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Abstract

Context Responsive: Intersections of Design and Improvised Music Practice

This thesis explores the practice of improvised music beyond its function as an
experimental approach to music making. To date, little research has examined the specific
nature of the creative music process in contemporary improvisation and its relational

dimensions to audiences, time and space.

Through an analysis of music and interviews with performers and curators, the thesis theorises
performance and social contexts as key compositional tools in practice. It identifies the ways in
which a trans-local (Bennett and Petersen, 2004) improvised music scene disturbs increasingly

codified and stabilised modes of presentation.

The thesis traces and shares examples of the way the artform has evolved via
consciously context-responsive strategies across the trans-local scene over the last two
decades. It proposes new models for understanding collaborative and iterative practice, drawn
from progressive design scholarship, and presents two “key concepts - ‘Contextual Variables’
and the ‘Context Responsive Improvised Music Practice Cycle’ - to better understand the
processes that are embedded within improvised music. The resulting investigation leads to new

knowledge around forms of engagement, listening and collaborative authorship.

The thesis argues that context-responsive improvised music practice promotes and
‘futures’ a more interconnected set of artistic and community actors, by encouraging us to
engage creatively with dissonance and to respond to uncertainty for what it teaches us about

collaborative processes overall, rather than focusing solely on solving performance ‘problems.’
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Introduction

Improvised music takes the materials of existence—knowing, community and
instruments—and reshapes the possible relations they have with each other.
Improvisation is the site at which possibility and potential are made real in an
exemplary gesture of making.

—Daniel Fischlin, and Ajay Heble, The Other Side of Nowhere: Jazz,
Improvisation, and Communities in Dialogue

It’s a humid Saturday afternoon and the third of a four-day-long annual festival of
experimental music in Sydney — the NOW now. You enter the Marrickville Bowling Club,
one of several venues for the event. To your right you hear beer after beer being pulled from
taps, glasses clinking. There is a din of indoor sounds mixing with outdoor conversation and
outbursts of laughter, sizzling hisses from the kitchen, all overlaid by the incessant digital
melodies of the poker machines with coins dropping onto coins, and the occasional spitting
chain of 20 cent pieces clanging back out onto the metal tray. A plane descends low overhead
coming in to land, and as the roar of the jet engines recede you look around for the band.
You notice an audience moving about the space, some of whom are arranged in
concentration around a quartet of performers improvising on the stage over to your left, with
four more people at the foot of the stage producing some kind of noise you find a little
difficult to make out. Listening closer, you can’t quite discern what they are playing as an
additional layer in the space. The group is improvising with homemade digital instruments,
metal bowls, bags of coins, radios, and toy musical instruments. The composition they are
playing is called Odds & Influence.! This composition specifies that the performers
improvise for 20 minutes with the existing sound textures in the space—to play both with

and around them, highlighting, amplifying, mimicking and masking them, challenging and

! Composed by the author (Clare Cooper) specifically for this venue and time of day, and performed on January
13, 2014. In addition to Cooper, the other improvisers were Rishin Singh, Kusum Normoyle, Sam Pettigrew,
Daniel Green, Jean-Philippe Gross, Luke Callaghan and Matt Earle.
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altering the way they would otherwise improvise, and the way that those gathered would

otherwise engage with the sounds in and of the situation.?

Improvised music is not simply an experimental approach to music making. It is a practice
that argues for us (audiences and players alike) to listen openly, to trust one another, to
decentre individual authorship, to dissolve dominant hierarchies and individual legacies, to
engage creatively with dissonance, to respond to uncertainty for what it teaches us without
the primary drive to solve a problem, and to see obstacles as reasons to come together—
becoming more equipped to “stay with the trouble” (Haraway 2016). In these ways, the
performance of improvised music promotes and futures a more interconnected and
empathetic society.

Improvisation can be understood at the meta-level of musical practice, where process
is given preference over content; effort and intent over outcome. This is the critical anchor of
the experimental nature of the practice. The performer is part of a complex system that
involves audience, community, and a dynamic context. These elements are as vital to the
musical outcomes of improvised music as the ability to play an instrument or to realise a
score. To view, assess or appreciate the ‘pieces’ or performances in isolation would deny
these vital active components.

Over the last four decades, two key factors have obscured the radical social
propositions and expanded listening practices promoted by improvised music performance.
The first of these is the tendency—by music reviewers and scholars—to assess singular

pieces of music through traditional musicological language and mainstream metrics. Such an

2 Author’s field notes.
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approach does not take into account the significant evolving set of questions posed through
the music and its community over time. The second factor obscuring the radical propositions
of the music is a tendency—by organisers and the musicians themselves— to overlook
context as a key compositional tool in the music, resulting in codified modes of performance
styles, spaces, promotion and distribution.

This thesis is an attempt to respond to these obscurities and subsequent lacunae, to
create new analytical tools and carve out a specific approach that gives weight to the
contextual elements at play, and by doing so, examine the shared terrain between context

responsive improvised music and design practices. The core research questions are:

1) What do improvising musicians articulate as the key elements of their practice, and how
do these elements emphasise a community of practitioners and context-responsive
performance while challenging conventional approaches to traditional musical idioms and

languages?

2) How does a deeper understanding of context-responsive improvised music reflect and

inspire new forms of engagement, listening and interaction not only in the music of

practitioners but also in communal interactions beyond the music world?

3) What conceptual tools best allow us to understand how this practice operates?

4) In what ways can the theoretical frameworks for improvised music practice be enhanced

through the adoption of theoretical models of emerging design practice?
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This thesis takes cues from international practitioner-theorists for an expanded
appreciation of the practice of improvised music as an open system—as a set of assemblages,
as an ecosystem, as ill defined (as impossible to define, as beyond definition)—and reaches
into design scholarship for an array of constructively critical creative models of co-creation.
The research aims to contribute to understanding a practice and celebrating an approach,
without creating categories of behaviour, or attempting to enforce or reinforce definitions.
Similarly, it encourages a greater appreciation of a practice (respect, even) without
reinforcing unhelpful institutional hierarchies.

To fully grasp and appreciate the radical propositions and practices at the heart of a
context-responsive improvised music, new language, new frames, and a more context-
conscious approach to the presentation and promotion of the music is required if it is to be
better understood and appreciated. To this end, this thesis maps the dynamic contextual
elements at play, and presents a graphic model that encourages those involved (as listeners,
organisers and performers) to pursue a more context-conscious approach to the music.

This thesis spans musicology, cultural studies, performance studies and design
studies. The variety of scholarly perspectives and frameworks I have drawn from have
allowed me to zoom out from my experience as a performer, organiser, and designer over the
last two decades, to view the community and system as a whole and to observe cultural
patterns, curatorial trends and contextual tendencies from several angles. This has also
enabled me to identify common principles and organisational practices across a variety of
local communities with similar creative challenges and varying levels of resources, attention,
scholarship and institutional support.

Every musical performance (regardless of genre) is informed and shaped by the
context in which it is delivered: no two performances are exactly alike, just as no two

contexts are exactly alike. A defining feature of a freely improvised performance is the
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porous nature of the artist/audience/context relationship, and the performer’s ability to
respond, in real time, to unexpected events or shifts in that context. Using data collected via
observation, interviews and participation, this thesis argues that context, whether engaged
with consciously or unconsciously, is a compositional tool in all improvised music
performance. Furthermore, this thesis will demonstrate that major differences in musical and
listening experiences emerge when practitioners engage in a consciously context-responsive
practice.

Firstly, it is necessary to clarify the often-slippery terminology used in the discourse
around the performance of improvised music. I will do this below by mapping the salient
features of the practice and tracing the historical discourse—from the inception of non-
idiomatic freely improvised music (hereafter NIFIM) in the 1970s through to 2019. This is
not a push for a greater categorisation of styles, but rather to acknowledge the co-existence of
multiple forms of improvisational practice within a Western Art music context. Some of
these styles operate with an increasingly codified set of parameters (what I refer to in the
research as the genre of Improv), and others are consciously engaging context as a
compositional tool so as to increase the opportunities to creatively respond to uncertainty in

real-time (context-responsive improvised music, hereafter CRIM).

Clarifying key terms

The terminology commonly associated with improvised music practice, as well as with other
musical genres and styles that use improvisation in different ways, is frequently confusing.
Consequently, a number of key terms are worth clarifying here at the outset of the thesis.
These definitions will also help to clarify the many apparent synonyms that appear liberally

in quotes from a range of sources. More specific terms related to histories of practice will be
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introduced in Chapter 2. I have also included a graphic representation (figure 1) of how the
following key terms interrelate, highlighting the historical dimensions of distinct approaches
that are associated with certain time periods, and often emerged as a reaction to the

proliferation or popularisation of other musics or movements.

