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LIVIA SCHWEIZER

The score as catalyst: curating collaboration in  
Pauline Oliveros’ Thirteen Changes

Engagement with scores using text-based notation can provide a fertile ground for 
reconsidering the traditional divisions between composer and performer, reposi-
tioning the latter as an essential collaborator and co-creator. Such scores can also 
create a space in which it becomes possible to re-think what constitutes a musical 
score and, crucially, what specific qualities are required of a performer to navigate 
one. If, as Goldstein (2012, 194) suggests, musical notation is shaped by the inherent 
needs of the music, then the emergence of verbal notation signals a desire to offer 
a meaningful alternative to hierarchical structures, embracing instead the values of 
interdisciplinarity and inclusivity.

This opens a field of inquiry into what the role of the “score-writer” can truly be, 
and the diverse processes a score can activate for those engaging with it. This shift is 
deeply entwined with the evolving ethics of music-making, where the score is trans-
formed: it is no longer merely a tool for transmission, but a living reflection of the 
interplay between a composer’s vision and the performer’s own societal and cultural 
context. In this light, a score using verbal notation can become a “recipe that allows 
musicians to create music without reading notes” (Oliveros 2013, v). In addition, 
thinking about what notation is used in the score acts as a reminder on how notation 
can serve both as a vessel for tradition and as a space where new musical languages 
and forms can be generated; it can direct performers toward unforeseen possibili-
ties, expanding the ways in which music is conceived and created (Cook 2013, 236).

This article explores the dynamics and outcomes of using text scores to work 
with a group of improvisers with diverse musical traditions and improvisatory vo-
cabularies. Drawing on a practice-led project centred on Pauline Oliveros’ Thirteen 
Changes, it examines the potentialities and challenges that emerge when musicians 
with distinct backgrounds collaborate. Specifically, the article investigates how text-
based notation influences and challenges creative agency and fosters collective mu-
sic-making, while reflecting on the facilitator’s dual role as both the provider of the 
conceptual framework and an active instrumentalist within the ensemble. The study 
focuses on how a group of musicians, with each member having a different relation-
ship to improvisation and varying levels of familiarity with open scores, navigates 
the freedoms and possibilities of verbal notation. By using a score designed to acti-
vate the inner sonic imagination, I propose that such notation functions as a conduit 
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for merging narratives and generating new musical meanings through collaborative 
practices within an intercultural context. At the same time, it highlights the vital 
role of the musicians’ attitude, skills, and the collective work performed with the 
score in shaping the journey toward a final performance.

The first section of the article examines perspectives on verbal notation, inclusiv-
ity, and creative agency, considering how the entanglement of everyday language, 
sound, and creativity opens possibilities for reflection on notation that wants to 
be inclusive. The desire to further investigate and research how the use of verbal 
notation can be used to bring people with different expertises and backgrounds to-
gether also stems from a belief that in times of rapid societal, economic, and cultural 
change, creating artistic spaces where people with diverse knowledge and skillsets 
can come together becomes especially important. 

The second section presents a case study of my collaboration with six improvis-
ers from varied musical and cultural backgrounds, working with a text score by 
Pauline Oliveros. This analysis is situated within a practice-led framework, where 
the creative process itself serves as the primary site of inquiry. In dialogue with this 
Practice as Research (PaR) approach, the study incorporates an autoethnographic 
element that plays an important role in the data collection and processing, because 
much of the data is derived from personal reflection on the creative process and is 
informed by my dual role as both the facilitator and a performer within the ensem-
ble. This method allows the study to go beyond the subjective; and, as Isenia (2025, 
297) writes, autoethnography “embeds personal narrative within systematic analy-
sis, linking individual experience to broader sociocultural frameworks.” By putting 
these methodologies in dialogue, the framework aims to ensure that my reflections 
as a practitioner are not isolated, but are grounded within the broader dynamics of 
the ensemble. At last, the conclusion discusses the central role of the curator and 
facilitator, emphasising how context, facilitation, and engagement with the score 
profoundly shape its outcomes and interpretation.

Perspectives on verbal notation

Why text scores?

The beginning of this research path stems from a personal turning point: a trans-
formative moment in which working with a text score revealed something new 
about myself as a performer and musician. As Adams, Holman, and Ellis (2014, 
46) describe, a research inquiry is often sparked by such of moments of epiphany 
grounded in lived experience. As a flutist trained primarily within the canon of 
Western classical music, yet drawn to interdisciplinary and collaborative projects, I 
vividly remember the joy and feeling of self-discovery when I first started working 
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with a text score. The score was Pauline Oliveros’ Thirteen Changes, a collection of 
thirteen short, poetic, and whimsical texts, printed as just words on paper within her 
Anthology of Text Scores (2013): 

Pauline Oliveros, Thirteen Changes (1986). From Anthology of Text Scores (2013, 59).

While working with the score and trying to find “my” version of it, I realised that 
the process allowed me to tap into my creative voice in a refreshing way: the words 
acted as catalysts, unlocking my sonic imagination while providing the safe blanket 
of structure. The text became a framework for experimentation and playfulness, ini-
tiating a journey of self-discovery that revealed my creative tendencies, embodied 
knowledge, and opened a mirror from whence I could start reflecting on my musi-
cal identity. Having been trained in a tradition where the score carries authority, 
encountering “only words” on my music stand validated a new way of practising. 
Exploring the piece meant finding my own way of embodying the text, seeking 
a direct connection between mental imagery and sound. Looking back, working 
with Thirteen Changes felt like a rite of passage: a shift in how I perceived my role 
as both performer and improviser. Within these “changes”, something fundamental 
unlocked and changed in how I saw myself as a performer.
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While this experience marked a turning point in my flute practice, it also prompt-
ed deeper questions: how could I connect more meaningfully with interdisciplinary 
art forms, moving beyond the role of a passive performer or decorative element to-
ward exercising agency as performer – possibly becoming a co-creator? This led me 
to consider which types of notation and musical scores allow for an open mode of 
exploration, inviting one to think about the score as something that starts an unfold-
ing process of discovery over the achievement of a fixed musical result. 

