Dimension der Schrift.” 
11 For the quotes in this sentence see Krämer 2017, 303.  
12 See Krämer 2005. 
13 Krämer 2017, 303. 
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find new and more adequate representations of musical ideas. However, the ex-
pression ‘musical notation(s)’ is used here to refer only to the final written forms 
of a composition as fixed in the score. 

As this study focuses particularly on the heterogeneous manifestations of writ-
ing in the compositional development of a work, further methodological clarifica-
tion is required regarding the direct examination of original sources – i. e., the 
traces of the process. 

Examining primary documents (of whatever type) always raises the philologi-
cal question which methods are appropriate in the research process.14 Particularly 
revealing with respect to the study of Kagel’s manuscripts for Transición II is the 
approach of genetische Textkritik proposed by Bernhard R. Appel and pursued 
within the Beethovens Werkstatt15 research project. A sub-discipline of music phi-
lology, it is rooted both in methodological contributions of the French literary 
‘genetic criticism’ (or critique génétique)16 and musicological sketch studies. The 
consideration at the basis of the ‘genetic criticism’ – later transferred to other 
disciplines – is that the ‘process’ and not only the outcome should be at the heart 
of the research. From this perspective, Appel contemplates how compositional 
ideas are reflected in writing processes so that every trace of the work’s devel-
opment gains value in and of itself, as opposed to considering merely the final 
product. Hence, through an almost archaeological procedure, musicological gene-
tische Textkritik maps the “paths of compositional thought”.17 

An Insight Into Transición II 

In the autumn of 1957, about a year before beginning to compose Transición II, 
Mauricio Kagel moved from Buenos Aires to Cologne with his wife, the sculptor 
and graphic artist Ursula Burghardt. Thanks to a scholarship from the German 
academic exchange service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, DAAD), 
he was able to work at the West German Radio Studio for Electronic Music 
(Westdeutscher Rundfunk, WDR) and attended courses in phonetics and commu-

 

14 See Urbanek 2013. 
15 See “Beethovens Werkstatt: genetische Textkritik und digitale Musikedition”, https://beethovens-

werkstatt.de/ (23.6.2020). 
16 See Hay 1979. 
17 Appel 2005, 114.  

https://beethovens-werkstatt.de/
https://beethovens-werkstatt.de/
https://beethovens-werkstatt.de/
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nication theory given by Werner Meyer-Eppler at the University of Bonn. Having 
introduced himself in a letter to Wolfgang Steinecke (who at the time was direc-
tor of the Darmstadt Summer Courses) he was immediately offered the opportu-
nity to present the premiere of his Sexteto de cuerdas (1953, revised 1957) at the 
13th edition of the Summer Courses in 1958, an occasion which would serveas a 
catalyst in establishing himself as a composer of high repute within the 
Darmstadt circle. 

At the time, the European post-war avant-garde at Darmstadt strongly identified 
with serial thinking. In order to establish himself in this rather closed context,18 
Kagel worked intensively according to serial principles, though constantly remain-
ing open to new musical paths and experimental suggestions, such as the revolu-
tionary wave that John Cage unleashed in 1958, contributing “to the collapse of the 
modern serial myth”19 with his compositional principle of aleatory, as Kagel ex-
pressed himself in his article John Cage en Darmstadt 1958. The serial thinking 
rooted in Darmstadt and new inspirations from overseas found a point of intersec-
tion in Transición II, the first work Kagel composed entirely in Europe.20 

This highly experimental composition requires a pianist to play on the key-
board, while a percussionist produces sounds directly on the body and the strings 
through various actions a striking reference to John Cage’s ‘prepared piano’. In 
contrast to to the latter, however, Transición II requires real-time preparation 
during the performance.21 The close interaction of the two performers, following 
the composer’s directions, produces an accidental or latent (rather than pro-
grammatic) form of theatricality that Kagel would revisit in later compositions. 

In addition, the ensemble includes two tape recorders reproducing sound mate-
rials of the performance, either pre-recorded – sometimes with electronic modifi-
cation (tape I) – or recorded during the performance and played back at a later 
time according to certain rules (tape II). The pioneering idea of realising a live-
electronic music of sorts, despite the technical difficulties this presented at that 
time, is a result of Kagel’s compositional search for the expansion of possibilities 
of a single instrument. Indeed, all the piano’s sonic possibilities are explored, and 
the electronic medium further amplifies (or rather doubles in its echo reproduced 

 

18 See Heile/Iddon 2009, 13. 
19 Kagel 1997, 484. 
20 See Heile/Iddon 2009, 15. 
21 See Steigerwald 2011, 114. 
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by loudspeakers) the expansion process, as if it were at the service of an instru-
mental experimentation.  

