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ABSTRACT
This essay deals with experimental compositional methods. As a project, I explored indeterminacy in
my music, and sought to balance this indeterminacy with my own musical aesthetics. This music was
to be a combination of both determined and indetermined musical parameters. The purpose was to try
and find a music that sounded different each time it was performed, while at the same time being able
to retain its recognizability through a certain overall ‘sound’.
The text follows the compositional method of a piece of music: Öm, in three movements. Each
movement contains different degrees of indeterminacy, and each movement is conceived through a
unique graphic score.
When the piece was finished, two recordings, of two different performances, were made. Upon
reflection, the music was able to retain its recognizability through the determined parameters that I had
set. At the same time, the two recordings differ from each other due to each individual musicians’
choices at the time of performance.
I concluded that the piece, due to my specific and slightly overdetailed instructions, was perhaps not as
open a piece as I had set out to compose. It did, however, sound the way I had intended. These results
led to further reflection on my part, regarding the potential directions of future works. That is, among
other things, whether a music of similar audible qualities can be achieved by simpler, more innate
means.
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1. Preface
I have always had an affinity for choir music. As a composer, working with several different choirs
has been a valuable experience. I can sit for months drawing ‘dots’ on lines, and writing text and
symbols beneath those dots, but when I finally turn over a piece of music to a conductor, it is given
life. The conductor looks at the dots and lines of the score, and then starts to mould the music in a way
that is unique to each conductor. Interpreting the dynamics, adding articulations, being flexible with
the tempo... I have noticed a convention within choir music: that the music is shaped in a very organic
way by the conductor. Unless the composer outright objects to this procedure, it is done almost
instinctively. The conductor may find a passage in the music of particular interest– maybe a certain
chord or a certain voice that adds a certain colour. Many conductors will try to amplify the most
important note in a chord, the most colourful one. Chromatic lines are also often highlighted1. There is
such a freedom at play, and I have come to relish that freedom. When composing choir music, I
always make sure to leave plenty of room in the music for interpretation. Maybe I will leave out
articulations, or possibly even dynamics. When you are working closely with a great conductor, she or
he will find crescendos and diminuendos where none are written, feel a fermata in just the right place,
and see the underlying emotions within each note without first seeing a written indication like
espressivo or cantabile.
This essay is not about choir music, per say, but it is about letting go of control over certain aspects of
a composition; allowing for an interpretation, or a choice, to be made by someone else, whether it be a
conductor or a performer. I felt it important to start this essay off writing about choir music in
particular. Because it was in hearing two different versions of the same piece of mine– two totally
different interpretations of the same piece– that I feel in love with what I later came to know as
indeterminate music.
Indeterminate music, sometimes also known as aleatoric music, is a music where certain musical
parameters or aspects of the compositional method are left open. They can be left up to chance, or they
can be left up to the conductor or performer to decide upon. Whether it be a dice toss to determine
what notes to write down, or allowing for a choice or interpretation to be made by the performer,
indeterminate music allows for a flexibility, and a freedom, that makes the audible outcome, to some
degree, unpredictable. A music that is indeterminate by nature is therefore often unique in each
performance.
The purpose of this essay is for me to explore what happens when certain musical parameters in my
compositions are left indetermined, and up to the performer to decide upon. At the same time, I am
keen on retaining a certain aesthetic, or a certain overall sound, in my music.
There is a dichotomy that arises here– between determining certain aspects of the music and
simultaneously leaving other aspects indetermined– that I want to explore, to see just how open I can
make my music, while still being aesthetically content with the audible results.
At the heart of it all is a desire to experiment in my composing; to explore sound, and to find new
means of expression.
The questions I seek to answer are as follows:
1. Am I able to compose a cohesive piece of music that manages to balance personal preference and
indeterminacy, in a way that aesthetically appeals to me?
2. Which aspects of the composition do I feel fine leaving indetermined, and which do I want to
control?
3.What kind of musical score will be required in achieving a music like this?
1

Stemming from personal conversations with conductor Gunno Palmquist.
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I will explore these things by method of composing a piece of music for 9 musicians– Öm–, consisting
of three movements: each with a different implementation of indeterminacy, and each with a unique,
open score. Then, through workshops with the ensemble, work my way towards a finished piece; one
that is a culmination of both my choices and each individual musicians’ choices. In trying to achieve
this, I will also try and define my personal aesthetics, to then be able to implement it into the
composition, or at least to be able to steer the composition in the ‘right’ direction. Finally, the piece
will be performed/recorded, and I will reflect upon the results.

2. Background: ‘It all started with Nemo’
I had composed a piece of music some years ago. It was a piece of choir music, for a mixed chamber
choir, which was to be segmented into 9 smaller groups. These groups would spread out around the
audience, and one by one they would start to sing. The material for this music was a simple,
counterpoint-style melody, consisting of four notes in total, but the way in which the choir approached
these four notes was all but conventional, and up to this point a very unexplored area of music for me.
It was an important piece of music to me in many ways. And in some ways, it was the catalyst that
started this journey.
Up until this point, I didn’t know about indeterminate music. I had maybe heard something of the sort
by chance, but if I had, I wouldn’t have known what it was. I just had an idea, somewhere in the back
of my head, about how I wanted the piece to sound. That is, I wanted it to be like a massive wall of
sound, and I wanted the four notes to wrap around each other, like an intricate web of nine melodies,
all the same melody but existing at different points in time. And I wanted no clear sense of rhythm. I
wanted a floating piece of music, partially inspired by the soundscapes of composer György Ligeti’s
choir piece for 16 voices: Lux Aeterna2.

