TEXTS FOR MUSICAL IMPROVISATION

Pauline Oliveros, Sonic Meditations

 #13 – Energy Changes (for Elaine Summers) – 
Listen to the environment as a drone. Establish contact mentally with all of the continuous external sounds and include all of your own continuous internal sounds, such as blood pressure, heartbeat and nervous system. When you feel prepared, or when you are triggered by a random or intermittent sound from the external or internal environment, make any sound you like in one breath. When this sound, or a cycle of sounds, is completed re-establish mental connection with the drone, which you first established before making another sound or cycle of like sounds.
R. Murray Schafer, HearSing
#17, Mirrors
Take some large sheets of paper. Fold them in half then open them again and place them on the floor. Two people with crayons face each other on opposite sides of the fold. One person begins to draw a pattern slowly on half of the paper. The other person makes a mirror copy of the drawing. 

Now sing the lines as the drawing is made, trying to match the shapes and sounds exactly.

This exercise works best when performed slowly.

#23, Media Canon 

The class [ensemble] forms a line. The first person makes a gesture with their body, arms or feet. The second person “sings” the sound suggested by the movement. The third person draws a shape suggested by the singing. The fourth person imitates the shape with the body, and the sequence begins again and is passed down the line through the class. As soon as the first sequence is passed on, the first person begins a second sequence with a new gesture, and the “canon continues.

Karlheinz Stockhausen, Aus Den Sieben Tagen (1968): 

Downward

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your limbs

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your cells

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your molecules

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your atoms

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your smallest particles

which your inner ear can reach

Change slowly from one rhythm to another

until you become freer

and can interchange with them at will

Upward

Play a vibration in the rhythm of your smallest particles

Play a vibration in the rhythm of the universe

Play all the rhythms that you can

distinguish today between

the rhythm of your smallest particles

and the rhythm of the universe

one after the other

and each one for so long

until the air carries it on

Set Sail For The Sun
Play a tone for so long

until you hear its individual vibrations

Hold the tone

and listen to the tones of the others

- to all of them together, not to individual ones –

and slowly move your tone

until you arrive at complete harmony

and the whole sound turns to gold

to pure, gently shimmering fire

Randolph Coleman, 6 Characters ( in search of a piece ) (1976) [created for a contemporary music improvisation contest at Oberlin Conservatory]
CHARACTERS-

a) chords, clusters

b) running figures, “4 or more notes” grace-note figures

c) trills, tremolos, “1-3 note(s)” grace-note figures

d) non-traditional use of piano (knocking, plucking, muting, use of mallets, etc.)

e) primary part (melody) accompanied by seconding part(s)

f) use one or the other: i) quoted material (as the basis of the improvisation); ii) a pattern used for repetition (or a phase)

INSTRUCTIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT -

A) use the above six musical characters as the basis material for an improvisation

B) it should be audible for the first half of the improvisation which character is being treated (through extension, note additions, compression, retrograde inversion, etc.), therefore, study each character so as to be cognizant of its unique identity and for its possible usages; for the second half of the improvisation the same characters should be integrated in a freer fashion

C) some considerations yet to be determined by the performer: i) pitch-system (major-minor, pentatonic, chromatic, etc.); ii) dynamics (highly varied throughout, commence softly and gradually raise level, remain at one level throughout, some characters constantly changing while others remain at one level, etc.); iii) length of time devoted to each character; iv) what kind of transitions (if any); v) questions of form-building (even if the form is derived “spontaneously”); vi) tempo (constant, many changes, perceptible pulse, etc.)

D) each player will be given an order of these elements immediately before their performance, this will indicate the order in which the characters are to be used for the first half of that performance (they will be used freely for the second half) 

John Zorn, COBRA (1984)
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[Diagram with signal cards to be used by a prompter]

COBRA Instructions, Refined:

Performers can request any of these musical operations by a physical gesture- holding up a number of fingers and connecting with a particular area of the body. Prompter takes these requests or decides independently to signal a change by holding up a particular card and then dropping it (as a downbeat) to indicate the beginning of the change.

Physical Signal: Mouth / Card: Yellow

1.  Pool  - If you’re not playing you may come in, if you’re already playing stop or change what you’re playing

2.  Runner – Caller points to other players, pantomime instruments, those called on come in at downbeat, others stop

3.  Substitute – If you’re playing stop, if you’re not playing you may enter

4.  (SX) Substitute Cross fade – All playing fade out while all not playing fade in at rate of prompter

Physical Signal: Nose / Card: White

1.  Duos – Make eye contact with another player and play duo, give a clear signal to end the duo, and anyone else can initiate a duo after that, and so on.