The high complexity of this composition is already evident from the 14 (of the 
total 43) trilingual pages of performance instructions, considered by Kagel “as a 
necessary evil and as a further symptom of the underdevelopment of traditional 
means of notation.”22 The instructions are divided into ‘Directions’, ‘Performance 
Notes’, ‘Explanation of Symbols’, and ‘Nomenclature’. There he clarifies the or-
ganisation of the piece into 21 sections, each having a specific type of structure 
indicated by the letters A, B and C; in total there are nine A structures, seven B 
structures and five C structures.23 In preparing the piece, the performers may 
select 21 sections, the condition being that the minimum duration of the entire 
piece is 10 minutes. Additionally, Kagel indicates that each section is to be played 
in its entirety and only once. The order of their arrangement is arbitrary; howev-
er, the performers are subject to several further directions that limit their freedom 
as ‘co-composers’. 

The premiere of Transición II took place during the 14th Summer Courses in 
Darmstadt in 1959 with Mauricio Kagel at the piano and Christoph Caskel on 
percussion24 and received remarkable acclaim. In the same context, it was per-
formed three times within a week,25 and Karlheinz Stockhausen even dedicated a 

 

22 Kagel 1965, 58: “Als notwendiges Übel und als weiteres Symptom für die Unterentwicklung der 
herkömmlichen Notationsmittel”. 

23 Kagel 1963a, 2. The C structures were added by Kagel only between 1960 and 1963. Initially, the 
composer had only written the A and B structures, the first characterised by mainly fixed parts, 
the second more flexible. See also Steigerwald 2011, 290 (footnote). 

24 Even though the printed program names David Tudor (piano), Christoph Caskel (percussion), 
and Mauricio Kagel (sound direction) as performers of the premiere (see Borio/Danuser 1997, 
598), according to Christoph Caskel, David Tudor backed out as pianist and his place was taken 
by Kagel. See Steigerwald 2011, 95. 

25 See Borio/Danuser 1997, 600. The third performance took place on 4 September as part of a 
program dedicated to mixed music compositions, with the opening lecture Musik in zwei Dimen-
sionen (Music in two dimensions) given by Bruno Maderna. In addition to Kagel’s Transición II, 
the musical program of the Kranichsteiner Kompositionsstudio III included Roman Haubenstock-
Ramati’s Interpolation and Mobile pour flûte (1959), John Cage’s Aria with Fontana Mix (1958), 
Luciano Berio’s Thema - Omaggio a Joyce (1958), and Bruno Maderna’s Musica su due dimensioni 
(1957–58). The performers named in the program are Cathy Berberian (voice), Severino Gazzel-
loni (flute), David Tudor (piano), Christoph Caskel (piano), and Mauricio Kagel (sound director). 
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lecture to it in his lecture series Musik und Graphik. Kommentare zu neuen Parti-
turen.26 

In concluding this brief insight into Transición II, it should be mentioned that in 
it, Kagel intended to explore the continuous possibilities of transformations of 
compositional material, as the title programmatically illustrates. In his article on 
Transición I for electronic sounds (begun in 1958 at the West German Radio Stu-
dio for Electronic Music and completed only two years after Transición II) Kagel 
explained that even at that point he had already been interested in the principle 
of transition (Übergangsprinzip).27 

The emergence of a musical form, without a predetermined itinerary, interested me. The 
large-scale form – indeterminate in the contexts of changes and technical processes – 
which was to be responsible only for a general principle of transition (transición), had to 
show itself as an open field for a continuous transformation of the material and the subse-
quent constantly renewed relationships.28 

The non-predetermined development of a musical form should thus create an ‘open 
field’ for continuous transformations of the material. As Pia Steigerwald points out, 
this theoretical principle is present in Transición II on all compositional levels: 

Form through sectioning and a tendency toward the open; structure as the generation of 
structural types to be combined according to certain rules; material as a category depending 
on formal and structural processes as well as on sound production; sound as the interaction 
of the two performers, who influence each other with fixed roles (the pianist as a keyboard 
player and the percussionist as a string player). And finally, the musical notation as a mix-
ture of action- and result-notation, as well as graphic notation.29 