Improvisation® This term refers to the practice as applied to a broad range of idioms and
genres, most often contemporary Jazz. Improvisation is the core practice within Improv and
context-responsive improvised music performance but as a term it is not, and does not define,

a genre of music in and of itself.

Improvised music In my experience, this is the preferred term used to describe the practice
to those outside or unfamiliar with it. Terms such as ‘improv’, ‘spontaneous music’,
‘spontaneous composition’ are used interchangeably by practitioners to describe music which

is core to a NIFIM practice.

Non-Idiomatic Freely Improvised Music (NIFIM) (Circa 1970s-1990s) This is a term
coined by British improvising musician Derek Bailey in the 1970s (Bailey 1992) and
established by the first wave of practitioners who were consciously avoiding idiomatic styles
of improvisation. Although some practitioners still regard their practice using this term (or
‘Free Improv’ for short), it could be argued that it became a genre in itself, defined both

historically (over 40 years of practice) and by its clear differentiation from other idioms

3 In its broadest definition improvisation is understood to be music that has not been composed prior to playing.

6
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where improvisation was a feature rather than the core ingredient, for example musical
identifiable traditions such as jazz, Spanish flamenco, Indian raga, or a guitar solo in
rock’n’roll, within which improvising is a feature and required skill of the music.

For the purposes of this thesis, I refer to this first wave of practice of non-idiomatic

freely improvised music as NIFIM.

Improv (circa 2000s to current) may best be understood as a music genre that grew out of
NIFIM.* After three decades of NIFIM, performance, presentation and listening practices
became (somewhat paradoxically) codified. Performers and organisers have been
establishing reliable devices that mitigate risk, along with a tendency toward stabilising
contexts, which has resulted in homogenous sonic and social outcomes. This has given rise to
not only the Improv genre, but a range of subgenres. The stabilised modes, styles and tropes
that have formed the Improv genre and subgenres (e.g.: reductionism and noise) are

described and critiqued in this thesis.

Context-Responsive Improvised Music (CRIM) This is a neologism I have coined for the
purposes of this doctoral research project. CRIM practitioners include improvisers and
organisers consciously engaging with context as a core compositional tool. Many CRIM
practitioners do this as a direct reaction to the tendency for codification in the Improv genre

described above.

* The term inprov is also commonly used by improvising actors, comedians and other performers.
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The Improv Scene This refers to those performing and supporting improvised music and
its culture through organising events, attending concerts and producing or buying recordings.
In this thesis, I refer to both local and translocal improv scenes, drawing on the work of Andy
Bennett and Richard Petersen (Bennett 2004). This international translocal scene is
constantly cross-pollinated by practices, characters and approaches via a consistent
international flow of nomadic players from community to community. ‘Scene’ in this thesis
is frequently used to refer to the translocal, international Improv scene. I refer to community
when articulating something specific to a geographic location (e.g.: Berlin or Sydney). When
musicians engage in international touring of these local communities, as with other styles of

music, this is often referred to as a ‘circuit’.

Practice This term is understood in this thesis as a set of consistent approaches that
manifest themselves as an identifiable set of actions or activities, “configurations of cohesive
activities that establish coordinated and collaborative relationships among the members of a
community” (Zembylas 2014, 1). The term ‘practice’ suggests more than a single intent, as it
can be driven by diverse motives. It implies action and engages human agency within social
structures. Practice both defines and sits within a complex system of creation. Artists

commonly use this term to describe their field of work, or what they do—their practice.

Praxis The concept of praxis is relevant to this study, as it concerns a creative practice that is
research-based, and inquiry-driven as opposed to a product-driven practice. When
improvising, the practice is the research. In the practice of improvised music, praxis
comprises the combination of reflection and action from private research through to public
performance. In each stage action is taken, impacts of the action are considered, revisions

and alterations are implemented. Reflection and planning occurs at each stage in this cycle.
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Experimental This term is used in this thesis in the way John Cage defines it: “the word
‘experimental’ is apt, providing it is understood not as descriptive of an act to be later judged
in terms of success and failure, but simply as of an [sic] act the outcome of which is
unknown” (Cage 2010, 13). The majority of experimental music makes use of improvisation
in some form, but not all improvisation is considered experimental. Practitioner-theorist
Robin Fox argues that context is a major player in the study and performance of experimental
music more broadly, in that it is the “physical, temporal, political and aesthetic geographies”

(Fox 2002, 4) of the composition or performance that define the nature of the activity.

Composition I deliberately avoid the use of the term as it is conventionally understood in
Western art music. Namely, I avoid the presumption that composition is predominantly
associated with a predetermined musical work by a sole author. In this thesis I focus on sonic
works with multiple authors and experimental processes that welcome real-time responses.
When the term is applied to the making of music, the curatorial approach to an event, or the
putting together of a band, I rely on Susan McClary’s definition, which references Jacques
Attalli, who reduces composition “to the literal components of the word, which quite simply

means ‘to put together’” (McClary 1989, Attali 1977).

Futuring is mentioned throughout the thesis both as a research method and as an active state
of engagement. When one futures an issue or field, one is working not only with the current

state of being, but with what might be coming next in order to be more constructively critical
of current approaches and trajectories. Belgian futuring collective FOAM state that as a verb,
futuring “encapsulates the committed, active attitude that is essential when engaging with the

unknown” (Kuzmanovic 2019).
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Research Design and Methods

Research conducted for this thesis has been designed around my own extensive experience as
a participant and observer of the international Improv scene over the last two decades. My
first-hand observations of performances, performing musicians, curatorial practice and
associated materials (scores etc.) are referenced throughout the thesis and are based on my
intensive engagement with the translocal touring scene of improvisers over the period 2002
to 2013. In addition, during this period I worked as a practicing designer and design
researcher and this background undoubtedly influenced my data analysis and creative
practice.

The bulk of the research design, however, adopted an ethnographic approach based
on participant observation. This approach was particularly influenced by American
sociologist Danny Jorgensen (1990). As Jorgensen states, participant observation is ideal for
“investigating the enormously rich, complex, conflictual, problematic and diverse
experiences, thoughts, feelings, and activities of human beings and the meanings of their
existence” (np). Consequently, the participant observation approach meant that I gained a
deep understanding of the critical interactions, responses and behaviours of a key group of
improvisors. As a practitioner I had privileged access to participants and materials at every
step of the process of conceptualising a performance event—as an organiser with organisers
producing the context for performance, as a performer with performers preparing in
rehearsals and discussions, and as an audience member anticipating performances and
discussing them at length afterwards.

Notwithstanding the centrality of observational notes, interview transcripts and scholarly
sources to this project, my own reflections on my personal contribution to the process were also critical.
The circumstances of my own contribution to, and agency within, a group of active improvisational

performers were unique. On the one hand, my position allowed me to adopt an insider’s
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perspective—one in which I influenced sounds, actions and results towards a particular collaborative
creative end. On the other hand, my participation allowed me an insider’s view of the actions and
thoughts of others with whom I worked, thereby presenting a unique ethnographic opportunity for
observing the actions and processes adopted by others. Ultimately however, my own actions and
behaviours were intimately linked to the process of creative practice and ethnographic analysis.
Consequently, the unique methodological tools of autoethnography were influential to the project and
provided a distinct additional methodological framework for the thesis. As Chang (2016) outlines, these
methods comprised collecting personal memory data, self-observational, self-reflective and external
data for analysis (Chang, 2016). The self-reflexive process that is inherent to an autoethnographic
approach provided a systematic means to evaluate my own perspectives and performance experiences
as well as the social, curatorial and compositional challenges I faced as a practitioner. Ultimately, the
methodology adopted here may best be described as a mixed-methods approach (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie 2004) in which the subjectivity of autoethnography was supported by a level of
objectivity achieved through the analysis of interview data and existing published research.

My research builds on work done by the 'new musicology’ movement of the 1980s to
address the lack of existing methods and models within musicology to embrace and analyse
the contextual and relational elements of music making. I deal with this issue in greater depth
in Chapter 5. Informed by sociological, anthropological and cultural studies frameworks, new
musicology sought to understand the motivations, and social interrelations of composers,
musicians and listeners. My research has identified a need to develop models that help us to
understand the complex and dynamic set of relationships between performers, audience

members and performance context. These models have been informed by my interviews,

participant observation, and analysis of scores.
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Approach to interviews

Semi-structured interviews were used to draw on the rich oral history of the field. This
approach was adopted due to its capacity for eliciting rich, spontaneous anecdotal material
from interviewees (Brinkmann 2014). Case studies have been drawn on, in both performance
and presentation, on organisational, ensemble and individual levels. In situating and
paralleling the examples of the Berlin and Sydney local scenes, an understanding of the
varied cultural motivations, funding situations, and performance opportunities has been taken
into account.