2.  Trades – Starting with caller, music is passed down a chain of players one by one.  Anyone can start or stop the chain, having several chains going at once.

3.  Events 1,2,3 - Caller determines number of events, and everyone plays that number of events at anytime after the downbeat.  Number of events may get cut short by another downbeat.

4.  Buddies – Like duos, but only the one original duo, and then that dies with next downbeat.

Physical Signal: Eye / Card: Orange

1. (CT) Cartoon Trades – quick sounds/single notes passed from player to player, with prompter pointing at different people to play.

2.  (CO) Ordered Cartoon Trades – like cartoon trades but goes in a line.  May play duo or trio when it’s your turn for cartoon trade, get eye contact with players in order to do so.

Physical Signal: Ear / Card: Blue

1.  M^ - Group stays same, no new players, but play radically different music

2.  G^ - Those not playing raise their hands, those playing point to silent players, and when pointed to the silent players put their hands down.  When all hands are down, prompter makes the downbeat, and the players who were silent before imitate the music that the player before them who pointed at them was playing.

3. Volume – Crescendo, decrescendo or fader, whichever the caller calls for.  A fader is if the sign is a V.  Fader means if you’re playing loud fade to soft, and if soft fade to loud.

Physical Signal: Head / Card: Red

1.  Sound Memory 1 – Called originally to store a musical memory of what players are currently playing, to be written down on manuscript paper, and be re-called at anytime later in the game…up to three different logged sounds.

2.  Sound Memory 2

3.  Sound Memory 3

Physical Signal: Palm / Card: Black

1.  Cut – abrupt end to the piece

2.  Coda – 6 to 10 seconds of whoever is currently playing to end the piece together

3.  Hold and Fade – Whatever you are playing at the time of the downbeat you hold it and fade out.

Guerilla – One guerilla at a time, puts hat on, prompter puts hat on, can ignore the rules, only lasts up to 7 downbeats, and can be cut by anyone else,

Guerilla Rules (Guerilla, or guerilla squad only lasts 7 downbeats)

Guerilla must follow the rules of Cartoon Trades (EYE) and Sound Memories (HEAD)

Guerilla Tactics – Can be called by Guerilla on any player (last until next downbeat)

1. Imitate (Crook Finger) – Imitate player I point to (2 people then pointed at)

2. Trade (Use Arm) – As in trading fours between guerilla and player

3. Hold (flat palm) – play drone, can be multiple people or one

4. Capture (Thumb, or Bird) - stop playing

5. Crossfade (Use crossed arms) – Crossfade with guerilla and pointed at players, player fades out, guerilla fades in

Guerilla Squad (Operations)

-Guerilla picks 2 other squad members, not optional, those 3 guerillas can continue performing individual tactics…no one can decide to be new guerilla, must be picked

-When in a 3 unit squad, the leader guerilla only can call operations, signaled by a raised fist salute, plus number 1, 2, or 3…to signal operations green cards.

1.    Divisi- players that were playing start playing a drone, which becomes a sound memory to be recalled if divisi is recalled. 

Tactics can be called over the drone by any squad member on anyone, additionally squad members can point at anyone to make them solo, or can solo themselves.

After drone is established, the squad leader only takes over game, and can make any cobra calls for the group, and squad can continue using tactics, or ignore rules

2.    Intercut – squad plays trio by themselves, card is cued twice to start and end it, rest of the players returns to what they were playing before intercut happened, and prompter cues what system they were in

3.    Fencing- Ives trio, squad leader starts plays in a specific genre, other members play in a different genre, listen/think/change dynamics, no silences.  Squad can pick alternates to substitute out, and alternate becomes the new squad member.  Fencing is an unaccompanied trio.

Locus Hand Cues – (Squad signals to communicate with each other while in Operations. Especially intercut)

1.   Thumb – Stop

2.   Finger Snapping – Play rhythmically

3.   Finger pointing down and a number – number of quick “pip” sounds

4.   Flat Hand – Drone

5.   Point back and forth- trades

6.   Finger pointing up – intercut, stop while I play, then resume when I stop

7.   Slashing motion with hand – change what you’re doing

To end Operations, Squad leader shows fist and cut throat, and a hand cue for the next cobra system…. conductor holds up end divisi sign, and next cue. Squad can still be guerillas even though operations is over.

-No one can cut squad except for members of the squad, or by a spy.  Spy cuts the guerilla unit off, and makes a cue for next cobra rule, but only if no one in the squad sees them, and can identify them…if spy is indentified the squad does not die…when cut sign is showed, hold up sign for spy, so the squad can try to identify spy, only one guess….Divisi sign and new sign is used if spy cuts squad.