 

26 See Stockhausen 2011. 
27 See Kagel 1962. For an insight into the relationship between Transición I and Transición II, see 

Schnebel 1970, 36–50. 
28 Kagel 1962, 15: “Die Entstehung einer musikalischen Form, ohne eine im voraus festgelegte Reiserou-

te, interessierte mich. Die Großform – in den Zusammenhängen von Veränderungen und technischen 
Prozessen unbestimmt –, die nur für ein allgemeines Übergangsprinzip (transición) verantwortlich 
sein sollte, mußte sich als offenes Feld für eine kontinuierliche Verwandlung des Materials und die mit 
ihm ständig erneuerten Beziehungen zeigen.” English translation by Anne Ewing. 

29 Steigerwald 2011, 95: “Form durch Abschnittsbildung und Tendenz zum Offenen; Struktur als 
Generierung von Strukturtypen, die nach gewissen Regeln miteinander kombiniert werden sol-
len; Material als Kategorie, die sowohl von formalen und strukturellen Prozessen als auch von 
der Klangerzeugung abhängt; Klang als Interaktion der beiden Interpreten, die mit festgelegten 
Rollen (Pianist als Tastenspieler und Schlagzeuger als Saitenspieler) sich gegenseitig beeinflus-
sen. Und schließlich der Notentext als Gemisch aus Aktions-, Resultatschrift und graphischer 
Notation.” English translation by Anne Ewing. 
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The heterogeneous catalogue of different experimental, graphical, and notational 
tendencies represents one of the most interesting aspects of this work.  

Focussing particularly on forms of writing that preceded the final score, four 
moments from different phases of the creative process of Transición II will be 
investigated: the structuring of number tables, the building and manipulation of 
discs, the drawing and thereby visualisation of a graph, and finally, the fixing of 
lines. 

Visual Strategies as Operative Devices 

1. Structuring of Tables 

Only a small part of compositional thinking is recorded in writing – mostly that 
which is difficult to remember or to work out purely mentally. From this small 
part, written elements can take on a compositional and functional form only in a 
precise graphic representation. This is the case with the tabular arrangement of 
tone rows, a typical form for the determination of material within the framework 
of twelve-tone technique,30 which allows the composer – normally at the begin-
ning of the compositional process – to arrange, visualise, and select from the 
combinatorial possibilities of the musical material so that all twelve notes are 
played before any recurrences. 

The rich portfolio of documents relating to Transición II, preserved in the Mau-
ricio Kagel Collection at the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basel, consists of six fold-
ers. The first pages, archived under Erste Versuche Gedanken Skizzen (first at-
tempts, thoughts, sketches), are followed by 30 pages of squared paper – some 
dated, some with references to page numbers of other notebooks – in which Ka-
gel predisposes a catalogue of number tables in order to write down pitch rows 
and their permutations.  

Figure 1 shows a page with six tables of tone rows, the last of which is only 
partially sketched. Each number of the rows corresponds to a note of the chro-
matic scale (C = 1; C sharp = 2; D = 3; D sharp = 4, and so on). In the first table 
(marked with A), the twelve-tone rows are indicated with ordinal numbers, ar-
ranged vertically from 1o to 12o. The following tables do not include any row 

 

30 See Zimmermann 2008, 199. See also Decroupet 1995. 
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permutation but represent the same twelve-tone rows (i. e. the identical sequence 
of notes) in different positions on the table.31 

How and at which later stages of the work’s creation the tone rows and their 
arrangement in tables were used remains vague. What is interesting here is not 
so much the discovery of an application of this meticulous preparatory work in 
the final score (which has often been pursued in philological research). Apart 
from a teleological reconstruction, this compositional moment allows to observe 
how the table as a graphic object with a precise order of the elements (i. e. num-
bers in boxes corresponding to established pitches, sorted according to a certain 
logic, with arrows indicating the possible reading direction) allows the composer 
to set up a continuum of possibilities and then select his own musical material.  

