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ABSTRACT 

 

 This document serves as an accompanying manuscript to my improvisational percussion 

album, Terminal. This music comes after five years of study and performance, and is a recent 

demonstration of my current sound; three pieces that draw on the influences of stylistic pioneers. 

Improviser and scholar Mike Bullock labels this method using the term self-idiomatic music. In 

this concept, a musician develops a unique aesthetic by making decisions in the moment of 

performance, drawing on a personal vocabulary of sounds, and rules for their deployment.  

The music recorded on Terminal is based on a culmination of my musical life that blends 

elements of many genres and styles. I have been inspired by the noise of Jason Lescalleet, the 

deep listening and stillness of Pauline Oliveros and Morton Feldman, the harmonic clouds of 

Sarah Hennies, the textures and layers of AMM, the jazz-like improvisation of Anthony Braxton, 

and the sound installations of Olivia Block, among others. In this paper, I examine writings and 

compositions by these musicians, and describe how my interactions and experiences with them 

led me to discover my self-idiom. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In the summer of 2016, I performed improvisations for percussion and electronics in over 

a dozen cities throughout the Midwest. My show in Dayton, Ohio at Skeleton Dust Records 

featured underground noise legend Jason Lescalleet, who uses tape loops and live computer 

processing to produce loud walls of complex noise. The experience was both intricately beautiful 

and painfully aggressive. I had never witnessed such depth in the texture of a sound. It felt like 

the entire frequency spectrum rumbled at a deafening volume for hours, as he built a layered 

texture out of low drones, distorted pops, and high pitch screeches. 

 For a long time after I returned home, I found myself searching for ways to describe the 

music and sounds Lescalleet, myself, and other experimentalists create. I began reading from 

Luigi Russolo’s 1913 futurist manifesto, The Art of Noises, which sought to catalog and sort 

noise into six groups. Russolo defined these categories by sound quality, using descriptive words 

like roars, bangs, hissing, and buzzing.1 His writing implied the future of music in an industrial 

world would focus on listening to noises and sounds for their own sonic properties. 

Once recording technology caught up to Russolo’s ideas in the 1940s, early electronic 

musicians could use these noise materials in their compositions. French musician Pierre 

Schaeffer began manipulating tape recordings of speeches and radio broadcasts to create some of 

the earliest musique concrète. After I listened to Schaeffer’s tape music, I recognized a lineage 

                                                
1 Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noise (futurist manifesto, 1913), trans. Robert Filliou (New York, 
NY: Something Else Press, 1967). 
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that led to Lescalleet’s later use of heavily manipulated vintage hip-hop records. This is not to 

say Lescalleet is doing this because Schaeffer did, but that they both exist in a similar sound 

world. I saw this connection as a breakthrough in my own playing; though I may not be 

referencing or quoting another musician or style, I could draw on similar influences.  

 Over the last five years of exploration, I have developed a personal style of playing that 

intermedia improviser and scholar Mike Bullock would describe in a 2010 Leonardo Music 

Journal article as self-idiomatic. Bullock does not use this term to label a genre or style, but as a 

way of discussing one’s personal sounds and choices.2 A self-idiomatic improviser creates a 

unique aesthetic by making decisions in the moment of performance. They draw on a personal 

vocabulary of sounds developed from past interactions and experiences. My album, Terminal, is 

a recent demonstration of my current sound; three pieces that draw on the influences of stylistic 

pioneers. This document serves to identify influences of musics from both the Western art canon 

and underground performers that have helped me to define my self-idiom.

                                                
2 Michael T Bullock, "Self-Idiomatic Music: An Introduction," Leonardo43, no. 2 (The MIT 
Press, 2010), 141-44, http://www.jstor.org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/stable/40661619. 
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DON’T PUSH THE SOUND AROUND 
 

My improvisations come from a place that favors timbre over all else. When I play, I do 

everything I can to let my sounds act autonomously, without allowing my ego to take control. 

This methodology implies the sounds will generate the structure for the whole piece. This 

practice comes from a place of stillness and listening.  