2

Ligeti, György – Lux Aeterna. New York: C.F. Peters, 1968. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vcx-4olgf10
(time index: 6:10-6:34)
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Image 1: excerpt from the score for Lux Aeterna
As I studied Ligeti’s score, I was amazed to see that it was notated ’conventionally’. It was a huge
score, with whole notes that were stringed together over countless bars. In reality, there was no
perception of these note values. In reality, as the sounds manifested themselves, what you were struck
by was a sensation of time standing still, as the dense choral clusters morphed and changed, slowly
and gradually. These were not whole notes. There were no bars or bar lines to be heard. The
overwhelming number of ties connecting each note felt, to me, excessive. In some ways unnecessary.
The piece would, in the grand scheme of things, sound the same if one were to remove the bar lines,
and moved about each part freely. At least so I imagined. And that was the kind of music I wanted my
choir piece to be. One that could morph and change in different ways. There had to be some better way
to notate my piece. I had never been a fan of the avant-garde ’preciseness’ that was clearly on display
here; I wouldn’t know where to start in constructing a wall of sound of my own if I was to notate it so
strictly.
The piece I went on to compose, I named Nemo3. It was part of a concert of several choir pieces,
centralizing around a story about a boy named Nemo. This particular piece was to represent a choir of
nine Angels, all singing to Nemo as he floats through space, adrift in a void. I wanted the music to feel
like that as well. There is a recording available in the appendixes4.
Instead of notating Nemo conventionally, I decided that each group within the choir would get to
choose their own tempo. It had to be a slow tempo, and so I gave an approximate span of tempos to
3
4

Lundberg, Marcus – Nemo. 2019.
Appendix 1: Nemo – recording.
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choose from, but it was a up to each group to decide on their specific tempo, and to hold it, regardless
of what tempos the other groups were singing in.
Furthermore, I placed the different groups on a timeline (my first attempt at a graphic score of any
kind), where there were no bars, but instead indications, marked in seconds, of where each group
should start singing. They would then sing, in their own tempo, ignoring all the other groups.
This was eye-opening. Each time the piece was sung, it sounded differently. It was the same piece of
music, the same structure, and the same four notes, but in each instance the melodies aligned
themselves in a slightly different manner, at different points in time, and different chords or clusters
appeared. All depending on what tempo each group choose in that moment.
Little did I know, that by leaving this one musical parameter open, I had taken the first step into the
world of indeterminate music.

Image 2: excerpt from the score for Nemo.
This is the note material for Nemo. The choir has only this material to read, and the conductor has the
graphic score5. that indicates when each part of the choir will start singing. The conductor gestures to
the group at the right time, and they then start to sing Theme 1, in their individual tempo. They sing it
a certain number of times, and then waits for the next indication from the conductor, at which point
they sing Theme 2. All parts of the choir do this, all with their individual tempo, until the piece is over.
5

See image 3, on page 9
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Image 3: excerpt from the score for Nemo.
Up until this moment in time, all of my music had been notated conventionally. There was no question
about what to play or how to play it. Most of my music could be described as melodic, conventional,
even traditional. My musical influences were the likes of film and video game composers such as Joe
Hisaishi, Koji Kondo and Ryuichi Sakamoto678, as well as classical composers like Ravel, or
Chopin910. Music whose primary function, for me, was to convey a certain emotion; certain chord
progressions or certain melodies that conjured certain images or moods. Music that inspired fantasies.
And music that, to someone who has studied music theory, was, at least to some extent, predictable.
This predictability, ironically, was something I was quite fond of. I enjoyed listening to chord
progressions and trying to guess where the individual voices would go next. Admittedly, I still do. My
musical ear has always been what drives me to compose. Imagining how a music sounds, and then
trying to realize it by writing it down.
Even as my pieces took on more advanced harmonies as the years went on, the structure of the music,
its form and its gestures, remained ‘romantic’, and predictable. It was still very much constructed
music. Meticulously constructed. There was always a clear sense of how I wanted the music to sound.
The compositional process was then to realize this idea as accurately as possible. The hardest thing,
for me, was to let go of control. Once I allowed myself to let go of this control, as I did with Nemo, a
new world opened up to me.
6

Joe Hisaishi (1950-present), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VbRmFSQYeac
Koji Kondo (1961-present), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4qAayodCMcU
8
Ryuichi Sakamoto (1952-present), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=704vR9c9S1E
9
Maurice Ravel (1875-1937), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvTTL-5RSws
10
Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YGRO05WcNDk
7
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Image 4: excerpt from one of my earlier, conventionally notated pieces.11
The aforementioned composers are still very dear to me, and things like swelling, romantic strings and
pretty piano pieces still hold a special place in my heart. And even though I still compose music of that
kind– music that is constructed and notated in a somewhat ordinary fashion– having composed Nemo,
I could finally let myself experiment. Or rather, I had always desired to experiment. I just couldn’t
fathom how.
At certain points, I had felt that my music had nowhere to go. There was no sense of direction or
progression. Though I had this desire to experiment, I did not know where to start.
Since harmony was my primary interest in music, serialism felt like a dead end to me.
When I finally found a way to break down musical form, but keep other things, such as harmony or
timbre, intact, I experienced an immense sense of relief.
After Nemo had been conceived, aleatoric elements of varying degrees slowly but steadily started to
make their way into my compositions. The excitement of experimenting with musical parameters,
such as form, pitches or rhythmic values was, from this point on, a focal point in my methods. The
exploration of a music that was beyond my own expectations; a music that my inner ear could not
predict down to the last detail. Even if I had a clear sense of how I imagined the music to sound, the
precise details became more and more blurred. Or rather, I let them blur, in the hope of yet again
experiencing what I had first experienced when hearing Nemo. Experiencing something indeterminate
in the music, something I had not decided upon, felt like accessing a music from another world.
Embracing chance, and letting go of absolute control of all musical parameters, was a breeze of fresh
air to my creativity.

11

Lundberg, Marcus – På återseende. 2018 https://soundcloud.com/marcuslundberg/pa-aterseende (time index:
0:29-1:00)
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Image 5 and 61213: excerpts from the scores of other pieces I’ve
composed using more ‘open’ notations.

12

Lundberg, Marcus – Kluven – for sextet. 2020 https://soundcloud.com/marcuslundberg/kluven (time index:
3:10-3:52)
13
Lundberg, Marcus – Ingen – for chamber choir. 2019 https://soundcloud.com/marcuslundberg/ingen (time
index: 0:00-0:41)
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3. Briefly on indeterminate music
The exploration of more open, indeterminate music within the avant-garde was perhaps most prevalent
in the New York school during the 1950s, where composer John Cage and his contemporaries started
experimenting with different means of notation, and different ways of looking at sound all together.
Elements of chance were implemented in the compositional processes. The use of graphic scores
became more and more prominent. Among Cage’s contemporaries where composers Earle Brown and
Morton Feldman. Both are of interest to my exploration of indeterminate music.
Browns piece December 195214 is made up of a purely graphic score, consisting of several black
rectangles on a white background. The piece can be interpreted in many different ways.