Kagel’s thorough work on the serial arrangement of pitches is a confirmation 
of his intention – at least at this point of the creative process – to elaborate his 
work in a serial manner. One has, however, to keep in mind that “most of the 
piece [in the final score] is in approximate notation with respect to both pitch 
and rhythm, making a serial control of these parameters impossible”.32 As Atti-
nello writes, Transición II represents an “elaborate presentation of ‘subverted’ 
serialism”, because of “the combination of a hyper-difficult performance score 
with arbitrary operations”.33 

Regardless of the result of this compositional work in the printed score, the 
great effort Kagel obviously put into the elaboration of the numerous pages of 
tables testifies yet to something else: it manifests not only the intention to com-
pose according to serial principle but also implicitly reveals the wish and search 
for legitimation of his work as a composer within the Darmstadt circle where 
serial thinking ruled, even over compositional writing practices. 

 

31 Observing figure 1 in detail, we can see that the first table on the right contains a vertical permu-
tation: the first row in Table A (2, 5, 4, 6, 8, 7, 9, 1, 12, 11, 10, 3) becomes the vertical order row in 
the table on its right. In the table indicated with B the rows are no longer arranged horizontally, 
but vertically. The ordinal numbers are therefore placed horizontally at the top of the table. In 
table C the rows are sorted horizontally according to the order given by the numbers of the first 
horizontal row in table B (2, 9, 4, 6, 8, 12, 3, 5, 10, 11, 7, 1). Likewise, in table D their order is giv-
en by the numbers of the second horizontal row in table B (5, 7, 10, 3, 11, 8, 9, 2, 12, 6, 1, 4), while 
the incomplete table would arrange the rows according to the order given by the numbers of the 
second vertical row in table B (9, 7, 10, 3, 1, 5, 12, 2, 11, 6, 4, 8).  

32 Heile 2006, 28. 
33 For the quotes in this sentence see Attinello 2002, 264. 



Transición II by Mauricio Kagel 

GMTH Proceedings 2019 153 

 

Figure 1: Page of squared paper with six tables of tone rows, the last of which is only partially 
sketched, related to Transición II. Mauricio Kagel Collection, Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel. 
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2. Manipulation of Discs 

While tables of tone rows can be considered a rather conventional type of writing 
for composers participating in the Darmstadt Summer Courses, the rotatable discs 
that Kagel conceived for the aleatoric sections of Transición II are quite particular. 

On the back of one of the squared pages containing the tables, Kagel sketches a 
circumference (its centre in the origin of two axes of a Cartesian plane) and some of 
its radii. Additionally, he indicates the widths of the angles (80,7° – 83° – 75,5° – 60°) 
formed between each radius and the perpendicular from the point of the intersec-
tion of this radius with the circumference and the abscissae axis (the radius set at 
180°). These widths correspond to specific tone durations (eighth note, quarter 
note, half note, whole note), as indicated above the brace (fig. 2). 

This representation provides a first sketch for a graphic example (“Beispiel 18”) 
printed in Kagel’s article Translation – Rotation34 (fig. 3), where in a caption he 
describes the relationship between the width of the angles and the duration of the 
notes more precisely. In this theoretical text, Kagel explains in detail two compo-
sitional principles for which any musical configuration can be transformed 
through geometric permutation by rotation (of which some elements are de-
scribed above) or by linear displacement, i. e., translation. 

The conception of these principles was most likely influenced by the reflec-
tions “in the field of becoming form”35 contained in Paul Klee’s Das bildnerische 
Denken36 which has influenced the thinking of quite a few composers. Kagel 
points out that the musical translation from the purely graphical origin of “struc-
tural processes” and “form principles” must remain a rather “individual and al-
most ‘private’ affair”: From a mere “pictorial thought”, it is not immediately pos-
sible to elaborate a “musical application”: this can only occur if the “arrangement 
and manipulation of the material” is renewed and reformulated.37 With the disc 

 

34 See Kagel 1960. 
35 Kagel 1960, 31 (footnote): “im Bereich des Form-Werdens”. 
36 Klee/Spiller 1956. See also Klee 1953, especially the pages 31–32: “43 The infinite movement, 

chromatic.” 
37 For the quotes in this sentence see Kagel 1963b, 35: “The interconnections which might deter-

mine possible relationships between music and painting would depend chiefly upon factors of a 
technical nature. If the musical translation of structural processes and of form principles having 
purely graphic origin attaches itself to present-day interpretations and to the handwork of the 
composer, it will become a most individual and almost ‘private’ affair. Only after essential inno-
vations are formulated in the arrangement and manipulation of the material will any musical 
application be found for the outcome of all kinds of pictorial thought.” 
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structures for Transición II, Kagel realises exactly this shift from a visual inspira-
tion to an operational tool to fix his theoretical and compositional ideas, but also 
to generate and develop a sonic reality.  

