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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

Mandala Music is a series of eight graphically-notated scores. Seven scores are 
 
thematically grounded in elements of traditional music notation; the last is intended to be 
 
purely abstract. The scores’ circular forms reflect both compositional and performative 
 
processes that draw on the sacred and secular art form of the mandala. In Buddhist and 
 
Hindu traditions, mandalas were used as visual guides for meditation rituals. Swiss 
 
psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung brought the mandala into Western consciousness 
 
through his research with mandala-drawing as a tool for expressing, exploring, and 
 
potentially healing the human psyche. 
  

Performers from any background are invited to explore the scores of Mandala 
  
Music with any instrument or performance medium they choose. The composition does 
 
not include explicit instructions for performance, instead leaving it to the performer to 
 
determine what it means to "play" the image. One set of verbal directions guides “Phase 
 
I” of the composition, which is the individual interpretation process. A second set of 
 
directions guides “Phase II,” a process by which groups of performers expand solo 
 
readings of a mandala-score through improvisatory performance. 
 

Mandala Music taps into a rich—albeit fairly new—practice of using 
 
unconventional notation to create indeterminate musical scores, which are meant for 
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socially-conscious performances. Works such as December 1952 by Earle Brown, 
 
Treatise by Cornelius Cardew, and Sonic Meditations by Pauline Oliveros all inform this 
 
project. The composition focuses on the development of personally meaningful 
 
performances, the nature of individual artistry, and performance as a venue for social  
 
discourse. 
 

 
 
 

Stephen Miles, Advisor 
Division of Humanities
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The purpose of my composition Mandala Music is to invite performers, as 

soloists and in small groups, to work with indeterminate musical scores and with one 

another. The scores provide a visual stimulus for the creation of sound art that, at 

different points throughout the performance process, is personal, collaborative, and 

spontaneous. It draws much inspiration from the ethos of composers Earle Brown (1926-

2002) and Cornelius Cardew (1936-1981) in their composition of and writings about 

graphic scores. Pauline Oliveros’ use of mandalas as compositional tools and her concept 

of “deep listening in performance contribute to Mandala Music as well. The piece is also 

informed by ideas proposed by William Brooks regarding “communicative virtuosity,” 

which examines the act of “code” stipulation and re-stipulation within all types of 

communicative processes.  

It is my goal to invite performers to stipulate codes––or, to put it differently, 

systems or methods for performance––in two different ways: 

1) In creating novel and unique codes for the execution of scores that are only 

abstractly based on traditional musical notation, and do not include explicit 

instructions determining how the score should be played. This demands a 

“greater degree of collaboration and personal involvement” (Eco xi) with the 

score on the part of the performer, and establishes performers’ intimacy with 

and authority over the score that traditionally-notated typically does not allow. 

2) In re-stipulating their own performance codes during performances with other 

“collocutors” who have developed alternative codes for the performance of 

the same score; re-stipulations are inspired or necessitated by the codes they 
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perceive their fellow “collocutors” using in performance, as a group of 

performers attempts to create a collaborative performance of one score out of 

a collection of individual interpretations. 

I am interested in creating a performance environment that compels performers to 

deduce and attempt to perform in accordance with the codes stipulated by audience 

members. In this case, the audience members in question have a special factor added to 

their relationship to the performer: they are also the other artists with whom they are 

expected to cooperate in performance. I hope to recreate the feedback loop commonly 

experienced in live music settings due to the highly permeable nature of the barrier 

between living performer and live audience, as well as the highly charged, unstable 

connection commonly experienced between the two. The combination of these elements 

typically results in very open, forward, and energized communication between the 

collocutors or collocutor-groups—a potentially rewarding experience for both parties 

involved! 

In November of 2008, the fall of my third semester at New College, I accepted 

what seemed at the time to be a crazy offer. I decided to leave New College and tour the 

eastern half of the United States with a rock band. I was the only female in the group and, 

as a violinist, played an instrument that didn't always slip neatly into the scene. At some 

venues it seemed I was too strange for the audience to process my presence, and I felt as 

if the audience didn’t interact with me in the same way they interacted with my male 

bandmates. I got the impression that I made some fans uncomfortable; perhaps my 

fragile, sensitive instrument and my female status suggested that the band was losing its 

hard rock edge. Whatever the reason, on some nights of that first tour I would get onstage 
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and feel invisible, or worse, objectified. There are plenty of problems with this position 

that I don't have room to go into here; what matters here is that, on their own, objects are 

incapable of communicating with subjects on the objects’ terms. Toward the end of the 

chapter following this one, I explain and support this statement in more detail. 

At some shows, however, the audience was able to accept me on equal terms with 

the other musicians in the band. In these performances I became an object simultaneously 

recognized as a subject. Communication was possible between the crowd and myself. 

Even though I was trying to get through to groups of people whose codes of 

communication in the rock concert situation are quite removed from mine as a 

classically-trained violin player, with enough collaborative re-stipulation and re-working 

of our codes, the audience and I were really able to say something to each other. 

 Naturally, when I got back from tour I wanted to have that experience again. 

There exists another, equally selfish motivation for the development of my project. I have 

come to realize that, in the years I spent at New College prior to developing this project, a 

great deal of the time the musician in me felt torn in two different directions. I am trained 

and comfortable in the objective side of musicianship: learning to read music notation, 

developing technique, building repertoire––all of the tools with which I am expected to 

equip myself in order to identify as a  “music student” growing toward “professional 

musician” status. I came to New College fully expecting to continue in the same musical 

vein; however, the resources for artistic activity at this school are precious but few. At 

this point I'm quite thankful for New College’s dearth of a performance program because 

it forced me to push my own limits of musicianship. Starved for performance 

opportunities, I started forming bands and experimenting with improvisation. It was, and 
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still can be, incredibly difficult for me to produce satisfying music without a score in 

front of me, but in those first few instances in which something “clicked” (anyone who's 

had a good jam session or a deep conversation knows this feeling) I realized that 

improvisation constituted a pure form of musical communication. In exploring this new 

musical activity, I felt I’d discovered a way of making music that was closely related to 

the activity of being purely alive. The way I think about performance has since 

undergone significant change; music making as a form of social discourse has become a 

priority in my academic studies and provides a huge impetus for this, my first serious 

compositional endeavor.  

As I continued to play in bands and explore this other part of my musical self, 

however, I felt like I was in danger of losing touch with the other half. I have since taken 

part in musical endeavors that draw on my strengths in both areas, such as performing in 

the New Music New College concert series and composing string arrangements for my 

bands and others. However, it usually feels like I jump back and forth between worlds in 

order to be a fully actualized musician. In this project, I hope to create an environment in 

which the subjective, process-oriented and objective, goal-oriented sides of a musical self 

can coexist, collaborate, and perhaps even move toward integration. 

Mandala Music began as a term project for the course “Music, Language, Voice: 

Contemporary Issues and Problems,” taught by my thesis sponsor, Professor Steve Miles. 

I enrolled in the class in the fall of 2009, the semester after I returned from my leave of 

absence. My initial plan for the project exceeded the scope of a semester term project, but 

I was able to scale it back, producing two prototypical mandala-scores that classmate 

Dave Baker and I performed for the class.   
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The initial format of the piece actually involved layering mandala-scores on top of 

one another to create a score from both performers read simultaneously. Due to the 

wildly complex and unfamiliar image that resulted from the superimposition of the two 

scores, our performance was largely improvisatory––and strange. Not only was it very 

strange, it was also very transient. Once the performance was over, it was difficult for 

Dave and me to figure out what made it so strange––and if strangeness was a good thing–

–or if we needed to practice to eliminate it. I do know that the improvisation gave us a 

chance to share something, and we both agreed that we walked away with at the very 

least a mutual experience. At the time, I felt that the piece “worked” in a sense, but not in 

the way I had anticipated: I had predicted that our separate systems of rules would help us 

feel more confident in reading an unfamiliar score together, but they turned out to be less 

effective than I thought. I knew the piece could go further. At the end of the semester, the 

prototype became my first thesis prospectus. I’m incredibly pleased with how far the 

project has come in one year. 

The character of Mandala Music demands that the performer trust his or her 

creative instincts. Each performer has to make many choices within the score-

interpretation/rehearsal process. In group executions, the performers must also be 

comfortable with improvisation, for they will all make choices within the performance 

process itself. Mandala Music needs artists who play well with others and who like to 

have serious fun. Any instrument or performance medium may be used. 

The object of the mandala contains a great deal of significance across multiple 

cultures. Here, I intend it to signify a guide or point of focus for meditation. From my 

research on the mandala in both ancient/sacred and contemporary/secular context, I have 
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found that the mandala serves as an excellent musical score. My scores carry an 

underlying intent not so much to place the essence of myself as a composer down on the 

printed page, but rather to draw out the essences of other artists in their interpretations 

and performances of my scores. 

The structure of the composition is as follows: eight “movements” in the form of 

mandalas comprise the work. Seven contain graphical references to elements of musical 

notation; one does not: 

I. “Stave Off” –– Refers to the musical staff and barlines. 

II. “Cleave” –– Refers to the various musical clefs. 

III. “Keep Time” –– Refers to markings of meter. 

IV. “Note Well” –– Refers to note heads, stems, beams, and rests. 

V. “Have An Accident” –– Refers to sharp, flat, and natural signs. 

VI. “Be Dynamic” –– Refers to dynamic markings, both lettered and 

symbolic. 

VII. “Articulate” –– Refers to articulatory or expressive markings, such as 

staccato, tenuto, martelé, etc.  

VIII. “Picture This” –– Purely graphical, this movement makes no reference to 

musical notation. 

Each mandala was first drafted in a relaxed, freeform manner as a product of meditation. 

They were then revised in order to foreground elements that invited interpretation or 

inspire creative production. In consideration of the challenges that such a highly 

indeterminate score poses to a reader, I also wanted to simplify the notation that appeared 

and attempted to edit out confusing or contradictory information. Each revised score has 
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been transferred to a transparency. This allows for the projection of the mandalas so that 

a larger audience may visualize the material with which the performers are working. 

In rehearsal, a performer chooses a mandala and develops his or her method of 

delivering a performance thereof. He or she rehearses it alone until a level of comfort and 

security with the mandala and the score-code is achieved. Each rendition of the mandala 

score need not be identical, but the artist should have a firm grasp on the techniques by 

which they interpret and perform it. 

The solo interpretation is integral to a group performance, as it forms the basis of 

the individual artists’ work within a group. If a group of performers wishes to play a 

mandala-score as an ensemble, they must collaborate in at least one work-shopping 

session. After all performers have independently worked through the mandala-score and 

are satisfied with their individual renditions, the performers reconvene. The soloists 

engage in a non-verbal process by which they become familiarized with the performance 

methods that each artist devised. The group then agrees on a few key performance 

methods that will inform everyone’s execution of the score, allowing their 

comprehension of their collocutors’ play-codes to inform this re-stipulation. Here, 

improvisation enters the performance field. The performers are encouraged to improvise 

if they encounter anything unfamiliar or unexpected within the group performance––for 

instance, if their individual play-code and the group’s play-code clash. They are also 

invited to extend the group performance to allow individuals to play through the 

mandala-score more than once, spontaneously taking new approaches to the score while 

remaining engaged with the other members of the ensemble. 
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The workshop itself culminates in one kind of performance, but a soloist or an 

ensemble may choose to display their work to a public audience. This may include any 

configuration of solo and ensemble performances of any number of mandala-scores. Each 

score presented in a concert should be projected onto a screen or wall so that the audience 

will have a visual map to inform their experience of the performances. This will also 

allow the audience to participate, if they so desire, in the deduction of each performer’s 

score-codes and play-codes, as well as attempt to follow the re-stipulation process. 

As described above, all but one of the scores comprising Mandala Music are 

based on separate elements of music notation. I purposefully designed this to invite 

performers to use traditional notation’s signifying power as a launching pad for their 

interpretation of the score. Cardew writes a caveat to this approach, which can be read as 

a caveat to the approach of graphical notation across the board:  

“The danger in this kind of work is that many readers of the score will 

simply relate the musical memories they have already acquired to the 

notation in front of them, and the result will be merely a goulash made up 

of the various musical backgrounds of the people involved. For such 

players there will be no intelligible incentive to invent music or extend 

themselves beyond the limitations of their education and experience.” 

(129-30) 

For one, I personally have no problem with a “goulash of musical backgrounds.” I think 

this can still make for exciting sonic art. Secondly, I hope that the project is structured in 

such a way that it necessitates performers to stretch beyond their own limitations because 

they must cooperate with other human beings in improvised performance. 
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Cardew also writes, “The great merit of a traditional music notation, like the 

traditional speech notation i.e. writing, is that it enables people to say things that are 

beyond their own understanding. A 12-year-old can read Kant aloud; a gifted child can 

play late Beethoven” (129). But in the interpretation of a mandala as music, a performer 

ensures that he absolutely understands what he is saying; in fact, no one gets it better than 

he does. The improvisational side of the performance that occurs when two artists bring 

their code systems together, and perhaps discover ways of knitting their performance 

methods into a collective method, ensures that these unique systems of meaning do not 

become too internalized or isolated. Understanding happens best when we improvise in 

everyday life, re-stipulating our own signifying systems and trying to incorporate others' 

systems of understanding into them. It is learning by doing, by experimenting, and 

ultimately, by playing. In my opinion, music is hardly any good if we don't play it for 

each other. (See the concluding chapter for a discussion regarding Mandala Music’s 

potential for a larger, non-performing audience.) Music is essentially communicative and 

discursive in all its forms: on manuscript paper, on a recording, or live and vibrating in 

the air. Mandala Music is my attempt to activate the communicative potential in not just 

music, but in all types of performance. 
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Chapter 2: Mandala Music in Historical and Theoretical Context 
  
 The roots of Mandala Music cover wide theoretical and historical grounds. While 

the traditional art form of the mandala is ancient, the practice of graphic notation in music 

composition is a positively modern phenomenon. In this chapter I discuss my 

composition’s multifaceted background: I will describe the mandala as an art form in 

both sacred and secular contexts; I will identify predecessors whose pioneering work in 

experimental music and graphic notation greatly influenced my own; and I will define the 

practice of improvisation as it functions in Mandala Music––a virtuosic form of 

interpersonal communication.  

