
ORPHEUS

INSTITUTE

SERIES

Imagining Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations as a musical time 
machine, Diabelli Machines is a research project that exposes 
productive tensions between Beethoven’s own time, its past, and 
its future. Beethoven’s original work was composed in two periods: 
the first draft (1819) included twenty-three variations, while the 
final version (1823) took the total to thirty-three variations. In the 
final version, Beethoven included many musical parodies, alluding 
to Bach, Handel, Mozart, Haydn, and Cramer. Diabelli Machines 
makes these past references audible to listeners, and adds future 
compositions, in the form of new pieces reflecting on the Diabelli 
Variations.

Diabelli Machines8 contains a CD, a DVD, and a written essay. The 
CD presents six new pieces, which were composed in response 
to specific variations from Beethoven’s original work, and the 
first ever recording of the 1819 version of the Diabelli Variations. 
The DVD documents a live performance of Diabelli Machines in 
which the time machine is staged through conventional piano 
performance, transcriptions of the original variations for ensemble, 
and contemporary pieces. And the comprehensive new essay 
provides detailed insight into the ideas behind this project and its 
wider implications for future experimental performance practices 
of Western notated art music.

Paulo de Assis is an experimental performer, pianist, and musicologist 
with wider interests in composition, aesthetics, and philosophy. In addition 
to his artistic practice, he is the author of Logic of Experimentation. 
Rethinking Music Performance Through Artistic Research  (2018), and the 
editor of Virtual Works—Actual Things. Essays in Music Ontology (2018), 
The Dark Precursor: Deleuze and Artistic Research (2017), Experimental 
Affinities in Music (2015), Sound & Score: Essays on Sound, Score and 
Notation (2013), and Dynamics of Constraints: Essays on Notation, Editing 
and Performance (2009). A Research Fellow at the Orpheus Institute of 
Ghent, he is the Principal Investigator of the European Research Council 
project MusicExperiment21, investigating experimental performance 
practices, innovative modes of presentation, and transdisciplinary 
encounters between art, research and philosophy.
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The Orpheus Institute has been providing postgraduate education for 
musicians since 1996 and introduced the first doctoral programme 
for music practitioners in Flanders (2004). Acting as an umbrella 
institution for Flanders, it is co-governed by the music and dramatic 
arts departments of all four Flemish colleges, with which it maintains a 
close working relationship.

Throughout the Institute’s various activities (seminars, conferences, 
workshops, and associated events) there is a clear focus on the 
development of a new research discipline in the arts, one that addresses 
questions and topics that are at the heart of musical practice, building 
on the unique expertise and perspectives of musicians and in constant 
dialogue with more established research disciplines.

Within this context, the Orpheus Institute launched an international 
Research Centre in 2007 that acts as a stable constituent within an 
ever-growing field of enquiry. The Orpheus Research Centre is a place 
where musical artists can fruitfully conduct individual and collaborative 
research on issues that are of concern to all involved in artistic 
practice. It is important that at the centre of the international Orpheus 
Institute network is a place, a building, a community. As the concepts 
and methodologies of artistic research in music have evolved, work 
at Orpheus Institute has found new structures. Since 2012, research 
has been consolidated into a number of groups focused on specific 
areas, each led by a principal investigator of substantial international 
reputation as a practicing musician. The work of Orpheus Institute is 
disseminated through events, publications and musical performances, 
and through its active animation of discussion within the sector.

Orpheus Institute
Korte Meer 12
9000 Ghent
Belgium
+32 (0)9 330 40 81
www.orpheusinstituut.be

The Orpheus Institute Series encompasses monographs by fellows 
and associates of the Orpheus Institute, compilations of lectures and 
texts from seminars and study days, and edited volumes on topics 
arising from work at the institute. Research can be presented in digital 
media as well as printed texts. As a whole, this series is meant to 
enhance and advance discourse in the in the field of artistic research 
in music and to generate future work in this emerging and vital area 
of study.

Other titles in this series:

– .....sofferte onde serene...
Paulo de Assis
2018, EAN-13.542503540004
– Explosive Compressions, after Bruno Maderna’s Hyperion
Juan Parra Cancino
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– Logic of Experimentation. Rethinking Music Performance Through 
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Paulo de Assis
2018, ISBN ??????
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Performance
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CD

1 Juan Parra Cancino DeleuzApierre 04:29

2 Lucia D’Errico Variation 8 05:48

3 Tiziano Manca Parlando 05:34

4 David Gorton [Variation 12] 00:56

5 [Variation 13] 01:00

6 [Variation 14] 06:00

7 Bart Vanhecke Commentaire . . . Variation 20 05:04

8 Paolo Galli . . . heraus in Luft . . . 04:42

9 Ludwig van Beethoven Diabelli Variations (version 1819) 29:30

Ensemble Interface (1–8)
Bettina Berger | flutes
Andrea Nagy | clarinets
Marieke Berendsen | violin
Christophe Mathias | cello
Anna D’Errico | piano
Agnieszka Koprowska-Born | percussion