I began thinking about this concept of liberating sound from ego through John Cage’s 

work concerning silence and meditation. In 1952, David Tudor premiered Cage’s “Silent 

Prayer,” 4’33”, interpreting its instructions by sitting at a piano and closing the lid. 33-seconds 

later, he opened it to mark the end of the first movement, then closed it again. He continued this 

for the 2’40” and 1’20” second and third movements, without playing a note. The sounds of the 

piece were therefore natural occurrences of the performance space, like audience members 

coughing or rustling paper. When I first heard about this piece as a young student, I thought, “Is 

this really ‘music’?” Cage had an answer for this common question, “If this word ‘music’ is 

sacred and reserved for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century instruments, we can substitute a more 

meaningful term: organization of sound.”3  

Cage’s contemporary Morton Feldman explained what this ‘organization of sound’ meant 

to him in a conversation with Stockhausen  

Well, Karlheinz, I have no secret but if I could say anything to you, I advise you  

                                                
3 John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1961), 3. 
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to leave the sounds alone; don't push them; because they're very much like human 
beings - if you push them, they push you back. So, if I have a secret it would be, 
'don't push the sounds'. And he leaned over to me and he said, ‘Not even a little 
bit?’4  

 
Feldman’s compositions favor timbre over formal structure, focusing on the pure tone of an 

instrument.5 Much of his music is repetitive and steady, takes a long time to develop, and is very 

quiet throughout. He expanded on early experiments like Piano Piece 1952 in making long-form 

explorations of these mosaic-like textures as exemplified in pieces like Why Patterns? or 

Crippled Symmetry. 

The work of Pauline Oliveros in the late 1960s deeply explored sound-as-meditation 

through her need to create “more inner peace amidst the violence and unrest of the time.”6 She 

wrote a series of text scores, audience participatory Sonic Meditations, aimed at expanding 

consciousness and calming the mind. She chose to call these ‘meditations’ instead of ‘pieces,’ as 

they are meant less as performances, but as events to practice and observe. Teach Yourself to Fly 

was the first in this series, inviting listeners to focus on their breath before slowly engaging their 

vocal chords. The slow addition of audible breath, followed by hums and sighs of different 

pitches, creates a delicately layered texture amongst the participants in the room.  

She built this meditative practice into a larger concept that she called deep listening, 

which she described as  

...learning to expand the perception of sounds to include the whole space/time continuum 
of sound – encountering the vastness and complexities as much as possible. 
Simultaneously one ought to be able to target a sound or sequence of sounds as a focus 

                                                
4 Morton Feldman, "An Interview with Morton Feldman," Interview by Jolyon Laycock and 
David Charlton, Opus 2, 1967, 18-20. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Pauline Oliveros, "An Interview with Pauline Oliveros," Interview by Alan Baker, January 
2003, Accessed December 21, 2018, 
http://musicmavericks.publicradio.org/features/interview_oliveros.html. 
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within the space/time continuum and to perceive the detail or trajectory of the sound or 
sequence of sounds. Such focus should always return to, or be within the whole of the 
space/time continuum (context).7 
 

I compare this to viewing the individual threads of a large quilt; each stitch is beautiful and 

unique, but helps to create a larger picture. I heard a clear and strong statement of this idea via 

the 1989 recording of the Deep Listening Band, which featured Oliveros on accordion and 

electronics, Stuart Dempster on trombone and didjeridu, and Panaiotis on vocals and electronics. 

The recording featured the band’s signature sound, with long, meditative wave-like drones and 

slow moving lines. The musicians patiently add layers to the molasses-like texture by 

introducing their own sounds by creating an original idea, or imitating each other through tone, 

pitch, or volume. The pace and development of the music is intuitive to the listener, as it seems 

to follow a natural pattern of deep breathing. Through learning and embracing the concepts of 

deep listening, I felt the door open to accepting sounds in a new way. Cage’s 4’33” suddenly 

made sense.  

As I continued my practice of deep listening, I searched for more musicians like Feldman 

who favored the harmonic resonance and tone of a sound. Sarah Hennies chooses to explore this 

idea in the fourth movement of her 2015 vibraphone duo Flourish, which focuses on the 

repetition of only four sonorities for ten minutes, instead of on formal structures like melody or 

rhythm (Figure 2.1). I drew direct influence from this piece in my improvisation, same word, 

different meaning, choosing likewise to listen deeply to the development of chordal sonorities. 

This type of music allows the listener to shift one’s focus through the harmonic cloud of 

overtones.  