What began as a personal inquiry soon evolved into a broader investigation 
of notation as a tool for connecting artists and communities. This desire to foster 
spaces for co-creation is shaped by the recognition that music and education face 
new challenges in an era of migration, inequality, and rapid societal change (Sutela, 
Kivijärvi & Anttila 2021), and in the belief that investigating how diverse narra-
tives and artistic languages can coexist is needed. In this process, what we define as 
musical notation plays a crucial role; it acts as an “interface” (Kanno & Hayden 2021, 
260) that mediates between performers’ identities and aids in the construction of 
new notational cultures (Shuiling 2019, 431). For the purposes of this article, I focus 
primarily on how a specific text score using verbal notation can serve as a medium 
for encouraging creativity and a meeting point that allows musical exchange among 
practitioners with diverse musical knowledges.

In exploring how creativity can be both challenged and nurtured through verbal 
notation, this research investigates how text scores foster creativity within diverse 
groups by focusing on three key themes. While these concepts are well-established 
in the study of verbal notation, this article recontextualises them within intercultural 
dimensions. In doing so, it draws particular attention to how the interplay between 
the score and the facilitator shapes creative outcomes in performance:

1.	 The accessibility of everyday language: using everyday language as musical 
notation can encourage inclusivity and interdisciplinarity while providing a 
space to reflect on the nuances of word meanings.

2.	 The indeterminacy of verbal notation: by embracing ambiguity and inter-
pretation, verbal notation allows us to observe how performers’ individual 
choices and knowledges shape the collective outcome.

3.	 The score as a mirror: the score acts as a reflective surface, revealing how 
group dynamics, facilitation practices, and specific contexts influence the 
exploration of creative potential.

The accessibility of everyday language

Among the main reasons why a practitioner of text-based scores might decide to use 
verbal notation is the wish to convey a musical and artistic idea in an accessible way 
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(Lely & Saunders 2012, xiv). A text score does not require knowledge of specialised 
notation or formal training in a particular musical tradition: it is accessible to any-
one willing to engage with it and capable of understanding – or translating – the 
language used. The choice to use everyday language is rooted in a desire to enhance 
the social and inclusive dimensions of music-making, theoretically allowing anyone 
to participate in the creative process. 

However, this case study wants to open a discussion around how “inclusivity” is 
a broad and shifting concept rather than an inherent property of the verbal score. 
Indeed, a notation that feels inclusive for one performer may prove exclusive for 
another, depending on their specific relationship with the medium. While everyday 
language lowers technical barriers to entry, it introduces new complexities: the per-
former’s comfort with linguistic prompts, the challenge of improvising from a verbal 
starting point, and the power dynamics at play when the score is not in one’s mother 
tongue. Crucially, the inclusive potential of the work also depends on the specific 
situation in which the score is presented, the way performers are invited to engage 
with it, and their willingness to work with the text. 

Inclusivity, therefore, is taken into consideration here as something that is not 
necessarily found within the text itself, but is negotiated through the environmental 
context and the hospitality of the invitation. The inclusive aspect of music-making is 
thus not a guaranteed outcome of the notation, but a potential that emerges through 
the choices of a thoughtful community of people that want to engage with the score. 
It is a collaborative process activated when the group decides to navigate these lin-
guistic nuances together. 

Furthermore, while words as notation somehow invite a more subjective ap-
proach to sound, verbal notation also allows for a deeper engagement with the words 
themselves and their meanings. The process of translating words into sounds be-
comes an opportunity to reflect and linger on the significance of the words. In an 
era where we are constantly flooded with language from various media – radio, pod-
casts, books, slogans, and especially social media – words retain their potent power 
for communication and expression. As this constant stream of language accelerates, 
there is potential in the verbal notation of music to create a space for reflection on 
the significance, interpretation, and meaning of words.

The indeterminacy of verbal notation

When words function as musical notation, we must acknowledge their inherent 
ambiguity. A single word holds a plurality of meanings; in this sense, verbal scores 
resemble what Eco (1989, 60) describes as the “open work”: a structured form that 
invites a multitude of readings. This aligns with Roland Barthes’ conception of the 
“plural text”: text and words not as a stable container of a single message, but as a 
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multidimensional space where a variety of meanings, none of them original, blend, 
intertwine, and clash (Barthes 1977, 159). When a performer engages with such 
a score, interpretation becomes part of the compositional process itself. Exploring 
these multiple readings reveals how working with words can unearth elements of 
one’s personal and cultural roots.

In her score Old Sound, New Sound, Borrowed Sound Blue, Pauline Oliveros (2013, 
105) asks the performer to vocalise a sound that is “blue” to them. While the in-
struction is simple, the decision of what constitutes “blue” is deeply personal, result-
ing in an infinite range of realisations. This instruction functions as an algorithmic 
recipe for improvisation; as Oliveros (2013, v) suggests, an algorithm in this context 
is not a rigid constraint but a generative set of rules that embraces the fact that every 
version of its execution will be inherently different. By setting a specific rule – to find 
a blue sound – the score provides a shared constraint that paradoxically liberates the 
performer’s individual memory and cultural associations. If everyone reading this 
text were to imagine a blue sound, there would likely be as many variations as there 
are readers. What would your blue sound like today? Although the rule is clearly 
articulated, indeterminacy emerges through the performers’ individual choices. As 
Oliveros (2003, 29) later notes, her scores function as “strategies of attention” rather 
than prescriptions for fixed musical results. The score initiates a process of aware-
ness, while the performance remains fluid and context dependent.

Indeterminacy is a multifaceted concept, but in simple terms it describes that 
which remains inherently open. Examining how choices are made within such 
openness offers insights into the philosophies, cultures, and aesthetics that shape 
the performer. Each choice becomes an act of creation and a moment to reflect on 
how identity and experience are inseparable from the decisions we make.

This process is poetically captured by the writer Gianni Rodari in his Grammar of 
Fantasy (1973). Rodari compares a word “thrown into the mind” to a stone thrown 
into a pond. Just as the stone creates ripples that affect everything around it, a word 
stirring the mind initiates a chain reaction. The word calls to the surface memories, 
images, analogies, and fantasies, proving that the mind is not a passive observer but 
an active participant. (Rodari 1973, 17.) For Rodari, the indeterminate space be-
tween a word and a reader’s personal associations is the spark that ignites creativity. 
Similarly, the open space between the text score, the performer’s inner processes, and 
their musical choices challenges the reader-performer to become a creator. 

