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Hilary Bracefield 
Groping towards 'Gruppen' 
Karlheinz Stockhausen, Gruppen; London Symphony 

Orchestra, conducted by Claudio Abbado, Edward 
Downes, and James Judd, Barbican Centre, London, 
28, 29, 31 March 1983 

It seems on the surface ridiculous that in 1983 the 
performance by a major orchestra in a major musical 
centre of a major work from the 1950s by a major 20th-
century composer is so rare that it is made something 
of a red-letter occasion, but there it is. A work 
requiring forces no larger than those for The Rite of 
Spring or a Strauss tone poem, with a not unmanage-
able degree of spatial separation between groups-
which an orchestra would cope with cheerfully for the 
Berlioz Requiem or a full-dress production of the 1812 
Overture-is tentatively given its sixth performance 
in Great Britain, heralded by much preparatory 
publicity of a gingerly nature, and greeted by a 
positive swarm of critics from all over the place, a 
sprinkling of lionising socialites, diffident reviews, 
and a mention in Private Eye (not in Pseud's Corner) 
-to be rewarded, in all likelihood, by suppression 
from the orchestra's repertory for as long as poss-
ible. 

I speak, of course, of the open lecture-concert and 
two performances of Stockhausen's Gruppen, given 
in the Barbican in the last week of March by the LSO 
conducted by Claudio Abbado, Edward Downes, and 
James Judd. There was much about the aura sur-
rounding the whole operation that smacked of the 
still-prevalent need to put avant-garde works into 
some special category. It was marketed as a big 
contemporary event yet the programme was shared 
uneasily with two works by Brahms-Variations on a 
Theme by Haydn and the Alto Rhapsody-presum-
ably to bring in a big-name draw, Shirley Verrett. It 
was hard to tell how many of the audience did in fact 
appear for only one half of the programme, but there 
were many who sat through the Stockhausen with 
fixed, forebearing smiles on their faces. 

Now it is true that there is still much music by many 
earlier 20th-century masters that is only rarely 
granted an airing by the main London concert givers. 
But by now important works of the 1950s and 1960s 
should be receiving stem assessment from the 
standpoint of full understanding fostered by the 
availability of regular live realisations. This is 
certainly not happening with Stockhausen's work in 
Britain at present. The sheer excitement of the 
performances we had in the late sixties and early 
seventies seems to have gone. Those sometimes 
forbidding concerts, directed by the composer 
beadily keeping everyone to the straight and narrow, 
which brought each new work to this country, seem to 
have ended. For most of us the 25-year-old Gruppen 
is known chiefly from the recording, the score, the 
commentaries, and Stockhausen's own pronounce-
ments; if we stretch our memories back some of us 
may have recollections of one . of the few perform-
ances-the last in Britain was in 1976. Our knowledge 
of the work's structures comes to us not from 
familiarity with the live music, but only from the 
written word, our aural impression not from hearing it 
in the kind of space it was designed for, but from the 
two-dimensional sound of a recording. 

Having attended on all three evenings at the 
Barbican (I also heard the 197 4 Prom at which the 
work was played), I still don't feel I can decide how 
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good Gruppen is, and the chief barrier to my decision 
is the kind of treatment it received. Perhaps it was 
unfortunate that I was there on Monday night. Only 
after the evening was over did I notice that the 
programme called it a lecture-concert; I had 
expected a final rehearsal, but in fact after the lecture 
the piece was played right through once. Jonathan 
Harvey's introduction, illustrated by excerpts played 
by the LSO, struck the right balance between 
enthusiasm and erudition and gave very suitable 
information for the general audience. But I was far 
more shocked than the London critics seem to have 
been by the behaviour of the musicians in front of the 
paying public. Deliberate guffawing at places where 
Jonathan Harvey spoke of the strong fascination of the 
work the more one hears it, and of the influence on the 
score of the shapes of the mountains of Switzerland 
where Stockhausen was working, was disturbing and 
could not help but colour the attitude of the audience. 
A lot of silly waving from orchestra to orchestra, 
inattention and noise during the lecture, and the rude 
packing up of instruments the moment the chief 
conductor laid down his baton at the end of the play-
through left the impression that the LSO was playing 
the work under duress, as a duty. All this affected my 
reception of the performances on the next two nights, 
and my judgment of the work. 