ME21 Collective
Paulo de Assis | artistic direction and conducting (7–8)
Juan Parra Cancino | electronics (1)
Lucia D’Errico | guitar (5–6)

Jan Michiels | fortepiano (9)

Total duration: 63:03
Recorded at the Orpheus Institute, Ghent, Belgium, 20–22 January 2017 (tracks 1–8) 
and 9 December 2017 (track 9). Sound engineer: Juan Parra Cancino.
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DVD
Diabelli Machines4

Paulo de Assis | piano and direction

HERMESensemble
Karin De Fleyt | flutes
Peter Merckx | clarinets
Nico Couck | guitars
Marc Tooten | viola
Stijn Saveniers | cello
Geert Callaert | piano
Gaetan La Mela | percussion

ME21 Collective
Mieko Kanno | violin
Valentin Gloor | tenor
Juan Parra Cancino | electronics
Lucia D’Errico | visuals

Total duration: 87:00
Recorded at De Bijloke, Ghent, Belgium, 9 November 2015. Video recording: Thomas 
Heiber and Gerhard Schabel. Sound engineer: Juan Parra Cancino.

Interviews with:
Paulo de Assis, Juan Parra Cancino, Paolo Galli, David Gorton, Tiziano Manca, Bart 
Vanhecke

Sequence of pieces:

new compositions

transcriptions

original piano version

Parra 5Theme

1
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2
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9 Manca

15 18
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Diabelli Machines8

1. Transforming a waltz into a time machine

In 1823, announcing the publication of Beethoven’s Diabelli 
Variations, op. 120, Anton Diabelli compared it to Johann Sebastian 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations, BWV 988 (1741), claiming that 
Beethoven’s work was to be placed beside Bach’s masterpiece (see 
Kinderman 1987, xvii; Thayer 1865, 151; Tovey 1944, 124). Today, 
almost two hundred years after this statement, both works are 
regularly played in concert, often as stand-alone pieces with no other 
works appearing in the same programme, giving them a particular 
aura of unique musical monuments. They are seen as ultimate and 
unsurpassable musical achievements that seem to encapsulate the 
most accomplished compositional skills of both composers, if not 
of a whole era. Many pianists like to think of Brahms’s Variations on 
a Theme by Paganini, op. 35 (1863), as yet a third monumental set 
of variations, which they place next to Bach’s and Beethoven’s works 
mostly because of its technical difficulty. In fact, Brahms’s Variations 
op. 35 is a compendium of emotional and technical challenges, 
which summarises many of the technical demands required to 
play his other piano pieces, and which he originally published 
under the title “Studies for Pianoforte.” Every variation addresses a 
specific technical problem, exploring thirds, sixths, octaves, broken 
chords, repetitions, jumps, and rhythmical complexities, reaching 
the borders of what is physically possible. On a completely different 
plane, Bach’s Goldberg Variations is also a compendium: not 
primarily a compendium of technical difficulties (which it certainly 
contains), but more a compendium of compositional techniques, 
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focusing on canon procedures at all possible intervals, combined 
with a compilation of diverse stylised dance forms such as the 
allemande, the sarabande, the French overture, the courante, or the 
gigue, which are so characteristic of Bach’s instrumental partitas, 
suites, and sonatas. Thus, a pianist who plays Brahms’s Variations on 
a Theme by Paganini is equipped to play any other work by Brahms, 
and a pianist playing Bach’s Goldberg Variations is perfectly prepared 
to face all other keyboard Übungen by Bach. But what is a pianist 
playing Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations prepared for? Beyond its 
magnificent aesthetic qualities, what does the Diabelli Variations 
afford? Does it offer the basis to play any other works? Does it 
guarantee technical or compositional mastery? In which respect, is it 
“the summa summarum of [Beethoven’s] creative artistry” (Appel and 
Ladenburger 2010, 118)? And what is it a compendium of? 