Mieko Shiomi in her Boundary Music (1963) asks the reader-performer to:

Make the faintest possible sound to a boundary condition whether the sound is 
given birth to as a sound or not. At the performance, instruments, human bodies, 
electronic apparatus or anything else may be used.

Pauline Oliveros (2013), in her piece Thirteen Changes (1986), gives as a score:
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A singing bowl of steaming soup

These two examples of scores using verbal notation have their own different aesthet-
ics, and, even if one is prescriptive and the other evocative, they share a common 
trait: they always lead to a unique result to some extent. Every performance pro-
vides a fleeting and distinctive lens through which aspects of the uniqueness of each 
performer, or each context, may emerge. The inherent indeterminacy of the words 
requires the performer to find ways to inhabit and overcome the openness and pos-
sible ambiguity of the score (Goode 2010, 197). Indeterminacy invites us to embrace 
the unfixed, offering a chance to reflect on our origins and embodied knowledge, 
and to welcome the new possibilities that can emerge from the undefined.

The score as a mirror

Considering the score as a document that facilitates collaboration (D’Souza 2023, 
17), notation becomes more than a set of instructions; it functions as a reflexive 
space for testing how performers connect with one another and define their rela-
tionship to the music. While working with groups, this allows us to observe how 
different facilitation methods either encourage or inhibit a group’s creative agency. 
A clear example is James Saunders’ solutions must be sought which everyone can accept 
(2018), in which “a large group of players” is asked to 

continually form new sub-groups until a stable situation has been found. Players 
decide whether to move to a new sub-group or remain in their current sub-group 
with the aim of helping achieve consensus. The nature of such a state is negotiated 
non-verbally by the players as a group based on the implications of individuals’ ac-
tions. Players may utilise a range of strategies, causing the group to find different 
forms of balance amongst moments of disruption.

This piece exemplifies and clearly shows how a score can function as a social 
script. In any case, even when a text score is less explicit about group behaviour, 
its inherent ambiguity compels performers to develop strategies for inhabiting the 
work together. Negotiating this openness reveals the underlying patterns of shared 
decision-making that define the ensemble.

The Case Study:  
From Curating To Performing The Thirteen Changes

This section presents a case study centred on Pauline Oliveros’ Thirteen Changes, a 
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project that culminated in a performance at the Music Centre in Helsinki on the 
31st of May 2024. Acting as curator, facilitator, and performer; I assembled a new 
ensemble specifically for this research, inviting six musicians from diverse cultural 
and improvisatory backgrounds. The investigation focuses on how the themes of 
language, inclusivity, and indeterminacy manifested in our creative process. In ad-
dition, the practice-led work also brought attention to how my facilitative decisions 
shaped the unfolding of this collaborative work.

Methodology: practice-as-research and autoethnography

Adopting a practice-led (PaR) and autoethnographic framework, this research rec-
ognises my internal perspective, not merely as a subjective account but as a primary 
site of knowledge. This approach is rooted in the understanding that autoethnog-
raphy centres the researcher’s cultural experience (Isenia 2025, 294), allowing them 
to use their own lived reality as a starting point for broader inquiry. In this context, 
my dual role as facilitator and performer provides a particular angle from which 
to analyse the felt dynamics of the ensemble, offering insights into the collabora-
tive process that would remain inaccessible through external observation alone. As 
mentioned previously, the starting point for this study was a transformative switch, 
an internal epiphany triggered by my personal engagement with the score. This in-
dividual experience served as the catalyst for investigating whether a similar shift 
could be fostered within a group, and how such experiences might encourage col-
laboration and creativity in heterogeneous groups with intercultural elements.

This case study is then situated within a PaR framework, in which the creative 
process of rehearsing and performing Thirteen Changes serves as the primary method 
of inquiry. Within this structure, I employ an autoethnographic lens to critically 
analyse my dual role as performer and facilitator. I draw upon personal reflection 
and embodied knowledge to navigate the facilitation/curation of a heterogene-
ous and intercultural ensemble while working on a performance of the score. My 
background, my interpersonal connections with the musicians, and my facilitative 
role are fundamentally linked to the project’s framing; that is why autoethnography 
serves as a critical lens through which I can examine how my agency shaped the 
collective process and fostered a shared creative experience. Furthermore, as Chang 
(2016, 52) suggests, autoethnography is a potent tool for practitioners navigating 
multicultural settings, as it enhances the “cultural understanding of self and oth-
ers” and possesses the potential to “work toward cross-cultural coalition building”. 
In this study, the self serves as a bridge to understand the other, investigating how 
an individual epiphany triggered by the score can be fostered within a collective to 
encourage shared creativity.

In practice, this autoethnographic approach was executed through a systematic 
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collection of qualitative data, ensuring that personal reflection remained embedded 
within an analytical structure. The data consists of:

•	 Reflective journaling: systematic autoethnographic notes and in-the-mo-
ment reflections gathered throughout the duration of the project to capture 
the evolving internal process.

•	 Audiovisual documentation: recordings of three full-ensemble rehearsals, 
recordings from sub-group sessions, and the video recording of the final 
concert.

•	 Conversations with the members: informal exchanges of ideas and impres-
sions following each encounter, which functioned as a feedback loop that 
conditioned the subsequent steps of the process.

Why this score? From a solitary exploration to collective facilitation

Working with professional improvisers, my facilitation was rooted in curatorial 
thinking rather than traditional direction. While I established the schedule and in-
troduced foundational concepts, I viewed my role as fostering a space for emergent 
strategies rather than prescribing fixed results. Central to this approach was the 
introduction of Pauline Oliveros’ “Deep Listening”. 