 
The Sacred Mandala 

 The art form that has informed much of my thinking about Mandala Music is 

particularly fascinating due to its lengthy history across multiple cultures. Martin Brauen 

cites the oldest Buddhist mandalas, which date back to the 5th century (Brauen 2009: 15). 

In his comprehensive text on the Hindu yantra, Madhu Khanna states the “use of abstract 

mystic symbols” has been discovered in Harappan (c. 3000 BC) and Vedic (c. 2000 BC) 

artifacts, long before the advent of tantrism (AD 700-1200) in which the use of visual 

meditation guides such as yantras and mandalas blossomed (Khanna 10, Brauen 2009: 

15, 26). In a collection of essays surrounding Tibetan Buddhist mandalas, Michel 

Zehnacker also discusses a “Christian variation” found in the labyrinths of French and 

Italian cathedrals (77).  

 Etymologically speaking, the terms “mantra” and “yantra” derive from Sanskrit. 

Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung states that the word “mandala” literally translates 

to “circle” (1973: 3), while contemporary composer Pauline Oliveros expands the 
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definition to denote “diagram or plan” (222). Khanna supports Jung’s succinct definition, 

but provides a more thorough definition of “yantra” that speaks to the art form’s 

connection to Mandala Music: 

The Sanskrit word ‘yantra’ derives from the root ‘yam’ meaning to 

sustain, hold or support the energy inherent in a particular element, object 

or concept. In its first meaning, ‘yantra’ may refer to any kind of 

mechanical contrivance which is harnessed to aid an enterprise. A yantra 

in this sense, therefore, is any sort of machine or instrument such as is 

used in architecture, astronomy, alchemy, chemistry, warfare or 

recreation. … The meaning of the term yantra has been expanded to refer 

to religious enterprises, and has acquired a special theological 

significance. Mystic yantras are aids to and the chief instruments of 

meditative discipline. Basically a yantra used in this context and for this 

purpose is an abstract geometrical design intended as a ‘tool’ for 

meditation and increased awareness. (11) 

In his study of religious mandalas, Jung evidently conflated mandala and yantra as being 

the same kind of object (1973: 72). On the other hand, Brauen differentiates yantra from 

mandala: while he concedes that their structure and function are difficult to distinguish 

from one another, “Yantras are devices used to bring about a desired effect or result. … 

Love charms and the acquisition of wealth are two of its most popular uses; protection for 

oneself and family and cursing and wishing malevolence on others are also popular” 

(2009: 34, 148).  However, Khanna’s text on yantra only devotes one chapter to yantras 

of this kind, which he defines as “occult” or “magic” yantras and are distinct from the 
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sacred yantras to which the majority of his book is devoted: “The occult yantra is 

distinguished from all other kinds of power diagram by its practical application and 

utilitarian ends. The primary purpose is to gain control over the forces of nature, for 

positive or negative ends, but mainly for the attainment of worldly rather than spiritual 

goals …” (153). Khanna maintains that the “role of [occult] yantras is peripheral in 

comparison with that of yantras for meditation,” and that Buddhist mandalas “convey the 

same ideas, serve the same religious purposes, and have made a distinctive contribution 

to the yantra as a living form” (22-23). For my own purposes I am primarily interested in 

visual aids to meditation. As they relate to my composition, I also treat the basic function 

of sacred power diagrams across Buddhist and Hindu cultures as one and the same; 

therefore the difference in terms doesn’t create a conceptual stumbling block. 

“Yantras function as revelatory symbols of cosmic truths and as instructional 

charts of the spiritual aspect of human experience,” Khanna writes (12). The symbology 

within the mandala is both a visual representation and vessel of cosmic energy, or the 

power wielded by the deities who reside within––and are embodied by––mandalas. 

Hindu yantras typically use complex symbols and line diagrams rather than pictorial 

representations of deities; these abstract symbols become a “geometrical equation 

retaining the vitality and life-force” of the yantra’s deity. Buddhist mandalas often take 

on the structure of multi-tiered temples or palaces that house the deities, a well-known 

example being the Kalachakra mandala, or the “Wheel of Time” (see fig. 1). A disciple 

encounters 722 deities as he navigates its five “floors” in meditation, at the end uniting 

with Kalachakra, the deity in the center. “The disciple can then slough off his original 

mortal shell and become an empty, immutable form, a pure essence, a Buddha himself” 
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(Crossman and Barou 26). Mandala and yantra craftsmen undergo extensive training in 

the religious art form and learn to fashion them under strict guidelines, as it’s important 

for every line, shape, and symbol to be assembled in the proper configuration for it to 

hold any sacred power. Khanna writes that there is no room for artistic expression in 

creating a yantra, for “form is never valued for its own sake, but only so far as it serves to 

provide experience of religious or metaphysical truth” (132). Crossman and Barou, 

however, state that individual artistry can manifest itself in Buddhist mandalas, namely 

the Kalachakra mandala, which the fourteenth Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatzo said is one of 

the most important mandalas for Buddhist initiates (Crossman and Barou 19). The 

Kalachakra requires a training period of three years before an initiate can be permitted to 

construct it. The monks who carefully fashion the mandala out of colored powders “can 

give free reign to their artistic imagination” in the sections that symbolize gardens filled 

with offerings to the deity. “In all other parts, the monks have to follow meticulously the 

instructions codifying a mandala. But this rule does not prevent some ‘executants’ being 

preferred above others, and subtle nuances can be seen between mandalas. In spite of the 

strict rules, art has its place” (Crossman and Barou 29-31). The strictness demanded in 

their construction is rendered more complex by the fact that both yantra and mandala 

contain multivalent symbols and images that can be arranged in a myriad of different 

arrangements depending on the spiritual needs or goals of the aspirant meditating upon 

them (Khanna 7, 22, Rinpoche 27).  
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Figure 1. The Kalachakra Mandala, or “Wheel of Time” (Crossman and Barou 21). 

  

 Mandala Music does not claim to be a portal to nirvana. However, as a visual 

form, each score of the work occupies a position similar to the sacred mandala. In the 

case of a sacred mandala, its abstract symbols are waiting to be activated by the 

meditation ritual, in which mantra (the sonic aspect) and yantra (the visual aspect) are 

used in conjunction to invoke a deity and connect the aspirant with the greater universe of 

which he is both an infinitely small fragment and an all-encompassing vessel: “The 

mandala is the mirror of the cosmos, not only in its external form. It is also the mirror of 

another microcosm: man” (Brauen 1995: 35). I found it intriguing to discover that a 

mandala is never fully actualized without its mantra, the sonic vibrations that resonate 

with the energies contained by the mandala. This is true for both Hindu yantra and 
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Buddhist mandala. Khanna writes, “The mantras consist of seed syllables and the names 

of the deities, and are untranslatable. They exert their influence by their sound-vibrations. 

They are mean to transmit, like music, their own meaning, are their sounds seep through 

our senses” (102). Crossman and Barou’s text on the Kalachakra mandala echoes 

Khanna: “These syllables have no literal meaning. They are designed to overturn habitual 

patterns of thought and lead to truths that words cannot express” (31). Khanna even 

points out how yantra and mantra are the same thing in different physical states:  

A vibration-pattern of the universe results and the yantra’s static shape is 

made kinetic when the inscribed mantras are chanted in ritual worship … 

Yantra and mantra are always found in conjunction. Sound is considered 

as important as form in yantra, if not more important, since form in its 

essence is sound condensed as matter. (19-21) 

 In the context of Mandala Music, meditation is not required to be the spiritual or 

religious experience as is the case in sacred mandala rituals. Instead, it is intended to 

foster a state of consciousness that involves both focused concentration and diffused 

awareness. This allows a performer to simply take in the images without the impetus to 

deliberately assign meaning to them; rather, associations can float freely to the surface of 

a performer’s consciousness. Khanna writes, “The practices of ritual and meditation 

involve an internalization and externalization of symbols by means of parallel activities” 

(97). My directions for the interpretation of a mandala-score call for parallel activities––

subjective and objective––that both internalize and externalize the symbols in each score: 

internalization brings the mandala-score inside a performer’s subjective consciousness, 

and externalization objectifies the symbols, pushing them out into the world for others to 
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apprehend how the performer has processed them. The interpretation process is 

connected to the mandala meditation ritual: “To identify wholly with the configuration is 

to ‘realize’ or release the inherent forces that each form denotes” (Khanna 6). Although I 

claim my mandala-scores have no “inherent” significance, they have the potential to 

signify on deeply personal levels through the interpretation process, which, to use 

Khanna’s term, I see as an “activation” of the score. 

  I argue that traditionally notated scores demand an approach in which a performer 

primarily externalizes the material, dealing in mostly objective processes. These scores 

come with preconceived, specific instructions for performance over which a musician has 

a modicum of control, which usually manifests itself in expressive interpretation or 

individual style. The focus of playing a work in conventional notation rests on the object 

of the final performance, the ultimate externalization of the work. In Mandala Music, the 

musician can’t control the visual form as it’s presented to them any more than he or she 

might control the notes on the page of a Bach fugue. However, the performers have total 

control over what the form calls for them to do. The full process for interpreting a 

mandala-score does involve externalizing processes: the rehearsal of their methods would 

be one, and I also believe that assigning significance to the symbols through critical 

analysis is also a kind of externalization of the symbols, for this enables a performer to 

identify and catalogue them in such a way that they’re able to define a method that is 

intelligible to other performers. In other words, analysis enables a performer to show 

others how to play a mandala-score “their way.”  

“Although [a yantra’s] outward meaning may be relatively easy to understand,” 

Khanna writes, “the inner meaning that gives it efficacy is difficult to grasp because its 
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archetypal forms are basically concerned with the inner facts of psychic experience, 

gained through intuitive vision” (12). The form of the mandala-score is also fairly clear 

and simple, especially in comparison to the typical yantra or mandala. However, its 

significance is not. I’m certain it is possible to “figure out” a mandala-score solely 

through comprehensive analysis, but I think more personal results will come when 

analysis is coupled with meditation. Anyone can identify that a mandala-score contains a 

specific number and type of symbols—people with musical experience might even 

identify these as referring to musical symbols. But they all have to dig deeper to 

determine how they actually signify for them to perform. This is why I believe that the 

meditative approach is essential to connecting with the score, and thus why the sacred 

mandala enriches my composition. By encouraging the performers of Mandala Music to 

approach the score with meditation, I hope to help them “overturn habitual patterns of 

thought” and construct performances that are informed by their intuitive impulses as 

much as, if not more than they are commanded by their cerebral faculties. This, I believe, 

has the potential to make the performance more personally significant and therefore more 

gratifying for the artist.  

  
The Secular Mandala 

Sacred mandala meditation is a “quest” to “achieve total experience of the One” 

(Khanna 9), “the ultimate goal of essencelessness, or emptiness,” or “abandonment of 

self” (Brauen 2009: 31). This definitely runs counter to the goals of Mandala Music, a 

piece which is largely intended to facilitate performers’ exploration and understanding of 

their individual artistic “selves”––characterized by personal tastes, preferences, analytical 

techniques, and subjective associations as they’re applied to the interpretation of the 



 

 18 

mandala-score––much as contemporary secular mandalas facilitate an individual’s 

psychological exploration and self-expression. 

Brauen writes, “Jung showed himself to be very open-minded toward eastern 

teachings of wisdom, and we have at least to thank him for the fact that the word mandala 

is not entirely unknown in the West” (2009: 225). Jung began drawing mandalas himself 

in 1916 (see fig. 2), the beginning of a psychologically troubled period that followed his 

rupture with fellow psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. In his memoir, Jung describes 

“waking fantasies” or active visual meditations in which he plumbed the depths of his 

own subconscious, often feeling as though he were coming up empty-handed.  

It is, of course, ironical that I, a psychiatrist, should at almost every step of 

my experiment have run into the same psychic material which is the stuff 

of psychosis and is found in the insane. … My experience and 

experiments with the unconscious had brought my intellectual activity to a 

standstill. … I found myself utterly incapable of reading a scientific book. 

This went on for three years [1916-19]. I felt I could no longer keep up 

with the world of the intellect, nor would I have been able to talk about 

what really preoccupied me. The material brought to light from the 

unconscious had, almost literally, struck me dumb. I could neither 

understand it nor give it form. (1963: 181-85) 
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Figure 2. Systema mundiotius, “Mandala of a Modern Man” (Jung 1973, ii). This painting 

is recognized as Jung’s first mandala (Masquelier 70). 

 

Jung writes that he finally began to “emerge from the darkness” once his 

understanding of mandalas started to deepen. At this point, he was drawing mandalas 

every day, which he writes “seemed to correspond to my inner situation at the time. With 

the help of these drawings I could observe my psychic transformations from day to day” 

(1963: 186-87). Jung kept his drawings and developing theories about mandalas to 

himself for another ten years, when his good friend, orientalist scholar Richard Wilhelm, 
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sent Jung a manuscript of his translation of The Secret of the Golden Flower, a treatise on 

Taoist meditation, with the request that Jung “prepare a psychological commentary that 

would make his text more accessible to western readers” (Masquelier 72). “I devoured 

the manuscript at once,” Jung writes, “for the text gave me an undreamed-of confirmation 

of my ideas about the mandala and the circumambulation of the centre” (1963: 189). 

Following this intellectual awakening, Jung delved into studies of Hinduism and Tibetan 

Buddhism, which exposed him to traditional mandalas (Masquelier 73). He was 

fascinated by parallels he drew between the traditional forms and the mandalas produced 

by himself and his patients while in the throes of psychological distress.  