In thinking about who I would approach to interview, I decided on a range of
performers and organisers who are exploring the use of context as a compositional tool in the
presentation and performance of improvised music. They are key international practitioners
and organisers in the field today, selected for their breadth of experience, geographic
position, level of resources and support (funded or unfunded), and operation beyond
colloquial discourse, engaging in international touring and conversation. I consider their
investigations bold and significant for driving the practice and evolution of the art form.

In order to understand the international zeitgeist unfolding contemporaneously across
several organisations presenting sound-focused performance practice, I conducted semi-
structured interviews with organisers who have been actively exploring models for engaging
artists to connect with specific contexts or situations. This formal data collection process has
been extended by my informal observations of international events I attended and by
conversing with organisers and artists over the last nineteen years. These interviews and
informal observations have enabled a close analysis of the different processes and outcomes
when an organiser or artist specifies the context of an improvised music performance as
opposed to simply pairing artists with spaces of convenience, tradition or economic

necessity. These observations constitute the auto-ethnographic aspects of my approach.
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One of the most important components of my fieldwork included a trip to Glasgow in
2015 to attend Arika’s Episode 7: We Can’t Live Without Our Lives. This trip included time
together with the organisers and candid conversations with participants (invited artists and
audience members). I also travelled to Hobart twice to attend the MONA FOMA festival in
January 2016 and 2017, after identifying the event as one that was experimenting with
context as a compositional tool in both curation and performance. I interviewed performer-
percussionist Tony Buck and event producer Shelley McCluaigh (MONA FOMA, Hobart
2016) and conducted a follow-up interview with Buck on return to Sydney (Newtown, 2016),
allowing for time to reflect on the results of choices made at the time of performance.

In 2016, I was commissioned by Bomb Magazine (US) to interview Australian
improvising trio The Necks—Chris Abrahams, Tony Buck and Lloyd Swanton—parts of
which are quoted in this study.® I chose this trio as they are one of the world’s best-known
improvising ensembles, and three keen observers of the translocal Improv scene, who have
been creating together consistently over the last thirty years.

The other key practitioners in the field who I interviewed (although not all have been
directly quoted in this thesis) are Gregor Hotz, producer, Splitter Orchester (Berlin); Jim
Denley, Splinter Orchestra, Splitrec label founder and West Head Project (Sydney); John
Butcher, improvising performer and composer (London); Hermione Johnson, improvising
performer and composer (Wellington and Auckland); Danni Zuvela, co-director of
Melbourne-based Liquid Architecture; Jeff Henderson, director of Auckland’s Audio

Foundation, and previous director of Wellington Jazz Festival, founder of Wellington venues

3 Full interview published by Bomb Magazine 23/3/16, Accessed 2/3/17, https:/bombmagazine.org/articles/the-
necks/.
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Happy and The Space.® These interviews serve as a point of comparison, indicating where
there is commonality and divergence of opinion and experience between the subjects. The
interviewees also test my own observations against responses from a range of key
practitioners in the field.

The data collected in these interviews, and my attendance at these events, together
with career-long autoethnographic reflections, provides a strong base from which to generate
insights into the questions I ask. In addition to the broad reasons stated above, I also chose to
interview these practitioners due to their experience in both organising and performing
improvised music. The choices were also based on prior candid conversations with them,
held in a professional context, in which it was clear that they all had strong opinions on the
topic of context and the role it plays in the outcomes of improvised performance. All of them
were capable of comparing their own local scene with that of others, and therefore had a
broad understanding of the difference between the local and translocal manifestations of
Improv.

In order to distil key themes from interview material, I engaged in a primary cycle
coding process (Tracy 2012) using my own thematic codes throughout the transcriptions of
the audio recordings to identify and link emergent themes across my interviews.” During
second-cycle coding, I employed constant comparative method (Charmaz 2007), revisiting

interviews conducted during the years of fieldwork when new interviewees raised topics and

6 Both the Sydney-based Splinter Orchestra and the Berlin-based Splitter Orchester will be dealt with in detail
in Chapter 6.
7 Some of the primary cycle codes included terms such as context, audience, curatorial, score, and scene.

15



Clare Cooper Ph.D.

observations that I had not as yet considered significant or common across the translocal
network of communities.

In order to bridge the worlds of music and design, I applied Hallier & Forbes’ concept
of prospective conjecture (2004). This was especially useful when linking interview material
with musicians and that of observations from the design field, in particular the observations
of design scholar Kees Dorst, who observed many designers in the act of collaboratively
designing.

My professional practice as a designer, organiser and improvising performer is core
to this thesis. The subject of study is a research-driven practice, hence I have drawn on
elements of practice-led research (Candy, 2006; Smith & Dean, 2009; Barret & Bolt, 2007)
—including examples drawn from on a series of my own compositions, entitled Mapped
Intimacy—to inform and discuss the investigative and experimental nature of the practice of
improvised music performance. This approach differs from the autoethnographic data, as
each of the performances and compositional challenges undertaken were directly linked to
testing some of my theories regarding the influence of context on an improvising performer.
As a practicing designer, visual thinker and communicator, my graphic diagramming of both
the contextual elements and the CRIM Practice Cycle can also be considered as practice-led
research. Iterations of both of these graphic works were shared and tested with my peers over
the course of the research.

One of the core periods of practice-led research took place during an invited
international artist residency at Auckland’s Audio Foundation in 2015. During my time as

performer and composer in residence, I composed a series of schematic scores that were
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exhibited in the Audio Foundation gallery,? and later as part of a group show on practice-
based research at Macquarie University Art Gallery.’
All compositions and performances undertaken as works during the research period

will be further discussed in the thesis.

Chapter overview: a map of thinking in the thesis

The first chapter of the thesis is a literature review, detailing the key practitioners, presenters,
the literature of theorists in the field of improvised music performance, and the historical
discourse relating to site and context. Evident in this is the recent increase in writings by
improvising practitioners. The work of practitioner-theorists is more typically considered
artist writings and receives little uptake and synthesis within academic literature. Whilst
these anecdotes, provocations, and musings of aforementioned practitioners have been
incredibly valuable to my research, they do not individually address key aspects of my
research questions. Consequently, the gaps in knowledge are identified.

This chapter outlines the significant material exploring the practice of improvisation,

context-responsive performance in other art forms, and expanded ideas of composition and

8 Clare Cooper: Mapped Intimacy, 2 April-2 May 2015.

° In the Loop: Feeding the Polyphonic Present, 14 October—27 November, 2015. “This inaugural exhibition
explores the diversity of arts practices within the Department of Music, Media, Communications and Cultural
Studies at Macquarie University. It opens up a conversation about contemporary practice as research, its impact
upon the broader community and examines how the work of artists as academics feeds into the wider discourse.
Artists: Vanessa Berry, Clare Cooper, Wade Marynowsky, Alex Mesker, Terry Pelarek, Selina Springett,
Clinton Walker and Danielle Zorbas.” Macquarie University Art Gallery web site, accessed 23/3/2019,
https://www.mg.edu.au/about/campus-services-and-facilities/museums-and-collections/macquarie-university-

art-gallery/exhibitions.

17



Clare Cooper Ph.D.

curatorial practice. It concludes with a review of literature informing the conceptual
framework explored in this thesis, covering material from emerging and experimental design
scholarship.

Chapter 2 maps the genealogy of improvised music performance and clarifies the
three primary waves of the practice to date, acknowledging that improvisation is a practice
that spans a range of musical traditions. This chapter characterises the field, establishes the
salient features and dominant orthodoxies of improvised music practice in 2019 and
articulates how the stabilisation and codification of the genre of Improv currently manifests
for performers, audiences and organisers. This chapter also explores how the practice of
improvised music forms the community around it.

Chapter 3 explores the role that the touring improviser plays in the cross-pollination
and subsequent codification of modes of presentation and performance of what has become
the Improv genre. This chapter explains the tendency within Improv to establish a style or
approach to playing in a way that contradicts the motivating forces behind the music.