Oliveros dedicated her life to expanding the concept of Deep Listening, a term 
she coined in 1989 to describe a heightened state of sonic awareness and recep-
tivity (see Oliveros 2005, xxiv). This philosophy encourages musicians to prioritise 
listening and responsiveness over note-bound structures. Within this framework, 
Oliveros composed numerous text-based works, which she described as “algorith-
mic recipes” intended to stimulate improvisation and creative freedom (2013, v). 
She believed that creativity is an innate human capacity, and that listening, in its 
diverse forms, marks the beginning of both individual and collective creative pro-
cesses. Thirteen Changes is one such score, designed to invite performers into deeper 
explorations of listening, imagination, and awareness.

Originally conceived of as a solo meditation for violinist Malcolm Goldstein, 
Thirteen Changes consists of thirteen poetic instructions that invite the performer to 
translate words into sound. When I began working with the score in a solo context, 
the epiphany came when I noticed how the text became both a mirror and cata-
lyst for me; my sonic responses revealed the patterns of my own improvisational 
taste and embodied knowledge. For instance, while repeatedly practising the change 
“Standing naked under the moonlight, music washing the body”, I noticed a ten-
dency to recreate a specific sound world built around a shimmering bisbigliando on 
e3 and a recurring multiphonic that appeared whenever I contemplated the image. 
The poetic text did not dictate the sound; rather, it opened a space in which my sonic 
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embodied knowledge, taste, and instinct could emerge. 
As this private exploration gradually shifted toward a wish to explore these 

themes within a collaborative context, I became aware of the potential embedded 
in shared listening and imagining. I approached this project with the initial belief 
that a score made of words, rather than conventional notation, could function as a 
neutral ground. In an intercultural ensemble, where musicians may not share the 
same technical vocabulary or musical traditions, I was curious to investigate whether 
the text score could provide a more inclusive point of departure. By prioritising the 
shared experience of inhabiting a text, with listening at the root of the translation 
from score to sound, one creates a site where different sonic worlds can encounter 
one another without hierarchy. While our musical backgrounds may diverge, we 
share the capacity for deep listening and the ability to interpret a poetic image.

From this realisation emerged two central research questions that guided the 
practice-led process behind the project: What happens when a score like Thirteen 
Changes is explored collectively, within a group? How is the shared freedom of the 
score navigated by individuals from diverse backgrounds who are strangers to one 
another?

To explore these questions, I reimagined Thirteen Changes as an ensemble work. 
In doing so, my role shifted from performer-improviser to performer-facilitator, and 
this transformation required cultivating a collaborative environment in which lead-
ership, context, and interpersonal dynamics became as influential as the score itself. 

Before initiating this process, I consulted with educators and musicians Susie 
Ibarra and Claire Chase, both of whom worked closely with Oliveros in the last 
decades. These conversations created a living bridge between the historical lineage of 
the score and its potential within a new generation of musicians. They also prompted 
me to reflect on how Oliveros’ open notation might continue to foster connections 
across diverse sonic worlds and cultural contexts.

Curating the ensemble

As flutist, curator, and facilitator of this project, I occupied a complex position: I 
was both inside the ensemble as a performer and outside it as the one shaping its 
structure. This dual role required me to reflect carefully on my own aesthetic values, 
assumptions, and responsibilities, and looking back I recognise how the selection of 
ensemble members was therefore not a neutral act, but an extension of my research 
questions.

I intentionally brought together musicians active in the same city and environ-
ment as mine, whose backgrounds reflected intercultural, intergenerational, and aes-
thetic diversity. While Pauline Oliveros often used her scores to engage participants 
regardless of musical training, in this study the concept of inclusivity is approached 
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through the lens of diversifying professional expertise and improvisatory vocabular-
ies. Having been trained within the Western classical and contemporary canon, my 
intentional step toward a more inclusive practice involved moving beyond that fa-
miliar lineage to collaborate with expert musicians from intercultural and intergen-
erational backgrounds. I was curious about what might happen if Thirteen Changes 
were placed in the hands of a group that did not share a single musical lineage or 
working history. I looked for musicians who were comfortable with improvisation 
and experimentation, but who approached these practices from different traditions 
and philosophies. Instrumental variety was equally important to me; I wanted to 
create a sonic environment in which multiple musical languages could coexist with-
out one becoming normative.

The final ensemble consisted of seven professional musicians, each bringing a 
distinct and multifaceted improvisatory vocabulary to the project: myself, an Italian-
born researcher and flutist engaged in contemporary and interdisciplinary practices; 
Libero, a pianist, improviser, and doctoral researcher working in the field of free 
improvisation and music technology as a performer and educator, also of Italian 
origin and a based in Finland long-term; Mehrnoosh, an Iranian santur player then 
completing a master’s degree; Melisa, a Turkish Anatolian kamancha player; Hepa, 
a Finnish woodwind musician active across Helsinki’s experimental jazz and rock 
scenes; Iida, a Finnish classical cellist with extensive experience in contemporary 
and world music; Turkka, a Finnish composer-flutist focused on blending acoustic 
and electronic soundscapes. 

It is essential to recognise, however, that these descriptions, including national 
or cultural origins, are necessarily simplified. Each musician possesses a nuanced 
expertise that transcends a single label; acknowledging this inherent complexity was 
fundamental to fostering a space where multiple musical languages could coexist 
without one becoming normative. When I look back at this constellation, I rec-
ognise that I was not only assembling skill sets or instruments; I was inviting spe-
cific modes of listening, diverse musicianship, and unique creative histories into the 
shared space

The early stages of the project unfolded through individual conversations. My re-
lationships with the musicians varied: some were long-term collaborators and close 
friends; others I had performed with occasionally; a few I barely knew beyond pass-
ing conversations at the university. I was aware that these uneven relational histories 
would inevitably shape group dynamics. Speaking with each musician individually 
allowed me to articulate my intentions while also listening to their expectations, 
hesitations, and curiosities toward the project. These exchanges became foundation-
al in helping me understand how each person related to text scores, improvisation, 
and collective processes.