There was no doubt, though, that uncommitted 
as many of the instrumentalists may have been, 
committed the conductors certainly were. And there 
was no doubt that the work had been thoroughly 
prepared. The performances were in general re-
markably accurate in timing and dynamics and in the 
synchronisation between the three orchestral 
groups. Abbado, Downes, and Judd really knew the 
music, and the players could certainly play what was 
on the·pages in front ofthem-no mean feat at all. But 
despite the fact that Stockhausen appears to have 
pre-programmed all the elements in the piece, like 
any composer relying on live performance he cannot 
avoid the chance element which is its greatest trait. 
These three renderings of Gruppen had an inflexi-
bility that came from two sources. First there was the 
fact that the orchestra didn't really know the piece-
this is surely the main barrier to proper assessment of 
so many 20th-century works: players concentrating 
on getting the notes right can't listen to the whole 
piece as it unfolds. Second, the players seemed 
unable or unwilling to relax into the music and enjoy it 
(from the attitude at the lecture-concert I guess that 
this was because many of them felt antipathy for it). 

As regards note-playing, the three performances 
were, in fact, remarkably similar. The opening 
sections were assured on the first night after the 
warm-up of playing excerpts to illustrate the lecture, 
but the rest of the performance came across very 
much as a run-through. Tuesday night started much 
more tentatively from cold, but built to the big climax 
at group 114 with far greater excitement. On Thurs-
day many of the solo passages sounded more 
individual and lyrical, and the string sections of the 
orchestras seemed more sure of their place in the 
work and assertive in their playing, but the climax 
made less impact. The broadcast performance 
(Tuesday night) was appreciably shorter than the 
well-known recorded performance, some of the 
acceleration of tempo coming around group 40, and 
more resulting from the excited antics of the con-
ductors at groups 76 and 118. There were several 
sections, for example some of the early parts of the 
work around groups 9 and 14, and the trilled music 
starting in group 113 in orchestra 3, where one felt 
that the orchestras had misunderstood Stock-
hausen's intentions regarding balance. There were 
sections, too, where nice effects, evident on the page 
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and in the recording, did not come off: the pointillistic 
sounds of group 22, the big brass chords of 118, the 
drums at 121, and worst of all the flat-out section at 
122, where I suspect that the players were playing 
anything that came into their fingers, making sure 
only to end at the right second (which they did). 

Where one sits in the hall will colour one's 
reactions as well. I was on the ground floor on all 
three evenings, and felt very much 'under' the sound, 
which rose to the ceiling and to some extent stayed 
there. Curiously, the orchestra nearest to me on each 
night was the hardest to hear because of its elevation, 
and the percussion of all three was more dominant 
than Stockhausen can really have meant it to be. The 
electric guitar had a disturbingly plangent sound, and 
though it may have heraldic solos (like the E-flat 
clarinet), Stockhausen surely did not intend it to 
sound so unrelated to all the other instruments. 

The LSO certainly gave Gruppen three workman-
like performances. The excitement of the writing for 
large orchestra, the beauty of the shimmering colour 
of the string writing, and the clear pointillistic 
interplay of many sections came through almost in 
spite of the players. The relaxed surety which the 
same orchestra brings to, say, The Rite of Spring to 
make it come thoroughly alive was missing, and 
without it it was impossible to assess Gruppen as a 
whole-because 25 years after its completion the 
work must stand (if at all) as a complete piece and not 
the sum of its components. It's a pity that we are still 
hedged round by Stockhausen's writings on the 
work; it's a pity to clutch at the three less serial 
'interludes', as Jonathan Harvey calls them, for one's 
main pleasure; it's a pity to feel anxiety that one might 
not be following the argument of the groups, for one 
needs to trace the logic of the entire piece. I am 
inclined to decide that though I admire the sheer 
panache of the 29-year-old Stockhausen's writing for 
orchestra, on the evidence of these performances the 
design doesn't quite come off. The build-up to group 
114 loses its way, and more importantly the composer 
has mismanaged the final wind-down after the 
cathartic moment. I don't think that even a more 
committed performance could remove these prob-
lems, but a more committed performance might 
persuade me otherwise. 
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