In Chapter 4 foundations are laid for a deeper investigation of the ways in which we
might better understand and celebrate the practice of context-responsive improvisation. |
explore the primacy of performance in the field of improvised music, as this determines the
need to examine the role of audiences and sites and situations of performance. This chapter
then articulates why it is more appropriate to talk about situation-specificity rather than site
specificity when exploring the dynamic, complex system within which the practice operates.
This chapter also investigates what it means to appreciate the music with an expanded sense
of site and time (as historically cumulative) and argues that the implications of understanding
the practice beyond the reception of single performances holds value beyond the field of

music.
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Chapter 4 presents a graphic diagram of the contextual variables at play when
researching, collaborating and performing improvised music. I have created this so as to aid
non-practitioners’ and practitioners’ understandings of where and how they might disturb
reliable devices in the performance and reception of the music. The Contextual Variables
Diagram makes visible the dynamic elements at play in CRIM practice as experienced by
practitioners (performers and organisers) and listeners across five territories of practice
(research, sonic materials, social materials, collaboration and live performance situation).
After establishing that observation, intervention and disturbance are discussed as key
concepts in CRIM practice, the chapter goes on to examine the various domains in which
these concepts apply, driven by the question: ‘How do practitioners evolve the art form of
improvised music performance?’

In this chapter I begin to explain in detail how practitioners are evolving the art form
of improvised music through a variety of disturbance strategies. I explain the key differences
between individual, ensemblic and organisational approaches to employing what I have
coined ‘disturbance strategies’ with regards to consciously context-responsive practice.

This chapter then asks: ‘If existing framing in compositional practice and musicology
is ill-equipped to explain and celebrate context-responsive performance practice, what
conceptual tools best allow us to understand how this practice operates—a practice that
simultaneously projects futures, recalls and envisions?’ The discourse on improvised music
practice cannot move forward if we are assessing each piece, each performance, by the
metrics with which we measure other musics. To address this dilemma, the research explores
how we might broaden what we understand as compositional practice by foregrounding the
contexts that are mobilised in the creation and reception of improvised music—social,

political, temporal, spatial—as key compositional tools.
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Chapter 5 further investigates disturbance strategies in practice using many examples
across individual, ensemblic and organisational approaches, highlight specific examples of
practices that are disturbing the trend towards risk mitigation and predictable, homogenous
outcomes. Although many of the practitioners’ approaches span several of these categories,
the examples are loosely organised into the following: unlearning tools; temporal disturbance
(timing, duration and historically cumulative); spatial disturbance (location, proximity,
acoustics, and expanded concepts of site); and social disturbance (behavioural, dialogic,
relational).

In addition to these myriad examples of CRIM practice, this chapter asks how might
we recognise greater value beyond the reception of single performances if we appreciate the
music with an expanded sense of space and time—as cumulative and non-linear, as
proposing and projecting rather than reflecting what is, and of appreciating performances not
as singular works but as interventions with a historically cumulative translocal discourse.

Using significant ensemblic and organisational examples, as well as drawing from the
practice of collaborative authorship and experimental score creation, Chapter 6 further
illustrates the need for approaching these collective and cumulative forms of collaborative
music-making with a new lens.

Building on the work done by new musicology theorists (Kerman 2009, Leppert
1989, McClary 1991) in their expansion of how and where value is attributed within the
study of music and composition, I argue for shifting the emphasis from singular sonic works
to the complex system of historically cumulative contextual elements that realise it.

Observing a marked difference between the intention to solve a creative problem (as
in most artforms and traditional design practices) and the intention to inhabit an “endlessly
variable” (Butcher 2011, np) and co-evolving problem/solution space (improvised

performance), the final chapter of the thesis (Chapter 7) seeks a more fitting conceptual

20



Clare Cooper Ph.D.

framework for understanding CRIM practice, asking ‘what can we learn from the similarities
between the problem-dwelling approaches and endlessly generative solution spaces of
emerging design practice and CRIM practice?’

After presenting the relevant findings in emerging design scholarship that might bear
upon this question in the field of music, I offer a new graphic model of the CRIM Practice
Cycle (to be used in tandem the Contextual Variables Diagram presented in Chapter 4). This

final chapter explains the CRIM Practice Cycle graphic and its application in detail.

Summary

This thesis argues that through an aversion to hyper-individualism and the promotion of
collective creative responses to uncertainty, the field of improvised music is futuring a
society which, if Attali (1985) and McClary (1989) are correct, will manifest in the rest of
culture. This research focuses critical attention away from the singular or finished
composition (improvised or otherwise) and towards an active appreciation of human and
non-human contextual elements that expand and contract in subtle and complex ways in
practice.

CRIM practitioners pursue public experimentation and amplify the interconnectivity
between performer and audience, valuing endlessly generative approaches to creation over
streamlined processes or marketable products.

Both design and music-making projects are often framed in terms of problem-solving.

Consciously context-responsive improvised music performance is more specifically a process
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of pursuing a fertile problem space!® and inhabiting co-evolving problem/solution spaces.'
These are terms commonly used in emerging design methodologies that recognise that both
problems and solutions sit in a field of possible approaches and are interconnected, in that a
solution to one problem could cause a new problem, and so on.

Whilst within design the traditional idea of arriving at a ‘solution’ or ‘finished
product’ is still an end goal, my research finds that for CRIM practitioners the goal is to
produce a series of generative solution-spaces that have ripple effects beyond the point of
performance, out into the community of practitioners. These solution-spaces propose new
forms of engagement, listening and collaborative making: they prompt new investigations
and therefore new problem spaces. The social, temporal and physical contexts of
performance are not taken for granted, and the skill of asking fruitful and generative
questions rather than arriving at definitive answers is honed. Here, then, is an energetic leap
from didactic ideas about how music is created and received, to what music can be, and about

delineations between performer and audience.

10°A problem-space is a situation that raises questions, but acknowledges that what a constitutes a ‘problem’ is
incredibly subjective and that where a problem begins and ends is always blurry, difficult to define, or in
constant flux.

!'See Mary Lou Maher’s articulation of this as observed in the field of design in “Modeling Design Exploration
as Co-evolution” (Maher and Poon 1996).
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Chapter 1
Literature Review

This review covers scholarly literature, artist writings, and pre-existing published interviews
with artists and organisers. Over the course of the research it became clear that practitioner
discourse was often more helpful and complete than the scholarly discourse. While it will be
made evident that there is a range of relevant scholarly sources that might be drawn upon to
assist in this study, I will indicate where they fall short of addressing the questions posed, and
how artist writings further assist in providing an essential intellectual base for greater
scholarly discussion.

I have organised the review into the following four sections. The first series of
sources consulted were those contributing to understanding the practice of improvisation and
the community that comprises it. These materials help to articulate what distinguishes
improvisation from other practices and argue that it holds value outside of the scene within
which it is produced. These sources also cover the role played by the scene from which the
music emerges and how these scenes have identified and constructively criticised themselves.

The second section of this literature review examines sources that contribute to our
understanding of the meaning of context-responsive performance. The literature explores the
role that politics has played in the art-making process, the precedents of art and performance
critiquing capitalism, and understanding physical space and situations as compositional
parameters.

The third section covers literature dealing with expanded notions of composition and
what it means to listen, as well as creative approaches to problem solving, and inhabiting

problem spaces.
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The final section of the literature review examines sources that might inspire new
framing with regards to understanding emerging collaborative creative practices, expanded

curatorial practices, design scholarship and futuring practices.

1.1 Understanding the practice of Improvisation

As in many fields of experimental music, scholarship on the subject of improvisation
significantly lags in the field in terms of accounting for the nature of practice. As will be
evident in this review, practitioners are key proponents for generating their own discourses
on improvised music in the absence of scholarly work in the field. This literature and context
review marks out the work of key practitioner-theorists, as well as academic scholars focused
on the practice of improvised music and relevant performance-based fields in which similar
issues and questions are at play.

The rich material generated by improvising practitioners who document the thinking
behind their practice is drawn on throughout this thesis as practitioners explore context in
their work, raising questions around the role of performance context in sonic arts. The main
practitioner-theorists drawn upon are Derek Bailey (1992, 1996), Burkhard Beins (2011),
David Borgo (2005), John Butcher (2011), Marcel Cobussen (2004), Jim Denley (1992,
2008, 2018), Daniel Fischlin (2005), Ajay Heble (2004, 2005), George Lewis (2004, 2016),
Mattin (2009, 2014), Evan Parker (1994, 2014), Edwin Prévost (1995, 2014), Keith Rowe
(1987, 2001, 2014) and Franziska Schroeder (2014).

There is evident desire in the work of all of these practitioner-theorists to elevate the
reputation of the practice of musical improvisation. They each contribute to the discourse

using their experience as performers, and also as active listeners within an international
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community. The field has been, and remains, male-dominated and largely Eurocentric, and
the literature reflects this, although I have attempted wherever possible to include the
approaches, performances and theories of my non-male and non-European peers (performers,
organisers, theorists) in the research.

