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jazz and pop. Here, the saxophone clearly stands for jazz while the oud represents the 
eastern styles, as Azar puts it (interview, September 9, 2022). The solos are accompanied 
by bass and percussion (in this case, darbuka), and they almost sound like a jazz trio 
with a solo instrument, bass, and drums. 

His piece Anater (see Bridges Kammerorchester 2021) – Azar uses the title as an 
expression for arches as a structure, reminiscent of the architecture from his homeland 
– works in a very similar way. Here, too, the aim was to juxtapose and fuse what he 
associates with “Western” and “Eastern” music – in this case combining microtonal5 
maqamat with classical symphonic elements that remind him of the music of Gustav 
Mahler (interview, September 9, 2022): for example, the theme played by the horn at 
the beginning of the piece, which is accompanied in a march-like manner by a poly-
phonic string section (see Figure 8). 

The world of “Eastern” music slowly creeps into the classical orchestral movement 
with the oud entering a descending phrase played by the strings, adding a microtonal 
note. In the following bars, the other instruments that Azar names “Oriental Instru-
ments” in the score, which were left out of the “classical” introduction, can be heard for 
the first time (see Figure 9). 

The tempo now increases and the riq begins, while the strings, oud, and kanun play 
an ascending motif (see Figure 10), which is introduced in the following bars by various 

 
5 Author’s terminology. In this context, the composers and musicians of the orchestra most com-
monly refer to “quarter tones.” However, since this term is ambiguous when applied to certain 
microtonal steps in maqamat – which in fact involve three-quarter tones – the more general 
term “microtones” is used here. 

Figure 8. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bars 1–5 (unpublished score, with kind  
permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved). 



18  Hutzler – Using and Transcending Belonging 

maqamat: Sikah is followed by Nahawand, Hijaz, and Bayat (interview, September 9, 
2022). The composer incorporates microtonal structures from these scales into his 
piece, notating them, for example, as quarter tones (see Figures 9 and 10). This makes 
the change in musical character clearly audible, establishing a new sound world – how-
ever, it also proves to be a controversial issue in ensemble work. On the one hand, mu-
sicians who are not familiar with microtonal playing cannot simply perform it to the 
satisfaction of those whose musical socialisation it belongs to. Some of the composing 
musicians even consciously refrain from using microtonal scales in their pieces. On the 

Figure 9. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bars 16–19 (unpublished score, with kind  
permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved). 

Figure 10. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bars 20–21 (unpublished score, with kind  
permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved). 



Music & Minorities Volume 5 (2026) 19 

other hand, there is disagreement about the musical contexts in which microtonal 
structures “may” be used – especially when, as described, the composer is not socialised 
in a musical tradition that includes them. 

A section towards the end of the piece shows that Azar takes an almost literal ap-
proach to the representation of vernacular music by presenting different styles of what 
he describes as vibrato, but which appear more as ornamentations (in quavers and 
semiquavers) connected to certain regions (see Figures 11 and 12): 

For example [hums alternating notes from the violins in bar 48], it was an attempt with 
the vibrato, we use different vibrato in the Turkish area, the Arabic area, or the Persian 
area, and slow vibrato [hums the same bars including the glissando notes] – I tried it 
like this with the strings. (Interview, September 9, 2022)  

Over the course of the piece, Azar also incorporates a melody inspired by an Egyptian 
folk tune, which picks up on a rhythm that he clearly localises as Turkish as well (see 
Figure 13, interview, September 9, 2022). 

Figure 11. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bar 48 (unpublished score, with kind  
permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved). 

Figure 12. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bars 57–56 (unpublished score, with kind  
permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved). 
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In summary, Azar says that the ensemble’s instrumentation already evokes what 
he partly aims to represent with scales, rhythms, and playing styles that he assigns to 
specific regions, as well as with quasi-quotations that can in fact be attributed to specific 
regions (interview, September 9, 2022). Thus, juxtaposition and connection become his 
musical language. The freedom to move between these musical worlds within a single 
piece is an important resource for Azar for developing his compositional language in 
this transcultural context, while also bringing together the different musics that influ-
ence him – even if these involve different traditions. However, the pieces, and the ad-
herence to the East-West dichotomy they embody, also show that the boundaries be-
tween these dimensions are not dissolved by freely crossing them. Still, they are no 
longer relevant as obstacles, since they do not prevent musical elements from being 
used at all – they even function as an interesting element. Playing with them functions 
as an aesthetic feature of the composition. 