There are certainly multiple possible answers to this last 
question. For Alfred Brendel, for example, the Diabelli Variations 
is “a compendium of musical comedy” (Brendel 2005; quoted in 
Picht 2011, 10, my translation), an idea that focuses on one salient 
aspect of the work, but which seems slightly reductive, not taking 
into account several other aspects and characteristics of the piece.
The hypothesis creatively explored by our project Diabelli Machines is 
that the Diabelli Variations can be seen as a miniature compendium 
of music history, in which the waltz composed by Diabelli, particularly 
through the transformations Beethoven makes of it, functions as an 
operating knob to move between past, present, and future. On the 
one hand, as musicologist William Kinderman (1987, 74) has put 
it, Beethoven traces “the path from banality to sublimity―from the 
world of Diabelli’s ditty to the world of the Arietta from Op. 111.” This 
vision establishes a first central idea of the Diabelli Variations, namely 
the idea of transcending “the present,” of affirming a gap between 
the “spirit of the day” (Diabelli and all the other composers who had 
been commissioned to write a variation) and a profoundly critical 
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view of music, so quintessential to Beethoven’s later compositional 
practice. Before Friedrich Nietzsche’s formulation of the concept of 
the “untimely” (Unzeitgemäss, see Nietzsche 1997, especially 57–
123), Beethoven’s music had the power to break with his own time 
and depart from it, not towards the future, not towards the past, but 
into a particular space-time (Aiôn?) that enables a critical view on the 
present. The Diabelli Variations establishes, thus, a critical tension 
in relation to the historical time of its composition. In this respect, 
psychoanalyst and musicologist Johannes Picht (2011, 20; my 
translation) writes, “in the years 1820–23, Beethoven reflected upon 
‘history’ as a space of representation of different modes of appearance 
of the Subject. . . . Beethoven understood the development of history 
as movement.” Crucially, Picht (ibid.) concludes, Beethoven thus 
“gained a critical, reflective, and oft ironical distance toward his own 
musical time, and to the dominant modes of expression [Signaturen] 
of subjectivity of that time.”

Thus, in the Diabelli Variations, Beethoven is reflecting on 
several authors (past and present) who specifically mattered to him, 
concretely quoting or alluding to other pieces, other composers, 
other styles, and even other epochs. He does this in a respectful 
manner, sometimes even with seriousness, but crucially with humour 
and with the subtlest sense of parody. The importance of parody 
has been highlighted and addressed in great detail by Kinderman 
(1987, especially 68–75), who, significantly, starts his observations 
by reassessing the concept of parody in general. Importantly, he 
notes, “we should not associate parody inevitably with humour. 
.  .  . What is a fundamental aspect of parody .  .  . is the allusion that 
points beyond itself” (ibid., 69). In this sense, musical parody is not 
primarily persiflage or comedy, but more simply “re-use,” a re-use 
that can be literal or referential, respectful (as in a homage), or funny 
(as in a caricature). For Beethoven, parody contributed a dimension 
of historical factuality, of artistic authenticity, to the deep roots of his 
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own creative practice. If Kinderman is right in describing the Diabelli 
Variations as moving from the everyday banality of the waltz to the 
sublimity of the op. 111 arietta at the end of the last variation, then 
it is clear that Beethoven placed himself at the culmination of art 
music up to his day. The Diabelli Variations not only manifests his 
profound will not to be of his own time (and thus, to be “untimely”), 
but also seems to affirm his music as the coronation of Western art 
music up until then. The parodies of Bach, Handel, Mozart, or Haydn 
that are to be found in the Diabelli Variations trace a lineage that 
leads directly to Beethoven. At the same time―and this is more 
the perspective taken by Diabelli Machines―those parodies can be 
interpreted as a play with history, moving between present and past 
in a kaleidoscopic montage of styles and genres. That this was not 
Beethoven’s first plan for the piece, that the growing importance and 
actual composition of the parodistic variations only took place in the 
last phase of the working process, was thoroughly demonstrated by 
William Kinderman (1987), whose work, critically, was based upon 
the study of Beethoven’s sketches. 

According to Arnold Münster (1982, 23), and to William 
Kinderman (1987, xix), the composition of the Thirty-Three 
Transformations on a Waltz by Diabelli―which is the original and full 
title of the Diabelli Variations, op. 120―happened over four years, 
not in a continuous stream of work, but in two distinct moments. First, 
in 1819, Beethoven composed twenty-three variations (including a 
“Variation X” that would not be used later on). Only four years later, 
between late autumn 1822 and spring 1823, did he complete 
the piece as we now know it, adding eleven new variations to the 
initial set. This fact was unknown before Münster’s and (especially) 
Kinderman’s studies, proving that research on the sketches and 
other source materials related to a musical composition does have 
profound implications for the way one thinks about it, and in the 
way one performs it. As Kinderman (1987, xix) wrote: “the major 
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Diabelli Variations, op. 120 (23 variations)

Missa Solemnis, op. 123 (begun)

Sonata op. 109

Sonata op. 110

Sonata op. 111

11 Bagatelles, op. 119

Symphony No. 9, op. 125 (begun)

Symphony No. 9, op. 125 (finished)

Missa Solemnis, op. 123 (finished)

Diabelli Variations, op. 120 (finished)