The key point of departure when it comes to any discourse on improvised music is the
writings and published works of British guitarist Derek Bailey (1930-2005). Bailey was
arguably the most prominent practitioner-theorist to emerge from non-idiomatic freely
improvised music (NIFIM) and was simultaneously a practitioner, historian, critic, scholar,
record label director and internationally respected artist. In his book Improvisation: Its
Nature and Practice in Music (Bailey 1992), penned in the 1970s and originally published in
1980, Bailey articulates the social practice and process of improvised music, identifying it as
the basis of a range of other musical traditions and aesthetic approaches including Indian
music, flamenco, baroque, rock and jazz.! This publication was not only a practical guide to
improvisation for musicians of all levels and backgrounds but also a sort of compendium for
those who have never come across the term or its practice in music at all. Almost forty years
after its first publication, Bailey’s book is still considered the essential text on improvised
music practice.

Several of Bailey’s contemporaries extoll the virtues of improvisation as a philosophy
and pedagogic practice, drawing from their extensive performance experience as soloists, ad

hoc collaborators and long-term band members. British ensemble AMM (founded in 1965,

! In addition to Bailey’s own publications, this research project draws on interviews, articles from the European
Free Improvisation Pages, anecdotal evidence from the writings of NPR’s Lars Gotrich and fellow improviser
John Butcher, and one personal phone conversation I had with Bailey in 2004, to piece together a full account
of his thoughts and opinions about the evolving international Improv scene.
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with a changing line-up of members still performing to this day) is a good example of this.
Several of the members of this group have published thoughts on the practice and politics of
collaborative improvisation. Percussionist Edwin Prévost continues to perform and publish
thoughts on the politics of improvising, interpersonal working philosophies and the meaning
of sound itself.? Prévost is the only other practitioner that I have identified who explores the
notion of improvisation as problem-solving (Prévost 1995, 177). Guitarist Keith Rowe
highlights the influence of the space of a performance on the resulting music (Gottstein 2010)
as well as the relationship between visual arts practice and making music, observing that
AMM members have “always worked more like painters” (Rowe, interviewed by Dan
Warburton 2001, np). Cornelius Cardew actively problematised virtuosity, privileging
instrumental technique (Cardew 1969).° Beyond his work with AMM he also co-founded the
Scratch Orchestra (1969-1974) with Michael Parsons and Howard Skempton, suggesting that
successful improvisation could emerge from non-skilled musical performers, and disturbed
traditional ideas of hierarchy by cultivating open membership and inviting the least
experienced members of the ensemble to decide on performance programs. These concepts
that have since been embraced by improvising ensembles such as Sydney’s Splinter
Orchestra (2001- current). Like Bailey, Cornelius Cardew (Cardew 1971) and Wadada Leo
Smith (Smith 2015) before him were drawn to improvisation as a way to escape “the rigidity
and formalism” of their musical backgrounds in jazz (Smith) and European indeterminate

composition (Cardew).

2 See No Sound Is Innocent: AMM and the Practice of Self-Invention (Prévost 1995) and The First Concert: An
Adaptive Appraisal of a Meta Music (Prévost 2011).

3 AMM co-founder and member 19661973, and later well-known for his public rejection of contemporary
composition and improvisation after his adoption of Maoist philosophy.
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Belfast-based practitioner-theorist Franziska Schroeder made a significant effort to
address shortfalls in contemporary definitions of improvisation by including the thoughts of a
variety of practitioner-theorists on the subject in her publication Soundweavings: Writings on
Improvisation (2014). Schroeder’s observations have been synthesised throughout this
doctoral research, along with prominent African American practitioner-theorist George
Lewis, Marcel Cobussen and David Borgo. Schroeder’s book does not insist on a singular
definition of improvised music practice, but instead presents an array of articulations of the
practice, suggesting both that a singular definition is difficult to provide and also that there

are many different strands of practice that sit under the broad banner of improvised music.

1.1.1 Unique nature of the practice of improvisation and radical acts of listening

George Lewis has written extensively in the broad field of improvised music (Lewis and
Piekut 2016), articulating the complex system of shifting elements at play within the practice.
Lewis argues that the study of improvised music performance delivers benefits to fields
outside music, a claim supported by the scholarship of Prévost and also by criminal law
scholars Sarah Ramshaw and Paul Stapleton (Ramshaw and Stapleton 2016), who draw
comparisons to improvised music in their analysis of law firm practices. Ramshaw and
Stapleton argue that the field of law can learn from improvisation as a social practice that
embraces failure. Asking how critical legal theorists can learn from the failures of musical
improvisation, or when the result is thought to be a “musical or aesthetic failure” they
consider the “complex ways in which improvised musical practices ‘inhabit a social
landscape’, and how problem-solving in improvised music corresponds with that in other
areas of human experience” (50). They believe that the “implications of improvisational

failure in music may be far more wide-reaching and profound than first imagined” (50).
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UK-based practitioner-theorists John Butcher and Evan Parker, Dutch academic
Marcel Cobussen and American ethnomusicologist David Borgo have all offered useful,
personal definitions of improvised music practice and the international community that
sustains it. Butcher’s essay “Freedom and Sound—This Time it’s Personal” (2011) draws on
his direct experience as a performer of Improv as well as being an audience member, with his
background in physics influencing his views on improvisation, offering great insight into a
musician’s relationship to space, acoustics, and the conscious physicality of playing.*
Butcher’s views are useful as he has sought out spaces with acoustically challenging
dynamics for a saxophonist, prompting him to play differently in each space. His writings on
the subject of dealing with the property of sound in space and playing with instability, as well
as the documentation of his work with Arika in their Resonant Spaces project across the UK,
has also provided multiple perspectives on the practice and reception of this kind of highly
sophisticated context-responsive improvisation.

Borgo and Cobussen have also looked to other disciplines to explain the practices and
interrelationships of improvisation. Borgo draws on his interest in neocybernetics to discuss
the self-organising aspects of improvised music and to explore interagency and the dynamic
relationship between improvisers and “other technical agents in the environment and within
the larger art world”, thus supporting the argument that improvisation is inextricably linked
to context (Borgo 2005, 34). In his essay “Steps to an Ecology of Improvisation” Cobussen
argues that improvisation works as an ecological culture, mapping and tracking “various

ecologies in which different actors play important roles, shaping and being shaped by

* This essay was commissioned for the recently published Aspekte der Freien Improvisation in der Musik
(Dieter Nanz, editor, Hothiem: Wolke Verlags GmbH), in German translation.
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different interactions”, and that neglecting the complexity of the practice of improvisation
would “do an injustice to the richness of this inextricable part of all musicking” (Cobussen,
2014, 27).

In an attempt to better understand the motivations for why people play and listen to
improvised music, this thesis has drawn from the anecdotal observations and informed
speculations of many practitioners. The following practitioner-theorists foreground the social
and communitarian aspects of the music, as well as echoing Bailey’s observations regarding
the desire to break free from restrictive idioms. Prolific British improviser Evan Parker
emphasises an improviser’s desire for “the freedom to behave in accordance with their
response to the situations” (Corbett 1994, 203).° Canadian practitioner-theorists Daniel
Fischlin and Ajay Heble (2003, 2004) draw on their experiences as players and listeners, as
well as the work of many musicians, theorists and composers to support their argument that it
is the communitarian visions, and the reshaping of relations through alternative performance
modes of engagements common to the practice of improvised music, that attracts players and
listeners alike.”

Since its inception, the Berlin-based Splitter Orchester has regularly invited
musicologists and filmmakers to observe and respond to their rehearsal process. Some of

these have been Bjorn Gottstein, Matthias Maschat, Carolin Naujocks, Steffi Weismann,

> Musicking as defined by the Oxford Dictionary is “The action of ‘music’; the action of performing or setting
to music.” https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/musicking Accessed 6/4/16

¢ Parker also refers to the influence of indeterminacy and the work of Cage and Tudor on improvised music. See
Chicago music writer and critic Peter Margasak’s 2009 article “Evan Parker: Making Music From Music”. My
research also draws on Evan Parker’s contributions to John Corbett’s Extended Play: Sounding Off from John
Cage to Dr. Funkenstein (Corbett 1994), as well as my personal experience of Parker’s solo and ensemble
improvisations, and subsequent conversations with him over the last sixteen years.