Image 7: Score for December 1952.

Another example which uses experimental means of notation is Feldman’s Projection 115. In this
piece, Feldman indicates which register the performers should play in. The use of various symbols is
also implemented. These symbols, unlike the rectangles in December 1952, holds a meaning which is
rooted in musical notation, and are therefore not nearly as abstract as Browns.

14
15

Brown, Earle – December 1952. New York: Associated Music Publishers, 1961
Feldman, Morton – Projection 1. New York: C.F. Peters, 1962
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Image 8: excerpt from the score for Projection 1.

Means of constructing music with an open form could be found in Europe as well. One of the most
famous examples of open form is composer Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Klavierstück XI16 for piano. In
this piece, the music is fragmented and spread out on a white background. There are 19 fragments in
total. The performer constructs the piece while playing it; choosing what fragment to play next by
casting a random glance at the page and playing whichever fragment he sees first17. Cage, in his book
Silence18, writes about this piece’s indeterminacy:
In the case of the Klavierstück XI, all the characteristics of the material are determined, and so too
is the note-to-note procedure, the method. The division of the whole into parts, the structure, is
determinate. The sequence of these parts, however, is indeterminate, bringing about the possibility
of a unique form, which is to say a unique morphology of the continuity, a unique expressive
content, for each performance.

Image 9: excerpt from the score for Klavierstück XI.

16

Stockhausen, Karlheinz – Klavierstück XI. London: Universal Edition, 1979
Griffiths, Paul – Modern music and after (directions since 1945) (Rev. ed.). Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press,
1995- p.104
18
Cage, John – Silence. Middletown, Conn: Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1973 – p.35.
17
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4. Briefly on balancing aesthetic preference and indeterminacy
In the autumn of 2020, I was to compose a piece of music for an ensemble of 9 musicians at the
Academy of music and drama in Gothenburg, Sweden. The ensemble consisted of saxophone, two
singers, acoustic guitar, two pianos, two doubles basses and percussion. This collaboration was
prearranged by the Academy, and the musicians were all improvisation students. There were no
definitive guidelines for what kind of piece to compose, but since the musicians were all skilled
improvisers, composing a piece of music containing at least some degree of freedom was encouraged.
I took this opportunity to experiment; more so than I had previously done. The piece I went on to
compose, I named Öm.
If we imagine a line, where on one end sits Cage, and on the other Webern19– one representing total
aleatory, letting go of all control, while the other is representing total control of each musical
parameter– what I ultimately want to find while composing Öm is some middle-ground, where both
determined and indetermined musical parameters can coexist.
To do this, I must turn my focus to aesthetics. More precisely, my personal aesthetics, or musical
preference. Because when something is left up to chance, or up to the performer to decide upon,
something is also not. There is a choice that is made; a choice of what elements are indetermined and
what elements are determined. I always seem to have a clear vision of how my music should sound.
How I want my music to sound. This must be the aesthetics that I so desperately cling onto. And
seeing as I am not indifferent to the audible outcome of my music, I need to define this musical
aesthetic that I am trying to achieve, so as to then be able to implement it into my aleatoric
composition.
I found that I innately sought this aesthetic during both composing the piece, as well as during the
rehearsals. It was quite simply the things that I instructed upon; the things that I found and kept, or the
things that I tried to bring out if they didn’t already exist in the musicians’ playing. These preferences
are perhaps not all-encompassing aesthetics that apply to all my work, but rather aesthetics that I had
in mind for this particular piece. I have nonetheless identified them. They are as follows:
1. I want the music to be slow, to the point where no rhythm or melody can be perceived.
2. I want the music to be quiet.
3. I want the music to consist of unwavering pitches. That is, once a note is struck, it should be like a
straight line, frozen in time, not containing any vibrato, crescendos or diminuendos. Glissandos should
also be avoided.
Looking at this list, I can’t help but think that these are very precise and detailed characteristics to
want to implement into a music that, at the same time, is supposed to be free and open.
And this is exactly why I can’t place myself on any extreme of the spectrum.
Jan Maegaard, in his book Musikalisk modernism20, talks about the implementation of indeterminacy
(in his example ‘chance music’, or ‘total randomness’) into a piece of music, while making sure that
the piece retains its identity, or recognizability. In the book, Maegaard writes:
The criteria that a piece of music retains its identity and can be recognized from performance to
performance can very well be combined with a variable form. The identity can withstand a certain
degree of variability but decreases, as the variability increases. The critical measurement of
variability is exceeded, when not even the composer himself can recognize his composition, when
it is performed. In such an instant, one is dealing with chance music in the strictest sense. (my
translation)

19
20

Anton Webern (1883-1945), serialist composer
Maegaard, Jan - Musikalisk modernism. Stockholm: Wahlström & Widstrand, 1967- p.88
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According to him, in order to retain recognizability in an aleatoric piece, one must be very aware of
the amount of indeterminacy, or variability as he puts it, that is applied to the composition. There is a
fine line, shown in the graph below (taken from the same book). On one end of the spectrum, we have
total fixation (in my instance this would equate to my aesthetic preference) and on the other end we
have total randomness (chance music). The graph also shows a grey area of music, where the music
can be indeterminate to certain degrees, while still retaining some musical elements that make it
recognizable. In the graph, this is called ‘identity’. It is somewhere in this spectrum that I want my
composition to exist.

Image 10: variability scale21

21

taken from the book: Maegaard, Jan - Musikalisk modernism. Stockholm: Wahlström & Widstrand, 1967- p.88
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5. Compositional process (composing Öm)
5.1. Early ideas
I started composing a piece similar to Nemo, where each musician could choose the duration of each
note. Some approximate duration was to be given, so as to achieve a slow music, but the exact
duration, and the duration of pauses in between notes, was not given. I also gave each musician several
notes to choose from. This way the material was not as fixed as in Nemo, where the notes that each
musician sung were the same. By giving each musician a couple of notes, and each musician different
notes, the possible polyphonic outcomes would be even greater.

