
A Letter from Darmstadt 

Paul Attinello 

Being a personal account 
of the peculiar circumstances and discussions 

surrounding the Adorno speeches and the American panel 
in Darmstadt in the summer of 1994, 

so as to illustrate certain aspects of the current relative positions 
of German and American musicologies 

Not precisely a conference report: something more personal 
and less "objective"-something perhaps very dose to gossip. 
Because what happened was 
not merely conceptual, not 
merely a matter of making 
statements which modified or 
conflicted with other state
ments. Several different cul
tures, which because of their 
common technical (musical 
and/or theoretical) background 
shared large chunks of terminology, nevertheless disagreed at 
some very basic levels; and the members of those cultures, both 
as individuals and as representatives of the ideals educated into 
them, became passionate about these disagreements. As will 
become evident, I am in no wayan impartial observer. Myac
count of the following events approximately illustrates my im
pression of German musicology after spending a year in 
Europe, and subsumes many other less dramatic illustrations of 
that impression. This is that, in the musicology departments of 
Germany, it is, in some ways, still 1967: the year before the 
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student riots, two years before Adorno's public humiliation and 
death, and long before feminism, poststructuralism and multi
culturalism were taken seriously anywhere. This is understand
able: Germans can, after all, read Adorno with relative ease (at 
least compared to our continuing struggle with translations, of 
which the earlier ones were notoriously poor). They are thus 
directly struck by the difficult brilliance of a difficult man, and 
probably overwhelmed by it, for Adorno opened up chasms 
which are arduous to leap. And many Germans seem to have 
avoided reading francophone and anglophone poststructural
ism, feminism, and so on, apparently assuming that these sub
versive ventures into culture and philosophy are not important. 
Certainly, the normal German philosophical education is far 
better than ours; unfortunately, the ability to leap from system
atic philosophies to anti-systems, from classical/modernist op
positions to postmodernism, is a step which few there appear 
to have taken. 

I suspect that the discursive aspects of those changes cen
tered on 1968, the time of the student uprisings and of the be
ginnings of many of the intellectual shifts that were later 
named poststructuralistn and/or posttnodernism, were chiefly 
ignored in Germany. That is, feminism (in terms of equality 
for women) and political freedom received a great deal of atten
tion, but only in the most material, concrete manner. When 
French writers pointed out that our discourse determined our 
reality-that hierarchy and power were embedded in the way 
things were said and interpreted-the Germans, apparently 
scorning Romance-language philosophy, were perhaps the only 
thinkers in the West to ignore such shifts in analytical focus. It 
seems that the Dutch and the Scandinavians, the Slavs, and of 
course the French, Italians and Spanish, as well as most anglo
phone cultures, all have some connection to or involvement in 
pOststtucturalism, and regard French philosophy as at least in
teresting. Of course, translations of Foucault, Derrida, 
Lyotard, and others are actually available in German book
stores, in inexpensive paperbacks; but they seem not widely 



repercussiom Spring 1995 

read. Heinz-Klaus Metzger, who has indeed read all of the 
major French writers, said to me that very few Germans take 
poststructuralism seriously. 

As a result, the last "great thought" accepted by many 
German intellectuals is Adorno. This results in a difficult split 
in German intellectual culture: their daily world has already 
drifted far from modernism, but they are not sufficiently famil
iar with certain intellectual tools to relate to postmodernism as 
other Western intellectuals do. For example, I tend to feel that 
Habermas on postmodernism is rather ridiculous, of hardly 
more use than Adorno on jazz; and, similarly, most German 
writing on Cage and other postmodern music seems to miss 
the point, repeatedly and ponderously. This is perhaps why 
there is not much "new musicology" in Germany: they simply 
don't have the tools, nor do they have a background of taking 
ideas such as subjectivity, ambiguity, textuality, relativity, and 
so on as valid. 

Before everything happened: 
February 1994, Frankfort; July 13, 1994, Berlin 

In February, Heinz-Klaus 
Metzger and Rainer Riehn 
planned to give a presenta
tion in Darmstadt on 
Adorno's speech on Klang
farben. This was a four
hour improvised speech 
given in the 1960s which is 
preserved on tape, as are 
many of the Darmstadt lec
tures. The presentation was 
to be introduced by 
Gianmario Borio and 
Ulrich Mosch, two 
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musicologists who have worked extensively with the 
Darmstadt archives. All these plans were canceled by Friedrich 
Hommel, then director of the Darmstadt Ferienkurse, who de
cided that a respectable figure outside music-Albrecht 
Wellmer, moral philosopher and Adorno expert-should ap
pear instead. Borio and Mosch planned a brief, quarter-hour 
presentation by Wellmer, and wanted to bring Metzger and 
Riehn back into the ring; but Hommel had other expectations 
and it was, after all, his show. 