7 This is with particular attention to improvisation within a jazz festival context.
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Helga de la Motte-Haber, Sabine Sanio Marta Blazanovi¢, Nina Polaschegg.® This has
resulted in texts and footage that have detailed rare observations of collaborative authorship
in the field of music. The various guests made observations of not only the sonic materials
but the discourse that took place in rehearsals.

Musicologists Marta Blazanovi¢ and Bjorn Gottstein paid particular attention to the
discussions and arguments that contributed to refining the collectively authored structures for
the ensemble. Their observations have been vital to Chapters 6 and 7 of this thesis, where I
detail some of the compositional strategies employed by this large improvising ensemble.
The move to invite these practitioners and theorists to assist in documenting the progress and
process of the ensemble is in itself a gesture towards elevating the reputation of, and

discourse surrounding, the practice of improvisation and collaborative composition.

1.1.2 The role of the audience and broader community in improvised music

Fischlin and Heble (2004) highlight that improvisation at its core is a dialogic process and
social practice, not just between the musicians, but between the listeners—comprising both
the players and non-playing audience members—who are inextricably linked. Similarly, the
literature that covers improvisation almost always refers to the ‘scene’ or ‘community’ of
which it is a part. As noted in the introduction, this thesis adopts the terms established by
Andy Bennett and Richard Peterson (2004) regarding local and translocal music scenes. The

translocal Improv scene in Australia (for example, between the metropoles of Sydney,

8 All texts and video responses are available from www.splitter.berlin site (accessed 14/5/18).
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Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth) functions differently to the translocal Improv scene in
Europe (for example, between Warsaw, Nickelsdorf, Vienna, and Berlin), mostly due to the
economic viability of touring in these continental circuits, but all local scenes are part of an
international translocal network.

This doctoral research draws on the anecdotal stories and academic explorations of
scenes and communities by activists, musicians, organisers, musicologists, sociologists and
philosophers. There is consensus among these groups that experimental music attracts and is
indebted to a community of risk-takers and risk-supporters (audiences). American sociologist
Howard Saul Becker’s well-known articulation of a multifaceted ‘art world’(Becker 1982)
that collaborates and cooperates to realise ‘art works’ has been drawn on in an attempt to
articulate the authorial slippage in expanded compositional practice such as context-
responsive improvised performance. Becker has traced the complex web of collaboration and
collective activity behind the creation of artworks, inviting us to look beyond the finished
product to the social systems necessary for art to function in society, including the vital role
that audiences, listeners and supporters play in this complex ecosystem. His observation that
the “existence of art worlds, as well as the way their existence affects both the production
and consumption of art works, suggest a sociological approach to the arts” (64) is common to
the international Improv scene. Becker suggests a pedagogical relationship between artists
and their audiences, where “audiences learn unfamiliar conventions by experiencing them, by

interacting with the work and, frequently with other people in relation to the work™ (64).

1.1.3 Communities documenting and sharing vibrant, evolving, self-critiquing

activity
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Internationally, local scenes share a desire to document and share the vibrant activity taking
place and to offer insights into their motivations, challenges and operations. The following
two multi-author publications have had a profound influence on this doctoral research
project, affirming substantial anecdotal evidence from my time working in the communities
of Sydney and Berlin between 2001-2013. Both publications were driven by a community of
practitioners formalising discourse around not only the music but the social, political and
spatial contexts in which they occur.

Experimental Music: Audio Explorations In Australia (Priest 2008) is a collection
edited by practitioner-theorist Gail Priest, which traces the manifestations of sonic
experimentation in Australia from the 1970s to its publication in 2008.° All of the
contributors are practitioner-theorists, drawing on their own experiences, recollections and
projections for their community, and the platforms, projects and sonic materials it generated.
The key chapters for this doctoral research are those investigating the nature and operation of
the multifaceted translocal experimental music scene by practitioner-theorist Julian Knowles,
and the evolution of the Australian Improv community by practitioner-theorist Jim Denley.

Knowles outlines the dynamics of the ‘translocal” experimental music scene, arguing
that the term ‘scene’ has “moved from the vernacular into academic discourse through the
disciplines of cultural and popular music studies [and] can be understood as a clustering of
producers, performers, curators and audience members who share a sense of common or

compatible artistic interests” (Knowles 2008, 10). His chapter establishes how the

? Composer, performer and writer Gail Priest provides invaluable insights as editor and active historian not only
through the editing and producing of this compilation but also through her tireless documentation of the Sydney
experimental music scene in the arts magazine RealTime.
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improvised music scene in Australia can be understood within a broader ecology of
experimental music, and how we might understand the social and organisational aspects of
the field as a series of scenes with translocal connections.

In addition to his chapter “Networks, Playfulness and Collectivity: Improv in
Australia, 1972-2007” in Experimental Music (2008), Denley—also my collaborator and
mentor since 2001—has written about collective creation and creating with a consciousness
of ‘place’ in the Australian landscape (Denley 2013). He has articulated the motivations and
social practice of improvising in a field where few practitioners attempt to define the
ephemeral nature of improvised music performance, as well as the importance of the personal
interrelations of players (Denley 2018). Tracing the history of free non-idiomatic improvised
music in Australia, Denley outlines the intensely hybrid nature of Improv from the
perspective of musical traditions and genres, and the difficulties in defining it as a consistent
set of musical practices. In the article “Improvisation: The Entanglement of Awareness and
Physicality” he notes that it is the “entanglement of levels of perception, awareness and
physicality in the “now”, that makes improvisation, improvisation” (Denley 1992, 29).

Echtzeitmusik: Self-defining a Scene (Beins et al. 2011) was co-edited by four Berlin-
based practitioner-theorists—Burkhard Beins, Christian Kesten, Gisela Nauck and Andrea
Neumann;—and involved over fifty contributors (of which I am one).!° It is a historical
summary of the local significance and international impacts of a musical community “shaped

by the perspectives of participants and various observers [...] a phenomenon whose influence

10 These include musicians Rhodri Davies, Axel Dérner, Franz Hautzinger, Robin Hayward, Sven-Ake
Johansson, Annette Krebs, and Ignaz Schick; and artists Johannes Bauer, Diego Chamy, Hanna Hartman and
Antje Vowinckel, along with organisers, critics, and other related persons.
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and meaning has effects that extend far beyond Berlin itself” (13). Through articulating its
many voices and positions, this publication sought not only to achieve greater visibility and
recognition for the field but, as Croatian musicologist Marta Blazanovi¢ states in her chapter
to “establish a fertile common ground for new aesthetic developments™ (Blazanovi¢ 2011,
32).

Echtzeitmusik “marked the evolution of a new, independent music scene, which in the
meantime has gathered numerous musicians exploring musical limits in various genres
within a free, non-institutionalised context” (29). The ideas presented in this volume are
constructively critical of a music at odds with itself—caught in the act of defining itself as
undefinable—fleshing out the tropes, trends and trappings of increasingly codified
performance and presentation styles, welcoming the collaborative cross-pollination that
(formerly East) Berlin fostered as an international city redefining itself provided. The sites
and situations of concerts come to life in this compendium in the most personal and gritty
descriptions, but so too does the historically cumulative nature of these events. The profound
meaning of the musical investigations of this particular scene to the translocal community is
laid bare here by the sheer number of events and participants over time.

Particular sites and situations are described in loving detail throughout the text, but it
stops short of articulating the significant compositional role that context has played, and
although some writers refer to different generations of players, there is no clarification of
waves of practice that might help those outside of the scene to identify the shifting

motivations and challenges faced over time that influence the sonic outcomes.

34



Clare Cooper Ph.D.

The Echtzeitmusik community meetings held at the Berlin venue Kule (2008-2011)!!,
Trio Sowari’s humorous and insightful “27 Questions For A Start” (Trio Sowari 2007), and
Scottish organisation Arika’s “Collective Manifesto—Attempt No. 1 (2010), are additional
examples of the international scene’s readiness to critique and challenge itself. These
sources, and the edited volumes mentioned above, all present the consistent idea that the
context and audience are inextricably linked to the resulting sonic materials in this field of

practice.

In any investigation of public performance practice, the audience is tied into its
machinations and affects. Most practitioner-theorists writing about audiences, write about
experimental music audiences more broadly (rather than improvised music specifically).
Australian practitioner-theorists Robin Fox (2002), Ben Byrne (2005, 2008) and Joel Stern
(2017) have all written about (mostly Sydney and Melbourne-based) audiences and the
influence of context on the resulting music.

Fox argues that “physical, temporal, political and aesthetic geographies” are major
players in the study and performance of experimental music more broadly, and that the
activity of making experimental music is “defined largely by its context” (2002, 4), but stops
short of identifying those consciously engaging context as a compositional tool as an
emerging wave of improvisational performance practice responding to the stylistic

codifications apparent in Improv.