Image 11: early sketch of Öm. The picture shows one of the instrument parts. Each instrument part
was different, as each musician had different notes to choose from, and entered at different points in
time.
An approximate duration of each note was given. A graphic indication of where each musician should
start playing was also given. Apart from this, there was very little information in the actual score. My
intent was to use this material in the workshops, to try and find a certain overall sound. This was
achieved by verbally instructing each musician to play in a certain way, but also by listening, and
finding things in the musicians’ playing that appealed to me.
Each musician had different places where they entered in the score. I specifically instructed them not
to listen to what the other musicians were playing, so that each note produced would originate from
the musicians themselves, and so that the notes would have no intended relation with any other note.
The notes, fragmented, would then meet and create combinations of notes that no one originally
imagined. Like Nemo, it would be an ocean of indeterminate melodic lines, that were different every
time.

16

This is a graphic sketch of the workshop-version; an approximation of where each musician would
sound. I choose these places based on what I thought would be an interesting combination of sounds.

Image 12: early sketch of Öm.
An audio recording of this early workshop version can be found in the appendixes.22
During one of these workshops, my supervising teacher23 asked me something to the effect of:
’These notes you have written here, why have you chosen them? Do you think the piece would sound
any different if the notes were not given?’.
I thought about this. The notes I had chosen were part of some massive polychord, but admittedly,
when placed in a situation like this, where almost every note in the chromatic scale could be present at
any time, they served little function. If the notes had some symbolic or thematic role to play in the
composition, for example if it was a serial piece, then it would be a different story. But that was not
the case.
This sparked the idea that would shape itself into the first movement of the piece. What if the notes
were not given at all?

22
23

Appendix 2: Öm – early workshop version
Esaias Järnegard, doctorand and composition teacher at the Academy of music and drama, Gothenburg.
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5.2. Composing Öm - Movement I
The material I had brought for the workshop eventually took its form as the first movement. In the
workshop version, I had specified the octaves in which the notes existed, so as to achieve a certain
sound from a certain register within every instrument. It was this combination of timbre, achieved by
the instruments playing in certain registers, that I was ultimately searching for. But the actual pitches, I
realized, were not important in this instance. It was the combination of different pitches– different
every time the piece was performed– that I wanted to hear. So why should I limit myself to certain
pitches, and negate the rest? Moreover, should I be the one to decide the exact pitches? This choice
would have to be of great importance if it were to intrude upon the indeterminacy of the piece. As I
was out walking one day, I came up with a way to solve my dilemma.

Image 13: sketch from Öm, showing the graphic representation of register in an instrument.
A graphic representation of range, as shown above. I realized that I had to compensate for the fact that
the range of a piano is greater than that of, say, a saxophone. So, I decided that this representation
should be individual to each instrument. The bottom line represents the lowest possible notes on the
instrument, the tope line represents the highest possible notes on the instrument, the middle one
represents the middle register, and so on. Using this image as a sort of musical clef, I could instruct
each musician to play in a certain range. The exact pitches would then be left indetermined. I could
also show the duration that each musician should play in by making the line of the desired range
longer.

Image 14: sketch from Öm.
For example, the graphic above would instruct the performer to play in their high register for five
seconds, then pause for two seconds, and finally play in their lowest possible register for another three
seconds.
There is one problem with this graphic. It looks like just one, long note. And what I wanted was for
each musician to switch between notes. The duration of each line would have to be long, so as to allow
18

the musicians to move about within the given range of each line. This was instructed upon in the
preface, but I regret that no better graphic representation was found during the compositional process.
Of course, I instructed that this was the way to play during the workshops, and once it was made
evident, the piece began to take its shape.
I knew from the start that I wanted the music to be quiet. mp at tops, but preferably even quieter.
During the workshops, I asked each musician to play as quietly as possible. I then listened to see what
instruments stuck out in the overall soundscape. Some sounds where sharper, and some sounds were
naturally louder. I went on to ask each musician to listen for the instrument that had the most
‘presence’ within the soundscape, and to try and match its dynamics. I was looking to achieve a
homogenous sound, where no instrument was more or less important.
I found that I had to settle for mp in the end, because the saxophone’s pp felt more like a mf in
comparison to the pp of the piano, or the voice.
Why do I want the music to be quiet throughout? I feel that you listen more closely, and more
attentively, to that kind of music. You have to make an effort, as the sounds don’t invade your world
quite as easily. I also feel that the barriers between sounds and silence become vaguer, and at points
even start to blend together. In a way, the silences become louder.
5.3. Composing Öm - Movement II
The second movement was, in a way, already composed, seeing as it previously existed as another
piece of music; one that I had named Fragments I, which consisted of several musical fragments, each
picked out from previous compositions of mine, and subsequently put together into a collage of sorts.
Although the idea for this piece already existed, I had yet to construct its score. This gave me an
opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. I could make the time to compose Fragments I, and in
doing so also compose the second movement of Öm.
They still, to this day, exist as two separate entities. The version for Öm is specifically for two pianos,
and it is specifically designed to fit into the overall piece, whereas Fragments I can be performed on
any keyboard instrument, and by as few or as many musicians as desired.
I decided to make Fragments I the second movement of Öm because it was already aleatoric by nature.
The fragments would be placed in no particular order, and the musician could choose to play these
fragments in any order they wanted. I wanted the piece to be sort of like a Lego set, where the
musicians were free to build what they desired with the Lego pieces. The pieces, or fragments, would
always stay the same, but the ways in which they could be constructed were countless.
I started by printing out all of the fragments and cutting them out from the paper. I felt that working in
this way was more organic than doing it on the computer. After cutting each fragment out, I let them
fall onto a paper, and then drew the outlines of where each fragment landed (compensating by moving
some and adjusting the angle of others, so as to make a nice-looking score). I then marked each
fragment with a number and placed the numbers onto the score in no particular order. Then I started to
draw each fragment. This compositional process (or maybe construction process would be a better
word for it) can be observed in the following images.

19

Image 15: the fragments are first cut out from various other compositions of mine, and then placed in a
pile.

Image 16: the cut-out fragments are placed on a piece of paper (size A3) in an order of no particular
significance (not quite a random pattern, but sufficiently random to prevent the performer from
discovering some chronology to follow).
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Image 17: the outlines of the cut-out fragments are drawn onto the paper, after having been marked
with numbers to keep track of which fragment goes were.