                                                
7 Oliveros, Pauline. Deep Listening: A Composers’ Sound Practice (New York: Deep Listening 
Publications, 2005) p. xxii 
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Figure 2.1 Movement IV, Flourish, by Sarah Hennies 

 
 
 Over the course of the improvisation I noticed that change, variety, and structure arose on 

its own, as I listened deeply and allowed my sounds to lead me. During the first ten minutes, I 

observed drastic changes in sonority and tempo, evolving slowly and effortlessly. At this point, I 

felt the opening idea had run its course, and was no longer serving the music. I made the decision 

to quite literally insert myself, by disrupting the consistency of the repeated chords. For the next 

five minutes, I went against Feldman’s advice and ‘pushed the sound around.’ I explored wild 

rhythms, unfamiliar patterns, and rapid atonal melodies through calculated decisions that made 

tensions rise. The sound is dizzying and disorienting. Around the fifteen-minute mark, I made 

the decision to begin transitioning back to a recapitulation similar to the beginning. Pushing the 

sound did not work. For the remainder of the improvisation, I listened and let the sounds lead to 

a slow repetitive ending. 
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FREEDOM TO INTERPRET 
 

 
Figure 3.1 2-Aaron, by Joe Berry 

 

When I received the score for 2-Aaron from Joe Berry, I was impressed and excited for 

the possibilities it suggested (Figure 3.1). As a young jazz drummer in college, Berry 

participated in a week-long residency with multi-instrumentalist and composer Anthony Braxton 

that propelled him into a world of experimental music. His compositional style grew out of 

inspirations from this interaction, and his appreciation for modern artists Wassily Kandinsky and 

Mark Rothko. One day, at the University of Alabama, I noticed some sketchings of lines, shapes, 

and dots in his notebook. He told me about a radical idea of composing a series of graphic scores 
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made for and named after his friends. When a performer agreed to have a piece written, they also 

agreed to have the personalized graphic score tattooed. Berry summarized his motivation behind 

this series in the program notes of the score 

Something about the juxtaposition of how permanent each tattoo is for the person 
I make it for, yet how impermanent we are in the universe’s timescale interests 
me. I like how personal that permanence forces me to make each piece.8  

 
Without hesitation, I asked him to draw and compose me a piece, a tattoo, a score. 

Inspired but confused after weeks of contemplating my score, I asked him how I should 

interpret it. We discussed personality and individuality; he didn’t want to define these symbols or 

put any kind of restraint on the performer. This was thrilling to me. While some early graphic 

notation was relatively strict in its instructions for its interpretation, generally it gives the 

performer increased freedom to interpret the symbols as they see best.  

Early forms of non-traditional notation were established by pioneers of American 

experimental music and expanded by London- and Chicago-based improvisers. Morton Feldman 

was experimenting with graphic notation in his landmark percussion solo King of Denmark 

(1964). The score attempts to loosen the prescriptive properties of staff notation, while still 

offering some guidance. The columns represent a consistent unit of time, and the rows indicate 

register, high, medium, and low. Feldman outlines instructions for the symbols in the boxes, but 

leaves much open to interpretation; for example, the first box in Figure 3.2 simply indicates 

seven high sounds within the given time. 

 

 
Figure 3.2 Excerpt, King of Denmark, by Morton Feldman 

 

                                                
8 Joe Berry, “2-Aaron,” Program Notes, 2019. 
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 While at the New School in New York, Feldman, Cage and many others continued to 

expand on new forms of notation and involving the performer in the realization of the sounding 

composition. From 1958 to 1967, Cage continued to remove ego by working with chance 

operations and graphic scores, for example, in his series of Variations. Variation III’s score 

contains 42 circles, cut from transparency paper, and is for any number of people performing any 

actions. The interpreter drops the circles onto a sheet of paper, and chooses the largest 

intersecting clump to generate sounding events. (Figure 3.3). The instructions do not mention 

sound or ‘music’ at all in the score, but state that the number of intersections corresponds to the 

number of events interpreted by the performer, in this case twenty. Before the performance, the 

interpreter is expected to assign some arbitrary action to these events like pitch, dynamic, or 

timbre. During the performance, the outcome of the circles dictates the music based on those 

predetermined actions. Cage does, however, leave room for unforeseen changes, and allows for 

deviation from the pre-concert plan. This loosening of predetermined parameters allowed the 

performer increasing agency in realizing the sound in the moment of performance. 

 
Figure 3.3 Variations III, by John Cage 
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While Cage was working with indeterminate graphics in New York, Cornelius Cardew 

was working with similar practices in England. He began his studies as a pianist and composer in 

London inspired by the serialism of Arnold Schoenberg. He served as an assistant to Karlheinz 

Stockhausen in Cologne in the 1950s, and through this relationship met John Cage and Morton 

Feldman. He found these meetings to be pivotal in his early career, and began focusing on the 

avant-garde, and performing compositions of his contemporaries. Inspired by the graphic 

notation he had learned, he returned to London in 1961 to study graphic design, using this new 

tool in his composition, Treatise (Figure 3.4).9 The piece abandons traditional notation for 193 

continuous pages of lines, shapes, and dots, has no instructions, and is for any number of people 

on any instrument.  