1819

1820

1821

1822

1823

1824

Figure 1. Beethoven’s compositions 1819–24.
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revelation of the sketches and drafts for Op. 120 [was] that Beethoven 
had conceived two-thirds of the variations, down to the penultimate 
fugue, in 1819, and then set the work aside for several years before 
finishing it in 1823.” In this time, in which the first group of variations 
remained untouched, he composed some of the most significant 
works of his late period, including the piano sonatas op. 109, 110, 
and 111, the Overture in C, op. 124, and the Missa Solemnis, op. 
123, besides starting the composition of his Ninth Symphony, op. 
125 (figure 1). During these years, Beethoven’s main energy was 
focused on the work he considered the most important of his life, the 
Missa Solemnis, and he only returned to the Diabelli Variations after 
the completion of the Mass. The first set of twenty-three variations 
(1819) was conceived as a complete cycle, except for its very last 
section, which Beethoven intended would be followed by a fugue 
that remained unwritten in 1819 (figure 2). Following Kinderman’s 
reading of the sketches, it seems that “when Beethoven finally 
returned to the work [in November 1822], he concentrated his efforts 
on the Fugue and the transition to the Finale” (Kinderman 1987, 
16), but the final shape of the Fugue’s subject and countersubject 
are “still not in their final form in the Engelmann Sketchbook, from 
spring 1823” (ibid., 42), that is to say, at a date extremely close to the 
finishing of the work. Crucially, after resuming work on the Diabelli 
Variations, around November 1822, Beethoven did not simply add 

Figure 2. Diabelli Variations: draft from 1819.

Theme
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the new eleven variations after the previously composed twenty-two. 
He did not touch the sequential order of the older variations, but 
instead inserted the new ones in strategic places, opening the cycle 
with two new variations (the present Vars. 1 and 2), adding one in the 
middle of the set (Var. 15), and many more towards the end. Moreover, 
there is one striking characteristic common to the new variations: 
all of them, without exception, are parodies (figure 3). Some are 
parodies of the theme, but most are stylistic parodies, referring to 
other composers or compositional practices. In the 1819 version, we 
already find an important hint to the parodic approach, actually the 
most explicit of all the pieces: Variation 22 contains a direct quotation 
from the opening of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Leporello’s aria “Notte 
e giorno faticar.” In it, Leporello complains about the arduousness 
of his work and that the master he serves is incapable of expressing 
gratitude or understanding. Leporello also manifests the wish to 
become a nobleman himself in order to break free of servitude. This 
could be seen as an allegory of Beethoven’s own problematic relation 
to the theme by Anton Diabelli, or even as a hint to the political 
conditions of the day―thus allowing for some kind of psychological 
dissatisfaction, involving complex master–slave relationships. 

Theme

1 52 63 74 8 9 10

12 13 14 1511 16 17 18 19 20

variations 1819

variations 1823

parodies of the theme

stylistic parodies

Figure 3. Diabelli Variations: final version from 1823.

23 24 25 26 27 282221

29 30 31 32 33
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But more important than these possible interpretations―more 
important from the perspective of our project Diabelli Machines―is 
that it was through and with Variation 22 that Beethoven seems to 
have found a unique mode of relating to a historical time different 
from his own, and of incorporating this relation into a composition. 
Variation 22 seems to have worked as a springboard for the approach 
used in the following variations, composed in 1823, which include 
explicit or implicit allusions to the following pieces (figure 4):

― a piano étude by Johann Baptist Cramer (Variation 23, Allegro assai)
― the organ prelude “Kyrie. Gott Vater in Ewigkeit. Alio modo. 
Manualiter,” from Clavier-Übung III, BWV 672, by Johann Sebastian 
Bach (Variation 24, Fughetta—Andante)
― a “German dance” (Kinderman 1987, 74), probably a ländler, 
somehow in a style close to Schubert’s (Variation 25, Allegro)
― a sort of stylised “improvisation” (Variation 26, Piacevole)
― Beethoven’s own personal type of “rough” scherzi (Variations 27, 

1739. Bach’s Kyrie. Gott Vater in Ewigkeit. Alio modo. Manualiter

Baroque “lament”
1741–45. Bach’s Goldberg Variations 

Handel

1650 1700

Var 22

Var 23

Var 24

Var 25

Var 27 & 28

Var 29

Var 31

Var 32

Var 33

Figure 4. The 1823 version: a miniature history of music. 
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Vivace, and 28, Allegro)
― a stylised Baroque “lament” (Variation 29, Adagio ma non troppo), 
which Kinderman associates with Bach’s E♭-minor Prelude from Book I 
of The Well-Tempered Clavier
― Variation XXV from Bach’s Goldberg Variations, but also―at the 
same time―Beethoven’s own Adagio from the “Hammerklavier” 
Sonata (Variation 31, Largo, molto espressivo)
― a “fugue” in the style of Georg Friedrich Handel (Variation 32, Fuga—
Allegro);
― a “minuet” in the style of Franz Joseph Haydn (which Kinderman sees 
more as being in the style of Mozart) (Variation 33, Tempo di Minuetto)
― some elements of the Arietta from Beethoven’s last piano sonata, op. 
111 (second part of Variation 33, Sempre pianissimo)