Jung’s first public mention of the mandala appeared in the 1929 publication of 

Wilhelm’s manuscript, followed by a 1930 seminar in Berlin in which he presented 

examples of his patients’ mandalas alongside Chinese, Tibetan and Navajo images 

(Masquelier 73).  

… I kept quiet about the results of these methods in order to avoid any 

suggestion. I wanted to assure myself that these things––mandalas 

especially––really are produced spontaneously and were not suggested to 

the patient by my own fantasy. I was then able to convince myself, 

through my own studies, that mandalas were drawn, painted, carved in 

stone, and built, at all times and in all parts of the world, long before my 

patients discovered them. I have also seen to my satisfaction that mandalas 

are dreamt and drawn by patients who were being treated by 

psychotherapists whom I had not trained. (1973: 68-69) 
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For Jung, the mandalas created by his patients “mostly appear in connection with chaotic 

psychic states of disorientation or panic. They have the purpose of reducing the confusion 

to order, though this is never the conscious intention of the patient. At all events they 

express order, balance, and wholeness” (1973: 76-77). Although the traditional mandalas 

are rigid in motifs and style in comparison to his patients’ drawings, Jung saw the 

connection between them: in the act of drawing a mandala, he and his patients were 

striving for a sense of wholeness, of which the mandala is an archetype. 

The mandala, in its ‘crude’ forms (dreamed, imagined, invented) or 

traditional ones (canonical, imposed) simultaneously expresses and 

accomplishes the mediation between polarities, the cyclical resolution of 

the imbalance between the extremes, and the recentering of the psychic 

energy on the Self. (Masquelier 73) 

 I myself first discovered mandalas in the summer of 2002. I was participating in a 

course on holistic medicine as a part of Duke University’s Talent Identification Program. 

After first introducing the class to basic meditation techniques, our course leaders held a 

session in which we all meditatively produced mandalas. We displayed them on the wall 

and engaged in a brief discussion regarding our experience and our feelings toward the 

products of our individual meditations. That ended our exposure to mandalas and the 

class moved on to other parts of the course curriculum; however, I’d found the 

experience fun and rewarding, although I couldn’t exactly explain why. Like many of 

Jung’s patients, I found the activity “soothing” (Jung 1973: 77), and I felt intrigued by the 

idea that these colorful images revealed a hidden, personal part of myself. When I came 
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home from camp, I kept making mandalas, even showing my younger brother and sister 

how to make them and posting our creations to my bedroom ceiling.  

 This form of mandala-creation has become quite popular in the New Age world of 

self-healing practices. Books on creating mandalas, interpretation guides, individual 

workbooks, and even coloring books have been published to help people express “the 

natural urge to live out our potential, to fulfill the pattern of our whole personality” 

(Fincher 2).1 These guides pick up on Jung’s trail and encourage people to use mandalas 

to track their psychological development over time, even from day to day. They provide 

catalogues of the significance of color, numbers, and symbols that appear in individuals’ 

mandalas, helping their creators to identify and subsequently work through the 

psychological forces currently operating within them.  

 My mandala-scores more obviously resemble this type of mandala than the 

traditional form, especially on the compositional end of the project. As a student of music 

I have always wanted to compose, not so much because I have specific musical ideas that 

I want to express and have others reenact, but because I want to create the potential for 

performances to happen. To have no real desire to specify melody, harmony, 

instrumentation, or even gesture in one’s work makes composing in the conventional 

sense profoundly difficult. My attitude toward the feat of composition reminds me of the 

“chaotic psychic states of disorientation or panic” that Jung believed were the source of 

                                                
1 Susanne F. Fincher, whose guide to creating and interpreting mandalas I used to 

inform the creation of my mandala-scores, is a psychotherapist who has produced an 

entire collection of these kinds of resources, published by Shambhala Publications, Inc.   
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the mandalas created by himself and his patients as they went through “a rearranging of 

the personality … a kind of new centring” (1973: 76). 

I need say only a few words about the functional significance of the 

mandala … if we have a little feeling in our fingertips we can guess from 

these pictures, painted with the greatest devotion but with unskilful hands, 

what is the deeper meaning that the patients tried to put into them and 

express through them. They are yantras in the Indian sense, instruments of 

meditation, concentration, and self-immersion, for the purpose of realizing 

inner experience … At the same time they serve to produce an inner order-

––which is why, when they appear in a series, they often follow chaotic, 

disordered states marked by conflict and anxiety. They express the idea of 

a safe refuge, of inner reconciliation and wholeness. (1973: 99-100) 

The secular contemporary mandala has proven invaluable to me as a means to compose.  

Knowing that I wanted to create something playable by other performers, yet feeling that 

I lacked the training and experience to do so, I turned to a medium that allows for self-

expression in the most liberal sense. I have employed the fundamental techniques of 

creating the psychoanalytic or self-exploratory mandala as an avenue for composition, 

using them as a kind of space within which to freely work on an idea that would give 

birth to another space––a space within which a performer is invited to work. This, I 

argue, is the basic definition of a “composition” in the performance art context.  My 

mandala-scores work for me much like the mandalas Jung described in the above 

passage: they mark a critical period in my development toward becoming a whole 

musician.   
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 Along with creating the potential for performances, I also want to potentiate 

performances––that is, to make performances more powerful or effective. Thus, I’ve 

made a piece that both truly expresses myself and allows the performers the freedom to 

dig deeper into their artistic selves as well. As I’ve stated before, I believe this is the key 

to power and efficacy in performance. I hope that the instinctive, meditative, analytical, 

and practical processes involved in playing a mandala-score might help to unlock some 

“unconscious” or previously unexamined elements of an individual’s artistry. Surely each 

and every challenging work gives performers the opportunity for self-exploration as it 

augments their technique and repertoire, but perhaps it does not invite self-exploration as 

explicitly or on such a deeply personal level.  

 
Compositional Predecessors 

 By the late 1960s, graphic notation had made its permanent mark on the art of 

music––although members of the contemporary music scene didn’t realize its lasting 

impact at the time. In 1968, John Evarts of the International Music Council published a 

somewhat open-ended article taking stock of graphic music: its function for composers, 

its ramifications for performers, and what place it might have in the future of new music. 

Evarts hails the advent of graphic notation as an important new step in “musicians … 

forging new forms and new tools of communication,” but also points out a number of his 

contemporaries’ complaints: graphic scores resisted standardization, since each composer 

working with graphic notation gained the freedom to explore a virtually unlimited field of 

visual resources. Thus, graphic scores were expensive to publish, since printers had to 

“start from scratch” for each publication. The same went for performers, who found it 

difficult and time-consuming to learn––or devise themselves, in the case of indeterminate 
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graphical scores––a completely new set of guidelines for performance with each work 

(405). Ultimately, Evarts predicted that graphic notation would become merely a passing 

fad in new music composition, or at best, “these picturesque squiggles, graphs, and 

fantasies will be considerably more admired for their visual appeal and content than for 

what they were intended to communicate: the music itself” (405-07). Evarts could not 

forsee the proliferation of graphic scores that extended well into the twenty-first century, 

inspired by the work of the compositional pioneers whose innovations he criticized.2 

American composer Earle Brown is credited with inventing several new forms of 

music notation, including graphic notation. He also coined the term “open form.” In basic 

terms, a composition with an “open form” can lead to multiple realizations in 

performance, either premeditated or spontaneous (Dubinets 412). Brown belonged to the 

famous “New York School,” a collective of visual artists, composers and musicians who 

worked in the Manhattan area in the early to mid-twentieth century. Along with Brown, 

composers John Cage, Morton Feldman, Christian Wolff, and pianist David Tudor 

formed the group (Nicholls 17). Brown joined the New York School in 1952 (Nicholls 

32), and his graphically notated composition December 1952 (see ex. 1) “became the 

very first instance of a form which Brown would later name an ‘open form’,” and is 

perhaps the earliest musical composition to inscribed using graphic notation (Dubinets 

                                                
2  Theresa Sauer’s book Notations 21 (2009, Mark Batty Publisher) is an excellent 

compilation that showcases the latest generation of graphic scores and their composers. 

Sauer compiled the edition to expand and commemorate the original Notations, a 

collection of 255 innovative scores edited by John Cage and Alison Knowles and 

published by Something Else Press in 1969. 
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412). This experiment with a performer’s freedom to choose virtually everything about 

how a score is to be executed effectively laid the foundation for “purely” indeterminate 

compositions such as Mandala Music. 

 December 1952 is part of a larger body of work titled FOLIO (1952-1953). 

Brown experiments with his innovations in indeterminate forms of notation in all of the 

compositions comprising FOLIO; however, none of the other compositions in the FOLIO 

collection utilize a more abstract notation than this piece. Brown provides the minimum 

of instruction, suggesting only that the score’s vertical and horizontal rectangular shapes 

may be read as sound and the white spaces may be read as silences––otherwise, Brown 

leaves the execution of the score completely up to the performer’s discretion. As 

Dubinets writes of Brown’s invention: 

Notation in graphic music has been emancipated, and the score has 

become an aim in itself, both for its composers and for the recipients; it is 

now a part of the creative process, which may or may not be translated 

into sound. Musicians try to bring together the composer and the 

performer or recipient in order to give the latter to express himself freely 

and to improvise, stimulating subjective associations. Time in a graphic 

score is no longer given a linear treatment. … The musical space is also 

modified. The instruments no longer have definite positions in the score, it 

no longer has any coordinates and the performer is no longer strictly 

guided by it, because it has no notes. … Although [December 1952] is 

filled with nontraditional notational signs and symbols, it should be 
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perceived as a regular but three-dimensional score, with the resulting 

shape totally unfixed and different each time. (412) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 1. Earle Brown, December 1952. Copyright © 1961 (renewed) by Associated 

Music Publishers, Inc. (BMI) (Nicholls 33).   

 

Instead of explicit instructions for execution, Brown provided some text in the 

way of an explanatory note or “mission statement” prefacing the composition, including 

the following passage quoted by David Nicholls in his essay on the New York School 

composers: 

His intention was “to have elements exist in space, space [being] an 

infinitude of directions from an infinitude of points in space … to work 
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(compositionally and in performance) to right, left, back, forward, up, 

down, and all points between … the score [being] a picture of this space at 

one instant, which must always be considered as unreal and / or transitory 

… a performer must set this all in motion (time), which is to say, realize 

that it is in motion and step into it … either sit and let it move or move 

through it at all speeds. (32-33).  

 Of December 1952, Brown himself wrote in 1970, “My original motive, in 1951-

1952, was to create a newly intense poetic exchange and collaboration within the 

performance (realization) of a work!!! Out of this ‘motivation’ (the performer aspect of 

me) came an entire new relationship between the composer and performer …” (Dubinets 

417). Brown was concerned with fostering what he called “creative ambiguity” in his 

compositions, which is strongly connected to his work with graphic notation. By giving 

performers a piece that ambiguously suggested some kind of musical or performance 

activity, he created room for performers’ creative input. “For Brown,” Clemens Gresser 

writes, “this kind of ‘open’ result allows for the interesting, unforeseeable sonic outcome 

of the performance of his indeterminate compositions” (379). 

 Gresser also makes this important point: “The performance of indeterminate 

works is dependent on an extraordinary type of performer, who can deal with the 

potential of co-creatorship in a disciplined, yet creative, manner” (378). Over the course 

of his career, Brown’s compositions sought a finely tuned balance between a composer’s 

control and a musician’s freedom in performance. Dubinets states that Brown’s 

compositional approach “was at the staggering intersection between logic and the 

irrational” (416). He was composing in the thick of two major schools of new music: 
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serialism, with its use of mathematical techniques to manipulate musical elements; and 

“chance” music, which used purely random processes to determine the structure and 

content of a work. Neither school fully served Brown’s purposes: 

I am as impatient with “chance” (the non-utilization of choice by the 

artist) as a “compositional technique” as I am with serialism as a 

justification. The former producing a pseudo-lifelike entropy and the later 

a pseudo-machinelike entropy, as their purest point of self-realization of 

principles. Both tend to eliminate the possibility of involvement and 

contextual freedom of action which, it seems to me, should exist at every 

instant and at a high pitch of creative intensity. This “contextual freedom” 

is the only freedom which interests me and is the indispensable factor in 

the equation for any activity and is the most difficult to “control.” The 

point of balance between control and non-control is the most urgent matter 

at hand now… (Dubinets 416) 

 December 1952 is arguably the score that put Brown’s name in the books, and it’s 

certainly one of, if not the most famous of his compositions. However, after its 

publication Brown never used graphic notation in the same, to borrow Nicholls’ term,  

“adventurous” way again. Evidently, compositions in graphic notation did not achieve the 

balance between control and freedom that Brown desired. In 1972, Brown wrote that 

December 1952 was one of the most “‘extreme’ examples of performer determination 

from minimal scored information from the composer and represent an extreme point of 

‘improvisation’ which no longer interests me greatly” (Gresser 381). Seventeen years 

later in his career, he went on to say, “You have to understand that there is no great deal 
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of music of mine that gives the performers a great deal of freedom. The early Folio 

pieces do. … But they … were extremes …” (Gresser 382).  

 Why this reversal of Brown’s attitude toward performers’ freedom of expression? 

Gresser explains, “The idea of a musical work having an ‘identity’ … relates to another 

aspect of his aesthetic: he was interested in ‘communicating’ with the audience” (381). 