Image 18: the fragments are then drawn onto the score, first with a pencil.

21

Image 19: when all of the fragments are drawn, they are filled in with an ink pen. When all the
fragments are filled in, the led pencil drawings beneath the ink are erased.

Image 20: the final result, once scanned.
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5.4. Composing Öm - Movement III
The idea for all three movements came to me in chronological order, and I kept them that way.
I realized, while I was out for a walk, that I wanted to make a graphic score. That is, more graphic than
my previous scores. Up until this point, none of the other two movements can really be said to have
graphic scores; they contain, to varying degrees, at least some trace of conventional notation. I would
call them unconventional scores. But the idea that came to me seemed to manifest itself as a purely
graphic idea. At first, it looked like this:

Image 21: early version of Movement III. This was the first layout of the score.
I wanted the score to consist of several blocks, and each block would represent one note to be played.
Furthermore, I wanted the score to be readable in several directions. That is, one can choose to read
the score backwards, upside down, or upside down and backwards.
I decided that the vertical axis would represent pitch, much like the graphic24 in Movement I, but
stretched out across the entire score, and the horizontal axis would represent time. Similar to
Movement I, I placed one-minute markers on the score. There are instructions for how to approach this
score in the preface, but I wanted the actual score to contain as little information as possible.
As the score can be read four different ways, the score becomes a mirror image. When turned upside
down and played backwards, it would be a mirror of the original blocks, and when played backwards
in its original orientation25, it would be a mirror image of the upside-down version.
With this in mind, I went through several arrangements of the blocks, so as to make this mirror effect
noticeable in the audible outcome. One of the changes I made was to make the blocks different sizes,
24

See image 13, on page 18.
There is no right orientation of the score, but to explain the mirror effect, there has to be a distinction between
the two orientations available. The ‘original orientation’, in this case, is the orientation that you first look at the
page in.
25
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not only horizontally but also vertically, so that one block could encompass several pitches. It is up to
each musician to choose one pitch within the range covered by the block.
These are some of the different versions I went through:

Image 22: in this version, I started rearranging the blocks, to create a more varied arrangement. The
blocks are still the same height.

Image 23: in this version, the blocks are beginning to align in such a way that the mirror effect would
be more apparent. The blocks are now of varying heights, so as to encompass varying amounts of
pitches.

24

Image 24: in this version, the blocks are approaching a state where a diagonal shape can be perceived.
I wanted to peruse this shape further.

Image 25: final arrangement of Movement III. The diagonal positionings of the blocks will allow for
the mirror effect to be perceived as clearly as possible.
Since the music would be mirrored, I reached the conclusion that this would best be heard if the
registers that were mirrored were as far away from each other as possible. The finished arrangement of
blocks shows that, whichever direction you start in, you will either start in your lowest register or your
highest. When combining all four versions of the score, the audible outcome will always be two
opposing registers, slowly climbing towards each other in the middle, to then separate once again.
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Image 26: graph showing the ‘mirror effect’ of Movement III.
Once I had finished the score, and looked at all the movements as a whole, I was taken aback.
Something seemed wrong about having two scores that were drawn by hand, and one that wasn’t.
Also, as a supervising teacher26 said to me, the hard, perfectly shaped blocks in the current, digitally
made version of the score did not convey how the music actually sounded. They looked concrete and
harsh, while the music itself sounded more like floating. I also wanted the duration of each block, as
well as the pitch range of each block, to be slightly vague, so as to encourage more freedom of
interpretation, and more aleatoric outcomes in regard to each individual musicians’ choices. After
some consideration, I decided to re-do the score for Movement III, this time by hand.
I chose pieces of charcoal, and I sketched vague outlines of where the blocks should be– making sure
that there was some ambiguity visible in the score.

Image 27: drawing Movement III using pieces of charcoal.
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Malin Bång, composition teacher at the Academy of music and drama, Gothenburg
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The final version can be seen here:

Image 28: the score for Öm - Movement III.
Worth noting at this moment is that I had no intention of writing three different movements for this
piece when I started composing it. It was originally intended to exist as one single piece: the piece that
is now Movement I. But ideas kept coming, and they all seemed to belong to the same piece. But they
were all very different ideas. And these ideas could not be conveyed properly with neither
conventional notation, nor just one type of notation, however unconventional. They were all different
entities, and they all demanded their own, unique approach to be conceived properly. I think that
Morton Feldman sums up the dilemma I was facing nicely in this passage, taken from the book Give
my regards to eight street27:
...because this music was not ’’fixed’’, it could not be notated in the old way. Each new thought,
each new idea within this thought, suggested its own notation. Up to now the various elements of
music (rhythm, pitch, dynamics, etc.) were only recognizable in terms of their formal relationship
to each other. As controls are given up, one finds that these elements lose their initial, inherent
identity. But it is just because of this identity that these elements can be unified within the
composition. Without this identity there can be no unification.

This dilemma, evidentially, led me to compose using very different notations, and seeing as these
notations were so disconnected from each other, I felt it only fitting to make them three, separate
movements.
Now that the pieces are composed, we can take a closer look at the finished movements…
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Feldman, Morton – Give my Regards to Eight Street. Cambridge, Mass: Exact change, 2001 - page 35.
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6. Öm - for 9 musicians
6.1. Movement I
In the first movement of Öm, the musicians are free to choose what pitches to play. The graphic
representation of register shown below indicates what register the musicians should play in. In this
sense, I am controlling the overall timbre of the composition. But within the specified registers, the
musicians can not only choose what pitch to play, but they are also free to switch between pitches. So
long as they play in the specified register, they can move about, from one note to the other. They are
free to do so for the duration of their line. When the line stops, so do they. They then wait for their
next line, which may indicate another register to play in.

