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I confess. Until that evening in October 2009, when | went to the
Donaueschinger Musiktage for the very first time, | thought it was »just
another festival« of new music in Germany. | had traveled to Freiburg
to participate in a series of workshops on live-electronics, organised
by Orm Finnendahl at the Hochschule fur Musik. After one of the work-
shop days, Orm took us to the opening night of this apparently very
important festival that was running in the picturesque town of Donau-
eschingen. During the one-hour car drive along winding roads and
dark, mythical forests, he promised us that »it will be quite something«.

Then Orm suddenly hit the breaks. We arrived. At. A. Sports. Hall. Out-
side there was a long line of people waiting to cross the threshold into
this most sacred of buildings. Scanning the line, | was surprised by how
age-diverse these people were. | noticed many (!) people of my age,
going all the way up to 80-plus year-old new music die-hards, handso-
mely dressed and coiffed.

Something was definitely »up«. The air was crackling with expectation
and I felt a pleasant warmth run through my spine. Once inside the
sports hall, the SWR Sinfonieorchester Baden-Baden und Freiburg was
premiering Mathias Spahlinger’s three-hour »orchestral installation«
doppelt bejaht. Later that evening, the same orchestra would offer us
a completely different, though not less radical experience with Manos
Tsangaris’ Batsheba. Eat The History!, a music theatre in different stati-
ons and rooms.

It wasn’t a particularly gentle »first time« at Donaueschingen, but
definitely a memorable one. By the time we drove home, | was rife with
thoughts and feelings, many of them conflicting and as winding as the
road. It was indeed »quite something«.
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August 30, 2010
Email from Armin Kéhler to Nadar Ensemble:

Dear friends,

I would like to invite you to Donaueschingen 2012
--- take place October, 19-21.

Please be so kind to contact me.

Mit freundlichen Grufen

Armin Kéhler
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October 16, 2012

The continuous laughter that had filled the Nadar van in the last
stretch of our drive from Antwerp to Donaueschingen, was still ringing
in my ears while stepping into the empty, gigantic Bartéksaal of the
Donauhalle. People of the SWR were running in and out with cables
and call sheets. Pieter and | looked at each other, giggling nervously.
»Holy shit! This hall is enormous!«, we uttered unisono. »l hope it won’t
be only half-way full, that always brings such a bad vibe to a concert,
Pieter added, reading my mind.
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As we started unloading and setting up, artistic director Armin Kéhler
came to welcome us, casually dressed in jeans and a leather jacket,
with, what | will later learn to be his characteristic warmth and enthu-
siasm.

Our concert was slotted for 11 a. m. on Saturday. | was up early, having
slept only a few hours, and joined Harry Vogt at the breakfast table
of Hotel Waldblick. | had gone to bed feeling defeated, as the Max-
patches that are operated by the game controllers to manipulate the
audio and video processing in Generation Kill kept crashing unexpec-
tedly during rehearsals and | couldn’t figure out why. | had been in
touch with Josiah Oberholtzer, who had programmed the patches, but
I had already settled with the possibility that it might happen during
the premiere. Josiah, however, sent me a message during the night
suggesting that by simply changing one particular software setting
the issue might be solved. With my heart beating in my throat, | went
to the concert hall as early as | could that morning, and tested each
computer. It seemed to work! In the meantime people slowly started
to enter the hall, and | retreated backstage with the entire ensemble.
Every once in a while one of the musicians went to peek into the hall,
and came back, mentioning with disbelief that the hall was actually
going to be entirely packed!

The concert started with Generation Kill. During the entire first ten
minutes | held my breath, until | turned purple and it became clear
that the software was indeed holding out, at which point | started to
relax and even enjoy the stellar performance given by my dear friends
of Nadar. The audience’s reactions had an intensity and emotionality
I had never experienced before. At the end of the concert, we all took
our final bow before heading backstage. Then Armin Kéhler came
storming in, his arms raised, like a football coach whose team had just
won the world cup. | will never forget his radiant smile and boyish joy,
as he shouted that »The new generation has comel« He told us then
and there that he’d invite us again in three years.

As audience members - from all generations! - kept approaching me
during the next day and a half, asking me questions, and offering me
their thoughts and comments on Generation Kill (not all of those were
in my favor!), | felt a deep urge from all of them to truly engage with
what they had experienced. It became abundantly clear to me that
this festival was not »just another festival« of new music, but that it
wadas one that had a long and rich tradition, that there was an intense
discourse underpinning it. Here music was not an innocent matter!
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Half a year later Armin Kdéhler renewed his vow to program Nadar in
2015, and invited Pieter and me to come to Baden-Baden to brainstorm
possible ideas.

As we arrived at the train station in Baden-Baden, Armin was already
waiting for us in his SWR car, extending us the same warm welcome
we had received the year before. He had already planned our day:
the sun was shining gloriously, so he would first drive us through the
vineyards, all the way up the mountain, where we would have a nice
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view of the town. We would then go for a coffee and cake at a local
patisserie, take a walk through the park and end the evening in a
charming Italian restaurant to discuss our upcoming concert.

It was an unforgettable day. Although | do draw a few blanks with re-
gards to our brainstorm in the restaurant, of which | mainly remember
that Armin enthusiastically kept on calling for more wine. By the end
of the evening, after having fielded some first ideas, Armin recommen-
ded that we go to the casino, just to experience the atmosphere of
this special place, which apparently once was a pearl on the crown

of the town. He would have loved to join us, he said, but since he had
quests at home, he couldn’t.

Sometimes one just has to ride the wave. Neither of us had ever set
a foot in a casino, nor did we imagine ever doing so, but Pieter and

| decided that if there would ever be an evening to do it, this was it.
Flushed from the Chianti, we headed to the casino. (»>Are we really
doing this?«) Once inside the main gambling hall, wearing a rented
jacket that was at least two sizes too big, it became clear that, if
this place once was the pearl of the town, it definitely needed some
polishing. A sticky sadness hung over it all.

When Pieter left for the hotel a few hours later, | had decided that this
was not how | wanted to conclude such a day. | ended up in a neigh-
boring bar with the crew of air hosts and hostesses who were also
spending their evening off at the casino, dancing on covers played
by a band that consisted of women of at least 3 different generations.
With the grandmother playing the keys.

The next day we had three hours to cleanse ourselves from all our sins
at the 17 thermal baths of the delightful, local Friedrichsbad, before
heading back to Antwerp.
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A bit over a year later, on the 17th of November 2014, my Facebook
feed filled up with posts of Armin’s sudden death. In disbelief, | couldn’t
help but think back to that day in Baden-Baden, wondering if he had
already known his diagnosis at the time. It hit me too then, that he
wouldn’t be there, the next year, to hear the Nadar concert and my
new composition, about which we had been communicating in the
months thereafter. It was an absence that felt surprisingly heavy. And
still does. It’s an absence that, like the invisible matter of a black hole,
has pulled me while | have been writing this text — which | had initially
planned to be quite different.

| therefore dedicate it to Armin Kéhler, who has not only been in-
extricably connected to the Donaueschinger Musiktage, but also to
the musical growth of Nadar and myself.
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