Figure 13. Anater, Rabie Azar, excerpt from bar 87, rhythm homophonic in all voices  
(unpublished score, with kind permission by Rabie Azar, all rights reserved. 
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Conclusion 
The fact that the artistic profile of the Bridges Kammerorchester involves a mixture of 
musical traditions does not automatically mean that it has the potential to dissolve ex-
isting boundaries between these traditions and the associated expectations (Parzer and 
Mijić 2024: 51; Gaupp 2021: 49). They still exist and are actually part of the artistic self-
image: the blending of music traditions presupposes their previous separation. Music 
remains present as ethnically or nationally marked, relevant for individuals and 
shaped by the composers’ cultural heritage. This is also evident in other parts of the 
repertoire where the reproduction of musical elements that can historically be assigned 
to certain regions is a frequently used narrative. Examples of these elements are 
rhythms, time signatures, scales, instruments, or characteristic playing styles, such as 
vibratos or improvisational forms, as well as musical forms or quotations from entire 
folk melodies or other compositions. This also includes the dichotomy of West and East, 
which is not only used by Azar as a musical narrative, whereby the meaning of West 
and East differs depending on the composer and the piece. Through the cultural label-
ling of musical elements or – even more so – of one’s own person, as for example a 
Columbian composer, some essentialising discourses remain present and are recon-
structed by the musicians’ practices, tying ethnically marked traditions to their practice 
and identity. Rather than relying on a model of unequal encounters between fixed mu-
sical cultures, the focus has shifted to individual engagement within dynamic and in-
creasingly complex global circulations of music. This perspective aligns with the trans-
cultural premise, as for example adopted by Bridges, and emphasises the fluid and per-
formative nature of identities. Nevertheless, claims of belonging and emplacement con-
tinue to shape musicians’ conceptions of musical traditions (Wood and Harris 2018: 9). 
At the same time, the ensemble creates a space where conflicts about what is “right” 
and “wrong” in the use of connotative musical elements can be negotiated and resolved 
not only on a technical, but also on a personal level. This frees the composers from the 
expectations connected to musical traditions and cultures as a distinguishing feature. 
Compositions such as Azar’s show that the reduction of the determining effect of cul-
tural boundaries – even if those remain as such – presents itself as an artistic resource 
in terms of the use, recontextualisation, and modification of musical elements of the 
respective musical traditions. Musicians of Bridges simultaneously hold on to their mu-
sical socialisations and cultural heritage, which are also associated with feelings of nos-
talgia and longing, while enjoying the freedom of not remaining within the boundaries 
of their respective genres and styles – a simultaneity or contradiction that might not 
work in other parts of their lives but that does so in their artistic identities. 

This freedom is not only an artistic resource for the musicians of Bridges, but also a 
social one. Those musicians with migrant biographies feel that the categorisation along 
the lines of ethnic labels by politics and the media, from which they suffer in everyday 
situations in the form of marginalisation, give way to a sense of belonging to the ensem-
ble: the feeling of being part of a community arises among its members. Unlike other 
symphonic orchestras, which often bring people from different cultural backgrounds 
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together as well, this connection happens not only on a superficial level, but on a deeper 
musical one. The negotiation processes described above, regarding musical elements 
within a tradition and the musical crossing of cultural boundaries, mean that the de-
centralisation of categories shaped by cultural heritage can happen more deeply and 
sustainably (De Martini Ugolotti 2022: 102). For example, the musicians might develop 
a sharper sensitivity to how their colleagues feel about their musical traditions – or, 
conversely, gain more confidence in engaging with those traditions respectfully when 
creating new, transcultural compositions. While in other areas of life – and reality 
shows that art and culture are no exception – marginalisation deters or prevents mi-
grant musicians from participating, playing in an ensemble like Bridges offers a partic-
ipatory experience and, with that, a place to belong – not only musically but also emo-
tionally. Musicians with a migratory background value the fact that, unlike in everyday 
life, questions of “where someone comes from” are framed positively rather than criti-
cally or negatively. What often carries a negative connotation in a broader societal con-
text becomes, within this artistic setting, a source of positive energy and creative free-
dom. One musician summarises this: “Everyone always asks in every conversation: 
‘Hello, how are you? Where are you from?’ Immediately. But here at Bridges, you don’t 
need to ask that” (Interviewee 3, interview, November 4, 2021). The musicians also de-
scribe the feeling of being an important part of something bigger, as Rosales mentions: 
“And then I feel that I am a part of. . . wait, what is it called in German. . . [types some-
thing into the translator] – puzzle!” (interview, October 29, 2021). Compared with eve-
ryday life, at Bridges, being a migrant does not become the subject of a constant legiti-
misation process, but rather of artistic work. 