Through these conversations, I aimed to sense which structures and tools I should 
provide as a facilitator, not with the aim to control the outcome, but to scaffold an 
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environment of safety and connection between the group members. I established 
then that for each rehearsal there would always be three elements: free improvisa-
tion, warming up with various Oliveros text scores, and engaging in open brain-
storming. While these steps were not strictly required by the score itself, I put on my 
facilitator hat and chose to include them as shared practices, looking to establish a 
sort of routine to sense the group vibe and introduce Oliveros’ philosophy. I thought 
of them as a strategic starting point to cultivate the trust and group cohesion I felt 
were important for engaging deeply with Thirteen Changes within our limited re-
hearsal time. Looking back, I tried to remain guided by a core objective recorded in 
my research journal: “I want to learn to tune in with the ensemble’s need. Tune in. Listen 
to the needs” (personal reflective journal, February 2024). 

Working with a heterogeneous and intercultural ensemble allowed me to investi-
gate a central question: to what extent does a verbal score provide a “neutral ground” 
for collaboration? Simultaneously, I found myself also interested in finding out how 
individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds might navigate the same text score 
through different linguistic and sonic lenses. I became increasingly interested in 
this tension: the score proposes openness, yet every interpretation is culturally and 
personally embedded.

What united the ensemble was a shared curiosity and experience with improvisa-
tion. At the same time, our relationships to notation and indeterminacy differed sig-
nificantly. Some members were deeply familiar with verbal scores and open forms; 
others encountered them for the first time in this project. Our improvisational vo-
cabularies emerged from distinct traditions: classical, contemporary, folk, experi-
mental rock, and electroacoustic practices. For some, improvisation was a means 
of distancing themselves from inherited conventions; for others, it was a way of 
deepening their connection to them.

Rather than attempting to reconcile these differences, I began to see them as the 
very material of the research. Each “change”, performed in shifting combinations, 
became an encounter between musical identities, and an event shaped not only by 
the text, but by our listening, our histories, and our willingness to inhabit uncer-
tainty together.

The inclusivity of language: the role of translation in intercultural settings

As noted, the group’s diverse musical and cultural backgrounds were also reflected 
in the varied ways we related to notation and approached improvisation. When we 
met as a group and in smaller constellations to explore Thirteen Changes, it became 
evident, to me and to the other members, that the score helped us feel connected, 
thanks to the accessibility of language as notation. Having a text as a starting point 
felt as enough for us to make music together; it offered a kind of validation, an 
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open space we could all inhabit. Reflecting after the concert, Turkka shared that it 
was only at the very end of the process that he truly understood what it meant “to 
play the text score”. For him, it was less about precisely reproducing a sonic image 
connected with a visualisation, and more about inhabiting the text and sharing it 
through the ensemble’s togetherness, collectively creating a new, living sonic vision 
that we all belonged to (from interview with Turkka on 6.9.2024). The words cre-
ated a shared ground, making space for different ways of playing and being within 
an improvised form. The text became a field of action that kept us connected.

Yet, my own notes (personal reflective journal, February 2024) revealed that the 
text could also act as a constraint, challenging me to bring my sound into dialogue 
with the environment. Disconnects between my interpretation and what others 
played made me wonder, in the moment, whether to respond musically or stick to 
my own path and see what might emerge. In these early stages, self-doubt began 
to creep in regarding the “quality” of what we were doing. This friction was echoed 
by members accustomed to free improvisation, for whom the text challenged their 
definition of freedom, forcing a negotiation between spontaneity and the collective 
shape demanded by the instructions. Despite these tensions, the score still func-
tioned as a consistent frame: the score was there as a common reference that we 
could all lean into, holding us together while encouraging and challenging us to 
explore ways to bring together our different aesthetics within the group.

After the first group rehearsal, a crucial, overlooked theme started to emerge. 
We were an intercultural group of seven people, with at least four mother tongues, 
yet we were using a score written in English. Though we were all fluent, this re-
alisation opened a new layer in the work. While some felt the English language 
presented no issue, for others it became clear that translating the text into a native 
language could surface different images connected to inner worlds and emotional 
landscapes. This highlighted the importance of translation and the performer’s 
relationship to the language of the score – particularly when working with inter-
cultural groups and a piece like Thirteen Changes, where individual imagination 
and free associations between sounds and words form the very beginning of the 
creative process.

The moon, la luna, maah

For example, during one of my first one-on-one rehearsals with Mehrnoosh (santur 
player) we paused to reflect on how to translate one of the changes – “Air-borne car-
riers of transparent seedlings” – into our own languages. We both struggled to find 
an exact translation for some of the words (“How is it possible I never remember 
how to say this in Italian?!”), and that is when my colleague suggested we translate 
the entire score into our native languages and speak the texts aloud. The idea was to 
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sit longer and reflect on our relationship with the words, their sounds, and the first 
images they evoked.

We then decided to play a change that we had already played at the beginning 
of the rehearsal: “Standing naked under the moonlight, music washing the body.” 
I was surprised by how much my mental image shifted after saying the words in 
Italian. Simply thinking of the moon as la luna brought a different emotional tone 
and a new set of associations, sonically reshaping my image and response to the 
text. Mehrnoosh shared a similar experience: “Speaking the text out loud in Persian 
changed the energy and the feeling completely! While thinking about the Persian 
words it was easier to have the actual feeling of the text in my body” (From notes 
taken after the rehearsal, 28.2.2025.) 

La luna, the moon, maah. Three words for the moon, yet each triggered a distinct 
internal landscape for us both. This shift illustrates Steiner’s observation (in Agnetta 
& Cercel 2019, 363) that language is only “superficially an instrument for naming 
the environment and for conveying true messages”; instead, it functions as a “potent 
instrument of sense-experience” that possesses both physical and mental dimen-
sions. By moving the text into our native languages, we shifted from the “public 
sphere” of English into our own “individual idiolects” (cf. ibid).

We also noted that, despite performing as a duo with two distinct mental images 
as a starting point, our increased confidence and connection with the text led to a 
less controlled and self-conscious approach. 

The overthinking stopped. My attention was no longer on judging what we were doing 
while playing, but on the text and the image it evoked. Something shifted on a subcon-
scious level. There was more flow, less thinking, and a clearer mental image. (Personal 
reflective journal, February 2024.)