 

Figure 2: Sketched circumference with radii and widths of the angles on the back of a page contain-
ing the tables related to Transición II. Mauricio Kagel Collection, Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel. 

 

Figure 3: Example n. 18 from the text Translation – Rotation by Mauricio Kagel (Kagel 1960, 43). 
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The collocation of the sketched circumference with radii and widths of angles in 
what was probably the first genetic phase of the compositional process of Transi-
ción II suggests that the theorising of the ‘rotation principle’ is firmly connected 
to this work. In its final score, the principle is indeed applied significantly by 
means of different types of rotatable discs. I now turn to a page from the auto-
graph score written by Kagel and most likely prepared for the performance or the 
final fair copy (fig. 4). What we observe is a score ‘manipulated’ by the perfor-
mers, who have cut the discs (provided on another page) and fixed their centres 
in order to rotate them.38 The geometric configuration of the figures is detached 
from its relationship with a system of coordinates that definitively determine the 
value of each element. The figures’ rotation movements establish new coordinate 
systems, thus each time determining new musical values. In reference to these 
structures to be performed by the pianist (in the autograph score on page 34a[B], 
but in the final score the page number changes to 26a[B]),39 Kagel explains that 
“[e]ach disc is to be played twice, but in a new position each time. One has to 
begin with the disc 1 [the first one on the bottom left]; afterwards the succession 
of the discs is ad libitum.”40 Moreover, the signs on the discs must be read from 
left to right, and those that appear superimposed vertically must be played simul-
taneously.41 

Looking in particular at the disc labelled ‘1’ (fig. 5), we can observe that some 
dots and some elongated dots are written on a transparent, rotatable paper disc, 
under which is a fixed musical staff: “[t]he upper system of each semi-circle is to 
be read in treble clef, the lower one in bass clef ”.42 The pianist must choose where 
to rotate the disc, however, only within the pre-set eight positions, i. e., only in 

 

38 It can be deduced with some certainty from a photograph (published in Dörstel 1993, 146) that 
this page was also exhibited at the Atelier Mary Bauermeister in Cologne on 26 March 1960 to-
gether with a second sheet of the same score (so far not precisely identified). 

39 In this document is written 34a[B]: a different pagination than the corresponding page of the pub-
lished score, where is written 26a[B]. Moreover, in the score, there is no longer the line at the bot-
tom which would indicate the playing of Tape II. As the curator of the Mauricio Kagel Collection at 
the Paul Sacher Foundation, Matthias Kassel, explains in an e-mail exchange (16 December 2020), 
Kagel changed the pagination of this page during the transition from the pencil score to the trans-
parent fair copy in ink for the print template (Druckvorlage) for Universal Edition. Also, in the 
transparent fair copy version, the page is initially marked 34a[B], but then the page number was 
crossed out and changed to 26a[B] in pencil. 

40 Kagel 1963a, 8. 
41 See Kagel 1963a, 9. 
42 See Kagel 1963a, 9. 
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the angles where the arrow drawn on the disc meets one of the arrows on the 
page. The letters written in the four circular swells indicate the names of the 
notes for clarity. By rotating the disc, the notes (dots) or clusters (elongated dots) 
move upwards, thus becoming higher, and should be played increasingly piano; 
conversely, those that turn downwards become lower and are to be played in-
creasingly forte. The rhythm, however, results from the horizontal distance be-
tween the signs.43 

 

Figure 4: Page 34aB from the autograph score of Transición II used for the performance (in the 
printed score it is page 26aB). Mauricio Kagel Collection, Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel. © Mit 
freundlicher Genehmigung der Universal Edition AG. 

 

43 See Boehmer 1967, 150–153. 
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Figure 5. On the left: the disc to be cut out and then fixed with a slit pin on the disc (shown in 
the middle) at the ✛ sign. (Both figures are taken from the published score of Transición II: 
Kagel 1963a, 44 and 28). I digitally rotated the first disc to have the same degree of rotation to 
compare it with the disc on the right taken from the autograph score for the performance (see 
fig. 4). Mauricio Kagel Collection, Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel. © Mit freundlicher Genehmi-
gung der Universal Edition AG. 

