
Any part of a musical work is indeterminate if it is chosen by 
chance, or if its performance is not precisely specified.  The 
former case is called “indeterminacy of composition;” the latter 
is called “indeterminacy of performance." 
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COBRA is an unpublished but recorded and frequently per-
formed musical composition, or game piece, by JOHN ZORN that 
was conceived as a system with very detailed rules but with no 
pre-conceived sequence of events for a group of musical 
improvisers and a prompter.  Zorn completed COBRA on Octo-
ber 9, 1984.  The composition consists of a set of cues notated 
on cards, and rules corresponding to the cues that direct the 
players what to do.  The number of players, instrumentation, 
and length of the piece is indeterminate.  Because there is no 
traditional musical notation and the players improvise, the 
piece may sound radically different from performance to per-
formance. 
 
 
  
Cobra Notes  
Bearing some relationship to a "capture-the-flag" kid's game, 
John Zorn boiled down a lot of improvisational strategies and 



organized them in arrays of systems that could easily be cued 
with simple gestures.  There is not a conductor, per se, but a 
prompter, who recognizes calls made by members of the 
ensemble.  The prompter then holds up the corresponding, 
color-coded cue card for that operation, so all the ensemble can 
see and prepare, then gives the downbeat for it to occur.  The 
score lists the action for that card, and the hand signal the 
ensemble member must give to request it.  It's up to the mem-
bers of the ensemble to shape and guide the piece, and the 
competing strategies give each reading a unique form.  A typi-
cal "Cobra" lasts anywhere from one to fifteen minutes with 
several "Cobras" making up a performance. 
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