For the rest of the rehearsal, we embraced this practice, encouraging each other to 
re-recite fragments of the text while playing whenever we felt the need to move our 
attention closer to the text. The focus was no longer on the musical result, but on the 
words and the sensory world they opened for us. From my notes after the rehearsal 
with Mehrnoosh: 

A good exercise to keep for future rehearsals can be to translate the text into our mother 
tongues. This values our interculturality. Therefore, focusing on the diverse sounds and 
rhythms of our native languages can guide the improvisation toward new directions. A 
good way to decentre our attention and reflect on language. (Personal reflective journal, 
May 2024.)

In this context, translation became not just a linguistic act but a musical and 
emotional one. It became a way to explore the different sounds, rhythms, and 
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musicality of our own languages. A large part of our conversation during that 
session with Mehrnoosh revolved around how each word carries its own shade of 
meaning in translation, and how language holds and expresses culture and lived 
experience. Each word felt like a small seed, revealing how our native tongues 
shape the way we imagine and relate to the world. While thinking about transla-
tion, I kept returning to Rodari’s (1973, 17) image of a stone dropped into a pond: 
it sends ripples across the surface, touching and moving what surrounds it, evoking 
and provoking different chain reactions. Each word, when spoken in a different 
language, might be the same kind of stone, but with a different shape, sending rip-
ples of different textures and emotions. Even if the meaning stays close, the form 
is never quite the same.

Translation, then, is not just the act of swapping words, but is a way of building 
new relationships with the text, opening a different kind of listening and sonic im-
aginations. If the potential of verbal scores is to reach a wider range of people (Lely 
& Saunders 2012, xiv), then translating the score into different mother tongues can 
become an essential passage in fostering inclusivity and leveraging different musi-
cal reactions through words. Translating and sitting with the words can then serve 
as a starting point to open a reflection on how we can live interculturally inside the 
same score

Indeterminacy and appearing patterns 

As mentioned in the earlier sections, the indeterminate nature of text scores pro-
vides a unique lens through which to observe how individual agency defines the mu-
sical outcome. In the case of Thirteen Changes, this became particularly evident when 
witnessing how the same text was approached by different combinations of per-
formers across various sessions. The most emblematic example was how the change 
“Rollicking monkeys landing on Mars” was brought to sonic life in three distinct 
settings, underlining how a different combination of people brought out different 
interpretations of the same text.

Each version of the monkeys revealed the specific sensibilities of the players in-
volved. By reflecting on three examples in which I participated, I also could observe 
how my own role and emotional engagement shifted according to the ensemble’s 
context. These examples include:

•	 Monkey Trio A (rehearsal): myself, Iida (cello), and Turkka (flute and live 
electronics). All three of us share a background rooted in Western classical 
and experimental music.

•	 Monkey Trio B (rehearsal): myself, Turkka, and Melisa (a kamancha player 
from Turkey).
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•	 Monkey Trio C (final performance): myself, Turkka, and Hepa (flutist com-
ing from a jazz and free improvisation background).

Interestingly, while Turkka was a constant presence in all three groups, each con-
stellation produced a vastly different interpretation. These variations were driven by 
the timing of the sessions, the diverse cultural backgrounds of the players, and the 
evolving collective relationship with the score.

Monkey trio A: In one of the rehearsals with Iida on cello and Turkka on flute, 
our version of the monkeys was marked by a sense of raw, sonic exploration with a 
generally wild and open attitude. Without any talking, we jumped straight into our 
version of the piece, guided only by the monkey image and our shared intuition. 
The improvisation presented as a series of strong outbursts, contrasting gestures, 
and short fast dialogues between each other; each of us seemed to be searching for 
something, and we sounded as three distinct energies in motion. Between Iida and 
me, a kind of clumsy and fast-paced call and response emerged at times, and often 
with a humorous tone. Turkka felt more like a distant monkey, navigating his own 
orbit and eventually finding his way into the collective sound. 

In our post-improvisation reflection, the physicality of the engagement became 
a central theme. For Iida and me, the imagery prompted a movement-oriented ap-
proach, where gesture and imagined bodily behaviour drove our musical choices. 
Turkka’s experience differed: his focus remained on his internal connection to the 
text while navigating what he perceived as a “strange” sonic landscape. He spoke 
specifically about the “moments of disconnection” that he felt, and the challenge of 
finding space for one’s own mental image within a landscape shaped by others who 
are manifesting an entirely different world. Overall, the trio maintained a tone of 
joyful experimentation, anchored by a shared commitment to unpredictability and 
the extensive use of extended techniques.

Monkey trio B: In the second trio, the constellation included me, Turkka (this 
time on electronics), and Melisa on Anatolian kamancha. Here, a very different 
atmosphere emerged: an atmosphere shaped by a sort of cosmic dance, rhythm, 
texture, and an evolving sense of groove led by the kamancha. Melisa’s pizzicato 
lines brought a dancing quality to the improvisation, and the colour of her tuning 
and harmonic choice helped to create a very joyful and unpredictable out-of-space 
dance, where sonic and rhythmic fragments from another world would sometimes 
appear and disappear. Once again, in this setting I also noticed that I felt physically 
drawn into the monkey’s movement, but this time it was not manifesting as a wish 
to sonically experiment and surprise myself and the others by finding sounds and 
thinking about movements. Instead, it was about adapting my imagined monkey to 
a dance that was already underway. The outbursts were still present, but they were 
mainly brought out from the electronics. In our conversation afterwards, Melisa 
shared how the monkey image had immediately evoked for her a sense of dance 
and physical movement, confirming a shared, embodied reaction triggered by the 
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imagery. The monkeys here were still wild, but the wildness had a rhythm that gave 
a hint of an intercultural dialogue, where traditional and experimental voices met.

Monkey trio C: In the third trio (a flute trio), the setting became theatrical during 
the concert. This time, I played with Turkka and Hepa, who proposed that we use 
this change as an opportunity to “break the stage” and physically move through the 
space. The invitation was accepted by all of us, but we agreed that if some of us did 
not feel like using their body and moving around during the concert, it would be 
also fine. Again, the monkey was a trigger for motion, but now it expanded beyond 
sound: it became almost theatrical. In the concert we stood up, moved through and 
among the audience, and allowed our bodies to wander as we played. The unpredict-
ability and outbursts were present once more, but were now interwoven with theat-
rical presence and a spatial exploration that was intertwined with the sonic gestures. 
The monkey was no longer only heard; we were trying to be those monkeys with 
our bodies. Movement and searching became not only musical elements but cho-
reographic ones. Hepa had interpreted the text as a cue for action, and in doing so 
brought a new layer of performativity to the trio. This version reminded me of how 
the same evocative image can travel through different bodies, cultures, and musical 
traditions, finding new forms of expression each time.