Image 29 (same as image 13): sketch from Öm– a graphic representation of the instruments register.
The only thing that is specified about the duration of each note is that it should be quite long. All
musicians should, in this sense, play slowly. There is an overall feeling that I am looking for, one that
contains no sense of rhythm or melody, but instead chords, clusters, or sounds, that slowly change
within each instrument. When all musicians do this, what you hear is a cloud of notes, and each
musicians’ choice of pitch at that exact moment determines what polyphonies emerge. To achieve this
feeling of standing still, almost floating, each musician has to play slowly.
Movement I is four minutes in total. There are one-minute markers placed throughout the score, so as
to give a rough visual indication of where each musician should start and stop playing. However, I am
not so much interested in the exact second that things happen. What is more important is the events in
which things happen. This is quite easy to see in the score, and since each musician plays from the
score, instead of having individual parts, they can observe their surroundings, and make a guess of
where they should start playing. Some things happen at roughly the same time, and some things don’t.
As seen in the image example below, one of the musicians starts right before the three-minute mark,
and then two musicians start playing at the exact same time. They both play in a low register.
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Image 30: excerpt from the score for Öm.
As might be evident at this point, there are no rhythmic values to be found. There is only intuitive
playing, closely resembling improvisation. Each musician can decide how long their notes should be,
so long as they are not too short. If they are too short, they will be perceived as fast, and if several
notes appear in a fast succession, they will be perceived as a melody. I think I said during one
workshop, as a rule of thumb, that a note should not be shorter than five seconds before another note
can be played. The same goes for silences in between notes. They can, however, be much longer than
five seconds.
Even without listening to the music, one might start to imagine how it will sound. Long, slow notes
that enter, exist for some time, and then disappear. It is a very static music.
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Image 31: excerpt from the score for Öm.
At the start of each musician’s entry, there is a word written over the line, as shown in the image
above. This word indicates a feeling; one to keep in mind, and if possible, apply to the timbre of the
instrument throughout. This also serves to influence the overall sound of the ensemble.
If a word is located at the bottom of the graphic, it indicates a playing technique, to use until otherwise
instructed.
In the image example above, both contrabasses play in a high register. One plays sul ponticello28,
while the other one plays harmonics (both natural and artificial). They both have feelings to implement
in their playing: one is cold, and the other is distant.
Each musician uses a stopwatch to keep track of the time. At the beginning of the piece, one person
will cue everyone to start their stopwatch, and when four minutes have transpired, everyone will stop
playing. This kind of approach to performing, one that is not bound by time signatures, measures or
note values, demands a different kind of presence, a different kind of concentration. Time is perceived,
in a way, more intensely. The passage of time becomes more evident. Actively watching the time pass
by, connecting this to the graphic score, and placing oneself inside the passage of time. There is a
unification of all these things that lends itself nicely to this kind of music.
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A playing technique for string instruments, achieved by playing with the bow very close to the bridge. This
results in a sharp, crystal-like tone, rich in overtones.
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This is the complete instructions for Movement I, as found in the preface of the score:

Image 32: excerpt from the score for Öm – instructions for Movement I.
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6.2. Movement II
The second movement of Öm, unlike the other two movements where the whole ensemble is present,
is conceived as a duet for two grand pianos. As can be seen in the preface, one of the pianos is
prepared.

Image 33: excerpt from the score for Öm, instructing the preparation of one of the pianos.
This preparation will result in a very interesting timbre, and when paired with the regular tone of the
other, non-prepared piano, creates a dichotomy where the listener is constantly tossed between
something familiar and something strange, warped, and seemingly askew. Like a shadow-self of the
piano we all know and love.
Both pianos play from the same score, using the same instructions, and as a result the same piece is
heard twice. The instructions for how both pianists approach the score is as shown below.

Image 34: excerpt from the score for Öm - instructions for Movement II.
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In Movement I, both pitch and, to some extent, duration, is left indetermined. In this movement,
however, pitch is as determined as can be.
The score consists of several fragments, each one conventionally notated. But they are spread out in
the score, in a ‘random’ pattern, thus hindering the performer from perceiving any sense of direction
or chronology. This demands construction on the performer’s parts. Construction of a musical form.
Not only does this happen individually, but since there are two pianos at play, both of their individual
constructions contribute to the audible outcome. It is the choice of two individuals, happening at once,
that brings the piece together.
Two constructions are at work here. One is how both pianists relate to the score. That is, how they
interpret and effectively play what is shown in the score. The other is how both pianists relate to each
other; their separate playing and interpretations. As can be seen in the preface, how they approach the
score is quite open. They may play the fragments in any order, play them once or several times, play
fragments in succession or leave gaps of silences in between.
How the pianists should relate to one another can also be found in the score. I want some sort of form,
but not form as determined by the musical material, but rather form determined by the interplay of two
musicians. It is a very small detail, and practically unnoticeable when listening to the performance, but
it still exists, somewhere in the mind of the musicians, and it serves to influence their playing.
Through half the piece the musicians listen to each other, and they make choices based on what they
hear in the others playing. Like an improvisation, but with fixed material with which to improvise.
However, after the halfway mark, they start to drift apart, slowly but steadily ‘closing their ears’ to one
another. They eventually enter into their own, isolated world, still with the same approach to the score,
but now totally alone in their playing.
This isolation is also present in the other two movements; in truth, the only time there is any interplay
between musicians is in the first half of this movement.
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6.3. Movement III
The third and final movement of Öm consists of several sustained pitches that stretch over time, and
that, much like Movement I, remain motionless. They exist for some time, and then they disappear.
Approximate pitch and duration are given in the score, but they’re done so ambiguously. There is a lot
of freedom of interpretation regarding what pitch is actually represented in the score, and for how long
it should be played. The score itself is almost purely graphic– consisting of several, vaguely drawn
blocks. Each of these blocks represents one note. Its vertical placement, as well as height, represents
what pitches are encompassed by the block, and its horizontal placement, as well as length, represents
when and for how long the note should be played.
The movement lasts for three minutes. The score contains very little information regarding how to
play, what timbre to use etc. This is indicated in the preface of the score. The way each musician plays
will be identical to the way they play in Movement I. I wanted this movement to feel a bit like a
shadow image of Movement I.
Each musician stays isolated, within their own world, while playing; paying no regards to what pitches
or durations all the other musicians choose to play. This, again, results in a plethora of indetermined
pitches, and the relations between the pitches that emerge are always different.
The score can be read in four different ways. See the instructions for Movement III, as shown below.
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Image 35: excerpt from the score for Öm – instructions for Movement III.
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6.4. Rehearsals
Rehearsals took place both as workshops during the compositional process, as well as after the piece
was finished. The workshops where most insightful, and a lot of decisions regarding the piece were
made there and then.
I attended the rehearsals and gave some instructions, but I tried not to be too influential in my choice
of words. The important thing for me wasn’t what they played, but rather how they played it.
If I said something, it was usually to ask them to play quieter. It was an important aspect, and since
this music had so few aspects that were at all predetermined, I felt it bared repeating. But other than
that, I tried my best to sit and listen, quietly. I listened with closed eyes, often placing myself in
different parts of the room each time. Sometimes moving around while they were playing.
I found that the best spot to listen was in the middle of it all, where the sounds could appear from all
around, and completely envelop oneself. The space between the instruments made each note that more
important, and more prominent, as one could focus one’s ears on specific points more easily and, in
doing so, hear different things every time. The isolation of each sound in this manner gave the piece a
whole other dimension. This realization led me to specify the placement of each musician in this
fashion:

Image 36: preferred placement of the ensemble during the performance of Öm. The musicians are
placed around the audience.
Cage talks about this phenomenon in his book Silence29, and after attending the rehearsals of this
piece, I can agree with him:
In connection with the physical space of the performance, where that performance involves
several players (two or more), it is advisable for several reasons to separate the performers one
from the other, as much as is convenient and in accord with the action and the architectural
situation. This separation allows the sounds to issue from their own centers and to interpenetrate
in a way which is not obstructed by the conventions of European harmony and theory about
relationships and interferences of sounds. In the case of the harmonious ensembles of European
musical history, a fusion of sound was of the essence, and therefore players in an ensemble were
brought as close together as possible, so that their actions, productive of an object in time, might
29

Cage, John – Silence. Middletown, Conn: Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1973- p.39
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be effective. In the case, however, of the performance of music the composition of which is
indeterminate of its performance so that the action of the players is productive of a process, no
harmonious fusion of sound is essential. A non-obstruction of sounds is of the essence.

Unfortunately, due to the restrictions brought on by the covid-19 pandemic, no audience was present
in the room during the recording of the piece…
As I listened to the same piece of music, sounding different every time, I suddenly heard something
wonderful. Some musical artifact that arose, in just a single moment, and that appealed to me greatly.
A moment: a certain combination of instruments with a certain timbre, or a certain combination of
notes heard simultaneously. I was struck by an urge; an impulse to quickly record it, write it down,
and to then make it some integral part of the composition. At the same time, I was faced with a sad
realization. In doing so, I would ultimately kill the composition. I would strip it of its magic. Because
if I decided on this ’version’ as the correct one, I would negate all other potential versions that could
sprout out of the open material. I was not, in this instance, looking to determine something born out of
indeterminacy. Perhaps I could do so in some future composition.
And so, I had to stop myself. I had to try and savour every bit of wonder that I found within those
fleeting moments that came, and went, throughout the rehearsals. They would maybe never be heard
again. It is a wonderful thing, but also a sad thing about this kind of music.
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7. Reflections
The audible
Now then, when all is said and done. How does the music actually sound?
There is a recording30 that can be found in the appendixes. Two recordings, in fact, of two different
performances of Öm. You will notice that they are quite different from each other, yet still reminiscent
of one another. In this sense, I have succeeded in my task.
The piece retains its recognisability, or aesthetics, due to its slow tempo, its soft dynamics, its
particular frozen timbre, its total duration, and its instrumentation. Would the piece still be
recognizable as Öm if the instruments were different? If the number of instruments were different?
Openness
I have made the observation that Movement II and III could, in theory, be performed by any
instruments, and any number of instruments. Their scores do not define any certain instruments, and
they are therefore not bound by Öm’s specific instrumentation. Movement I, however, does. In the
score, the 9 specific instruments are written in the score. In a way, this is a shame. If I would one day
revise the score, I would perhaps leave out the instrument names, so that the piece could be performed
by any ensemble. The 9 rows in the score are, in retrospect, a limitation in consideration of the piece’s
indeterminacy.
I would like to take a look at precisely what aspects within each movement are free, or open:
-In Movement I, the freedom lies in the choice of pitch (but only within the specified range), as well as
the duration of each note (but again, only within the specified parameters).
-In Movement II, there is a fixed material, but the form–how the material is approached and
constructed– is open.
-In Movement III, there is freedom in choosing which orientation to read the score in. There is also
freedom in what pitches to play within the specified, albeit vague, ranges. The duration of each note is
also slightly vague, and therefore up to interpretation.
When we look at it like this, I feel that Movement II is the most open piece of them all. And I also
think that, out of all three movements, Movement II is the one I am most happy with.
It retains its aesthetic and recognizability due to its sparse and uniform instrumentation, its consistent
dynamics, and perhaps its material, but its open form makes for endless variations. If there is any
direction for me to pursue further, it may be this open form.
Similarities to other works
If we look at the pieces mentioned in Section 3: ‘Briefly on indeterminate music’, we can discern
notable similarities between those pieces and the different movements of Öm.
-Movement I explores the concept of specifying certain registers to play within, which is also present
in Feldman’s Projection I.
-Movement II explores the notion of a fragmented, open form, not unlike Stockhausen’s Klavierstück
XI.
-And Movement III, with its graphic score, although containing clear instructions for how to approach
the score, is reminiscent of Browns December 1952.
Of all of these similarities, only one was intentional.
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See Appendix 3 & 4.
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The visual impact of Browns piece, with its bold, minimalistic score, appealed greatly to me, and so I
took it as an inspiration for how the score for Movement III should look. Of course, there is a
chronology present in Movement III which is nowhere to be found in December 1952.
That Movement I and II share similarities with the aforementioned pieces was a coincidence.
Choice of notation and instructions
Writer and poet Frank O’Hara31, in the book Give my regards to eight street32, makes this remark
regarding Morton Feldman’s use of more graphic, open notation:
Notation is, then, not so much a rigid exclusion of chance, but the means of preventing the
structure from becoming an image in these works, and an indication of the composer’s personal
preference for where unpredictability should operate.

