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Three 
for three performers 
by: Philip Schuessler 

 
 Three is to be performed by three musicians on three instruments.  The 
instruments may be of any type and may or may not be pitch oriented. Duplicate or 
triplicate instruments may be used.  All three performers should be, at the very least, 
moderately skilled at performing on all three of the instruments. 
 The formal design of the piece consists of a recurring cycle that is divided into 
three parts: 

ONE CYCLE 
!"# 

FREEFORM ® RHYTHMIC LOCK-IN ®INSTRUMENT ROTATION 
 
 
 
PART I: FREEFORM (duration: ca. 3”) 
The first portion of the cycle should be a free, improvisatory dialogue among the three 
instruments.  The improvisation should have no limitations except that the players should 
perform only on their initially designated instrument.   
 
PART II: LOCK-IN (duration: ca. 2”) 
The next section of the cycle begins as one of the three performers (player one) begins to 
repeat any one of the four rhythmic/pitch patterns provided for his or her instrument (the 
rhythmic/pitch patterns may be transposed to fit the needs of any given instrument).  The 
other two performers should continue to improvise.  After the first performer has 
established his or her repeated pattern, a second performer (player two) should segue 
from improvisation to repeating any one of the four rhythmic/pitch patterns designated 
for his or her instrument.  The third performer should continue to improvise as the first 
two performers maintain their different pattern repetition.  After the second player has 
established his or her repetition, the third performer should begin to repeat any of the four 
rhythmic/pitch patterns from which he or she has to choose.  As the third player 
establishes his or her repeated pattern, all three musicians should continue to repeat their 
patterns until the next section of the piece.  The order of which players shall proceed first, 
second, and last in the “lock-in” procedure should be established before the piece begins.  
The tempo for the rhythmic/pitch patterns should be established by player one and 
adhered to by players two and three. 
 
PART III: ROTATION (duration: ca. 1”) 
Once all three performers have locked into their individual rhythmic/pitch patterns, the 
last section of the cycle begins as the first performer discontinues playing his or her 
continuous pattern.  The player should then step away from the instrument on which they 
have been playing (this may entail placing the instrument temporarily on a stand or rack). 
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He or she should then proceed to their clockwise neighbor (player two) who, in turn, 
steps away from their instrument (the neighbor may either hand the player his or her 
instrument, or they may place the instrument on a stand or rack from which the player 
may pick up the instrument).  Player one should begin to improvise on the new 
instrument as player two moves towards their clockwise neighbor (player three).  As 
player two approaches, player three should step away from their instrument in the same 
fashion as the other two players.  Player two should begin to improvise on the new 
instrument as player three approaches player one’s initial instrument.  The section ends as 
all three performers are improvising freely on the instruments to which they have rotated 
in a clockwise direction.   
 

This cycle of performance should be repeated until all three players have returned 
to their initial instruments to perform one final freeform improvisation and one final 
rhythmic/pitch pattern lock-in.  Thus, three complete cycles should be executed before 
engaging in the final improvisation: 
 

CYCLE1 ® CYCLE2 ® CYCLE3 ® FINAL FREEFORM ® FINAL LOCK-IN 
 
 
FINAL FREEFORM (duration ca. 2”) 
The final improvisation should be a freeform, improvisatory dialogue just like the 
previous freeform sections.  Players should remain on the instrument with which they 
first began the piece. 
 
FINAL LOCK-IN (duration ca. 2-3”) 
Player one should begin to repeat a rhythmic/pitch pattern of his or her choice to begin 
the final lock-in procedure.  The other two players should follow suit in the same manner 
as before until all players have segued from improvising to repeating one of the patterns 
provided in the score for the instrument on which they are playing.  After approximately 
two minutes, player one shall discontinue playing.  After player one has established that 
he or she has dropped out of the performance, player two shall do likewise.  After player 
two has established that he or she has dropped out of the performance, player three shall 
discontinue playing as well.  The time between which any two players cease playing is 
subjective and left to the discretion of the performers.  The piece ends when all three 
players have stopped playing. 
 
 
 Transitions between sections of a cycle or cycles of the piece should be smooth 
and seamless.  At any given moment in the piece, at least one of the three performers 
should be performing on an instrument.  Segues between sections or cycles should be 
overlapping and gradual.  

Throughout the piece, enough time should exist between any change in events so 
as to establish the events as separate, independent, and distinguishable from one another. 

Musical scores should remain on stands in front of the instruments and should not 
be carried with the players as they move from instrument to instrument. 
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 Three 
Performance notes for lock-in sections 

 
• q= ca. 60 – 72 for all patterns.   

• Dynamics are not specified and should be left to the discretion the performers. 
 
• Patterns should be repeated as many times as necessary to complete any given lock-in 

section in the piece.  
 
• Patterns may be transposed to fit the range of any instrument. 
 
• Performers may choose to perform any of the patterns specified for their present instrument.  

No order for the patterns is specified.  The different performers may repeat any or none of the 
examples.    

 
• The vertical element of the staff in the option for non-pitched instruments should be regarded 

as contour for non-pitched instruments of varying size or gradation (i.e. wood blocks, tom-
toms, etc.).  The contours should be used as a guideline and not necessarily adhered to 
strictly.  Rhythm, however, should remain true to what is specified.  

 
• Musical scores should remain on stands in front of the instruments and should not be carried 

with the players as they move from instrument to instrument.  Any specific lock-in pattern 
part should remain associated with one of the three specific instruments.  

 