In Transición II, writing music does not so much entail the fixation of a specific 
musical idea but rather the predisposition of materials, objects, and rules for their 
basic functioning to be manipulated in order to generate an aural event that may 
remain unknown to the composer. With the handling of the musical text in this 
specific mobile form, Kagel attempts to shift the act of composition far beyond 
the finished score and to pass this task to future performers. Somehow, the com-
positional process expands with time, the work remaining a ‘work in progress’.44 
With this almost playful strategy, Kagel allows the performers to become co-
authors of the composition with each new performance. This is in line with Ka-
gel’s own theorising in his text Translation – Rotation, where he writes that “in-
terpretation is then a field of composition, both when it manifests itself during 
the performance as an extension of the idea, and when the perspective of infinite 
interconnections of the inner articulation of form requires an interpretative 
treatment of the material”.45 

 

44 See Schnebel 1970, 35. 
45 Kagel 1960, 31: “Interpretation ist dann ein Bereich der Komposition, sowohl wenn sie sich bei 

der Aufführung als verlängerte Vorstellung manifestiert, als auch dann, wenn die Perspektive 
unendlicher Verknüpfungen der inneren Formartikulation eine interpretative Behandlung des 
Materials fördert.” 
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3.  Visualisation Through a Graph 

Through spatial coordinates, a diagrammatic figure becomes, as Sybille Krämer 
explains, an “operative medium […] as a result of an interaction within the triad of 
imagination, hand, and eye”.46 The graphical structures sketched by Kagel on mili-
metre paper (fig. 6) and conserved in the manuscripts related to Transición II can be 
considered as graphs facilitating the composer and performers the quick and effec-
tive visualisation of the metronomic tempo’s variations. The only textual informa-
tion in this manuscript is a small caption in Spanish indicating that each horizontal 
centimetre on paper represents a measure (compás). The abscissa then indicates the 
course of time, while the ordinate, marked with Roman numerals from I to VII, 
corresponds, as inferred from a comparison with other manuscripts and the final 
score, to seven levels of metronomic speeds. Specifically, level I corresponds to 40 
BPM, and level VII to 160 BPM. Courses are traced in black pencil and in red when 
different tempo paths overlap. However, the colour difference is not present in the 
corresponding pages (9[A] to 12[A]) of the published score. 

The use of millimetre paper stands out as unique among the other paper mate-
rials used in the compositional process of Transición II, but looking at the sketches 
for Transición I (for tape), it is immediately evident that Kagel used very similar 
graphs on squared paper for that work. The genetic processes of these composi-
tions are intertwined, even chronologically. The material correspondence between 
them, however, shows that Kagel was accustomed to using this type of paper and 
other such types of graphic writing, which could have been influenced by his expe-
rience at the West German Radio Studio for Electronic Music. As he writes in his 
article on Transición I, the influence of instrumental music on electronic music is 
revealed in the adoption and assimilation of methods and principles of composi-
tional organisation.47 What emerges from this moment in the compositional 
process is the possibility of observing how the experience in the studio also left 
traces on Kagel’s way of visualising sound in the context of an instrumental section 
of a mixed music work. 

 

46 Krämer 2009, 105: “Das Diagrammatische ist ein operatives Medium, welches infolge einer Inter-
aktion innerhalb der Trias von Einbildungskraft, Hand und Auge zwischen dem Sinnlichen und 
dem Sinn vermittelt, indem Unsinnliches wie beispielsweise abstrakte Gegenstände und Begriffe 
in Gestalt räumlicher Relationen verkörpert und damit nicht nur ‘denkbar’ und verstehbar, son-
dern überhaupt erst generiert werden.” 

47 Kagel 1962, 15: “Der Einfluß der Instrumental- auf die elektronische Musik zeigte sich damals in 
der Übernahme von Methoden und Organisationsprinzipien.” 
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Figure 6: Graph relating to Transición II on millimetre paper. Mauricio Kagel Collection, 
Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel. 