As figure 4 makes visible, with the new variations composed in 
1823 Beethoven delineates a miniature history of music. The eleven 
new variations (which in duration constitute more than half of the 

1787. Mozart’s Don Giovanni
1804. Cramer’s étude

Kyrie. Gott Vater in Ewigkeit. Alio modo. Manualiter

Early 19th century. German dance
Beethoven’s own scherzi

Goldberg Variations 1817–19. Beethoven’s “Hammerklavier” Sonata
Handel

1750 1800 1819 1823

Haydn/Mozart minuet  & 1822. Beethoven’s sonata op. 111

&
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total piece) express a whole new mode of thought in the approach 
to this work. The additions from 1823 substantially alter the idea 
and the pathos of the Diabelli Variations, including relevant formal 
consequences, such as the definition of an overall progression 
towards the last five variations. In this sense, even if it is absolutely 
clear that the Diabelli Variations is a complete and coherent cycle 
of thirty-three variations, it nonetheless contains two different 
conceptions: one from 1819, the other from 1823. As Kinderman 
(1987, xx) summarises: “The work as we know it is thus to a great 
extent the product of two superimposed conceptions.” The draft 
from 1819 is less critical of history and of the spirit of the day, while 
the final version from 1823, with all its clashes with music history 
and with its parodies of the theme and of other works, produces a 
music that reflects upon and criticises music through musical means. 
Throughout the thirty-three variations, Beethoven encapsulates 
other times, places, and musical personalities within his own time. 
In other words, the Diabelli Variations becomes a time machine, a 
musical composition that moves across different periods and styles, 
assimilating, connecting, and disconnecting them. At the same 
time, however, Beethoven’s score can also be seen as pointing 
towards the future, suggesting unprecedented and unforeseeable 
potential developments for Western art music, some of which had a 
recognisable impact on works by Brahms, Webern, and Schoenberg.

2. From the Diabelli Variations to the Diabelli Machines

As we have seen, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations establishes a critical 
tension with the historical time of its composition. It operates a 
kaleidoscopic montage of past and present musical styles and idioms, 
and it creates a distance from the dominant zeitgeist of Vienna around 
1820, moving backward and forward through recent music history, 
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and away from musical clichés as they could be suggested by a waltz. 
Of course, Beethoven relates to his own time and to his own past, a 
relation that is mediated by the profound transformations of Diabelli’s 
original waltz theme. One should probably not give too much 
weight to the fact that Beethoven uses the word “transformations” 
(Veränderungen) rather than “variations.” This is also the case with 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations, which carries the precise title “Aria 
mit verschiedenen Veränderungen.” However, one also has to 
acknowledge that Beethoven used the word “variations” (Variationen) 
for all his other pieces in this genre. Thus, there is something special 
about the use of the word Veränderungen, a term that means 
“transformations,” but also “metamorphoses”―“mutations” into 
something essentially different from its origin.

At the very heart of our artistic research project Diabelli Machines 
lies a combination of three ideas: (1) first, to expose and make 
graspable to the audience the different conceptions at work in 
the versions of the Diabelli Variations from 1819 and 1823; (2) to 
concretely present during the performance some of the historical 
material used by Beethoven, as if the performance “broke open” 
some of his mental processes while he was composing the parodistic 
variations; and (3) to project Beethoven’s score into the future, 
specifically by putting it in dialogue with new pieces commissioned 
from young composers. Thus, Diabelli Machines aims to revert 
the temporal direction of Beethoven’s historical play with his own 
present and past into a play with the score’s present and future. 
The notion of the time machine allows this project to expose the 
Diabelli Variations’ inherent potential to create a transhistorical 
dialogue between past, present, and future. Clearly, each different 
performance of Diabelli Machines is different from a performance of 
the Diabelli Variations, though many of its parts might be included in 
it. In a performance of Diabelli Machines, tensions latent in the piano 
score are brought to the fore through different means: the irruption 
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of other pieces (such as Cramer’s étude, or Bach’s organ prelude), as 
if through a play on perspective in which the break in time operated 
by Beethoven became an explicit break of time―a quadratura 
technique implicating many historical times within a single one; 
the use of instruments other than the piano, either to underline the 
parodic character of certain variations or to open Beethoven’s sonic 
horizon to instruments that did not exist in his time (vibraphone or 
bass guitar); the use of materials that do not belong specifically to 
the piece, but have a strong relation to it (for example, fragments 
from Beethoven’s letters, read or projected during the performance); 
the use of live electronics to underline particular moments in the 
composition (such as the enigmatic chords in the transition between 
Variation 32 and the finale). Importantly, the dialogue between 
different times afforded by this time machine is not limited to the 
history of the piece (the one that has been documented and can 
be traced back through musicological studies), nor to the history of 
its afterlife (the influence we know the piece has had on the course 