Brown felt that the character of December 1952 as being his own composition was lost in 

some performances of the work. Judging from his negative reactions to some 

performances of this graphic score in which the performers were granted the vast amount 

of freedom that the score prescribes (Gresser 380), Brown must have held some 

preconceived notions as to how it should be played––or, more directly, who possesses the 

ability to work with “creative ambiguity.” Gresser quotes a 1989 interview with 

conductor Richard Dufallo in which Brown said,  

[it’s] my idealistic and romantic feeling that everybody is creative. … but 

I now know that a lot of people don’t know it, in the sense that they don’t 

have the confidence. [Today] I am more circumscribed, not convinced 

anymore that so many people can do it well. I think they can, but they 

frequently lack confidence. (379) 

Gresser goes so far as to suggest that Brown held preconceived ideas on not only 

how performers should approach the interpretation of his indeterminate works, but in 

moving on from December 1952 he also grew more interested in controlling the actual 

sound of his pieces. Gresser cites evidence that, as his career progressed, Brown 

increasingly bestowed the responsibilities inherent within “creative ambiguity” upon 

conductors, and furthermore preferred to conduct his works himself––including 
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symphony orchestra realizations of December 1952. Gresser again refers to Brown’s 

conversation with Dufallo with this statement: “What I hope I have done, and what I was 

consciously trying to do, was to inject a degree of ambiguity and relativity into a score by 

Earle Brown, which was conducted by you or Bruno [Maderna] or [Pierre] Boulez or me. 

… The important thing is that I wanted that ‘personality’ to come into the life of the 

score” (378). Gresser goes on to argue, 

He thereby influenced the identities of many of his works by performing 

his compositions. This was not only done because he had a sonic ideal of 

the music, but also because he believed that he was a champion of his own 

music, and was convinced that he was able to perform particularly well 

those of his works which are indeterminate with regard to their 

performance … That Brown assumed that he was good at interpreting his 

open-form compositions suggests that he had a sonic and aesthetic idea of 

the musical “end product” in his head, somewhat in contrast to his 

statements elsewhere that he would accept many differing performances of 

his works … (381) 

 Brown’s departure from graphic notation led him to employ complex 

mathematical techniques and extensive pre-planning in structuring his compositions, by 

which he “deliberately pre-considered all aspects of the final realization of the score” 

(Dubinets 418). These methods evidently helped him strike the critical balance between 

control and freedom in his works, allowing him to make the primary aesthetic decisions 

while giving the performer or conductor the liberty to manipulate the results of his 
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choices. “I think that all of my work has a characteristic SOUND which is MY sound and 

the result of my personal ‘theory,’” Brown wrote in 1970, and Dubinets concurs:  

Brown’s theory worked. Using the methods of pre-planning and of 

mathematical calculations for the major music parameters and then 

allowing the performers to reconfigure the pre-composed materials … 

Brown was indeed able to create his own “sound” full of shimmering 

beauty, organic cohesiveness and paradoxical flexibility. (425) 

 Although Gresser maintains that a composer’s ideas about how his work relates to 

performers and listeners are important, he makes the compelling argument that “it is 

crucial that the examination of issues for the performer is not dominated by the 

composer’s thoughts and opinions” (392). Gresser believes that if December 1952 were 

to be performed with Brown’s “extra-notational intentions strictly,” the piece would lose 

its status as a “seminal work” revealing a previously uncharted territory in musical 

interpretation. Gresser maintains that the “extreme” in Brown’s oeuvre represented by 

December 1952 has value in spite of the composer’s dismissal thereof: 

Brown is more interested in the resulting sounds than in the social 

processes of the music. … If music is seen as a performance art, however, 

in which there is a different reason for the musicians playing at a venue 

from the norm of producing sounds, one can see an intrinsic function for 

such a performance: music as social interaction. (391-92) 

 In relation to myself as a composer, Brown and I possess a strong common 

ideology: I am also deeply interested in giving performers the opportunity to exercise 

their own creativity and imagination in performance. On the same token, I too strive to 
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strike a balance between control and freedom in the performance of a mandala-score. I 

have alleviated much of that struggle for myself by recognizing that I do not require the 

realizations of my scores to reflect “my sound,” for I can genuinely affirm that I created 

the mandala-scores with no preconceived ideal of how they should sound. I find it 

interesting that Brown should cite the “performer aspect” of himself as the motivation to 

create a work like December 1952. I personally don’t compose as a composer; I compose 

as a performer. I again see my own goals reflected in Brown’s ethos when he stated to 

Dufallo that his aim as a composer was “to create situations which then went on to create 

further situations …” (Gresser 377). That’s precisely what I wanted to do when 

developing the mandala-scores; however, instead of seeking to preserve my artistic 

identity within them, I leave entirely it to the performers to use the mandala-score in 

expressing theirs. I agree with Gresser that, “Without a conductor, one has to rely on the 

musician performing in a disciplined and interesting manner” (390). Brown seemed to 

assume that this requires a “confidence” which the performer of a graphic score must 

innately possess. I also believe this confidence is essential to the performance of a 

graphic score; but to assume that a “good” performer of this kind of work automatically 

brings this confidence to the table is too exclusionary for my purposes. Thus, I’ve taken 

steps to explicitly encourage my performers to develop this confidence––to always “trust 

their creative instincts”––as they work with a mandala-score, which I think Brown’s 

graphic scores fail to do. 

As mentioned previously, Brown saw his graphic scores as opportunities for 

improvisation. The next chapter explains how improvisation has its place in Mandala 

Music, but not in an individual’s interpretation of a mandala-score. I require the 
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performer to impose limits and rules upon their interpretations so that the realization does 

carry an identity––again, not mine, but the performer’s. This is how I begin to find the 

balance between control and freedom: by demanding discipline in a performer’s methods 

of self-expression, while allowing them the complete freedom to determine those 

methods on their own. Once they have gained a mastery over the mandala-score, they 

have the opportunity to further explore freedom of self-expression through collective 

improvisation on a score with other performers. To recall the above passage from 

Gresser, Mandala Music is not just about the sounds the performers produce. Rather, the 

other half its value lies in the social interactions in which the performers engage while 

they improvise and play together. 

 Cornelius Cardew took a skeptical stance toward improvisation early on in his 

career as a composer and performer. However, his ideas about compositional and 

interpretational approaches to graphic scores have directly informed my own. Cardew 

composed Treatise (see ex. 2), a 193-page behemoth in the repertoire of graphical 

notation, during the period of 1963-1967. Cardew provided a succinct description of his 

piece in May 1966, in an application to the Arts Council of Great Britain for a grant to 

fund the completion of the work: “Treatise is a graphic score, composed without 

reference to any system of rules governing to notation” (Cardew 115). It is an enormous 

landmark in the history of graphic notation and experimental music as a whole, not only 

by virtue of sheer mass, but also by virtue of its implications for the concepts of 

composers’ ownership of their work, of performers’ responsibility to the text of a work, 

and of how a work constitutes a “composition” in the first place. 
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Example 2. Two pages of Cornelius Cardew’s Treatise (29, 138). Copyright © 1967 by 

Gallery Upstairs Press. Copyright © 1970 assigned to Hinrichsen Edition, Peters Edition 

Limited. 
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 Cardew’s writings before the development of Treatise demonstrate he already felt 

dissatisfaction with the conventional resources for composition. In 1961, he published an 

enumerated collection of “notes, made at various stages [throughout spring 1959 until 

spring 1960] and on a variety of topics” under an article titled “Notation – Interpretation, 

etc.” (Cardew 5).   

8 – Suppose the player to behave as follows: he reads the notation and 

makes himself a picture of the sound (in his mind – the hypothetically 

imagined sound). He then attempts to reproduce this picture in sound; … 

he compares it with the picture of the sound he had in his mind 

beforehand, and he may make a few quick changes, reducing the most 

glaring discrepancies, releasing wrong notes quickly, reducing the notes 

he finds too loud, etc., etc. 

 What I am looking for is a notation (way of writing a text) where 

fidelity to this text is possible. (8-9) 

  Cardew clarified his concept of text-fidelity in a note written in the first drafts of the 

score: “… the sound should be a picture of the score, not vice versa” (Cardew 99). 

Cardew desired a direct feedback system between the text and its meaning––and the 

clearest way to do that would be to create a notation that did not require to be filtered 

through additional coding systems imposed by outside parties––strictures of conventional 

notation and the composer’s own agenda, for example. In Treatise, Cardew pushed the 

limits of notation’s symbolic meaning and eliminated all instructions for performance, 

thus allowing the performer complete freedom to assign their own meanings to the 

notation. 
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 Despite the lack of explicit symbolic meaning, Cardew at first intended Treatise 

to be interpreted as such. The title of the composition refers to the title of Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,3 an examination of limits to the 

structure and meaning of language. “Like Wittgenstein’s search for the limits of 

language,” Virginia Anderson writes, “Cardew was looking for a limit to the meaning of 

notation by using an arbitrary notation of symbols to which an eventual meaning would 

be assigned in performance” (292). “The score must govern the music,” Cardew stated in 

his working notes to Treatise. “It must have authority, and not merely be an arbitrary 

jumping off point for improvisation, with no internal consistency (Cardew 102). Cardew 

compiled a “résumé of pre-publication performances” of Treatise in which he alternately 

conducted ensembles, served as advisor to the performers, and played in the ensembles 

himself. “… throughout its pre-publication history, Cardew seems to have preferred a 

symbolic reading of Treatise  to visual or other readings,” says Anderson (303). 

However, in a 1970 BBC re-broadcasting of pages 107-126,4 Cardew’s preface to 

the program reflected a newfound interest in improvisation: 

I now regard Treatise as a transition between my early preoccupation with 

problems of music notation and my present concerns – improvisation and 

                                                
3 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Trans. David Pears and 

Brian McGuinness. London: Routledge, 1974. 

4 According to Cardew, the original program was recorded in 1966 by a six-

member ensemble that included guitarist Keith Rowe. Rowe was one of the founders of 

AMM, a British free improvisation group that Cardew joined shortly after its inception 

(114).  
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a musical life. […] Joining AMM was the turning point, both in the 

composition of Treatise and in everything I had thought about music up to 

now. […] Up to the time of this performance, improvisation had always 

terrified me; I thought it must be something like composing, but 

accelerated a million times, a feat of which I knew I was incapable. With 

the AMM improvisers I discovered that anyone can play, me too, provided, 

as a Chinese musician of the 16th century put it, “the thoughts are serious, 

the mind peaceful and the will resolute,” and what comes out in such play 

is vital and direct, rather than a translation or interpretation of intellect, 

attitude, notation, inspiration or what have you. (113-14) 

Cardew’s change in attitude toward improvisatory approaches to Treatise is 

confirmed in the previously cited grant application: “A number of general decisions may 

be made in advance to hold the performance together, but an improvisatory character is 

essential to the piece” (115). However, for Cardew this does not mean that improvisation 

is a compulsory element of interpreting his score. Rather, he is conceding that his 

interpreters have helped him to realize something about his work: without the provision 

of instructions an infinite number of unique and valid ways to approach his score exist for 

the performer. Cardew clarifies in the introduction to the Treatise Handbook,  

Not that I now consider Treatise ‘improvisatory’ any more than I did 

while writing it. But it does seem (using hindsight) to have pointed in the 

direction of improvisation. A square musician (like myself) might use 

Treatise as a path to the ocean of spontaneity. Whether it will equip him 

for survival in that ocean is another question altogether. (98) 
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 I had studied Treatise prior to the conception of Mandala Music, and it planted 

the seeds that have blossomed into my composition. The apple rolled a little bit when it 

fell from the tree, but I owe much of my project’s conceptual and practical foundations to 

Cardew. At the outset of composing Mandala Music, performance directions were not a 

given. However, as I describe in more detail in the next chapter, I realized that I would 

need to provide performers some guidelines. A mandala-score requires a level of 

engagement that is atypically personal, and without any sort of instruction I feared that 

the performer would fail to develop a solo that was true to both the score and his or her 

artistic bent.  

 My guidelines work to foster an intimate and individualized relationship between 

the score and performer. I should point out that as “directions,” my guidelines for an 

individual interpretation are distinct from “instructions.” They speak almost exclusively 

to the process of interpretation, referring to its product only in saying that it should not be 

an improvisation. I also choose not to incorporate Cardew’s notion that the sound must 

depict the sign, for my directions encourage a performer to make subjective associations 

of the mandala-scores’ images with their meaning; thus, the resulting “picture” in sound 

can have an extremely soft focus, so to speak, but still be a “picture” of the score. Or, to 

quote the endlessly quotable John Cage, my mandala-scores “resemble cameras that don’t 

tell you what picture to take, but enable you to take a picture.”5 The most important thing 

                                                
5 On his own indeterminate compositions. Quoted in Sabine M. Feisst’s article 

“John Cage and Improvisation: an Unresolved Relationship,” included in Musical 

Improvisation: Art, Education, and Society. Gabriel Solis and Bruno Nettl. eds. Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 2009. 38-51.    
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is that the performer has used the mandala-score to set up a strict system of rules for 

performance, thus avoiding it becoming a free improvisation. 

 Improvisation does later play an integral role in Mandala Music, and is an aspect 

of music-making that I have intended to incorporate into the work from the very 

beginnings of my composition process. However, had I never learned to improvise (a 

skill on which I still have much room to improve), I may well have entertained a mindset 

similar to Cardew’s initial skepticism toward improvisation, and I might not have 

developed the group directions that explicitly solicit improvisational techniques from 

performers. More on this later, after I discuss one more composer who has made a 

profound impact on my work: Pauline Oliveros. 

 I am reluctant to say that I got the idea to use the mandala as a compositional 

form straight from Oliveros. However, I had read her essay in Software for People titled 

“MMM: Meditation/Mandala/Music” several years prior to my thesis. Oliveros 

incorporates mandala forms into the notation of certain scores, and she has employed 

mandalas as organizational principles for the performance of other works.6 In her 

                                                
6 A number of contemporary composers have used the concept of the mandala in 

their works, often recognizable by the titles of their pieces. They commonly reflect 

composers’ efforts to explore themes of spirituality, circularity or Eastern music. See the 

work of Robert Fleisher (Mandala 1-3 [1979]), Roger Davidson (Mandala [1983]), 

David Lumsdaine (Mandala I-V [1968-88]), Margaret Brouwer (Mandala [2000]), 

Toshiro Mayuzumi (Mandala Symphony [1960]), and May-Tchi Chen (Sonic Mandala 

[1999]) for examples, as well as albums by Japanese synthesizer musician Kitaro 

(Mandala [1994]) and progressive rock band RX Bandits (Mandala [2009]). Jazz 
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compositions AOK (1969) and Crow Two (1974), for example, Oliveros uses mandalas as 

floor plans to position the performers (see figs. 3 and 4). Of mandalas in general, she 

writes, “Each mandala is unique in its elaboration whether as art, process, or construction 

… But in any case, and in all uses, the mandala is a plan for action of some kind or else it 

is not a mandala” (222). 