4.  Fixing of Lines 

When tape recorders became available to composers, they found themselves 
presented with the challenge of writing down a new form of sound production 
– i. e., the reproduction through loudspeakers of sounds recorded on tape – and 
in some cases, its interplay with sounds played live in front of the audience. 
Since the late 1940s composers had dealt with the notation of mixed music both 
in composition workshops and in electronic music studios, additionally reflect-
ing on their ‘writing systems’ at various public and private events.48 Kagel’s 
encounter with electronic music in the autumn of 1957 meant for him the intro-
duction to a “new musical time”.49 Working on his first electronic composition 

 

48 This is the topic of my PhD thesis Schrift als Werkzeug. Schriftbildliche Operativität in Komposi-
tionsprozessen früher musique mixte (1949–1959) that examines writing forms within the compo-
sitional processes of some of the first significant mixed-music works such as, in addition to Tran-
sición II, Still Point (1948) by Daphne Oram, Musica su due dimensioni (1952) by Bruno Maderna 
and Différences (1959) by Luciano Berio. 

49 Kagel 1962, 15. 
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Transición I, he was interested in exploring the relations between musical ma-
terial and its temporal formation.50  

Kagel’s reflections on temporality also manifest themselves in Transición II, in 
that two magnetic tapes on which structures are pre-recorded or recorded during 
the performance are also played back during the performance. In the introduction 
to the score, Kagel provides further clarification regarding the use of the two 
tapes: Tape I is for recording the B or C structures before the performance; Tape 
II is for recording the A or C structures during the performance.51 The composer 
explains further: 

The music stored on [Tape I] may be freely subjected to a number of processes altering 
timbre and wave form to a degree such that recognition of the original sounds is made im-
possible in the result. […] Unless it has been possible to arrive at a thorough transformation 
of the original piano sounds, Tape I must be restricted to simple reproduction.  

The material to be played back on [Tape II] must have a duration equal to one half, one 
third, or one quarter of the originally recorded structures; but there must be no alteration 
either of the pitch or the duration of the original sounds.52 

In Transición II, the production of recorded sound using magnetic tapes before 
and during the performance together with live instrumental sounds generate 
three different temporal structures, which, as Kagel writes, are superimposed: the 
first is given by the actions of the two instrumentalists (direct performance), the 
second by the sounds on tape produced and recorded previously by the same 
instrumentalists, and the third is formed during the performance by recording 
certain segments of the piece, which are played back into the hall via loudspeak-
ers (indirect performance). Three fundamental layers are thus developed in rela-
tion to time.53 

In the introduction to the score, Kagel suggests that the performers should at-
tempt to simulate playing without producing sound when “taped material, not 
processed, is sounding alone without simultaneous live performance”.54 With this 
idea, it seems that the composer intends to further confuse the acoustic percep-

 

50 Ibid. 
51 Kagel 1963a, 3. On the A, B, and C structures of Transición II see footnote 27. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Kagel 1959, 34. 
54 Kagel 1963a, 5: “When taped material, not processed, is sounding alone without simultaneous 

live performance, the players are encouraged – freely, according to their taste – to mimic the ac-
tivity of the taped sounds on the piano's keyboard and interior (silently).” 
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tion of the audience, inducing fusions – or better ‘transitions’ – between different 
sound productions, and therefore between the three temporal structures. 

In order to synchronise the three structures in the final score and thus to coor-
dinate the interaction between the magnetic tapes and live performance, Kagel in 
some instances places lines at the bottom of the score. As can be seen in Figure 7, 
he also adds written indications in relation to the two lines such as “Aufnahme” 
(recording) above the white line and “Wiedergabe” (playback) below the black 
line. Evidently, only the start and end points of these two operations are clearly 
established. These minimal annotations are the only possible forms of writing, as 
the parts recorded before or during the performance change each time according 
to the interpreters’ choices. The performers may choose – although within the 
combinations predetermined by the composer – how to combine the structures 
written in the score and to be played live with one or two different recorded 
structures played back on tape.55 The line, as a one-dimensional graph, thus cor-
responds to the temporal presence of the electronic sound dimension, and in par-
ticular to the operations (recording and playback) to be carried out in combina-
tion with the structures to be performed live in front of the audience.  

 

Figure 7: Mauricio Kagel, detail of page 20C from the printed score of Transición II (see Kagel 
1963a, 20C). © Mit freundlicher Genehmigung der Universal Edition AG. 