In 1970, Cardew released the Treatise Handbook, a collection of writings, techniques, 

interpretations, and past performances of the piece. In a December 1966 entry, he writes 

[The score] is purely graphic (rare exceptions occur when the signs used are 
reminiscent of musical notations – to the professional musician, these appear as 
lights in the fog, but for the fully indoctrinated reader, they pose knotty problems 
in musicology)... Each player interprets the score according to his own acumen 
and sensibility. He may be guided by many things – by the internal structure of 
the score itself, by his personal experience..., by the action of the other musicians 
working on the piece... The general characteristic of the work is given by the title. 
TREATISE is an exhaustive investigation or ‘treatment’ of a number of related 
topics.10 
 

 
Figure 3.4 Page 31, Treatise, by Cornelius Cardew 

                                                
9 John Tilbury, “Cardew, Cornelius,” Grove Music Online, Accessed 4 January, 2019, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
10 Cornelius Cardew, Treatise Handbook (London: Edition Peters, 1970), xii. 
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At the same time Cardew was finishing Treatise, the London guitarist Keith Rowe, bored 

of big-band playing with the Mike Westbrook Orchestra, began experimenting with translating 

Paul Klee paintings into guitar tablature. While searching for a new method to interpret this 

music, Rowe said, “Jackson Pollock did it – he just abandoned the technique. How could I 

abandon the technique? Lay the guitar flat!”11 Rowe performed free improvisations on prepared 

guitar, in the likes of John Cage and his prepared piano. He has used objects such as credit cards, 

rubber erasers, steel wool, springs, ping-pong balls, and employed various electronics including 

loop and delay pedals, radios, and contact microphones. He layered sound delicately, and 

allowed the radio to be an almost abstract commentary on the sonic image he creates. Fully 

immersed in sound, Rowe set out to find bandmates that complemented this found style. 

 Together with drummer Eddie Prévost and Westbrook saxophonist Lou Gare, Rowe 

formed AMM. The ensemble prided themselves as free improvisers – neglecting to rehearse, 

read notation, or speak of how performances would unfold – so naturally when Cardew 

approached them asking to perform Treatise, they refused. However, they welcomed him into the 

group to solidify the original lineup of the dynamic ensemble.12 

The collision of classical contemporary and free experimentation led to one of the most 

prominent collaborations in the improvisatory world. AMM improvised free of predetermined 

structures such as written notation, rhythm and meter, and harmonic progression. Their music 

emphasized layering of sounds. By listening to and interacting with each other, they made 

individual decisions about placing their sounds in the texture in a way that generated structure 

and form. If a decision was strong enough, it could act analogously to a cadence in Western 

                                                
11 "Keith Rowe," interview by Dan Warburton, Paris Transatlantic Magazine, January 2001. 
http://www.paristransatlantic.com/magazine/interviews/rowe.html  
12 Tilbury, “Cardew, Cornelius,” Grove Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
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music; for example, while some players are droning, one could play a single loud attack that may 

function as the end or punctuation of a section or entire piece. They constructed a freedom to 

play in the moment, using ideas that came naturally to create their music. 

Cardew and Rowe’s American contemporaries were making similar advancements in 

creative improvisatory musics. Joe Berry’s direct musical influence in this style was Anthony 

Braxton, and the ideas pioneered by the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians 

(AACM), led by pianist Muhal Richard Abrams in 1965. Chicago musicians formed the AACM 

to support their own avant-garde creative endeavors, and provided a space for African American 

musicians and composers to experiment and organize concerts and events.13 The group’s 

members were known for their individuality, and each strived to create a unique form of 

improvisation by pushing the boundaries of notation, form, and extended techniques. Alongside 

Braxton and Abrams, early members of the AACM included saxophonist Roscoe Mitchell, 

trumpeter Wadada Leo Smith, drummer Steve McCall, and violinist Leroy Jenkins. 

Braxton spent much of his early life invested in jazz standards and European art music, 

and synthesized these elements in his early music with the AACM. He introduced a chaotic style 

of extended techniques and angular melodies in his landmark album for unaccompanied 

saxophone For Alto (1969). It was 73-minutes, primarily improvised, and was the first of its 

kind. In a 2000 “All About Jazz” review of the album, music critic Derek Taylor said  

This is a recording and artistic statement that completely changed the rules. 
Braxton’s gall seemed audacious to some, but revolutionary to far more and the 
hindsight of history has proven this latter camp correct. He opened the gates for 
solo improvisatory expression...14 

                                                
13 George E. Lewis, A Power Stronger Than Itself: The AACM and American Experimental 
Music (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
14 Derek Taylor, "Anthony Braxton: For Alto," All About Jazz, (September 01, 2000), Accessed 
January 4, 2019, https://www.allaboutjazz.com/for-alto-anthony-braxton-delmark-records-
review-by-derek-taylor.php. 
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Before I heard this record, I had difficulty recognizing my music’s place as an art form in the 

world. For Alto helped push the envelope for solo improvisations, showing me that a recording 

of this magnitude and freedom was possible, and that our music has a market and a place.  