 I am drawn to Oliveros by her concept of “deep listening,” which I first 

encountered in her collection of pieces titled Sonic Meditations (1974). “Sonic Meditation 

invites participation from all present,” Oliveros writes. “It is related to more ancient 

musical practices where listening as an audience, especially intellectually, was not the 

specialized practice it is today” (156). Deep listening is an integrated form of 

consciousness in which an auditor simultaneously engages in two “attention archetypes:” 

From my research in human consciousness, meditation, and martial arts, I 

want to show the two major modes of human information processing as 

attention archetypes. These two modes are Sequential, or Linear, 

Processing, which involves focal attention; and Parallel, or Non-Linear, 

Processing, which involves global, or diffuse, attention. These attention 

archetypes are complementary processes. Both modes are necessary for 

survival and for success in our activities. These two attention modes 

                                                                                                                                            
saxophonist Rudresh Mahanthappa also made notable use of a mandala as a 

compositional tool, using mathematical principles to structure his piece based on the 

number of deities in a sixteenth-century Tibetan mandala, part of the Rubin Museum or 

Art’s collection. Ben Ratliff reviewed the premiere of this composition in the June 26, 

2007 issue of the New York Times (p. 7).  
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interact with all the information which comes from the sensory systems, 

memory, and imagination. (185) 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. AOK floor plan (Oliveros 243).                Figure 4. Crow Two floor plan 

(Oliveros 247). 

 

 Oliveros models the “proper relationship of attention and awareness” on the 

figure of a circle with a dot in the center (see fig. 5).   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Oliveros’ model of integrated attention and awareness takes the form of an 

unembellished mandala (214).  
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“The dot represents attention, and the circle, awareness. In these 

respective positions, each is centered in relation to the other. Awareness 

can expand, without losing center or its balanced relationship with 

attention, and simultaneously become more inclusive. Attention can be 

focused as fine as possible in any direction, and can probe all aspects of 

awareness without losing its balanced relationship to awareness. (141) 

 Oliveros’ diagram is instantly recognizable as a mandala, and the “deep listening” 

it symbolizes a kind of meditation. This simple mandala has become indispensable to 

Oliveros’ work, and I believe the integration of attention and awareness is an extremely 

valuable tool for performers of Mandala Music. It can be utilized in a performer’s solo 

work with a mandala-score as well as in collaboration with other performers. Oliveros 

describes her experience of deep listening within the sonic meditation titled “Teach 

Yourself to Fly,” in which the breath is a point of fixed attention: 

“If I am successful as an observer, while my attention remains fixed on the 

breath cycle, another phenomenon may appear. That is, while attention 

remains steady, keeping the details of breathing clearly in focus, 

awareness is present and may be expanding. During this process it is also 

possible to observe myself attending and being aware. For me this is a 

highly desirable mode of consciousness. … It is as though a teacher, 

mentor or guru in the form of oneself has appeared internally to give one 

feedback or to reflect the way things are.” (151-52) 



 

 44 

I find this mode of consciousness equally desirable in a performer who is working 

through a mandala-score, for the feedback system that Oliveros describes instills the 

confidence or authority over the open form of the score that Brown felt many performers 

lacked. The performers of the mandala-score not only have to teach themselves how to 

play what is written, as they might learn a piece of music in conventional notation; they 

are also responsible for inventing the means by which the score is played. My directions 

stipulate multiple kinds of cognitive processes for working through the score in order to 

foster an approach that integrates a focus on the score’s symbolic particulars through 

linear, goal-oriented processes of analysis and rehearsal; and an awareness of their 

significance through non-linear processes of subjective impressions and meditation.  

 The duality between subjective and objective processes within Mandala Music 

extends beyond the learning stage; it also applies to the performance stage––specifically, 

group performance. Performers of a mandala-score can certainly make the decision never 

to integrate their solo into a collaborative performance, choosing instead to let their 

interpretations stand alone. However, as I’ve expressed, the composition is motivated in 

part by my interest in interpersonal dynamics in performance. To be sure, interpersonal 

dynamics are activated when a composer reaches a performer through his or her score, 

but the central issues here involve problems with the dissemination of information––that 

ever-elusive efficacy of the symbols a composer must use to communicate with 

performers who can’t always give him or her the benefit of being physically present (and 

this frustration goes both ways). Having gained exposure to plenty of this kind of work in 

my lifetime as a classically trained musician, I want to further explore the nature of 

performance in terms of live, real-time interpersonal dynamics. 
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 As Oliveros attests, deep listening is vital to music-making or sonic meditation 

within a group, particularly when any element of spontaneity is involved. The integration 

of focal attention and global awareness enables performers within a collective to 

concentrate deeply on the sounds they themselves produce, while at the same time 

staying receptive to the sonic activity around them. When a performer maintains attention 

to their individual sound as it relates to, contributes to, and operates on the collective 

sound, this creates, in my opinion, an ideal musical collaboration. The collective doesn’t 

necessarily subsume the individual identity of each performer, for they are attending 

closely to themselves in the moment and experience their activity as belonging to or 

originating from themselves. However, with a diffused awareness, the performers’ focus 

on their sound is constantly impinged upon––and thus affected by––the surrounding 

activity. Diffuse awareness opens up performers’ ability to spontaneously respond to their 

environment, rendering their activity dynamic, improvisational, discursive, and ultimately 

social (assuming that the environmental stimuli come from other people).  

 Oliveros’ graphically notated composition Primordial / Lift––subtitled “a 

mandala-based improvisation” on the recording of its 1998 world premiere––contains 

circular forms in the score (see ex. 3) that encourage its performers to use the mandala 

model of deep listening in performance. Oliveros designates its two sections as 

“Primordial mandala” and the “Lift mandala,” (see ex. 4) which suggests an 

interpretation of the five musicians’ group improvisation as being a mandala in itself: the 

score invites the quintet to build a sonic space that they navigate and manipulate through 

meditation. Oliveros is the only composer I have encountered so far who embeds both the 

concept and the form of the mandala so deeply into her works, and who uses the parallel 



 

 46 

processes of focus and awareness––closely linked to the parallel processes of objective 

externalization and subjective internalization described earlier––to the same ends that I 

seek in Mandala Music.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 3. The circular objects in the upper half of the score are particularly reminiscent 

of mandalas, and the five-pointed star is also a powerful symbol used in religious yantras. 

Copyright © 1998 Deep Listening Publications (ASCAP) (Sauer 170). 
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Example 4. A second view of the score. Copyright © 1998 Deep Listening Publications 

(ASCAP) (Sauer 170). Oliveros labels the forty-five minute section as the “Primordial 

andala” and the thirty minute section as the “Lift mandala.” A low-frequency oscillator 

modulating the instrumentalists’ sounds gradually increases in cycle from 7.8 hz until it 

reaches 13 hz in the Lift mandala. The liner notes to a CD recording of the world 

premiere explain:  

Primordial / Lift is based on information concerning the shift in the 

resonant frequency of the earth from 7.8hz to 13hz given in “Awakening 

to the Zero Point” by Gregg Braden, Radio Bookstore Press (1997). 

According to Braden the resonant frequency of the Earth was measured as 

7.8hz in 1960 and by 1994 the measurement was at 8.6hz and it will rise to 
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13hz by 2010. At the same time the magnetic fields of the Earth are 

diminishing in strength towards zero point. By the time that 13hz is 

established as the resonant frequency the magnetic fields will reverse their 

polarity – North will become South and vice versa. (Oliveros, 2006) 

 
 

Improvisation in Mandala Music 

 Elsewhere I have discussed the feedback system I wished to create between a 

performer and the text or score they perform. Particularly akin to Cardew and Oliveros, I 

have given the performers texts over which they have authority. To borrow from Cardew, 

performers of Mandala Music are allowed the freedom to “give of [their] own music” 

(113) when they work through and devise performances of my scores. In and of itself, 

this has proved to be an incredibly fruitful and successful part of the project: eighteen 

individuals, from beginners to professionals and with a huge spectrum of instruments and 

performance media, have shown me solos based on four of my scores so far. All of them 

have been unique, creative, and wholly successful. I couldn’t have asked for better 

results. 

 However, another feedback system exists in performance that I wanted to explore 

through my project: that vital relationship between performer and audience. In the case of 

Mandala Music, the audience that primarily interests me consists of the performers 

themselves. Thus, I have taken Mandala Music a step further from it being a solo piece 

and have designed a group method, in which individuals bring their solos together and 

can work cooperatively toward a realization of a mandala-score that is greater than the 

sum of its parts. 
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 I am primarily operating under a theory of communicative “virtuosity” postulated 

by William Brooks. In his essay “Competenza Maledetta: Seven speeches for a virtuoso 

composer,” Brooks discusses the virtuosity demanded from both performers and audience 

by Kenneth Gaburo’s work Lingua II: Maledetto (Composition for 7 Virtuoso Speakers) 

[1967-68, Lingua Press]. Gaburo’s composition has very little in common with Mandala 

Music, save that it might be considered a graphically notated score to some extent. 

However, I find Brooks’ ideas surrounding the process of discourse apply directly to my 

experiences as a performer. As I described from my own experience, I have found that 

making music with other people is inherently a communicative, social activity, something 

that I am compelled to explore further. Brooks’ concepts helped me a great deal in 

creating an environment in Mandala Music that concentrates on live performance 

dynamics and activates modes of communication other than the verbal; from my own 

experiences performing with and for other people, I can confirm Brooks’ statement that 

“communication embraces more than speech” (16).   

 Brooks differentiates between “speaKKers,” objects that perform according to an 

external code without possessing the ability to consciously alter that code or interact with 

an audience, e.g., a record player; and “SSSpeakers,” literally “ones who speak,” 

implying human agents in the act of communicating with others.7 Brooks claims that a 

                                                
7 A note on Brooks’ unusual use of capitalization: Lingua II: Maledetto is a text-

sound composition in which an ensemble of vocalists deconstruct the word “screw” in 

various ways; one of these deconstructions literally takes the word apart as the vocalists 

explore each sonic articulation involved in saying “screw.” Brooks is making a play on 

the sibilant textures highlighted in the beginning of the piece as the ensemble produces a 
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SSSpeaker can be a virtuoso, whereas a speaKKer cannot. Although modern technology 

has produced electronics with a capacity for technical complexity, precision, and 

consistency that far exceeds that of humans, Brooks insists “virtuosity is not simply 

excellent execution” (15). 

 Brooks first outlines some key premises surrounding communicative acts, which I 

will try to elucidate by applying them to the context of Mandala Music: 

[A] communicative act orients both collocutors (that is: both 

communicator and communicatee), each to a subset of their domain of 

possible interactions with the environment; each domain being different, 

they proceed along independent, though parallel, paths. … Self-conscious 

organisms … observe themselves as well as others. Self-descriptive, they 

can represent and interact with their own states and interactions; notably, 

they can make representations of predictions and classes of suitable 

interactions and can interact with these in a domain which is purely 

cognitive: they can stipulate and choose. In particular, then, human 

collocutors observe themselves communicating. As observers, and only as 

observers, they "understand"; observing the communications to which 

they attend, they stipulate a system within which these can be said to 

signify: they stipulate a language. Their language is their own; whatever 

its constituents, insofar as it signifies, it is not directly comparable with 

another's. (16-17) 

                                                                                                                                            
chorus of “S” sounds, as well as the explosive “K” sounds introduced later in the work as 

the vocalists articulate the hard “C.”   
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On his or her own, a participant in a group performance of a mandala-score has carefully 

and thoughtfully (read: cognitively) stipulated a language or code for performing within 

the “domain” of the score. When the group reconvenes, they are given the opportunity to 

share these interpretations––essentially, by playing their individual solos, each performer 

communicates his or her unique findings about the score to the others. This serves to 

“orient” the group to that particular performer’s “subset” of interactions and responses to 

the “domain.” Brooks explains further how communicative activity renders a successful 

communication: 

Being self-conscious, such a collocutor (a SSSpeaker, perhaps) can 

stipulate classes of suitable interactions. Being a collocutor, such a 

collocutor requires that there be at least one other comparable collocutor; 

this Other, being comparable, can also stipulate. Being an observer, 

observing the Other, such a collocutor may stipulate that the Other is also 

an observer … Tempted by such convergence, such a collocutor may then 

stipulate a code: a language which he ascribes to the Other and which, 

preserving symmetry, he stipulates the Other to have ascribed to him. 

Such a code represents a stipulated class of suitable communications 

(interactions); when subsequent communications are indeed members of 

this class and, moreover, prove suitable for both collocutor and Other, the 

code itself is deemed suitable. In such circumstances I (now explicitly a 

SSSpeaker, hence a collocutor) declare collocutor and Other competent in 

the code; further, I declare competence to be the ability to stipulate a 

suitable code. (18) 
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When performers play a mandala-score for one another, the language stipulated here is an 

explosion of the individuals’ code. The performers all understand that their 

interpretations are different yet valid interpretations of the same text. One might say that 

they are all reciting the same story in different languages––or in different dialects of a 

performance language. The lack of semantics in this kind of communicative activity 

opens up the field for mutual understanding by a considerable degree, and this ability to 

be understood is what Brooks deems “competence.” An object such as a high-fidelity 

record player cannot be considered “competent” because, although it performs at high 

level, it has nothing to do with the stipulation of the code that it executes. By following 

the directions for a solo interpretation and bringing to the group setting a fully fleshed-out 

solo performance of their own invention, an individual is determined to be competent in 

the suitable code for Mandala Music. 