Figure 5. Sequence of pieces in Diabelli Machines4 (2015).
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of music history so far). In addition to that, the Diabelli Machines 
project aims also at constructing compossible futures for the Diabelli 
Variations, namely by inserting in the time machine elements that 
belong neither to its past nor to its future-in-the-past. These elements 
belong to their pure future, because they are totally unpredictable 
and depart significantly from the original structures contained in 
Beethoven’s music. A substantial part of the project was constituted 
by the new pieces commissioned from living composers to replace 
(or to be interpolated into) some of the original variations in the 
performance. All the new pieces are intended as variations on the 
variations, including musical reflections or glosses on the original. 
Figure 5 contains a schematic representation of the materials used in 
one specific performance, Diabelli Machines4, a full video recording 
of which is featured on the DVD included in this publication. 

3. Performance as problematisation

Diabelli Machines is a particular subproject of the overarching research 
programme “Experimentation versus Interpretation: Exploring New 
Paths in Music Performance in the Twenty-First Century” (in short, 
MusicExperiment21). This programme, funded by the European 
Research Council, and hosted at the Orpheus Institute, Ghent, has 
been conducting foundational research in relation to the use of 
diverse notions of “experimentation” in music, aiming at advancing 
innovative performance practices of Western notated art music. 
Traditionally, the performance of notated art music is associated with 
the concrete sonic representation of an already well-known sound 
structure. MusicExperiment21 challenges this view, thinking of 
performance first and foremost as a space of problematisation, not of 
representation. The project proposes a critical stance on the diversity of 
the available musical sources and materials, stressing their epistemic 
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complexity and their potential for productive reconfigurations, 
suggesting new modes of creatively operating with them. Moving 
beyond the work-concept, MusicExperiment21 has developed a new 
image of musical works, on the basis of the notions of assemblage 
and diagram, proposing innovative practice-based methodologies 
that integrate archival and musicological research into the creative 
process leading to a performance. Consequentially, it also argues 
for a new kind of performer, emancipated from authoritative texts 
and traditions, and open to critical reconfigurations of past musical 
objects. More than an executant or an interpreter, the performer 
becomes an operator, activating unexpected assemblages of forces 
and materials. Beyond representational modes of performance, 
whether mainstream or historically informed performance practices, 
MusicExperiment21 creates an ontological, methodological, and 
ethical space for experimental performance practices.

Such an experimental perspective is closely linked to a renewed 
vision of what musical works are. For MusicExperiment21, musical 
works cannot be seen as totally stable entities (as the majority 
of performers tend to assume), nor are they totally unstable (as 
deconstructionists tend to claim). They are metastable and carry a 
transformational power. As such, they have potentialities, tensions, 
inconsistencies, ambiguities, undecided parts, and changeable 
components. If such a vision is embraced, the interpretative approach 
becomes insufficient. Beyond interpretation, performance is the place 
to establish, on the basis of productive contradictions, the possibility 
of creative action for music performers. Interpretation becomes 
one parameter in performance, not its end; and performance itself 
becomes part of a wider situation, in which the musician-operator 
works through new assemblages of materials, against the grain of their 
historically inherited constitutive parts, and of the historically given 
codes and rules of “execution,” “interpretation,” and “performance.” 
The fundamental step in the change from interpretation to 
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experimentation is the passage from a passive reproduction of scores 
to an active engagement with all the available materials related to 
the work under investigation, concretely intervening in the creative 
moment, redistributing relations, changing the way a given work can 
be perceived, distributed, and communicated.

Diabelli Machines, with its seven public presentations, has 
been relevant in making such ideas audible and graspable for 
non-musicians as well as musicians. Every performance of Diabelli 
Machines intends to operate some form of problematisation of the 
original work, disclosing its ruptures and reconfiguring it in a different 
regime of perception and signification. Beyond historiographical, 
philological, organological, or sociological investigations, this 
project aims at creatively, yet rigorously, engaging with the available 
materials―both musical and extra-musical―related to Beethoven’s 
Diabelli Variations. Each performance of Diabelli Machines exposes 
the diversity and complexity of such sources and materials and 
combines them to bring to light their potential for productive 
reconfigurations. Performance becomes a concretely creative and 
productive act, in which past (musical) objects and things are put in 
a dialogue, where the familiar and the well known are destabilised, 
and new, unforeseeable forces latent in the original work, or thinkable 
after it, find a mode of expression. Full documentation of the seven 
instantiations of Diabelli Machines performed so far can be accessed 
via www.orpheusinstituut.be/en/diabellimachines.
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4. Musical strata and working methodology