This inspired me to learn more about Braxton’s complex music. As a composer, he uses 

unique systems of organization and notation to link techniques from his jazz background and free 

improvisation. His compositions give unprecedented freedom to individual performers in 

shaping the material. Players can begin different pieces by cueing hand signals to one another, 

while also having freedom to improvise, create new subsets within the existing ensemble, or 

playing any other music within a set of supplemental materials given out at the beginning of each 

performance. These guidelines can allow any member to act as an ensemble member or leader. 

He developed what he calls “Language Types,” a list of 12 sound parameters by which he 

composes or guides improvisation within other compositions (Figure 3.5).15 These languages are 

a short description of a sound with an attached symbol so that it can be read in a form of 

notation. They are the groundwork for all of Braxton’s output, and the vocabulary he uses to 

build sentences. Like Russolo, Braxton seeks to categorize activity for reference; unlike Russolo, 

he does so by performance technique. 

                                                
15 Nate Wooley, "Language Music," Sound American 16: The Anthony Braxton Issue, Accessed 
8 February, 2018, http://soundamerican.org/sa_archive/sa16/sa16-language-music.html 
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Figure 3.5 Anthony Braxton’s Language Types 

 
 

Braxton applies his compositional methods and languages to Falling River Music, a large 

collection of sheet music in the style of Figure 3.6. This version of Braxton’s graphic scoring is 

cluttered with numbers, lines, Language Types, and unexplainable streaks of colored paint. One 

does not need to completely understand this notation to perform it, though one could use what 

one knows of it, to influence their interpretation. Many of the small symbols reference his 

Language Types and could be interpreted with the numbers, lines, or arrows connecting them. 

The paint streaks can be interpreted in any way. He focuses on co-creating in a way that a 

performer could use the symbols to refer to specific techniques from other pieces, or could play 

them according to graphic logic. As Cardew attempted with Treatise, so here Braxton allows the 

performer the opportunity to develop personal rules for interpretation. 
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Figure 3.6 Falling River Music #366c, by Anthony Braxton 

 

When I was planning the recording for 2-Aaron, I wanted my realization to represent not 

only myself, but also Berry as a free-jazz drummer. I honored the new insight and inspiration 

from Berry and Braxton by playing the piece on my own version of a drumset, complete with 

drums, cymbals, floor tiles, wood blocks, and 3 small jingle bells. I began to improvise around 

my makeshift kit, until I got a feel for how to play this unique aggregate instrument. I found 

sounds and chaotic layers that reminded me of AMM; I used different implements to exaggerate 

changes in timbre and texture; I created my own ‘broken-swing’ free jazz patterns. I attempted to 

codify the symbols by assigning sounds and instructions related to Berry’s graphics. 

I divide the piece into two parts, representing respectively the sounds and influences of 

AMM and Anthony Braxton. I focus in the first half on layering sounds that correspond to 

specific symbols. Within the graphic at Figure 3.7, I decided to execute the large triangle at letter 
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B using an electric toothbrush on the floor tom, setting up a constant low drone. This serves as 

the timeline for this section, which I interpreted by moving counterclockwise to features around 

the perimeter of the triangle. As I passed other elements, I performed their actions as I had 

previously prescribed: for example, at letter C, cymbal roll; letter E, floor tile; letter I, large field 

drum. Once I assigned these elements, I chose to start at letter A by ringing three small bells, 

then to move around the triangle performing all elements A-I. Borrowing Cage’s concept, I 

allowed the environment of the performance to influence my decisions, so the result was no 

longer a sequential reading from letter A to I, but an improvisatory assembly of the 

predetermined sounds. 

 

 
Figure 3.7 2-Aaron, by Joe Berry. Annotated Score. 

 

I chose to interpret the second half of the piece by using different playing techniques 

rather than by focusing on specific instruments. I decided I would interpret letter J to represent a 

broken-eighth-note free jazz ride cymbal pattern, with the lines representing drums and cymbals. 