What we see in the musical practice of this ensemble, then, is the creation of a space 
that provides musicians with a migration biography with agency to create their own 
(musical) narratives and modes of presentation. Here, we encounter the wish to present 
one’s homeland, but also to create new musical worlds by bridging different musical 
fields. The musicians are mostly situated within certain traditions and seek to use this 
as a resource, but also aim to discover other musical expertise they have or they might 
encounter in this transcultural environment, such as art music traditions or jazz. As 
such, working in this ensemble also provides the possibility to be just a musician, and 
not a migrant (Brunner 2022; Parzer 2020). In a way, Bridges creates a space in which 
the duality between belonging shaped by cultural heritage, also in music, while not be-
ing forced to perform it, is possible. This requires musicians navigating new artistic en-
vironments. 

For those musicians with a migration background, living this duality also means a 
simultaneity of feelings of belonging to two – or more – realities of life: the one(s) they 
experienced in their country of origin and the one(s) they deal with now, in Germany. 
In the words of DeNora: musical practice becomes a form of “introjection” – a presen-
tation of the self to oneself – reflecting the capacity to summon and sustain a coherent 
image of “who one knows one is” (2000: 62–63). Being part of Bridges resonates with the 
idea that who one is is shaped by multiple sources – including one’s migration biography 
as well as the various roles that migrants (have to) adopt in Germany. In this way, the 
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orchestra becomes a space not only for negotiating different forms of belonging, but 
also for challenging them, through their staging of consciously transcultural musical 
works and externally imposed identities such as “migrant” in reaction to experienced 
politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006). But this is not the end of the story: Related 
power structures, which are attempted to be dissolved on an artistic level through the 
greatest possible participation of all musicians concerning the creation and the devel-
opment of the repertoire, are reproduced, for example, in the hierarchies of the orches-
tra management and the administrative team, in which no migrants were represented 
at the time of data collection. Particularly in the initial stages, projects such as Bridges 
involve complex dynamics and power relations, where apparent musical reciprocity 
often masks unequal expectations and interactions among participants (Wood and Har-
ris 2018: 13). Viewers of the cited videos will have noticed that Bridges follows a con-
ventional orchestral setup, even though it brings together musicians trained in musical 
traditions not all of which rely on written notation and role assignments like those in a 
Western European orchestra – which are often fixed rather than flexible. This setup 
itself signals a hierarchy of power. There is a conductor, and the musicians perform 
from written scores. Translating a musical style from its memorised or improvised form 
into notation can be said to compromise the integrity of the tradition (Bayley 2017: 103) 
and create a power imbalance between musical forms that are orally transmitted or 
shaped by improvisation and ornamentation and those in notated form. The fact that 
Bridges requires all musicians to learn new material through notation does not appear 
to create significant conflict, likely because many of the musicians trained in vernacular 
music traditions from their own cultural contexts have also received training in West-
ern classical music (e.g. Interviewee 4, interview, September 24, 2021; Bayley and Du-
tiro 2016: 397).  

This also pertains to working with a conductor. While working on a Mongolian Long 
Song6 proposed by Enkhtuya Jambaldorj for the repertoire, in which she performed 
both as vocalist and soloist on the horsehead fiddle, tension became evident that arises 
when a musical form defined by rich ornamentation and a free compositional structure 
is adapted to a setting led by a classical conductor: 

At first, I didn’t understand it myself; the conductor often said, “You have to stay on the 
beat, Tuya, the beat.” But I had always sung this song freely, accompanying myself on 
the horsehead fiddle. Suddenly, with the orchestra, I had to stick to a fixed beat. And I 
also always had to watch the conductor, right? He kept telling me that. (Interview, July 6, 
2021) 