These three trios of monkeys each shared a core of playfulness, unpredictability, 
and embodied interaction, but each expressed these qualities differently. The first 
emphasised experimental sonic exploration through raw, fast, clumsy exchanges; the 
second invited a hybrid dance of musical styles where rhythm and cultural textures 
met; and the third transformed the monkey into a physical and theatrical presence 
in the performance space. Despite their differences, all three affirmed that evoca-
tive and humorous imagery in text scores can unlock a kind of freedom that cannot 
always be accessed in more traditional improvisational settings. More importantly, 
they revealed how playfulness, and a playful text, can open new possibilities for con-
nection, creativity, and shared meaning while encouraging flexibility. As Stephen 
Nachmanovitch (1990, 43) writes:

To play is to free ourselves from arbitrary restrictions and expand our field of 
action. Our play fosters richness of response and adaptive flexibility. This is the 
evolutionary value of play – play makes us flexible.

One of the most striking and consistent elements across all three interpretations 
of “Rollicking monkeys landing on Mars” was this very emergence of playfulness, 
that felt like something both liberating and deeply connecting. With the monkeys, 
the silly, light-hearted, and imaginative sides of us as musicians were welcomed into 
the room. I could myself always feel a refreshing shift in energy: a move toward 
more spontaneous, embodied, and less self-conscious interaction – an access to a 
different mode of creativity. As I wrote in my notes, “It seems the monkeys give us per-
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mission to let go, to be less filtered” (personal reflective journal, April 2024). Looking 
for the monkey in us became, implicitly, an invitation to move differently, to listen 
and react with a different kind of attitude.

Interestingly, this quality was not only felt by the performers, but was also no-
ticed by some audience members, who shared with me after the concert that the 
monkeys were a particularly special moment of the concert for them. One of the 
audience members described sensing a shift in energy and the clear entrance of a 
playful element. This suggests that joy and playfulness can act as powerful bridges, 
inviting a type of connection that transcends musical expertise.

The score as a mirror: indeterminacy and group dynamics

Engaging with indeterminacy can reveal how both conscious and intuitive choices 
illuminate group dynamics and individual artistic identities. How a group navi-
gates this interpretive space exposes its internal structure, the relationships between 
members, and the influence of leadership. In this section I will consider two specific 
movements from Thirteen Changes to illustrate this: one focusing on the emergence 
of intercultural expression, and the other on how having a facilitator/curator shapes 
the perception of the work.

Example 1: “Songs of ancient mothers among awesome rocks”

In the concert performance of this change, I played in a quintet with Turkka (elec-
tronics), Iida (cello-campanula), Mehrnoosh (santur), and Melisa (Anatolian ka-
mancha). As a facilitator, I aimed to encourage a horizontal space where every musi-
cian could contribute to the interpretation, often mentioning to and reminding the 
group that for any part of the piece anyone could suggest ideas and play how they 
felt best. Just before the performance, Melisa shared that this specific line evoked the 
sonic landscape of a particular maqam in connection with the figure of the ancient 
mothers (a melodic mode in Middle Eastern traditions), and she asked if it would be 
allowed to bring this pre-decided modal structure into the performance. The group 
immediately agreed, with Mehrnoosh noting that the maqam also aligned perfectly 
with her own vision of the piece.

This moment represented a conscious departure from a purely free improvisation 
framework, which is often rooted in Western aesthetic discourse. Instead, it opened 
a hybrid space where traditional modal material and an open score could coexist. For 
Melisa, this choice grew from her personal journey with the score and her experi-
ence with Oliveros’ work; the maqam became a meaningful bridge between her inner 
world and the collective piece. During the performance, the harmonic field created 
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by Melisa and Mehrnoosh formed a dialogue in which Iida and I, both from Western 
experimental backgrounds, negotiated our voices through extended techniques and 
sonic exploration in the harmonic field of the maqam. Meanwhile, Turkka’s electron-
ics provided a sense of temporal suspension through subtle drones. This context also 
allowed my recurring desire to introduce vocal elements to find resonance; my per-
sonal image of the piece finally fit within the world created by the others.

In retrospect, this served as a clear mirror of two dynamics: the potential for 
the score to support an intercultural dialogue where different musical languages 
can meet, and the role of facilitation in creating a space where individual agency is 
respected and encouraged. In this specific case, I viewed Melisa’s initiative as a suc-
cess, considering the aim of such work to see participants propose their own ways 
of approaching the score. It marked a moment where the interpretation was clearly 
expanded by a member of the group, and her proposal to introduce a specific maqam 
allowed me to feel less in a leading role, and instead feel more fully integrated into 
the ensemble, letting the musicians’ collective agency guide the performance.

Example 2: “Directionless motion…” and the weight of the leadership

Despite my intention to decentralise leadership, the final realisation of the project 
made the inherent hierarchies visible. Several factors, such as the doctoral context, 
the limited timeframe, and the fact that I was the primary link between all of 
the members, positioned me at the centre of the group dynamics and decisions. 
Reviewing my notes, I realise that many of my leader choices were motivated by 
a sense of responsibility: a need to maintain a safe, controlled environment for the 
concert. I often wondered whether the group’s stylistic musical choices were influ-
enced by a desire to support my specific relationship with the score and my own 
way of playing.