Before we all went to Darmstadt, Hermann Danuser invit
ed us to a garden party and seminar on July 13th at his Berlin 
house, which involved a dis
cussion of a draft of 
Wellmer's lecture "Dber 
Musik und Sprache." Attend
ing were Wellmer, Borio, and 
some interesting young mu
sicologists who will be worth 
watching out for-Pascal 
Decroupet, Simone 
Heilgendorff, Inge Kovacs 
and Pietro Cavallotti. 

In my notes, made after 
everything was over, I de
scribed this draft as "even 
more pompous and inaccu
rate than the final one." My 
understanding of the dense 
German was only partial, but 
one of the young musicolo
gists said that the Wellmer ar
ticle, largely concerned with 
comparisons between the 
processes and semantics of 
music and speech, was very much "reheated Adorno"; she also 
said that Danuser is one of the most progressive professors in 
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Germany. This seems problematic to me; although he is very 
gracious and open to discussion, Danuser's studies of postmod
ernism and American music are largely contingent on dialecti
cal categories, making his work often more serious and morally 
modernist than seems appropriate. 

The discussion included several points: Danuser men
tioned differential aesthetics, i.e., an analysis that works over 
what is different in a piece, not its modeling as a form, and re
ferred to the writings of Edward Cone. Borio said, rather elu
sively, that Wellmer needed to consider two levels: (1) Musik als 
Sprache (and perhaps Musikalische Sprache), or the question of 
syntax; and (2) the construction of the work of music. Danuser 
brought up the distinction of analyzing musical process in 
terms of the organic, as opposed to the rational or mechanical 
(which seems to me rather old-fashioned, especially when used 
in value judgments-Le., this musical work is "natural," that 
one is "artificial," etc.). 

Students asked 
only two or three 
very careful ques
tions; it seemed that 
discussion, and cer
tainly disagreement, 
were not expected. 
Afterwards, students 
(and 1) asked 
WeUmer questions, 
to which he respond
ed in a pleasant, in
terested way; but I 
don't think he under
stood everything, 
particularly given the 
different kinds of 
music with which he 
seemed to be unfami-
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Adorno-Refiraten, First Day: 

liar. Over the pasta salad 
buffet, I tried to explain 
that a musical argument 
organized exclusively 
around common-prac
tice Western music was 
really too categorically 
limited these days, but he 
didn't seem to know any
thing about Weltmusik. 

July 30, 1994, Internationale Ferienkurse fur Neue 
Musik, Darmstadt 

The Adorno presentation 
was made in the largest audi
torium, with the audience ar
ranged on the floor around a 
high platform which con
tained a table with Ulrich 
Mosch, Gianmario Borio, 
Albrecht Wellmer, Hermann 
Danuser, Heinz-Klaus 
Metzger and Rainer Riehn, 

reading from left to right. As one might imagine, this was a dis
tancing, rather overwhelming visual setup. Four lectures were 
scheduled, by the latter four panel members; Metzger and 
Riehn had been added back in a week or so before, after Borio 
and Mosch protested to Hommel (again). 

The title had been announced as "Die Aktualitat Theodor 
W. Adornos" (The Current-ness of Adorno, or perhaps: The 
Contemporary Adorno). On the blackboard where announce
ments were made, someone had altered this title to: "Die 
Aktualitat f. Theodor W. Adornos FeMeI''' (i.e., questioning 
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that Adorno is current, and altering the second half of the 
phrase to read "Adorno's Mistake"). This was seen by everyone 
that morning and caused many raised eyebrows, but no one 
erased it. In introducing the lectures, Mosch made the tactical 
error of referring to this graffiti rather stiffly as Schmiererei 
(smear, or something offensive and crudely scrawled), which 
even the Germans thought a humorless response. This created 
a defensiveness in the audience-which was, of course, a 
youngish audience of rebellious composers and performers, 
rather than the obedient philosophy students to whom Wellm
er may be accustomed-that might have led to much of the en
suing squabbling. 