This, I feel, can also be said about my intentions.
A completely graphic score, consisting of little to no instructions, would not be able to retain the
aesthetics that I want. There is also something to be said about the instruments used, as well as the
performers themselves. If the score was purely graphic, the aesthetic of the piece would be entirely
determined by the genre in which the performers usually operate. If the piece is performed by
contemporary classical musicians, it will more or less sound like contemporary, avant-garde
improvisation, and if it were performed by jazz musicians, it would sound more or less like free jazz
improvisation33. By instructing upon certain parameters, sounds or feelings from where the musicians
should base their improvisation, I am bringing the piece closer to my own aesthetic. This, of course,
makes the music less open in nature. If there exists a perfect middle-ground, I do not know. Öm, as a
whole, is perhaps not as ‘open’ a piece of music that I had intended, despite containing several
indeterminacies. Perhaps what I’ve ended up with is not freedom at all, but rather constructed
variation.
In retrospect, I think the long, detailed instructions were a bit much, and they took their toll on the
music. At least for me. Of course, the instructions I choose were required to get the sound I was after,
but I think that, in the future, it could be done in a more natural way. Especially now that I know what
sound I am after, and what instruments are suitable for a music of that kind.
One piece of music that I have since discovered, and whose simplistic but effective methods I greatly
admire, is composer Pauline Olivero’s piece/vocal improvisation Tuning Meditation34. With only a
few spoken instructions, Oliveros achieves what I strived for with my long instructions, in such a way
that is intuitive and universal. Her instructions are as follows: Inhale deeply; exhale on the note of your
choice; listen to the sounds around you, and match your next note to one of them; on your next breath make a
note no one else is making; repeat. Call it listening out loud.

There is something to be said about the choice of working with the human voice. The already existing
notion of singing, paired here with the meditative and familiar notion of breathing deeply, achieves the
slowly evolving clusters of random pitches, all sounding different every time, that I experienced in
Nemo, and that I also sought to find in Öm. Even if I did, to some degree, achieve a music like this, I
think the complexity of the instructions somewhat lessens the effect of a music that in Olivero’s case
is achieved very naturally. Perhaps, when working with simplistic means of expression, it is true that
less is more. It is something I will bring into consideration for future works of this kind.
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Francis Russel ‘’Frank’’ O’Hara (1926-1966), poet
Feldman, Morton – Give my Regards to Eight Street. Cambridge, Mass: Exact change, 2001- p.216
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These thoughts stem from conversations and discussions had at various composition seminars at the Academy
of music and drama.
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Oliveros, Pauline – Tuning Meditation (1971) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g5bj8sO2-WY
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Limitations of my own aesthetics
I have always preferred melody and harmony over rhythm. I have also always been drawn to simpler,
bare-bone means of expression. A music that is complex– full of information and virtuosity– is not
necessarily my cup of tea. At least not in most cases. Instead, my aesthetics lends itself to a music that
is minimalistic in nature. This remains true even when my focus turns towards questions of timbre and
space, instead of melody and harmony. The expression I am after (in the case of Öm) is a
straightforward and almost meditative one. This is reflected in both my notated material and my
open/graphic material.
There are of course limits to my aesthetics. I have been made aware of these limits during the
compositional process, and I have often times reflected over them. Though indeterminate in nature,
much of the composition is still controlled. The image that I had in my head– the image of what would
constitute the piece’s aesthetics– has limited the potential audible outcomes. And I’ve thought about
whether this is a good or bad thing. Perhaps it is neither.
In pursuing my personal preference, the music, at the end of the day, would always be a soft and slow
one. This also means that there is very little variation in dynamics, articulation and such. The variation
primarily lies in the harmonies that appear ‘randomly’ through the piece’s construction. In Movement
I and III, I have little to no control over what kinds of harmonies appear. In Movement II, however, I
have controlled the harmonies, or chords, by using specific notated material. I do not necessarily
prefer the harmonies that appear in Movement II, but they are nonetheless decided upon beforehand. I
usually care a great deal about harmony, but in the case of Öm, I wanted to see what would happen if I
let go of that parameter completely. Upon reflection, I think it led to some very interesting things.
Since harmony has become a bit of a fixation in my previous work, I think that it was necessary for me
to let go of harmony in this piece. Now that I’ve ‘let go’, I can approach harmony again, but this time
from a new, fresh perspective.
I would like to experiment with more freedom in the future, but I think that in order to do so, I must let
go of my own aesthetics. A piece that is freer would have to be freer in regard to dynamics, tempo,
articulation etc. I would not be able to control a piece like that (at least not to the extent that I would
want to). And perhaps that would be a good thing. Perhaps a piece like that could retain some
recognizability through a very specific form, or a very specific material, but I would still have to let go
of the idea of myself having to be completely ‘pleased’ with the audible result. Navigating through
this swamp of indeterminacy has made me realize that I have to be very specific to achieve the music
that I want to hear. I don’t know whether this means that I should try and let go of my preference, or if
I should steer back towards conventional notation when, and if, I want to control the audible outcome.
I also think, that if I were to compose an even freer piece of music, where I had less control over the
audible outcome, I would find new things that appealed to me; things that I couldn’t have predicted.
It may be true that the longer you work on a piece, the more fixated you become in regard to detail.
When I set out to compose Öm, I did not know what kind of piece it would become (and this was a
very exciting prospect for me). However, the more I worked on the piece, the more I started to imagine
what it would, or could, become. And this led to me making certain choices, and more and more
specific choices (perhaps unconsciously so), in order to somehow adhere to this imagination. Perhaps
this resulted in a piece that was less indeterminate, without me realizing it. Perhaps a music that is
indeterminate suffers from too much preciseness from the composer in the long run; perhaps it should
be regarded as ‘finished’ the moment it’s conceived and put on paper.
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Final thoughts
What is not conveyed properly in the recording is the notion of space. The placement of the musicians
in the room. The ambiance of the room. The places from where the sounds emerge, and the places
where the sounds meet. This is one vital aspect of the piece that is unfortunately lost in a recording.
Since its inception, the piece has been called many things. Words ranging from beautiful, to
introspective, to depressing, to flat out boring. Whatever one’s opinion may be, mine still stands: that
the score provides a wonderful meeting place where notes and timbres can meet and intertwine; in one
moment become beautiful and in another moment be destroyed. The way notes emerge, exist, and
decay, is, to me, a very beautiful thing.
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