A telling example occurred with the final change: “Directionless motion – unqui-
et stillness – a moment alone with millions of people – calming the waters – the aura 
of a black bird.” In rehearsals, the group found this text overwhelming and difficult 
to inhabit collectively. After trying a couple of different versions of this change as a 
tutti, one of the members said that this particular change felt “messy”, and in general 
as a group we discussed the challenge of embodying this particular part of the score, 
because of the length and the many contrasting images contained in the text. On 
the concert day, Libero suggested that this change should be a solo for me, remark-
ing that it felt “deeply private and intimate”. They also mentioned that to have me 
as solo would help to keep together the musical world, which often felt chaotic or 
overwhelmed when playing all together with “no solo”. Another member added: “It 
would be good for you to have a solo, because it’s your concert.” (From notes taken 
after rehearsals, May 2024.)
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These comments were a revelation to me. They showed me that, despite my desire 
for horizontal collaboration, I was still the centre of the group’s orbit. We reached a 
consensus that I would take the final change as a solo, supported by the ensemble’s 
textures. This led to an approach that felt safe and good to me in the performance – a 
sentiment expressed by some of the members with whom I shared some comments 
after the performance. Yet, looking at my notes regarding the decision to avoid a 
“messy ending” (a concern expressed by one member during the rehearsal recording 
on 28.5. and also shared by me), it is clear that this shared collective wish for safety 
reinforced a structure that kept my role at the heart of the project. 

Looking back, I realise this consensus was largely guided by a subconscious desire 
for a successful final outcome. Choosing a safer, more centralised structure provided 
a sense of stability for the group, but it also revealed how the pressure of a public 
performance can lead even a collaborative ensemble toward a familiar hierarchy, 
rather than a riskier, more vulnerable distribution of agency. From my notes: 

So much has been influenced by the knowledge that a concert in a formal event was com-
ing at the end of the process? […] It’s hard to let go of the leader hat and encourage the 
others to wear it. (Personal reflective journal, May 2024.)

Conclusion: The Score as a Reflective Surface

What happens, then, when a score like Thirteen Changes is explored collectively 
within a group? And how is this shared freedom navigated by individuals from 
diverse backgrounds who are strangers to one another? Looking back on the pro-
cess and listening to the concert and rehearsals again, it becomes clear that, in this 
context, the score acted as a direct and reflective mirror. It revealed, in both obvious 
and subtle ways, the group’s internal dynamics: from the moments of intercultural 
expansion, such as the introduction of the maqam, to the moments where we pri-
oritised safety over risk to avoid situations that felt chaotic or messy to the group. 
What emerged sonically, and the version of the score presented in the performance, 
depended entirely on the group’s makeup, the timing of our encounter, and the trust, 
listening, and shared responsibility developed throughout the process.

Rather than dictating a direction, the score creates a space for observation. Each 
change becomes a moment to notice how much is being decided collectively, and 
how much is emerging from personal intuition. In this way, the process makes visible 
the often unspoken structures and roles that shape creative choices. Even when the 
intention is to decentralise leadership, dynamics are shaped not only by individual 
choices but by the environment in which the work unfolds. As Forsyth (2014, 481) 
writes, “the place shapes the group rather than the group shaping the place”, high-
lighting how context can profoundly influence group ecology and creative outcomes.
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The freedom offered by the score is not neutral – it is relational. It depends on 
who is present, their cultural and musical backgrounds, and their modes of interac-
tion. What feels like freedom to one performer may feel unfamiliar or even limiting 
to another. This freedom takes shape through how decisions are made and what kind 
of listening is possible. The score thus becomes more than a frame or a prompt; it is a 
tool for reflection, capable of revealing as much about the group as about the music.

In this context, reflection means more than looking inward; it means noticing 
how the group responds and adapts. For instance, when Melisa asked for permis-
sion to use a maqam, in a context where everything was meant to be allowed, her 
question exposed the underlying hierarchies and cultural dynamics embedded in 
the creative space. It reminded us that even open scores, especially those rooted in 
Western experimental traditions, carry certain assumptions and invisible structures. 
Her question highlighted the evolving trust within the group and the sensitivities 
that shaped our collaboration. Ultimately, the sonic result was not just a layering 
of individual voices, but a convergence formed through mutual negotiation. In this 
way, the score helps surface the invisible, making space for critical reflection on 
power dynamics, inherited traditions, and the group’s ethical orientation.

These reflections continued after the concert, and are still ongoing after I had the 
chance to perform the score in a different context and with different groups and col-
leagues. I began to think more deeply about how invisible hierarchies manifest and 
how they can be challenged, aiming to look for tools that might reshape the creative 
process so that each voice has even more space to contribute something personal. 
These questions are not just about fairness; they are about enriching the fabric of 
collective creation and nurturing a more genuinely shared imaginative space.

One practical and intimate gesture for some of us in the group was the act of 
translating Thirteen Changes into our native languages. This revealed how much cul-
tural and emotional depth can be activated simply by shifting the linguistic lens. 
The text moved from an abstract suggestion to something that touched specific 
feelings and memories. Just as Pauline Oliveros (2013, xxv) reminds us that “sounds 
carry intelligence. Ideas, feelings, and memories are triggered by sounds”, we found 
that words, too, carry their own intelligence, rooted in history and culture. Through 
translation, the score opened portals into personal landscapes.

This process also created space for cultural musical expressions to surface, not 
through appropriation but through shared reflection and intentional listening. The 
maqam that recurred in Melisa’s playing eventually shaped a group decision – a 
sonic element introduced through personal connection and embraced by collective 
consent. In these moments, the performance was neither fully improvised nor fully 
composed, but was shaped by the interplay between individual agency and an evolv-
ing group identity.

This experience echoes Nathan Riki Thomson’s insight that “identity formation 
is not a solo act and relies on the openness and willingness of others to engage in 



29

mutually beneficial dialogue and exchange” (Thomson 2021, 143). It speaks to a tacit 
authenticity where musical elements emerge naturally, reflecting complex webs of 
interconnected experience.

Through this process, ultimately, I have come to realise that what matters most is 
the importance not of controlling the outcome, but of cultivating conditions where 
listening, dialogue, and transformation can unfold. In this particular journey with 
the ensemble, the image kept coming back to me of those little ”monkeys landing 
on Mars” within each of us; the monkeys that help us find an explorative, open at-
titude where judgment is left “on Earth”. The score remained an open companion 
in an unfolding journey of discovery, and each rehearsal and each sonic encounter 
throughout the process demonstrated that there are infinite ways to approach the 
work – and the space for exploration is, thankfully, never-ending.
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