In very concrete terms, the new image of musical work advanced by 
MusicExperiment21 is grounded on the existence and availability 
of a vast number of things, which build the work’s constitutive 
components, and that we can consider legitimate parts of it. In this 
sense, we have been proposing a terminology based upon strata 
and processes of stratification, notions that have been inspired by 
Deleuze and Guattari’s use of these terms in A Thousand Plateaus 
(1987, 39–74, 637–39), but critically derived from our own analytic 
and performative musical practice. Appropriating this terminology to 
music, one can divide the musical materials that exist physically in 
the real world into six main types of strata: 

1. Substrata are materials that already existed in the world before 
the first traits of the instantiation of a new piece were produced; such 
materials include other musical pieces, instruments, instrumental 
and compositional manuals, spoken and unspoken rules, codes of 
behaviour and practice, lists of personnel, payment sheets, and so on. 

2. Parastrata refer to documents produced as part of the 
compositional process leading to the emergence of a new musical 
work; they include sketches, drafts, first editions, letters, writings or 
annotations by composers and performers. 

3. From the particular moment in time when a piece is first 
defined, many other materials start being produced: new and 
renewed editions, all sorts of catalogues (of the sketches, of the 
variants, of the renderings), technical analyses of the piece or parts 
of it, reflexive texts, theoretical contextualisations, recordings, and 
so on. These are epistrata, they appear from the first materials that 
defined the piece and evolve from them in ever-growing circles.

4. Next, there are metastrata, new materials generated at each 
future historical time by practitioners aiming to expose in a new way 
specific sets of materials belonging to this wider image of the musical 
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work; such strata include performances, recordings, transcriptions, 
expositions, or any other mode of critically reflecting on the available 
sources.

5. Furthermore, there are also interstrata, particular singularities 
that function in more than one register, being sometimes part of one 
strata, sometimes part of another. 

6. Finally, materials that have apparently nothing to do with 
a given piece, but that might under certain circumstances create 
relations to it, are called allostrata (a particular example in Diabelli 
Machines was a concert situation where The King of Denmark by 
Morton Feldman entered into an unexpected relationship with 
Beethoven’s piece).

Significantly, none of these different strata are ontologically 
predefined, that is, their belonging to one stratum rather than 
to another is more functional than essential. It all depends on the 
specific use made of them by the musical actants. 

We can now understand some of the strata at work in each 
performance of Diabelli Machines. Cramer’s étude, or Bach’s 
organ prelude, acted as substrata, pieces of music that existed in 
the world before the composition of the Diabelli Variations and 
that had an impact on it. Beethoven’s sketches and letters can be 
considered as parastrata, in that they clearly relate to the emerging 
musical composition. William Kinderman’s essay, and also the 
piano editions used for performance, or influential recordings 
of the Diabelli Variations, acted first as metastrata, then later on 
as epistrata. If one thinks of musical works not as Works, nor as 
works, but as multiplicities, their constitutive parts become not only 
innumerable but also unpredictable, an aspect that enables infinite 
differential and experimental reconfigurations of their connectors 
and relationships. On the contrary, if we stick to a traditional image of 
work based upon the One (or Idea), we have necessarily to stick also 
to notions of “work-concept,” interpretation, authenticity, fidelity to 
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the composer’s intentions, and other highly prescriptive postulations 
that originated in the nineteenth century. And if one sticks only to 
the historical situatedness of practices and codes from the time of 
the original compositions, then one is condemned to historicism, 
to the cultivation of relics and fetishes from other epochs (even if 
“historically informed practices” are a highly modern invention, as 
Richard Taruskin sharply demonstrated in several passages of his 
book Text and Act [1995]). 

Last but not least, it is relevant to stress that different disciplines 
look at the different strata differently, each discipline constructing 
its own specific “image of work.” Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations are 
a different “entity” for a pianist, for a cellist, for a musicologist, for 
a music sociologist, for a music analyst, for a music connoisseur, or 
for a listener. They all take into account different things relating to 
that multiplicity, and they all build different psychological images 
of it. Moreover, each individual person, even from the same 
discipline, sees different things and articulates them differently, 
thus constructing his or her own image of work. Brought together in 
specific configurations (historically, geographically, and disciplinarily 
situated), every imaginable individual stratum in its interaction with 
other strata enables the material, psychological, and sociocultural 
construction of countless images of work, which have the potential to 
replace those reified generalities that we usually call “musical works.”