Within Bridges, the extensive involvement of orchestra members in the creation of the 
repertoire helps to mediate this discrepancy. Jambaldorj, for example, recalls that the 

 
6 The Urtiin duu (“long song”) is a highly esteemed ritual genre in Mongolia, performed at major 
social and ceremonial occasions such as weddings, births, house inaugurations, and the naadam 
festivities of nomadic communities. Characterised by extensive ornamentation, falsetto, a very 
wide vocal range, and a flexible, non-metered structure, it is deeply rooted in the traditions of 
Mongolian nomadic culture (UNESCO n.d.).  
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situation with the Long Song was resolved by giving her the space to explain the form 
to her colleagues and the conductor, making clear what was important (to her). As a 
result, the orchestra came to understand its primary role as accompaniment, and the 
conductor followed the vocal line in conducting. This almost chamber-music-like ap-
proach challenges the musical director to adapt their role to the context. Bar Avni, one 
of the guest conductors who had worked regularly with the orchestra, describes a “spe-
cial dynamic” at Bridges. Everyone felt free, at any moment – for example, during re-
hearsals – to speak up and offer comments (interview, October 30, 2021). 

The musicians, as an ensemble, thus possess a certain self-confidence in shaping the 
pieces they perform – a confidence likely reinforced by the fact that many works origi-
nate from the musicians themselves. The dual role of musician-composer constitutes a 
central participatory element within the ensemble and an important component of 
Bridges’ “transcultural” identity. This is further reflected in the increasingly prominent 
role of composition in the ensemble’s external communications and organisational 
structures. In addition to composition workshops, in which orchestra members present 
their own works, analyse compositions by others, or discuss the specific instrumenta-
tion of a piece in relation to Bridges’ unique setup, the ensemble has, for several 
months, also referred to itself as “the composing orchestra” – a claim that features 
prominently in many of its marketing texts (Bridges Kammerorchester n.d.). More re-
cently, the ensemble has emphasised collective composition, involving the collaborative 
creation of musical works by multiple orchestra members. This rather experimental 
and improvisatory approach to collective composition also serves as a bridge in ad-
dressing the discrepancy between non-Western and Western European musical tradi-
tions (Balosso-Bardin 2018: 100), as described above, particularly with regard to free-
dom of form, modes of transmission, and the fixation of musical material (Bayley 2017: 
100). This approach also creates room for a “shared groove,” which Harris (2018: 53) 
describes as an embodied musical connection between musicians – and as a vehicle for 
transcending (cultural) boundaries. In this way, Bridges becomes a space in which the 
ideal of a shared space that facilitates such transcendence, while offering musicians the 
opportunity to experience themselves in relation to others, can be temporarily enacted, 
or at least imagined (Harris 2018: 54). For Bridges, this represents a continuation of the 
concept of transculturality. The collective compositional process, involving participants 
socialised in different musical traditions, inherently entails a search for intersections, 
commonalities, and points of connection between these traditions – an approach that 
aligns with the inclusive understanding of culture proposed by Welsch (1997: 75).  

In summary, it can be said that for migrant musicians in the Bridges Kammeror-
chester, playing and representing music from their countries of origin compositionally 
can evoke a strong sense of emotional rootedness. Yet, the relationship to this music is 
not static – it shifts and expands, as musicians engage in new artistic and social envi-
ronments, recreating feelings of belonging shaped by cultural heritage as well as nos-
talgia, while connecting and blending different musical attachments, thus transcending 
cultural boundaries. These boundaries are not dissolved but remain intact or are even 
reinforced, for example through the reproduction of narratives such as the East-West 
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dichotomy or the adherence to a specific regional allocation of musical elements. At the 
same time, however, they are decentralised, as their divisive function is relativised, 
since moving across them freely in their musical practice is part of the fundamental 
artistic self-image of Bridges. A central tension emerges between musical adherence to 
a culturally shaped identity and the freedom to move between ethnically marked mu-
sical worlds. On the one hand, reclaiming musical traditions can be an empowering act 
of identity affirmation in the context of migration. On the other hand, this same process 
may challenge essentialist views of ethnicity. The result is a dynamic process of musical 
and social re-localisation, producing musical works that follow these negotiations 
through a new embedding, alteration, and combination of musical styles. 
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