  

 

55 Kagel 1963a, 4. In the introduction to the score, Kagel lists possible combinations of the structures 
played by the performers and played back on tape. Considering the page in figure 7, the notation 
corresponds to a C structure and could therefore be combined exclusively with the following struc-
tures or pairs of structures to played back: A, B, C, A+B, A+C, B+C and C+C structures. 
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Final Remarks  

Returning to the initial theoretical assumption, according to which particular 
forms of writing music within the compositional process obtain an operative 
quality, it is now possible to point out how the four discussed visual strategies 
within the development of Transición II can be considered as ‘operative devices’ 
fulfilling specific functions in the creative process. In particular, it becomes clear 
how the tone row tables are prepared to arrange the pitches according to serial 
principle, how rotatable discs are used in aleatoric sections, how a graph on mil-
limetre paper depicts the sound trajectory of a specific section, and how lines 
coordinate the interplay between recorded and live sound productions. 

What makes these forms of writing ‘operative’ is their potential to generate re-
sults that enable the composer to advance the compositional project and for the 
performers to develop their own interpretation. Within the compositional 
process, the operativity of writing is triggered by precise result-oriented inten-
tions, which may sometimes be modified or questioned during the process of 
writing or not be realised at all. Fundamentally, though, there is an intentional 
movement that is realised and developed through visual strategies, which, in 
turn, allows to attain a higher degree of knowledge.  

Although this study is based on a small selection of documents, it demonstrates 
that Kagel’s imagination of sound had a continuous and productive relationship 
with written signs and graphical forms, as is also evidenced by his references to a 
need to be able to precisely write down his own ideas.56 This relationship with 
the writing must also be maintained in a certain physical and interactive manner 
by the performers, during the unavoidable study phase of the score. Kagel goes so 
far as to give indications with regard to the properties of music stands in the in-
troduction to the score.57 He recommends that “in case of extremely complex 
pages – e. g., page 26 – each performer should write out a transcription of the 
version decided upon.”58 Fundamentally, the performance of Transición II is, in a 
way, created through the exchange between the writing and the interpreters 

 

56 Kagel 1965, 58: “Ich wurde bei der Komposition des Stückes [i. e. Transición II ] allmählich ge-
zwungen, ein umfangreiches System von Zeichen, Symbolen und neuen Notationsverfahren zu 
entwickeln, um meine Vorstellungen präzis niederschreiben zu können.” 

57 Kagel 1963a, 15: “For the percussion part Christoph Caskel designed the music stand pictured 
here. It can be made easily of cardboard or pieces of wood.” 

58 Kagel 1963a, 5. Page 26 quoted by Kagel consists of two sections: 26a for the pianist and 26b for 
the percussionist. The pianist’s page is the same as described above (see fig. 4). 
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themselves; in this sense, memorisation for performance would be an entirely 
unreasonable task. 

Following the conviction that the composer must engage in “constant stock-
taking of the available ‘writing tools’ so that he can adequately express his 
ideas”,59 Kagel collects and reworks traditions and trends in musical writing, that 
is to say, he included and assimilated many different graphic strategies or ‘writ-
ing tools’ derived from the trends and traditions with which he came into contact. 
In this sense, Transición II ’s manuscripts trace his complete immersion within a 
music-historical context full of new influences to be critically elaborated. 

With regard to the question of the validity of musical notation, Kagel points 
out the composer’s need to explore imagined dimensions through the act of writ-
ing itself. 

The scale of evaluation for validity or invalidity in the latest forms of musical notation is 
still subject to the question of the quality of the solution. This question is at once mislead-
ing and burdensome when applied to those objects which make no claim to a standard, 
since they represent in the first instance the tentative exploration of previsioned spheres.60 

The exploratory tension afforded by what is still unknown and unheard, the 
openness to repertoires of forms from several origins, and the need to educate the 
eye not to remain bound to predefined sound concepts are for Kagel the funda-
mental characteristics of the composer’s attitude.61 The close study of results of 
his research to ascertain “for each compositional circumstance, the most suitable 
form of writing”62 finally sheds new light on the interdependency between his 
explorative compositional thinking and the practices of writing music. 

  

 

59 Kagel 1965, 56: “Viel mehr sollte ihn [den Komponisten] die ständige Bestandaufnahme der 
vorhandenen ‘Schreibmittel’ interessieren, damit er seine Vorstellung adäquat wiedergeben 
kann.” 

60 Kagel 1963b, 34. 
61 Ibid., 33–34. 
62 See Kagel 1965, 58. 
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