! These conversations led to the compilation of Echtzeitmusik.
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Byrne (2005, 2008) and Stern (2017) articulate the sociality, established cultures,
practice, obstacles and traps of experimental music performance and presentation in
Australia. Byrne draws our attention to how “‘“unwelcoming’ cultures around the auditory
arts” (2008, 24) can be, and suggests methods for combating isolationist approaches adopted
by many of those creating experimental music. Stern (2017) argues that experimental music
has met with “what feels like a terminal impasse [and] desperately needs a turn to humour,
satire, parody and, most of all, reflexivity, if it is to remain listenable [after] decades of
concerts marked by near humourlessness” (78-81). In both cases there is a lack of attention to
the role that context plays in setting up expectations between organisers, audiences and
performers, as well as the way in which codes of behaviour are set up over time.

Audiences have the power to affect the results of an improvised music performance,
perhaps more than any other style of performance. This may be owing to the highly porous
nature of the creative process, but regardless there is high regard for the value of a loyal,

adventurous and supportive audience.

1.1.4 Music beyond performers: the role of site and social context in improvised

music

To explore the sociality of the Improv scene, this doctoral research draws on the research and
publications of activists, musicians, composers, musicologists and sociologists. American
sociologist John Shepherd’s Music as Social Text (Shepherd 1991) explores the
“fundamental and inescapable relatedness of ourselves, other people and the environment”
(3) through music. Citing the research of ethnomusicologists John Blacking, Charles Keil,
Steven Feld and Catherine Ellis, he explains how music confronts us with the “conditions of

our own sociality” (2) and that music being socially mediated is significant in this regard.
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Affirming the efforts of practitioners who self-define and document their own practices and
scenes, Shepherd also observes that “[f]lew sociologists feel themselves to be competent in a
discipline which requires a significant degree of technical knowledge as well as, preferably,
some first-hand experience as a practitioner” (12), a point I emphasise in prioritising the
observations of practitioners in this thesis. Fischlin and Heble’s claim that the practice of
improvisation can “facilitate new kinds of global and intercultural conversations [...] new
models of human relationship [and] alternative kinds of pedagogical practice” (Heble 2005,
1) supports Shepherds observations and resonates with my experience as a practitioner in the
field.

Many of those writing on improvisation highlight or struggle with the terminology
available to describe the practice, calling it ‘slippery’ or ‘ill defined’. This thesis offers new
terminology that recognises the three key waves of practice over the last 40 years, therefore
allowing us to align our descriptions of the practice with the historical moments within which
they were experienced or created.

Generally speaking, the arguments presented in these texts regarding appreciating the
practice beyond those playing it, and for the value of the practice beyond simply an
experimental approach to making sound, all fall short in offering tools or lenses for
understanding the practice itself. These arguments in and of themselves are valuable, but this
doctoral research offers a clear conceptual framework for understanding improvisation
practices from a scholarly perspective.

Conversely, the literature dealing with the communities around the practice of
improvised music is rich in descriptions of local and translocal behaviours and contexts, and
documents the evolving self-critical practice within the scene. Specifically, this doctoral
research expands upon what the implications are for active decisions made in regards to the

presentation and performance of improvised music.
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1.2 Understanding context-responsive performance: drawing from

visual arts, theatre and contemporary performance scholarship

The recognition that performance is context-sensitive, and that the audience and the space in
which performance occurs are critical elements in the act of performance, is grounded in the
proliferation of consciously situation-specific contemporary performance works from the
1950s onwards. The key ideas in performing arts scholarship that relate to this thesis explore
site specificity and relationality in theatre, performance art, dance works, and sound art.
However, they do not specifically address the role of improvisation and responding to
context in real time in the creation of a performance.

The creative investigations explored in this doctoral research project have been
nourished by artworks, writings and actions from a variety of historical radical art
movements over the last century. The following international movements and groups are
relevant due to their investigation of the social function of art and the extra-musical
considerations of performance and presentation, many of which were underpinned by explicit
manifestos articulating critical standpoints. Among them are Futurists, Dadaists,

Constructivists, Gutai Group, Letterist International, Nouveux Realism, and Fluxus.

1.2.1 Art and performance drawing attention to context

Inspired by Marxism, Dadaism and Surrealism, were the young, radical interdisciplinary

artists and political theorists of the Letterist International (1952-1957) and the later
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Situationist International (1957-1972), both led by interdisciplinary theorist Guy Debord.!?
Their work was critical of advanced capitalism in the mid-20th century, which they
commonly decried as the ‘Society of the Spectacle’, where social relations were mediated
through images, objects and the market. They embraced directly-lived experience over
mediated representations, and challenged society to seek out authentic desires, and to avoid
mindless consumption or the fulfilment of happiness through commodities, which they
viewed as toxic. Of particular relevance to this research project is Debord’s encouragement
for the construction of situations that challenge social codifications. The initial focus of the
group was artistic, but through their investigation of unitary urbanism and psychogeography,
their motivations shifted to the more political and revolutionary.

Prolific Australian improviser Jon Rose argues that regulatory barriers limit
engagement with diverse performance sites in Australia (Rose 2013), expressing the view
that music should be in direct contact with the geographic and cultural sites in which it is
produced. Interviewing Jim Denley and Brian Ritchie—curator of Hobart’s MONA FOMA
festival-—on this subject, Rose emphasises the importance of the recognition of place, the
importance of intimacy, adventurous programming, and for the musicians themselves to be
more open-minded about locations for performance. These calls to action are relevant to this
research as they argue for a conscious engagement with context (ibid).

The following contemporary performance theorists argue that site and context are
significant and are chosen on account of the ways in which their existing semiotics add to

performance (Carlson 1993, 36). Although these choices provide opportunities to encounter

12 See the two major texts of this movement: The Society of the Spectacle (Debord 1967) and The Revolution of
Everyday Life (Vaneigem 2012).
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and create “other maps of the cultural space” (Wilkie 2002, 140-160), a key difference lies in
the fact that the theatre works discussed are preconceived based on prior responses to site and
situation. Performance studies scholars Nik Kaye, Richard Schechner, Kevin Hetherington
and Fiona Wilkie agree that the places and spaces where theatre is performed act as “maps of
the cultures” (Schechner 1977, 12) and “sites for the performance of identity” (Hetherington
1998, 105). This is mirrored in the international improvised music scene but has not been
explored to the degree that it has been in theatre and performance studies. Spaces and
contexts in which improvised music is often performed help to define the identity of the
community, and not always in a positive way as we can see in the increasing codification of
these contexts.

The following performance theorists have reframed and recoded relationships to site
and time within related artistic fields that are relevant to understanding the complex dynamic
system of disruptable elements that makes up improvised music performance. Hans Thies-
Lehmann’s historical survey of new forms of postdramatic theatre (Lehmann 2006) is
relevant to this research topic, although not explicitly addressed by the author, it has been
possible to draw strong parallels with the new forms and aesthetics evolving in improvised
music, and the context within which it is performed. Claire Doherty’s study of situation-
specificity and her reframing of time and site as cumulative interventions and Miwon
Kwon'’s problematisation of nomadism in place-making contemporary art and expanded
definitions of ‘site’ have inspired me to explore not only the expanded compositional
behaviours within the scenes themselves, but also across space and time. These ideas have
not yet been tested with regards to improvised music practice. There is a significant gap in
the research concerned specifically with artists using context as a compositional tool in the

practice and performance of improvised music.
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1.2.2 Understanding physical space as a compositional parameter

Space, site-specificity and the emergence of physical space as a compositional parameter in
performance are central to this enquiry. Composition for specific sites, spaces or contexts sits
within a rich lineage of interventionist styles of performance art, site-specific conceptual
performance art and institutional critique (Kwon 2004) and post-dramatic theatre forms
(Lehmann, 2006). There is a significant volume of scholarship concerning site specificity in
theatre, dance works and sound art, including Marvin Carlson (Carlson 1993), Nik Kaye
(Kaye 2000), Fiona Wilkie (Wilkie 2002), Kevin Hetherington (Hetherington 1998), and
Brandon LaBelle (LaBelle 2010), but there is a significant gap in the research concerned
specifically with artists using context as a compositional tool in the performance of
improvised music.