Albrecht Wellmer then gave his speech "Uber Musik und 
Sprache" for an hour and twenty minutes. In my (admittedly 
negative) view, it was an embarrassing presentation, old
fashioned, abstract and musically ignorant, particularly of ex
perimental music. It was dear that Beethoven and the Western 
common-practice canon were the only musics he was talking 
about, but he never acknowledged that (and probably doesn't 
realize that there is anything else). He seemed cheerful, how
ever, and I believe he didn't expect most of the negative re
sponses. 

Some of my irritable notes on Wellmer, scribbled on the 
back of my program: "German musicology is so old
fashioned"; and "at the INMM this may have been bearable, 

but in front of these young 
composers, such stuff is in
sulting." I had about twenty 
small complaints, all of 
which were pretty much par
adigmatic of each other. 
Adorno's answers were al
ready problematic in the late 
fifties, or even earlier when 
he spoke on mass culture; it is 
not always useful to employ 
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his answers as general judgments, and it goes against his ap
proach anyway, as he created a method of inquiry rather than a 
position. And every time the Germans can get the concept of 
Dialektik in, they do, acting as though they've actually solved 
something. Ultimately, the here-are-aU-the-answers attitude
Wellmer didn't define music or speech, but did attempt to 
dictate universal rules for them-most deeply offended the 
audience. 

Gerhard Stabler stood to 
ask whether he was in the 
right room, what was the 
point of the previous hour 
and twenty minutes, and 
whether the other speakers wo going on so 
was meant to be extremely rude, and was taken that way; 
Masch, sputtering slightly, countered that this sort of presenta
tion could not be limited in terms of the clock. Hermann 
Danuser then gave a half-hour lecture on various minor aspects 
of Adorno's understanding of music, which did not relieve the 
hostility in the room. 

At this point Brian 
Ferneyhough gave a brief 
(three-page, handwrit
ten, in English) presenta
tion on the reception of 
Adorno in England and 
America, pleasant for its 
non-pompous and even
handed tone, which re
ferred to some of the 
more postmodern studies 
of Adorno recently published. Much of the audience relaxed 
somewhat. 

Young, rebellious British composer Christopher Fox stood 
and asked an unhappy burst of questions (in English) about 
what was missing from the discussion. He was physically 
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shaking as he did so, 
which was understand
able in view of the evi
dent power structures in 
the room. He asked: why 
was there no mention of 
culture? And does 
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Adorno's idea of musical meaning have any use, outside the 
common practice and modernist eras-or, for that matter, out
side the Central European musical tradition? When Fox first 
read Adorno years ago, he was struck by the stupidity of his 
statements about jazz and popular music, as well as his position 
on Stravinsky; in spite of this, he has respect and affection for 
Adorno's work, but thinks it involves serious problems which 
were not acknowledged here. 

Composers Gosta Neuwirth 
(an elder statesman from Vienna) 
and Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf (a 
young German) gave rather smug 
statements of support for Adorno, 
essentially returning him to the 
pedestal of "great" philosopher and 
music critic. My personal response (not publicly stated) was 
that we must distinguish between critiquing Adorno and cri
tiquing these lectures about him; and, of course, that Adorno 
constantly attacked the process whereby provocative ideas are 
reified into "great truths." 

Wellmer tried to respond to Fox, rather condescendingly I 
thought, by making the statement that Adorno's concept of 
musical meaning only holds for European and American 
music. My (again unstated) reaction: then he doesn't know 
much American music. He 
also said Adorno's position 
on jazz wasn't stupid-it 
was "hochintelHgent, aber 
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falsch" (highly intelligent 
but wrong). 

Metzger also tried to answer Fox, but claimed that he 
hadn't understood all of the English. This seemed acceptable to 
me, and I thought Metzger made sense (although, as you can 
see, I happen to like Metzger); but the Germans thought 
Metzger was being very rude, as he could not have misunder
stood the English. (Metzger's reading English is very good, but 
I think he might have had problems with Fox's northern ac
cent.) At some point Mosch or Borio announced that there was 
no time for Metzger and Riehn to give presentations, and they 
were rescheduled for the next day. This left the audience even 
less amused, as many were waiting for the more famous 
Metzger to speak, and had been merely putting up with 
Wellmer. 

Borio began to speak to Fox in terms of his "Provokation," 
which caused Fox to stand abruptly and leave the room. This 
was unfortunate, and they did not 
speak to each other for two days. 
Mter Fox left, I followed him brief
ly, then returned to a dissolving sit
uation-Borio apologizing that 
there would be no more questions 
and we would continue the next day, while people stood in a 
buzz of rather hostile discussion. 