Letter K’s instruction was simply, “Only Drums, Free Jazz.” I interpreted the thick-bordered 

circle at letter L to represent repeated unison hits, exploring the timbre of the drums, like Sarah 
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Hennies’s previously discussed harmonic cloud, though in performance this led to a moment of 

what felt like 1980s rock and roll. I planned to interpret letter M last and with reference to its 

pointillistic visual texture, using thin dowel rod sticks on the rims to create a hectic layer of 

clicks and pops that grew quieter and less dense. 

 I remember a conversation with Joe, when he mentioned, “this is still improvisation– who 

cares what you’re reading?” Though I have a predetermined plan to realize the score, none of it 

is strict. I do not plan on changing my sounds or instructions for 2-Aaron, though the realization 

may be radically different each time. I remain free to assemble these graphics in the moment, 

allowing outside influences to affect my decisions.
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CAPTURING AN ENVIRONMENT 
 

 Chicago-based sound artist Olivia Block began a 2015 masterclass at the University of 

Alabama by leading a group of roughly 30 college students outdoors. She asked us to sit in 

silence, listen, and write down everything we heard while she recorded the experience on a small 

audio recorder. After about 15 minutes, we returned inside and discussed the sounds we heard: 

skateboards, cars, keys, conversations, leaves in the wind, and much more. For most of the 

students, this was a first experience in an Oliveros-like deep listening exercise.  

The next night in performance, Block used the recorded audio from the class as musique 

concrète, playing the tape back into the inside of the piano. She makes extensive use of this 

technique in her series of ‘inside piano’ pieces; compositions with loose instructions and open 

sections for free improvisation. In a brief description of the sounds she makes, Block says 

[I draw] out the natural resonances of each instrument using contact microphones, 
mini speakers, and walky talkies. Using mallets, various materials are activated, 
including broken glass and metal pieces.16  

 
Block’s blending of acoustic, electronic, and field-recorded sounds was beautiful, and became 

pivotal in my development as an improvising composer.  

Block’s recent focus has become site specific installations, incorporating elements of her 

location and performance environment. For example, her 2016 Open Air is a site-specific 

installation at the Sokolowsko Sanatorium’s abandoned, early 20th century tuberculosis center in 

                                                
16 Olivia Block, "Inside Piano Concerts," Accessed February 11, 2018, 
https://www.oliviablock.net/inside-piano-concerts/. 
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Poland. This facility housed tuberculosis patients recuperating in healing air, and Block aimed to 

evoke this environment. To create the visual aspect of the installation, she sewed large curtains 

of surgical gauze to hang and blow in the open windows and doorways. For the sound element, 

she recorded sounds of breath and wind inside the Sanatorium, mixed and manipulated them, and 

played them back into the very space in which they were recorded.17 Block’s eloquent use of 

field recordings as a method of recreating a remote place or time inspired me to draw a stronger 

connection between the sounds I use and the environment I intend to create.  

After my encounter with Block, I wanted to learn about others who have used technology 

in this way. Pierre Schaeffer’s experimentation in the 1940s led to the earliest composed pieces 

for musique concrète, Cinq études de bruits (Five Studies of Noises). First in the set was Étude 

aux chemins de fer, made with the sounds of trains: an array of bells and whistles, train tracks, 

and other miscellaneous grinding and rumbling noises. Schaeffer and his contemporaries used 

this developing technology to create noise as musical material replacing the melodies and 

harmonies of the orchestra with the sounds of the modern industrial world.  

Musique concrète and tape music made their way to the United States by the 1960s via 

the work of Pauline Oliveros at the San Francisco Tape Music Center (SFTMC), a collective of 

composers and creative artists aimed at providing concerts and resources for early tape music. 

Before she founded the SFTMC, she was experimenting with tape recording random objects in 

her bathtub, using cardboard tubes as microphone filters, and altering the speed of the tapes. 

Through improvisation, she created her first electronic piece, Time Perspectives (1959), where 

                                                
17 Olivia Block, "Open Air," Accessed February 11, 2018, https://www.oliviablock.net/open-air/. 
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she used two tape machines to create a delay, and multiple oscillators to create difference tones 

that interfered with each other and the tape playback.18 

Through her experimentation, Oliveros was listening, and accepting all sounds as 

themselves and as music. As she continued to observe sound, she began developing her Sonic 

Meditations and deep listening concepts. It was after my interactions with Olivia Block that I 

began studying Oliveros’s music to listen more deeply to the sounds of my environments. I came 

across her fifth Sonic Meditation. 

 
Native 

Take a walk at night. Walk so silently that the bottoms of your feet become ears.19 
 

Over three years, I created a ‘listening diary’ of walks I took through parks around the country. I 

made about a dozen recordings of myself walking and listening. Some of these recordings were 

meant to capture the sound of a place or time for later listening, while others were used in 

improvisations and compositions. I attempt to recall a remote environment by using these field 

recordings alongside my acoustic sounds, as I do in Terminal’s concluding Moving Stillness.  