The class of communications represented by a code is stipulated, not 

actual; hence it may be that a subsequent communication proves suitable 

but is not a member of the class. Perhaps the observer (a collocutor) then 

stipulates a new code; but perhaps he instead stipulates an alternative 

communication, similar to that which occurred but consistent with the 

code already stipulated. In the latter case he declares the communicator 

competent still, but an imperfect performer, and the communication 

imperfectly performed; performance, then, concerns the difference 

between the actual and stipulated communication. (18) 

Brooks here helps me to explain how performers with totally different methods of 

playing the same mandala-score can actually be successful in playing them together. If a 
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group of performers simply layers their solos on top of one another in an act of 

“simultaneous soloing,” and they find this to be a satisfying performance, then this 

signifies the performers accept their separate codes for performance to be already in the 

same class––thus “suitable.” However, for whatever reason the group members may 

desire to alter their individual codes in order to work toward a more cohesive 

performance; they may feel the “alternatives” to the score-code don’t fit within the 

domain of their collective sound. I believe this to be analogous to incomplete or failed 

communication: the performers are operating within codes that their collocutors don’t 

know how to fit with their own, and thus a performance (read: communication) doesn’t 

fully succeed.  

 All is not lost in this case; in fact, I think it’s a rarity for any communicative codes 

to perfectly mesh on the first try. Linguistic systems, of course, are designed to make the 

process of communication easier; however, as I’m sure everyone knows from experience, 

they aren’t foolproof. In both verbal and non-verbal communication, the clash of 

individual codes is really what makes communication a process. So far, Brooks has 

helped to establish what it takes to just “get oneself across.” However, if upon arrival the 

communicative act doesn’t “get through” and your collocutor doesn’t “get what you’re 

saying,” what then? 

 As Brooks explains, this is where the concept of virtuosity enters the picture.  

SSSpeakers stipulate codes, with varying degrees of competence, and 

perform in accordance with these codes, with varying degrees of skill. 

SpeaKKers, on the other hand, are built by observers and embody 

observers' codes; they do not stipulate their own. … Recapitulating: 
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speaKKers cannot be virtuosi; SSSpeakers can. Both speaKKers and 

SSSpeakers perform. SpeaKKers cannot be competent; SSSpeakers can. 

Conclusions, and some answers to our questions: (i) virtuosity has to do 

with competence, not performance; (ii) speaKKers cannot be virtuosi 

because they cannot be competent; (iii) Maledetto therefore requires 

SSSpeakers, not speaKKers––SSSpeakers, moreover, who are 

virtuosically competent: that is, extraordinarily proficient in stipulating 

suitable codes. … that's the virtue of a dialogue. If what you venture is not 

suitable (but is a communication), it's my turn to choose, modify, or invent 

…Thus, by successive approximations, confirming, altering, or replacing 

our stipulated codes, we can evolve a communication (the union of these 

bits) that is suitable; together we find competence in a code with which 

neither began. Something, perhaps, has been learned. (19-23) 

 I call the group performance method the second “phase” of Mandala Music 

because I have devised a process by which a group can transform their individual solos 

into a collaborative composition. If the performers decide their communication with one 

another isn’t effective enough to render a successful group performance, I provide 

additional directions for performance through which they can attempt to restipulate their 

individual performance codes. Improvisation is key to this process. I expect the 

performers to stumble upon unfamiliar territory when they begin to deviate from their 

original performance codes and experiment with finding codes that occupy a common 

performance domain. When this occurs, the performers will need to make choices in the 

spur of the moment––not arbitrary choices, but choices informed by performance codes 



 

 55 

stipulated by the individual, the performance codes stipulated by the group, and the 

performance that is actually occurring around them.  

 Improvisation can serve to differentiate how and to whom performances 

communicate. A non-improvisatory performance implies the audience is “passive:” the 

audience members mentally engage with the performer by listening but are not obligated 

to respond to the performance in a tangible way; and if they do respond, they usually do 

so once the entire performance event has finished, e.g., applause or a critical review. An 

improvisatory performance implies at least one member of the audience is “active:” 

someone is participating in the performance not just by listening, but also by responding 

visibly and/or audibly to his or her collocutor in the moment of performance.8 As Brooks 

                                                
8 I have used the dichotomy of “passive” and “active” for lack of better terms. My 

choice of the word “passive” does not imply that the audience does not participate; the 

act of listening certainly can take the form of thorough engagement with the performance. 

I merely want to make the distinction that this “passive” kind of involvement with the 

performance does not impact the performer’s activity in the same way a fellow performer 

would. Although I lack the room here, elsewhere I have employed Brooks’ concepts to 

make the case for communicative virtuosity in passive audiences, which I believe is 

required in particular of the larger audiences of new music (Mandala Music, for 

example!). Twentieth- and twenty-first century music has built a solid reputation for 

challenging both the ear and mind of the listener. In short, audiences of new music must 

take charge of their listening experiences and develop the virtuosity to re-stipulate their 

codes for what constitutes the domain of music, and what constitutes the activity of 

listening to it.  
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demonstrates in the above passage, the ability to improvise is key to all communicative 

processes and is the factor that constitutes communicative virtuosity. This goes not only 

for the communicative processes involved in the performances that make up a person’s 

everyday life; improvisation within the context of performance art renders these kinds of 

“heightened” performances virtuosic in their capacity to communicate with fellow 

performers. I would argue that audience members who are not performing can benefit 

from this communicative virtuosity as well: a group of performers who are 

communicatively “in tune” with one another as well as their audience is fascinating and 

gratifying to watch. One feels that they are witnessing a performance that, although it can 

be repeated, can never be perfectly replicated. Live performance art’s ephemeral, 

immediate, and unstable qualities prove irresistible to human audiences. 

 This is why Mandala Music has two parts: I wanted to push it further than the first 

phase, in which the score serves as a communication between composer and performer. 

Although the graphic scores communicate with the performer in an unconventional way, 

as compositions intended for solo performance art media they are much like traditional 

music because they presuppose a passive audience (if there is to be an audience at all). 

Virtuosic communication can’t occur until the performer enters the second phase with a 

collocutor. This is not to say that a solo version of the mandala score can’t be considered 

“virtuosic” on its own. I’ve seen many virtuosic interpretations thereof by extremely 

talented and imaginative performers, but this virtuosity is not contingent upon the 

technical or even expressive prowess that a conservatory-educated performer is trained to 

demonstrate. A virtuosic solo of a mandala-score is defined by the performance of a 
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deeply personal, richly complex, and thoroughly developed code that can be employed 

toward virtuosic communication with an active audience. 

 My current understanding of performance dictates that “excellent execution” does 

not determine excellent music; I also understand that as an experiential form, music (or 

any other performance art) reaches an apex of efficacy when those who experience it 

recognize some reference to their existential condition––in other words, when the 

performance “speaks” to them. It’s my opinion that, because of its vital importance to 

human interaction, improvisation within performance art renders it more lifelike––that is 

to say, it imbues a performance with the qualities of what it means to be alive. Therefore, 

I have done my best to develop a composition through which performers gain an 

opportunity to collectively explore this extraordinary feature of performance art, and 

perhaps will be able to nurture their own communicative virtuosity.  
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Chapter 3: Methods and Process 
 
Compositional Process 

The methods of composing the mandala-scores and interpreting them are closely 

linked Before I even began my roughest drafts of these graphical scores, I had decided on 

their basic organization and set the goal of producing a total of eight mandala-scores. I 

personally possess no background in visual art or art history, so at first the task of 

producing these visual objects daunted me. I was unsure how I could judge a mandala-

score as “good” or even “finished.” I’d hoped that the research on traditional mandalas 

would aid me in creating them. While it served to educate me greatly on their form and 

function within other cultures, I grew increasingly unsure as to how to begin drafting 

them. I found the theology difficult to absorb; my Westernized brain had a hard time 

understanding even the most basic tenets of Hinduism and Buddhism that undergird the 

mandala.  

In terms of actual craft, the texts continually emphasized the importance of 

meticulousness and precision in creating mandalas. The Hindu yantras are very precise in 

their geometry and symmetry, and have a very rigid tradition in how they are composed. 

Deviation from the strictures of a particular mandala’s form is said to have dire 

consequences for the mandala’s creator: 

If the structure of the yantra is imperfect, that is, if the balance of the outer 

form is distorted or if even a single line or symbol is eliminated, then the 

content and symbolic significance will be abolished simultaneously. 

Moreover, according to this principle, the maker of a deformed yantra (as 

well as the one who worships it) will suffer a cognate distortion of the 
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archetypal image within his psyche. Any disregarded error in the making 

of the symbol will lead to a psychic disequilibrium in the sādhaka and 

destroy his sādhanā.9 To avoid error, the yantra is executed with extreme 

care following traditional prescriptions to the minutest detail. No 

corrections are ever possible. If an error is made, the yantra is immersed in 

holy water and a new one is begun. (Khanna 134) 

The rigidity of form Khanna describes made me hesitate, because I planned by no 

means to be precise in my geometry. I also felt reluctant to employ too much symmetry 

because I anticipated it might limit the creative activity of the performers. I planned to 

stay away from repetitive patterns in the mandalas because I wanted to avoid channeling 

performers into ruts. I assumed a performer wouldn’t be encouraged to explore his or her 

own artistry if presented with little variety in the score he or she wished to interpret. 

However, straying far from the traditional forms gave me pause: I did not wish to merely 

toy with such a sacred and powerful art form. I wished to incorporate its power, beauty, 

and complexity into my composition. But if I didn’t even know what my mandala-scores 

were to look like, then how could I even begin to approach the perfection embodied 

within and demanded by the form of a traditional mandala? 

The texts on contemporary mandala-making pointed me in a more accessible 

direction, but still I felt uncertain about my methods. Although I knew I would have to 

start drafting in a somewhat free-form manner, I would also do so with a specific symbol 

set in mind, depending on which aspect of music notation I used. For example, in the 

                                                
9 From Khanna’s glossary of terms, a sādhaka is a “spiritual aspirant.” Sādhanā 

refers to his or her “spiritual discipline” or spiritual practice (171).  
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second movement “Cleave,” my symbol set consisted of the treble, alto, and bass clefs, 

which were the focus of my mediation and are discernable as abstracted forms within the 

final score (see Appendix A, Mvt. II). According to Fincher’s guide, one draws the 

mandala while in a deep meditative state. The symbols, colors and shapes that result are 

supposed to come from the subconscious self, with no intentional mental or emotional 

influences (25-27). Jung also writes,  

The fact that images of this kind have under certain circumstances a 

considerable therapeutic effect on their authors is empirically proved and 

also readily understandable, in that they often represent very bold attempts 

to see and put together apparently irreconcilable opposites and bridge over 

apparently hopeless splits. Even the mere attempt in this direction usually 

has a healing effect, but only when it is done spontaneously. Nothing can 

be expected from an artificial repetition or a deliberate imitation of such 

images. (5)  

 
Once again, I worried that my deviation from the models outlined by Jung and Fincher 

would somehow compromise the integrity of my mandala-scores. 

My mistake lay in the fact that I myself had lost track of the mantra I wanted to 

instill in the performers: trust your creative instincts. Since I was trying to create a work 

of performance art using a totally new style of notation, I had to become comfortable in 

the liminal space between traditional and contemporary mandalas. My project is 

something partly inspired by, but wholly different from either tradition. If I was to head 

into previously uncharted territory with this project, then I had to stop fretting that my 

work wouldn’t be authentic.  
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Sometimes the secret to getting something done is to jump in and do, and that’s 

precisely what I did next. I stopped reading and started drawing. After completing the 

first two rough drafts, I began to notice trends and tendencies in my drawing activity that 

approximated a “method.” I took several cues from Oliveros in order to establish two 

basic constancies for each movement: first, they would be contained in a symmetrical 

shape, a circle, and second, every mandala-score would contain a clearly marked central 

point (222). In traditional mandalas, this point is called the bindu (Khanna 9). Oliveros 

also writes, “I was always interested in the vibratory nature of red and blue and black and 

white” (227). I rendered the first drafts of each movement in pastel, allowing myself 

complete freedom with the color spectrum available to me, but I rendered the subsequent 

revisions in ink, using only red, blue and black pigments. The pastels proved to be a 

messy medium––which I rather liked. However, the resulting drafts were smudged, 

blurry and obscure. Cardew writes, “There can be no indeterminacy in the notation itself 

… but only in the rules for its interpretation … I feel that things which are difficult to 

understand should be said in such a way that at least they are easy to read; otherwise the 

difficulty encountered in reading prevents you from even starting to understand” (8-11).  

I felt that the unrefined quality and complex color schemes of the pastel drafts would 

confound a performer’s efforts in interpretation; thus, in each ink draft I simplified the 

color schemes, clarified and concretized the imagery, and in some of the more visually 

dense drafts, eliminated extraneous or irrelevant figures. My goals in each revision were 

to cultivate elegance and deliberateness in the images, to foreground elements that invited 

interpretation or inspired creative production, and to attempt to edit out confusing or 

contradictory information. 
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When I sat down to draw each preliminary draft, I first engaged in a meditative 

pre-composition process. This included an intense visualization and cataloguing of the 

symbol set for the mandala-score at hand, followed by a relaxation of focus, allowing the 

catalogue to freely play within my creative imagination. When I felt ready to begin, I 

chose a colored pastel to trace the mandala-score’s outer perimeter and mark the bindu. 

Focusing on my breath and the symbol set, I drew freely. The experience was that of 

riding a wave of impulses. I traced lines, filled in shapes, and changed colors whenever I 

felt the instinct to do so. I did not stop to rationalize the choices I made. When I ceased to 

feel an impulse to draw, I would stop and wait for the next one. If this did not come, I 

knew the draft was finished. 