Adorno-Referaten, Second Day: July 31 

The next day, we met in a smaller, duller classroom with no 
platform. At a classroom table in front sat Borio, Mosch, 
Metzger and Riehn; Danuser was off to the side, beaming a 
slightly attenuated but still friendly confidence; Wellmer was 
hiding rather more, looking more nervous. 

Rainer Riehn spoke for a long time in a documentary vein 
on Adorno's own compositions; he read many letters, and 
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played recordings which were actually quite beautiful (there is 
in fact a new Wergo CD with excerpts from Adorno's opera 
based on, of all things, the story of Huckleberry Finn). 
Adorno's music includes twelve published works and twenty
three unpublished ones (soon to appear, as he left instructions 
that they were to be published in two batches, depending on 
whether he thought they were really good or merely okay). 
They include three string trios, two string quartets, and various 

Lieder and piano piec
es. Borio finally had to 
stop Riehn's speech for 

reasons of time, but no one minded much-the talk was rather 
long, but not at all unwelcome. 

Metzger gave a ten-year-old paper3 on Adorno which nev
ertheless seemed more current than Wellmer's work; my posi
tive response comes partially from the fact that Metzger 
retained the fractured, decentered aspect of Adorno's thought, 
rather than making it a centralized system of answers. One of 
his more unexpected points was that he doesn't understand 
why young composers are running around, apparently expect
ing to have fun: he subscribes to the old idea of taedium artis, 
the tedium of art: art as hard, dull work. This is, of course, im
plicitly rather modernist, as it seems go against the physical or 
ludic pleasures that are often so im rtant in minimalism or 
music under the influence of styles. 

Danuser quoted a 
statement made by 
Adorno toward the end 
of his life (during the 
time of the student upris
ings, when he felt his po
sition to be deeply 
threatened) that "one 
must first understand 
Critical Theory to criti
cize it." This seemed 
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dearly aimed towards dosing off discussion. Gosta Neuwirth 
and others offered extended opinions, again. 

I wanted to speak for 
two days; when I finally got 
up, last of this whole parade, 
I spoke less precisely than I 
had hoped. However, it hit 

mark when I said that, in 
English-speaking countries, 

is valued as a ques
as a possibility, 

we do not treat him 
were seated on a horse 

in the middle of the Alex
anderplatz. (The younger 
Germans, with their strong 
training against nationalism, 
thought this funny, but the older ones probably found it offen
sive.) I also said that it is impolite to suggest that non-Germans 
cannot adequately understand Adorno-which also scored a 
hit, as Germans are very sensitive to the frequent accusations 
that they are less polite (hojlich) than other people. 

"",,,-fl./1 Panel August 2, 1994, Darmstadt 

Because I'd been complaining to Borio for six months that 
American musicology was doing different and interesting 
things, he decided I should give a presentation in Darmstadt. A 
certain amount of confusion, none of which was Borio's fault, 
surrounded the planning of exactly who was going to present 
and under what circumstances. We finally ended up with a 
panel of six (fairly) young Americans giving a presentation 
titled "Analytical & Terminological Problems of Contempo
rary Music--A Meeting between European & American Musi
cologists & Composers" (Borio's tide). Although I had hoped 
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to focus on cultural and hermeneutic theories in the presenta
tion, it became skewed more towards a theory presentation of 
the complex mathematical type (although, to be fair, set theory 
is not widely known or employed in Europe, and is interesting 
to many of the musicologists and composers). 

Borio posed two questions to us (neither of which were, for 
the most part, answered): In theory and analysis, what do you 
do with noise? And what do 
you do with open form? 

The first speakers were 
sophisticated representatives 
of the Harvard-Columbia
Princeton axis, composerltheorist Jeffrey Stadelman and pia
nistltheorist Anton Vishio, both of whom gave highly tech
nical theory papers on the music of Babbitt. Composer/ 
theorist James Boros gave a personal, very short, almost parodic 
refusal to talk about anything much; although he has written 
and published the most aggressive manifestoes supporting 
"complexity," this is his general reaction when people accuse 
him of being repressive about it (see recent issues of Perspectives 
of New Music, where his two styles are represented in print). 
Composer Mark Mantel spoke broadly on a number of sub
jects; in my view, he helped the situation by giving a presenta
tion which showed a strong personal commitment to various 
aspects of composing in a rather freewheeling cowboy-style 
manner. Pamela Madsen 
extended some of her 
earlier discussion of femi
nism in more personally 
oriented directions. 