In August 2018, my partner and I went on a camping trip to Missouri’s Taum Sauk 

Mountain State Park. Before retreating to our tent on the evening of the first night, I set up my 

recorder about one hundred feet away, which resulted in about six amazing hours of footage of 

evening bugs. The next morning, we hiked to the highest point in Missouri, the peak of Taum 

Sauk Mountain at 1,772 feet. I set up the recorder and captured the morning birds while we 

silently practiced yoga and meditated during the sunrise. We then hiked into Johnson’s Shut-Ins 

State Park, sat along the creek bed, and recorded the flowing sounds during a short meditation. I 

                                                
18 Oliveros, "An Interview with Pauline Oliveros," Interview by Alan Baker 
19 Pauline Oliveros, Sonic Meditations, Smith Publications, 1974. 
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derive the title of the piece from the meditation process that yielded this last recording: in life, 

we must be fluid as the moving water, but in mind, we must be still as the rocks.  

I listened deeply to each recording, and made the decision to divide the piece into three 

sections that evoke different feelings from a similar environment, Morning, Stream, and Night, 

separated by short moments of silence, titled Stillness I and II. I used GarageBand, a digital 

audio workstation, to cut and cross-fade the separate field recordings into the final composite 

audio. After multiple rearrangements of the tracks, I decided on the following organization of 

sounds: 

 
Morning 0:00-7:00 sunrise yoga at Taum Sauk Mountain Peak 
Stillness I 7:00-9:00 No recordings 
Stream  9:00-15:30 creek meditation at Johnson’s Shut-Ins 
Stillness II 15:30-17:00 No recordings 
Night  17:00-20:45 sleeping at Taum Sauk State Park 
 

I listened to this twenty-minute, five-part recording many times before I attempted to play 

along with it. Once I felt familiar with these materials, I decided to accompany them with 

improvised vibraphone music that I recorded in my living room. Over the course of a week, I 

recorded five improvisations with the arranged field recording. While listening back to these 

recorded sounds, I took notes and made compositional choices for a final realization. 

As a composer, I use an organizational method of timed notation, providing a set of 

instructions against a timeline, while leaving a great deal of interpretation open to the performer. 

I notated Moving Stillness with pieces like Cage’s Four4 (1991) in mind. Written for percussion 

quartet, Cage provides information about what sound to play, and a time range of when to begin 

and end (Figure 4.1). Likewise, my piece lists the starting times in the left column, with simple 

instructions in the right; these instructions include pitch(es) arrows, and other words like ‘drone’ 
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or ‘improv’ (Figure 4.2). In both of our notation techniques, we reference the timetable as a 

guide, but not a dictating force. This ensures a flexibility and newness to each interpretation of 

the piece.  

 
Figure 4.1 Excerpt, Player 4, Four4, by John Cage 

 

 
Figure 4.2 Excerpt, Moving Stillness 

 

 Morning aims to bring back the feeling I had while stretching and breathing deeply on 

Taum Sauk Mountain. My intent was to move slowly through the droning pitches, building slight 

momentum as the section progressed, similar to our yoga session at the beginning of the day. 

Stream embodies the spirit of running water; constant, yet unpredictable. I accompany the 

sounds of the creek with a steady drone in the right hand and an improvisation in the left, guided 

by the parameters defined in my time notation. The last section, Night, features the evening 

sounds of the mountain and a soothing improvisatory lullaby. By combining elements of musique 

concrète, improvisation, and timed notation, I have recalled an environment of deep listening. 
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PRODUCING A SELF-IDIOM 
 

Derek Bailey, a guitarist and early pioneer of British free improvisation, labeled his 

music as non-idiomatic. In his 1980 book Improvisation, he defines this music as that which does 

not fit into other improvisatory genres, such as Baroque, jazz, or flamenco.20 An idiomatic 

musician takes their identity and motivation from the rules that govern the styles in which they 

perform; a jazz improviser plays jazz music, a Baroque improviser plays Baroque music. This 

differs from the non-idiomatic musician, who takes their identity and motivation from the present 

moment, allowing their music to spontaneously develop and generate its own sound and 

structure. Bailey continues to describe free music by saying 

Diversity is its most consistent characteristic. It has no stylistic or idiomatic 
commitment. It has no prescribed idiomatic sound. The characteristics of freely 
improvised music are established only by the sonic-musical identity of the person 
or persons playing it.21 
 
If this music is spontaneous, how can a musician prepare for it? Bailey mentions that 

there is no precise theory on improvisation, and he “thought it self-evident that improvisation has 

no existence outside of its practice.”22 Ella Zonis discusses the improvisatory differences 

between the theory of practice and the practice of practice in her book Classical Persian Music. 