In terms of a working methodology for musicians operating 
within artistic research, the musical strata and this new image of 
work allow for the definition of innovative strategies and tools. Such 
strategies have the potential to bridge archival and musicological 
research with performance-oriented, creative research. The working 
process follows a tripartite methodology, based upon the notions 
of archaeology, genealogy, and problematisation (figure 6). First, as 
many historically inherited materials as possible that relate to a given 
musical work (sources) are archaeologically identified and retrieved 
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ARCHAEOLOGy
(sources, documents, and things)

for further consideration. Second, the relations and connectors they 
entertain between one another are studied in terms of a genealogy, 
disclosing particular things, moments, and sections of the sources 
that encapsulate singular combinations of forces and intensities 
(singularities). Finally, specific selections of materials are brought 
together as concrete machinic assemblages that problematise the 
available materials anew. The archaeological moment is related 
to conventional scholarly research, including archival and source 
studies; the genealogy calls for interpretation, semiotics, and 
transtextuality; and the problematisation happens by constructing 
new and experimental assemblages of things and forces. With the 
latter, the artistic dimension becomes inescapable, and it requires 
that an artist of some kind and a researcher of some kind cohabit in 
the same person.

GENEALOGy
(historiographic, analytical, and comparative research)

PROBLEMATISATION
(research in and through practice)

Figure 6. MusicExperiment21’s methodology for artistic research in 
music.

(reconfigurations)
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5. This Box: Diabelli Machines8

Thus far, the project Diabelli Machines has had seven instantiations, 
including collaborations with the ORCiM-ensemble (2010), the 
HERMESensemble (2015), Ensemble Interface (2016), and ME21 
Collective (2016, 2017). These different instantiations included 
collaborations with seven young composers (Juan Parra Cancino, 
Lucia D’Errico, Paolo Galli, David Gorton, Tiziano Manca, Hans Roels, 
and Bart Vanhecke), with choreographer Kurt Dreyer, and with a 
number of special guests, such as Mieko Kanno, Valentin Gloor, and 
Benjamin Widmer. The present instantiation, Diabelli Machines8, 
presents an unprecedented configuration of the available materials, 
crucially moving from stage to fixed media. It is constituted by three 
components: this essay (2017), a DVD with the full video recording of 
Diabelli Machines4 (2015), and a CD with the six new commissioned 
pieces (2016–17) and a recording of the 1819 version of the Diabelli 
Variations played on a period instrument (2017).

The audio CD has two main components: first, the studio 
recording of the six new compositions, performed by Ensemble 
Interface and ME21 Collective (Tracks 1–8), and then the live 
recording of Beethoven’s draft version of the Diabelli Variations from 
1819, played by Jan Michiels on a Graf fortepiano from 1820 (Track 
9). For this last recording, the variations were played following the 
sequence proposed by William Kinderman (1987, 34), also taking 
into account period editions that differ from more recent editions in 
some details. The two parts of the CD (Tracks 1–8; Track 9) constitute 
two polarised extremes: at one end the maximum of epochality (the 
crystallisation of a specific historical moment, performed according to 
a historically informed approach), and at the other end the complete 
opening of Beethoven’s piece to its own unknown and unpredictable 
future(s). 

The composers involved are all researchers at the Orpheus 
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Institute, affiliated to its research centre, or to the docARTES doctoral 
programme. Juan Parra Cancino worked on live-electronic comments 
on Variation 20. Lucia D’Errico prepared not  a score but a “sonic 
image” of Variation 8 that has to be re-enacted by the performers. 
Tiziano Manca composed a musical reflection on the entirety of 
the Diabelli Variations. David Gorton wrote a set of three variations 
to replace Variations 12, 13, and 14. Bart Vanhecke’s piece is a 
comment on Variation 20; and Paolo Galli wrote a problematisation 
of the third part of the work, that is, of Variations 21 to 28. More than 
simple commissions, these compositions are part of a collaborative 
endeavour that was built through a series of team meetings 
involving the core team of MusicExperiment21, the composers, and 
the musicians of Ensemble Interface.

The DVD contains the fourth instantiation of the project, Diabelli 
Machines4, which took place at De Bijloke (Ghent), on 9 November 
2015 and was a collaboration between the ME21 Collective (Paulo 
de Assis, Lucia D’Errico, Juan Parra Cancino, and Valentin Gloor), and 
the Antwerp-based HERMESensemble. It was the longest of any of 
the versions of Diabelli Machines, bringing together the maximum 
amount of materials, including solo piano (as in the original score), 
different chamber-music-oriented instrumentations of some of the 
original variations, newly commissioned pieces, and live electronics 
(which were also applied to Beethoven’s music). Thus, it offers a 
perspective on the kind of concrete machinic assemblages this 
project has been producing. Furthermore, the DVD also includes 
short interviews with some of the composers speaking about their 
work and its relation to Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations.

Paulo de Assis
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