My own presentation 
(on which I have, of course, 
extensive notes) was the last of the six. My announced title was: 
"New Ways of Theorizing Music: Gender, Discourse, Interpre
tation." I introduced it as a list aria, mille e tre, meaning that I 
was merely going to list existing work and theories, giving out 
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copies of the Irvine printed 
leaflet as a handout. What I 
talked about is familiar: Con
templating Music, positivism, 
ethnomusicology's method
ological self-examination, 
various conferences and pub

lications; then: American attention to French thought; Adorno 
as a way of thinking; language as never objective or neutral, di
alectics making binarisms; discourse and power. Then a brief 
mention of gender studies, the analysis of theory, popular mu
sic, world musics. (Borio said that aU of this was a critique of 
rationality, which is of course true, but is also a distinctly mod
ernist reaction.) 

I continued: America is an awfully big country with a lot of 
variation, so it's hard to identify a single focus. European philo
sophical understanding is generally better than ours (because of 
education and the respect that philosophy receives), but Amer
ica's current culture, which does not depend on or teach ideal
ism or dialectics, is perhaps 
philosophically better suited to 
a postmodern reality. American 
postmodern music directly 
brings up problems of corpore
ality, simplicity, chaos, and era
sure of the highl mass culture 
distinction. 

I said that I cannot answer Borio's question on noise, be
cause Lachenmann's "noise as musical material" music never 
really happened with us; American anti-pitch and noise music 
remains, for the most part, referential rather than abstract. And 
open form in America is often simply more open than in 
Europe, not so controlled or "dialectical," and so generally less 
problematic; we are more often willing to drop formal tradi
tions entirely. Thus, Borio's questions are, basically, mostlyout
side our bailiwick; but it's often surprising to us how much 
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more complex, or difficult, these problems are made in Europe. 
Borio's questions are formal 
rather than cultural, and my 
discussion is cultural; the 
American attention to corpore
ality (all right, not so much in 
Babbittian serialism, but in 
most other American work) 
makes much of our music very 
different. 

All of this took too long, of course, and Borio had to cut 
me off. But finally I emphasized that my examples of books 
and periodicals were not neces
sarily representative, and that it 
was worth looking further; and 
then announced that I would 
be sending various American 
books, articles, etc. to GieBen 
to be presented at the student 
musicological conference in 
October 1994. 

The Europeans pointed 
out that our panel looked as 
though it were divided East to 
West; Borio, sitting in the middle, said he felt as though he 
were in the middle of the Italian Parliament (a tense image in 
those days of fascist government). The panel did travel from 
East to West, but with large holes-unfortunately, it was not at 
all representative of the range of American musical thought. 
However, everything remained quite friendly, both during and 
afterwards; and, frankly, I think the Europeans expected us to 
fight more. 
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Aftermaths 

In the ensuing days, Herr Wellmer wandered the halls and at
tended various concerts, which was apparently a change in his 
plans (he was originally scheduled to stay for only two days). 
Perhaps he took to heart the accusations that he didn't know 
much about contemporary music, and took the opportunity to 
explore it. I must admit, though, it was not a remarkable sum
mer, and I'm not sure he could have been impressed (no prizes 
were given at the end, only scholarships, which happens in 
years when the judges don't like anything very much); but the 
efforts of young composers and performers were good to watch 
and (apparently) generally sincere. Of course, most of the 
music seemed to battle with the central problems of the avant
garde since the sixties: the frustration of attempting to work 
through a tangle of available languages without simply repeat
ing what has gone before, or making a hash of attempted and 
unsuccessful innovation. 

Some days later, toward the end of the Ferienkurse, I gave 
a presentation on "Radical Musicologies in America." About 
twelve people showed up, mostly students, plus Borio, Metzger 
and Riehn; I read excerpts from texts that I had brought, and 
tried to extend the above discussion. I was fairly nervous and 
uncertain of my ability to amuse such a mixed crowd, but my 
efforts to destabilize the lecturer/ 
student structure met with gen
eral incomprehension (although 
lnge Kovacs and I had a whis
pered argument later, during the 
breaks in Marianne Schroeder's 
beautiful concert, about whether 
or not women had been allowed 
to talk freely). Fortunately, people found the subjects interest
ing enough that discussion went on for an hour and a half be
yond the allotted time, particularly after I refused to lecture 
any more and simply sat down. 
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And perhaps that is the secret of getting people to have 
ideas and discuss them: one must stop talking, sit down, and 
look at them, waiting until they respond. 
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