She mentions interviews with musicians in which they explain detailed rules and structures for 

improvisation, followed by performances that go against the rules they previously discussed. She 

                                                
20 Derek Bailey, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo 
Press, 1992). 
21 Bailey, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, 83. 
22 Bailey, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, x. 
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concludes that it is however only because of these structures that a performer can break free from 

them during performance. 

...the musician does not calculate the procedures that will guide [their] playing. 
Rather [they play] from a level of consciousness somewhat removed from the 
purely rational... Under these conditions the player performs not according to the 
“theory of practice”, but intuitively, according to the “practice of practice”, 
wherein the dictates of traditional procedures are integrated with [their] 
immediate mood and emotional needs.23 
 
The music recorded on this album is not noise, is not free jazz, and is not musique 

concrète, but according to Zonis, it is because of my interactions with them that I can break free 

and create a sonic experience unique to me. I have produced my own sound and, while playing, 

may choose to draw upon stylistic influences spontaneously, without the rules of the genres from 

which they grow. As a young developing improviser, I learned what I liked and didn’t like, and 

found myself gravitating towards or away from those decisions in performance. Over time, I 

developed consistencies in the sounds I made, the instruments and implements I used, and the 

techniques with which I built a sonic image. 

This creates a discrepancy with Bailey’s non-idiom, as my music has become 

recognizable as my music, a genre or idiom of its own. In his dissertation, The Kind of Music We 

Play, Mike Bullock refocuses Bailey’s idea as self-idiomatic music.24 He investigates how the 

musical interactions and experiences of Boston-area free improvisers affected the development 

of their highly individual styles. He described self-idiomatic music as a  

current direction in music that emphasizes autonomy of the individual musician, 
improvisatory exploration of unique vocabularies, and a high degree of 
adaptability in collaborations. The work of self-idiomatic musicians is 
characterized by exploration of the sound possibilities afforded by their 

                                                
23 Bailey, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, xi. 
24 Michael T. Bullock, "The Kind of Music We Play": A Study of Self-Idiomatic Improvised 
Music and Musicians in Boston, PhD diss. (Troy, NY: Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, 2010). 
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instruments and sounding objects and the forms that result both from a kinesthetic 
sense of sound production and open-ended interaction.25 

 
An improviser creates their sound palette through self-experimentation and collaboration 

with other musicians. It is common for self-idiomatic musicians to meet for the first time and 

improvise without discussion. There is a mutual respect that every individual plays radically 

differently, but works together to create a collaborative and spontaneous music. In this manner, 

every time an improviser performs, alone or with others, their vocabulary evolves and is 

influenced by the present moment. They become recognizable through their sound, the same way 

we recognize a friend’s voice.  

Bullock views the bank of sounds an improviser chooses to draw from as their personal 

vocabulary. In his dissertation, he exhausts the concept that if our vocabulary creates the music 

we play, it is the language we speak. The language I speak is based on a culmination of my life 

and musical experiences that blend elements of many genres and styles. I have been inspired by 

the noise of Jason Lescalleet, the deep listening and stillness of Pauline Oliveros and Morton 

Feldman, the harmonic clouds of Sarah Hennies, the textures and layers of AMM, the 

environments of Olivia Block among others. My music moves slowly, and layers delicately. It is 

often repetitive and explores the timbral and harmonic possibilities within a sound source. I favor 

extremes and enjoy the juxtaposition of the two; high/low, short/long, loud/soft, smooth/angular, 

etc. In my improvisations, I deploy recorded sounds freely to create thick, layered textures that 

range from walls of white noise to fields of chirping bugs. I have developed a sound and an 

aesthetic that is synonymous with my person.  

                                                
25 Michael T Bullock, "Self-Idiomatic Music: An Introduction," 143. 
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I choose to view my music in Bullock’s terms, as self-idiomatic. This way of placing 

oneself in the context of music is freeing, gives the musician ownership, and allows the 

opportunity to represent true self without structural limitations. He reminds us that  

...since self-idiom is an idiosyncratic set behaviors, it can be a part of almost any 
musical situation. It is the motivation behind the improvising that identifies it as 
self-idiomatic.26 
 

Like Bullock and all free improvisers, I have assembled my own unique music that I play, a 

Terminal self-idiom.  

  

                                                
26 Bullock, "The Kind of Music We Play," 8. 
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