The first two rough drafts of mandala-scores were accomplished very quickly. I 

began on July 9, 2010 with Mvt. V, “Have an Accident,” and followed it three days later 

with Mvt. I, “Stave Off.” It took less than twenty minutes to complete each of them. I 

believe this was due to the narrowness of the symbol set for each. A major part of 

knowing I had finished a rough draft was the feeling of having exhausted the symbol 

set’s potential, or at least having addressed all of the symbols that floated into my mind 

during the drafting process. Larger symbol sets, such as the variety of articulatory and 

expressive markings in music, compelled me to spend more time on those mandala-

scores and to create multiple rough drafts. As one might imagine, the score that took the 

longest to finalize was, “Picture This,” the movement that had no basis in any notational 

system.  

Since I prescribed no symbol set with which to work, I basically devised my own 

personal symbol set. This movement went through five rough drafts before inking. I was 
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finally able to employ the methods for contemporary mandala-making as described by 

Fincher and Jung, which I found deeply satisfying in practice––but not as satisfactory in 

terms of product. Fincher writes, “When we create a mandala, we make a personal 

symbol that reveals who we are at that moment” (24). When I examined each draft, I 

didn’t feel comfortable with choosing any of them to be a permanent member of my 

scores. I’d anticipated this, however. Instead of choosing one draft to edit, I analyzed the 

five drafts for commonalities. I predicted that I’d find the trail of some loose threads that 

tied them all together, but the actual results of my analysis astounded me. I had rendered 

the first draft on July 27, 2010; the last draft came on November 29. Despite the temporal 

span of the drafting process, the colors blue and yellow dominated each mandala. The 

symbols that they shared included a jagged reddish line, petal or teardrop imagery, “D”-

shaped crescents, arrows, serpentine lines, wing-like shapes, triangles, and groupings of 

dots. These became my symbol-set, and they comprise the final draft of “Picture This.”  

Although I’m attached to each individual score, “Picture This” strikes me as the 

most personal. In a way it sums up my investment and involvement in the project, 

especially as I struggled with the idea of where I actually fit into the scheme of things. I 

didn’t intend for the mandala-scores to be an explicit product of self-expression, which I 

believe motivates many artists and composers. When a composer puts the time and effort 

into creating a conventional piece of music, his or her own artistic agenda often shouts 

down the majority of a performer’s own creative instincts. I created my mandala-scores 

with no preconceived notions as to how someone should interpret or perform them, save 

that they do so with seriousness, confidence, passion, and above all enjoyment––the same 

attitudes in which I made them. The interpreter will take the same kind of risks that I 
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took: the risk lies not in doing it poorly or incorrectly; the risk lies in doing it at all, for 

the outcome is not certain. At its most straightforward, Mandala Music is simply “a focus 

for the concentration of our energies” (Fincher 24). It served as a gratifying and fulfilling 

focus for me, and as the so-called “composer” I can only hope I’ve passed that on to 

those who play (in) them.  

 
The Directions 

 As I described in the previous chapter, I began drafting the mandala-scores with 

the notion that performance instructions were not necessarily my concern. I referred most 

to Cardew’s writings on the problem, and found him both excited and frustrated by the 

prospect of giving performers such an extraordinary amount of freedom. Following the 

trajectory of Cardew’s work in composing and realizing Treatise was at turns 

enlightening and confusing for me. As with the texts concerning Hindu and Buddhist 

theology, I found him very difficult to follow at points. However, I also felt reassured in 

Cardew’s continual willingness to question and contradict himself, at least in the writings 

of his early career. I was particularly struck by the exhortation in “Notation – 

Interpretation, etc.” that “every sign should be active.” This, he writes, is what gives the 

performer the freedom—and I imagine, the incentive or the inspiration—to determine 

what the action the notation prescribes really is (8). I looked at my mandala-scores and 

wondered, hoped, and prayed that something about them was “active”—that they 

somehow invited a performer to take them on. Cardew specifies a few ways in which to 

achieve this.  

Here are the openings for indeterminacy, or freedom for the player: he 

must decide which signs he will give activity to, or allow to act. The 
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composer can bring this about in a variety of ways: by overloading the 

player with so many rules that they begin to contradict each other; or by 

using the same sign in a variety of contexts where it cannot mean the same 

(paradoxical notation); or by giving no rules whatever and obliging the 

player to seek out just such rules as he needs or as will make sense of the 

notation. […] All these are psychological obscurities directed at the player 

in the hope of waking him up. (8) 

Treatise employs all of these techniques in indeterminacy, but the last one––the idea of 

“giving no rules”––most closely fit my goals for Mandala Music. This technique, 

however, I knew would prove problematic; I had no specific preferences as to how 

someone should approach a mandala-score, but I had definite ideas as to how the scores 

should not be approached. As Cardew puts it, “There is a great difference between: a) 

doing anything you like and at the same time reading the notations, and b) reading the 

notations and trying to translate them into action” (107). I did not want to hear a 

performer “sight-read” a given mandala-score, for the meaning imparted to the notation 

this way wouldn’t carry the level or depth of personal significance to the performer that I 

desired them to develop in working with the mandala-score.  

Treatise is such a vast work that it’s arguably impossible for a single performer to 

develop a closed system of rules by which to play it in its entirety. Cardew describes only 

two pre-publication performances of all 193 pages: the performance on April 8, 1967 

involved eleven musicians, with Cardew conducting. The performance on May 19 later 

that year involved six musicians, this time with Cardew playing the cello. Each performer 

was responsible for interpreting only certain parts of the notation, effectively dividing the 
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workload into more manageable portions (118-19). I firmly believe that the workload 

demanded by one of my mandala-scores is sufficient for one performer to handle alone. I 

want performers to make thoughtful decisions about how to perform the notation, and 

stick to those decisions in performance. At first I hesitated to prescribe instructions and 

thus limit the performers’ freedom, but at the same time I desired a disciplined approach 

to the score. Cardew evidently grappled with this as well. As seen in the previous chapter, 

his attitude toward improvisation as an approach to performing Treatise shifted 

considerably in the seven years between 1963, when he began sketching the piece, to 

1970, when he wrote the introduction to the Treatise Handbook.  

 I decided it would be best to equip my performers with some guidance for 

survival upon the “ocean of spontaneity” that sustains Mandala Music as well as Treatise. 

The trick, I discovered, would be to say only what was absolutely necessary to create a 

solid framework within which a performer could comfortably orient him- or herself. 

Thus, I developed “directions” for performance that are entirely verbal and separate from 

the scores themselves (see Appendix B). One set of directions guides a soloist; the other 

refers to the solo instructions and elaborates upon them to guide an ensemble. As 

mentioned previously, I stipulate in the solo instructions that the interpretation process 

involves sub-processes that are both subjective and objective. The performer is 

encouraged to subjectively explore the mandala by both responding to their first 

impressions of the image and by meditating on the score, allowing ideas for interpretation 

to materialize in a manner that mirrors the process that produced the scores. The 

directions also suggest they revise and concretize the products of their impressions and 

meditation through critical analysis of the score and practical application of their ideas on 
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their instrument or within their performance medium. The sub-processes don’t 

necessarily take place in a regimented order, and the performer may change freely from 

one to another throughout the entire interpretation process. I make it clear that no room 

for improvisation exists in the solo––only in collaboration within a group of performers 

should improvisation enter the performance field.  

In the group setting, the directions encourage the performers to improvise in 

moments of uncertainty while playing through a version of their solo that may have been 

significantly altered through the introduction of new performance rules, brainstormed and 

agreed upon by the whole group. The group is also encouraged to structure a group 

performance with a time span that is longer than any individual solo. When members of 

the group reach the end of their solos, the directions invite them to play it again, 

spontaneously choosing a new approach to their solos. They improvise with the new rules 

while maintaining an awareness of the whole ensemble––the directions encourage the 

improviser to use their fellow performers for “support” as they break down their former 

decoding system and endeavor a new navigation of the score.  

The solo phase addresses my interest in creating a special relationship between an 

artist and a score, in which the score gives the artist the agency to create a performance 

that is meaningful specifically to them, thus opening up creative avenues for self-

exploration and self-expression that can’t be accessed through conventionally notated 

music. The ensemble phase addresses my interest in music and performance acting as an 

engine for social discourse, as well my interest in improvisation as a type of virtuosic 

communication.   

 
Workshopping Mandala Music 
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 Compositions like Mandala Music necessitate test runs. I think only half of the 

“experimental” in “experimental music” has to do with the demands of the composition; 

the other half deals with getting the piece to work, period. I began testing Mandala 

Music’s efficacy with a group of thirteen soloists, nine of whom were New College of 

Florida students, four of whom were alumni. I wanted 1) to find out if my directions were 

clear enough to successfully guide a thorough interpretation of the mandala without 

encroaching on a performers’ creative freedom, 2) to see if my scores could actually 

function to inspire interesting and satisfying performances, and 3) to see if the group ran 

into any common problems. I included a questionnaire with each soloist’s score and set 

of instructions (see Appendix C), and the soloists’ responses informed my revisions, 

particularly of the instructions. I want to make it clear that the purpose of gathering this 

data was not to make generalizations about their responses to the graphical scores. My 

focus rested entirely on ensuring that Mandala Music was a functional composition. I 

used the questionnaire responses solely for my own edification and in discussions with 

my thesis sponsor.  

I assigned three mandala-scores among the thirteen soloists: five performed Mvt. 

I, “Stave Off” (although only three submitted responses to the questionnaire); six 

performed Mvt. V, “Have an Accident;” and two performed Mvt. IV, “Note Well.” Part 

of the questionnaire asks the soloist to describe in detail the performance method they 

devised, and I videotaped these solos as a reference for myself to better understand the 

process and product of each realization. The instructions state that any performance 

medium may be used––including non-musical ones––and I was delighted with the variety 

of instruments with which people performed. The renditions included upright bass/voice, 
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acoustic guitar, movement/voice, cello, mime, bongo drums, theater, keyboard/voice with 

lyrics, saxophone, a cappella voice, two electric bass guitars, piano, and steel drum. Time 

length of the thirteen solos ranged from under fifteen seconds to over twelve minutes. 

Some soloists manipulated and rotated the score in order to achieve their realizations––

one even traced a spiral line to the center and read it as if he were the needle on a 

turntable, using the different colors that he encountered in the groove to signify different 

pitches. Another soloist struggled with incorporating one part of a mandala-score into his 

performance, so he solved the problem by arriving at the recording session with the 

symbol traced over his face in ink. Individuals’ navigation of the scores varied widely as 

well. As mentioned before, some read in a circular pattern; others read the score left-to-

right or top-to-bottom; still others experimented with different trajectories until they 

settled on one they liked best. Some responded strongest to color; others to spatial 

structure; others to symbols they recognized. Every single process was unique, just as 

every single performance was. They were highly individual and, in my opinion, all were 

interesting. 

Some soloists reported to me that they were disappointed in their solos. They 

wished they had been able to devote more time to their interpretations, or felt their 

performance became overly constricted by their own rules, or worried they weren’t 

“creative” enough for this kind of exercise. Most soloists said the mandala-score 

intimidated them at first. I reassured them that the most important element of Mandala 

Music is the process of interpretation, not its product. My questionnaire encouraged the 

soloists to do some introspection on their self-concepts as performers, asking if their 

work with the mandala-score had altered or expanded their senses of artistry. I got the 
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impression that most soloists came away surprised that they had been able to produce 

anything at all, and the process, while challenging, had been intrinsically rewarding on a 

personal level. 

The vast variety of the solo performances signified to me that this set of 

instructions really worked. Although I would have liked to see what the soloists might 

have created after a week or more of work on one score, the reality of the situation was 

that they were all young students, interns or professionals with plenty of obligations on 

their plates aside from assisting me with my thesis project. They came to the table with 

varying levels of experience, both in their performance medium and in performance art of 

this type. Despite these circumstances, my peers all presented me with thoughtful 

readings of the mandala-scores, each of which I wholeheartedly deemed successful.  

 To continue with the workshopping process, I had to find out what would happen 

when groups of soloists got together to construct a collaborative interpretation. I was able 

to arrange two workshops with peer ensembles. The first workshop involved a quartet of 

a vocalist, a saxophonist, a pianist, and a bongo drummer. Three of the participants had 

been involved with the solo phase, and one joined the project once I’d moved on to the 

ensemble phase. All had prepared solos based on Mvt. V, “Have an Accident.” As per my 

instructions, the group convened in an hour-long session in which they worked to 

integrate their solo interpretations within an ensemble performance. The group spent 

approximately twenty-five minutes discussing their individual methods and 

brainstorming ways of making them work together; this process included two members 

practicing their “parts” together to ensure they didn’t create an undesirable amount of 

dissonance. Then the participants played through the score several times. I captured these 
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performances with a digital recorder. Throughout this workshop session I strove to 

maintain a passive observational role, answering questions the performers raised and only 

making a few suggestions when I felt the ensemble grew disoriented, or when their 

confidence in what they were doing began to falter.  

Three of the four performers had backgrounds in jazz performance, and all 

possessed experience with playing or singing in conventional music ensembles. I think 

this influenced the choices they made in structuring the group performance: they agreed 

on a general key area, meter, and tempo. They decided not to begin or end together; 

instead, they staggered their entrances and cut-offs. The saxophonist had developed the 

longest solo of the quartet, so she determined the time length of the group performance: 

she played through her solo once and cued its termination while the other performers 

looped their solos throughout. By the last run-through, the piece had begun to take on a 

definite structure as the performers gained confidence and started listening more to one 

another. However, I detected little, if any improvisation as suggested in the directions. 

The soloist with the longest solo did not alter hers at all, although she stated in her 

response to the questionnaire that she “tried to listen to the other performers and control 

the tempo more so then I did when playing alone. I especially played in sync with [the 

pianist]––I tried to emphasize accents more when he played.” Of the performance as a 

whole, she wrote, “My reflection of the performance was that its realization was a strong 

rhythmically repetitious underbelly (my part and [the bongo player]’s part), with accents 

and long chords throughout ([piano]), and improvisatory ornamentation floating on top 

([voice]).  
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The vocalist’s performance definitely changed the most from solo to ensemble 

realization; she spontaneously altered pitches and tempo to fit the both the group’s beat 

and the chordal textures created by the saxophone and piano parts. She wrote, “I found it 

challenging to stay true to my initial composition when performing with others,” citing a 

temptation to make her part “sound more pleasing” in conjunction with the other 

instruments. The other two performers repeated their solos nearly verbatim, the only 

change being the pianists’ switch from a meter in three to a meter in four to match the 

saxophonist. The looping created interesting shifts in texture, and I think with continued 

work the group could have developed a piece conducive to a public presentation. 

However, I believe the group may have focused on product over process in the 

workshop––hence the quick decisions to agree on musical elements that allow a 

conventional ensemble to play “together” (key, meter and tempo), and their hesitancy to 

expand and explore their parts through improvisation once they hit on a structure within 

which said parts all seemed to fit and function. This is not to say the first group workshop 

was unsuccessful. In their questionnaire responses, three performers expressed surprise at 

how well their individual parts worked together, even when relatively unchanged. As the 

pianist wrote, “We embraced the differences and I think that was the focus of our 

collaborative performance.” 

After this workshop I performed a major overhaul on my directions for group 

performance. I eliminated the discussion of individuals’ solo methods altogether, 

replacing them with a series of activities that would serve to familiarize the group with 

one another’s solos through performance, not verbal description. I also decided to make 

the rule brainstorming an optional exercise; by stipulating it as a mandatory process, I 
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had excluded the possibility that a group could be satisfied with the way their solos 

worked as an ensemble piece, without imposing any extra manipulation upon them. 

Appendix D is a set of DVDs documenting portions of a workshop with the JACK 

Quartet, an amazingly talented group of string musicians from New York. The 

performance of new music is a serious business for JACK. They came to the workshop 

with a solid history of working with indeterminate and graphically notated music, and 

were extremely well-equipped for collaborating in an improvisatory manner on my score. 

I sent them a copy of the final movement, “Picture This,” along with the solo directions 

and the new-and-improved group directions. This workshop marked my first opportunity 

to see a group of professionals produce solo interpretations of a score, and it was the first 

time an ensemble worked through all of the performance activities suggested in the 

directions. All of my anxiety about the group directions’ efficacy disappeared by the end 

of the workshop: the quartet tackled each performance situation with serious 

concentration and keen sensitivity to their fellow performers, and the resulting ensemble 

performance was breathtaking. Thanks to JACK, I am now fully confident that the 

extensive thought, experimentation, and revision that went into Mandala Music 

culminated in a piece that does exactly what I want it to do.    
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 
 

I suppose a concluding chapter usually acts as a capstone or summary of the 

whole body of prose preceding it. However, I prefer to treat the conclusions to my written 

works as ellipses rather than periods. Therefore, I’d like to address two questions 

regarding the future of Mandala Music.  

First, where could Mandala Music go from here? I remain deeply interested in the 

way performance art works as a social, communicative activity, and the mandala-scores 

could possibly serve as the vehicle to extend my studies in this field. As I mentioned in 

the introduction, the prototype to this project actually involved a group process by which 

individuals learned different scores and layered them on top of one another to produce 

entirely new scores. My goal for this exercise consisted of performers using their 

performance codes for the familiar material and re-stipulating their methods for parts of 

the score they’d never seen before. The re-stipulation process would be informed by what 

the performer perceived his or her performance partner(s) to be doing in real time.  

As they stand, the mandala-scores in this collection are too complex for layering. 

When superimposed on one another, the resulting image becomes such an overwhelming 

jumble that an individual’s performance methods would be confounded to the point of 

impossibility, not challenged to the point of flexibility. However, as an extension of these 

eight scores, I would be interested in developing a set of simpler scores that are 

conducive to layering. I think the collaboration invited by this kind of engagement with 

the score can produce a very intense kind of performance––one that is dominated by 

immediacy and uncertainty, which requires the performer to lock on to their fellow 

collocutor and work together in navigating the mandala-score. The improvisational 
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character of the piece would increase exponentially in this kind of work. These simplified 

could be regarded as exercises or “warm-ups” to Mandala Music, designed to develop 

connectedness between the players, which is essential for group performance.  

The second question I want to address relates to the question of performance in 

general: is Mandala Music intended for a larger audience than the performers 

themselves? The short answer: yes, possibly. To introduce the long answer, I refer to 

Thomas Turino’s distinction between two “fields” of music making: participatory music 

and presentational music. Turino defines participatory music as:  

… a special type of art in which there are only participants and potential 

participants in a face-to-face situation. This field is defined by the ethical 

priority of involving as many people as possible in the actual acts of music 

making and dance, as well as by a distinct set of values by which the 

success of a performance is significantly judged by the degree of 

participation achieved. (108-09) 

With the current set of directions, Mandala Music stands in the category of participatory 

music. I judge the success of the project by the vast range of approaches that performers 

from a wide range of artistic backgrounds have taken in interpreting the scores. I also 

deem it a success due to the amazing collaborations I have witnessed so far. The groups 

have produced exciting, even stunning performances––but the truly fascinating part for 

me has been to observe people dynamically collaborating within the process itself. 

 My directions do not specify that a group of musicians should ever take a larger 

audience into consideration when working on a mandala-score. However, by leaving this 
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aspect of its performance open-ended, I have given the performers the option to take 

Mandala Music into the presentational field. Turino writes, 

In presentational music, performers have the responsibility of interesting 

and entertaining their audience. This results in an emphasis on clearer 

textures so an audience can follow what individual performers are doing, 

as well as on planned contrasts and highlighted virtuosic solos to create 

variety and interest. (111) 

In observing groups working together, especially those groups that collaborated in more 

than one session together, it became clear to me that Mandala Music doesn’t have to stay 

behind closed doors. As the ensemble becomes increasingly familiar with each other’s 

performance codes and develops ways of combining them into a cohesive and interactive 

group performance, it may become desirable to share the fruits of their labor with an 

audience that is not limited just to those who are both performing and listening. I have 

designed Mandala Music with a focus on producing performances that are satisfying and 

self-affirming to those who play it, and I think that kind of gratification will encourage 

performers to publicly demonstrate the relationships they’ve developed with the score 

and subsequently with their playmates.  

 I find it interesting, and in the back of my mind perhaps a little bit disconcerting, 

that two of my models eventually rejected graphic notation as a mode for composition. 

Both Earle Brown and Cornelius Cardew never went back to composing in purely 

graphical notation in the same vein that produced the seminal pieces I described in my 

second chapter. I believe that this speaks not to any flaws inherent in graphical notation, 

but rather it speaks to a certain “slipperiness” inherent in graphical notation that renders it 
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exciting for a performer like me in exploring new ways of communicating with 

performance art, but frustrating for composers like them in trying to pin down their 

musical ideas. Fortunately, graphical notation did not die along with their interest in it, 

for their work and the ethos behind it has inspired a new generation of composers, too 

multitudinous to even begin to adequately cite, that keeps graphical notation alive and 

well. I am proud to join their ranks with my first composition, Mandala Music, and hope 

to continue to develop works that essentially are for performers, by a performer.   
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APPENDIX A – Mandala-scores 
Note: Mvts. I-VII are printed as freehand drafts. Digital 

renderings  of all scores will be included in the 
published thesis. 
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Movement I, “Stave Off” 
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Movement II, “Cleave” 
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Movement III, “Keep Time” 
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Movement IV, “Note Well” 
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Movement V, “Have an Accident” 
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Movement VI, “Be Dynamic” 
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Movement VII, “Articulate” 
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Movement VIII, “Picture This” 
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APPENDIX B - Directions 
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Mandala Music, Phase I.  
Solo Performance – Directions 

 
(1) Select a mandala-score and your performance medium. The title of the piece 

contains the word “music;” but if you wish, your performance need not be 
“musical” as long as you believe it to be a “performance.”  

 
(2) Your solo performance should be overall a linear one. That is, it has a definite 

start and stopping point, and in between addresses all aspects of the mandala’s 
symbols. It should not be an improvisation. 

 
(3) The decoding process is both subjective and objective. Ideally, your work with the 

mandala-score includes all of these sub-processes of absorbing and engaging the 
score: 

a. First impressions 
b. Meditation 
c. Analysis 
d. Practice/Rehearsal 

Be sure you make some decisions about the execution of your mandala-score via 
sub-processes (a) – (c) before you begin to experiment with sub-process (d). 
These decisions may of course be altered later on. 

 
(4) In an ideal realization of a mandala-score, a performer would be able to prove 

internalization and mastery of the piece in some way. For example: 
- Memorization of the mandala-score 
- Transcription of the mandala-score into determinate notation, 

e.g., traditional notation, tablature, Labanotation, verbal 
instructions 

 
(5) Do your best to keep your methods private from any other soloists who are also 

working on Mandala Music.  
If you are working within a group, you may proceed to Phase II when all 
members have finished the creation of their solos.  

 
-Some questions to ask yourself throughout-  
 
 “What does it mean to me to be a performer, from the broadest to the most 
specific terms?” 
 “How do the symbols and images of the mandala-score evoke or map onto my 
experience as a performer?” 
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Mandala Music, Phase II.  
Group Performance – Directions 

 
(1) You and at least one other performer select a mandala-score to perform. The title 

of the piece contains the word “music;” but if you wish, your performances need 
not be “musical” as long as you believe them to be a “performance.” 

 
(2) Each performer independently and privately works through Phase I, the solo 

performance. See Phase I directions.  
 

(3) Reconvene with your performance partner(s) when all have determined their way 
to perform the mandala as a solo, and explore each other’s findings.  

• Allow each soloist to perform his or her solo for the group. 
• Each soloist finds a spot in the room that provides ample personal space 

but allows all performers to see and hear one another.  
a. All performers play their solos simultaneously. 
b. While playing his or her solo, each performer may respond to the 

others’ activity, so long all performers remain faithful to the rules 
of their individual solos. The soloists may also choose to 
interpolate silence freely throughout this performance. 

• As an additional exploration of the solos, the performers may play through 
their solos again, this time incorporating an element from a performance 
partner’s solo, again while remaining as faithful as possible to the rules for 
their own solo. 

 
(4) If the ensemble wants to collaborate further, follow these steps to play the 

mandala-score. 
• Reassemble in an ensemble configuration and decide on a time-length or 

temporal structure for this performance. The group is encouraged to create 
a time frame that is longer than any individual solo, to allow for repetition. 

• Collaborate on devising a few key rules for playing the mandala, which 
the whole group will follow. 

• Read the score as you would if you were performing it alone while 
accommodating the group’s agreed method. 

• Improvise when you encounter something unfamiliar or unexpected in the 
group performance, experimenting with: 

i. The rules for performance that you devised independently. 
ii. The rules for performance that you devised collectively. 

iii. The texture, dynamics, and immediacy of the performance 
unfolding around you. 

• If the time-length of the collective performance runs longer than your 
individual performance, go back and play the mandala again, this time 
taking a new approach. You are encouraged to use your performance 
partners for support in this improvisatory exploration of the mandala. 

-A question to ask yourself throughout- “How can I use performance, both scripted 
and improvised, to communicate with others?” 
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APPENDIX C – Participant Questionnaires 
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Mandala Music, Phase I – Participant Questionnaire 
 

Name:  
Performance medium:  
Movement:  
 

I. Your experience prior to/during the decoding process 
a. What kinds of assumptions did you make about sub-processes a – c before 

working with them? Did working with sub-process d change these 
assumptions? 

b. Describe what working within each sub-process was like for you, and how 
they contributed to your realization of the score. 

c. Were the directions helpful or confusing? Was any information missing 
that would have helped to guide the process better? 

d. What difficulties did you have with your mandala-score? Did any of the 
“information” contained in the score seem unclear or contradictory? If so, 
how did you work through these obstacles? 

e. What parts of the mandala-score were the simplest to decode and why? 
f. The questions following the numbered directions are intended to be food 

for thought during the decoding process, but if you care to answer them 
here your response will be very illuminating and much appreciated. 

 
 

II. Your methods of performance 
Please describe in detail how you ultimately decoded the mandala-score in your 
performance –– how the lines, shapes and colors all came to “signify” in your 
realization of them. Treat this section as if you were instructing someone how to 
play the mandala-score “your way.” 
 

III. The performance itself 
Describe the experience of finally performing the mandala-score for an audience 
(myself and the video camera). I’d also like to know: 

- Did any of your thinking about the score or your realization 
thereof change? 

- As the performer, what’s your relationship to the composer in the 
case of a piece such as this? 

- How do you feel now about your self-concept of being a 
performer? 
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Mandala Music, Phase II – Participant Questionnaire 
 

Name:  
Performance medium:  
Movement:  
 
I. Your experience prior to/during the collaboration process 

b. What kinds of assumptions did you make about collaborating with other 
performers before working with them? Did working the group change 
these assumptions? 

c. Describe what working within the group was like for you. 
d. Were the directions helpful or confusing? Was any information missing 

that would have helped to guide the process better? 
e. What difficulties did you have within the group? How did you collectively 

work through these obstacles? 
f. The questions following the numbered directions are intended to be food 

for thought during the decoding process, but if you care to answer them 
here your response will be very illuminating and much appreciated. 

 
 
II. Your methods of performance 

Please describe in detail the “key aspects” that the group used to decode the 
mandala-score in your performance. Treat this section as if you were instructing 
someone how to play the mandala-score like your group did. 
 

III. The performance itself 
Describe the experience of finally performing the mandala-score in a group. I’d 
also like to know: 

 Did any of your thinking about the score or its realization, 
individually and collectively, change? 

 Were you able to play through the mandala more than 
once?  

- If so, what new approach(es) did you take? 
- Did you “use your performance partner(s) for 

support?” If so, please elaborate on how they 
facilitated your new exploration. 

 As the performer, what’s your relationship to the composer 
in the case of a piece such as this? 

 How do you feel now about your self-concept of being a 
performer? 
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APPENDIX D – Workshop Footage (DVD) 
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