In her book One Place After Another, Korean-American art historian Miwon Kwon
outlines the origins of site-specific art and critically differentiates the site-specific art of the
1960s to 1980s as having a greater focus on the inseparability of the work and its context
than the site-specific art of today. She observes the dominant modes of nomadic place-
making artists, and draws on urban theory, art and architecture criticism, and public discourse
to argue that site specificity is “a complex cipher of the unstable relationship between
location and identity in the era of late capitalism” (Kwon 2004, i). Compositions that engage
consciously with context belong to, as Kwon articulates, a different model of site specificity
that implicitly challenges the “‘innocence’ of space and the accompanying presumption of a
universal viewing [listening] subject [...] as espoused in the phenomenological model”
(Kwon 2004, 13). Kwon’s expanded ideas of site, time and the role of art in critiquing
identity and capitalism are all relevant to this study, but her exploration mostly focuses on

individual artists and artworks and therefore does not address the political implications for a
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community taking situation into account in performance over an extended period of time and

across a multi-sited network of translocal communities.

1.2.3 Understanding politicised working processes and practices in

performance: participation and socially engaged art

Scholarship on the subject of participation and socially engaged art has been growing in the
field of visual and performance art. Initially referred to as ‘new genre public art’ by Lucy
Lippard in the 1980s, this is largely a North American term that since the 2000s has evolved
into the more recent ‘social practice’. In the UK, ‘live art’ is the term more commonly used
to denote those practices that straddle contemporary performance and visual art worlds; it is
also referred to as hybrid or interdisciplinary performance. Scholarship in performance
studies (drawing from anthropological and sociological disciplines in the 1980s) and
curatorial studies and cultural leadership also draw from this field.

Claire Bishop’s Participation focuses on socially-oriented projects and articulates the
agenda of artists engaging in participation in terms of “the desire to create an active subject
[determining] their own social and political reality” (Bishop 2006, 12). Bishop criticises
traditional notions of authorship and explores emerging practices, and attributes the
precursors for participatory arts to the Dadaists, Guy Debord and the Situationist
International, Walter Benjamin, Bertolt Brecht, and Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty.
She makes the point that “on a technical level, most contemporary art is collectively
produced (even if authorship often remains resolutely individual)” (11)—an assertion also
shared by Becker (Becker 1982), and exemplary of most contemporary music practice and

production.
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Bishop’s more recent study into the art of participation, Artificial Hells: Participatory
Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (Bishop 2012), defines participatory art as an act of
theatre or performance in which “people constitute the central artistic medium and material”
(2). She differentiates these ideas from those raised by French curator and art critic Nicolas
Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics (Bourriaud 2002, first published in 1998), as the artists
discussed by Bishop are less interested in a relational aesthetic in and of itself than in the
creative rewards of participation as “a politicised working process”(2). Bourriaud highlights
the role of nomadism in the arts—a key function in the vitally mobile sociability of the
international improvised music scene. He observes that chaos and complexity serve a
positive function in radical and emerging arts practices and that this continues the critical line
of thinking asserted by activist artists of the 1960s and 1970s that art cannot be “reduced to
the presence of an object in the here and now; rather, it consists of a significant network
whose interrelationships the artist elaborates, and whose progression in time and space he or
she controls: a circuit, in fact.” (14).

Bishop and Bourriard both explore the specific sociability resulting from attention to
context in their work, the key difference being that where Bourriaud embraces the unique
opportunities afforded the nomad, Bishop problematises the instrumentalised place-making
trend of the nomadic artist engaged in site-specific creation by local governments and the

broader arts market.

1.3 Expanding what is understood as composition

I have also drawn on research by political economist Jacques Attali (1985) and key
exponents of ‘new musicology’— Susan McClary (1989, 1991), Joseph Kerman (1985,

2009) and their contemporaries—to gain insight into the dialogic, political and social
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elements of music composition. Their ideas and contribution to this research are vital as they
have endeavoured to expand how we understand compositional practice through engaging
with the context of its creation.

McClary has also made useful observations regarding the problematisation of the
engagement of the music industry in the capitalist market, noting that “even among the
disenfranchised, the values of capitalism are strong, and many groups have become absorbed
by the recording industry” (McClary 1989, 157). Similarly, Eddie Prévost observes that the
“social relations which emanate from the composition as private property have implications
for the production of music” as well as our perception of music and the role it plays in our
society (Prévost 2011, 171).

Echoing Attali, McClary heralds the resilience and realisation of the power of
composition, and the “seeming spontaneous generation of ever more local groups” (McClary
1989, 157) as the antidote to this subsumption of grass-roots ideology into the mainstream
market.

Joseph Kerman draws our attention to the ways in which musicology limits itself to
understanding the technical components of a composition and a composer’s style, “restricted
not only in the subject matter it covers but also in its approach to that subject matter”
(Kerman 2009, 11). In calling for greater attention to be paid to social, political and non-
technical aspects of music making, these theorists offer alternatives to the way we currently
operate as creators and consumers of music, but it is noted that improvised music practice is

absent from their scholarship.

1.3.1 Expanded ideas of listening
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The consideration of context as a variable or compositional tool did not become a focus in
Western music traditions until the 1940s-50s, when the concepts of practitioner theorists such
as American composer-philosopher John Cage rose to prominence. Until this time,
contemporary music was confined to the concert hall, with participants largely functioning
under the assumption that music requires a formal space and traditional listening arrangement
or ritual to appreciate pre-composed works by ‘masters’.

French composer and instigator of musique concréte, Pierre Schaeffer, and Cage were
among those who challenged audiences to expand their concepts of music and listening
through their research, compositions, interviews, writings and performances. These
practitioners broke with the tradition of the assumed relationships not only between the ear
and sound vibrations, but also challenged preconceived notions of the roles played by
audience, composer, musical ceremony and hierarchy in the making and reception of work.

Schaeffer, Cage, and others prompted a significant shift in approaches to performance
contexts as well as compositional methods, and performer/audience dynamics in sound. This
initiated musical movements that have been loosely bracketed under the term ‘experimental
music’, within which the practice of improvised music now resides. It is understood that
experimental music is often associated with this break from the classical music tradition, but
is clearly not defined by or limited by these roots. Similarly, many practitioners of
improvised music do not identify with the classical music field, as the literature discussed
above has shown.

In compositions, lectures and writings practitioner-theorist John Cage investigated the
act of listening itself, questioning and encouraging audiences to allow sounds to be
themselves (Cage 2011, 9). Cage’s significance can be traced beyond his own works to the
ideas that he set in motion early in the twentieth century. His work radicalised many others

who, like him, were trained within the western classical music tradition but found the concert
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hall approach of Western classical music and the European avant-garde’s focus on increasing
control limiting, deciding instead to explore other modes of composition that were more
listener-focused and open to context and chance.'? The experimental transdisciplinary art
movement Fluxus is considered to have its origins in the theories and experimental music
pedagogies of Cage.'* Many future Fluxus artists attended Cage’s classes at the New School
for Social Research, NYC between 1957-1959 and were influenced by the concepts of
indeterminacy and chance, and the rejection of virtuosity and traditional artistic skill.'3

The work of Cage not only inspired the American movement against the European
mainstream (as far as composition was concerned) but, as this doctoral research will show,
his concepts of expanded sound and listening have had ripple effects all over the world where
experimental music is explored, celebrated and problematised.'®

This thesis details a range of compositional strategies with regards to how

improvising musicians might consciously respond to the contexts within which they perform.

13 Cage encouraged listeners (and makers) to consider music as a much larger, expanded concept than that of the
Western classical music tradition. Through his use of principles from Zen Buddhism he argued for composers to
remove ego from the act of composition, to radically reconsider sound and chance, and to consider the act of
listening as an active part of the composition itself.

4 George Maciunas, La Monte Young, Marcel Duchamp, Nam June Paik and Yoko Ono were among the core
practitioners at the height of Fluxus in the 1960s. The primary manifestations of this movement were ‘anti-art’
and anti-commercial events, realised in almost any possible way: music, performance, found object collections,
ready-mades, fake newspapers and festivals.

S For insights into the parallels between the provocations of Fluxus ‘intermedia’ artists and evolving improvised
music performance strategies, this doctoral research has primarily drawn on Hannah Higgins’ book Fluxus
Experience (Higgins 2002). Other rich sources from a mix of practitioners, critics and arts historians are Yoko
Ono’s Grapefruit (Ono 1970), Gwendolyn Audrey Foster’s research into the art of Yoko Ono (Foster 2010),
Gillian Young’s The Score: How Does Fluxus Perform (Young 2012), Fluxus Codex compiled by Jon Hendrix
(Hendricks and Jon 1988), Natasha Lushetich’s The Performance of Time in Fluxus Intermedia ( Lushetich
2011b) and Ludus Populi: The Practice of Nonsense ( Lushetich 2011a).

16 T acknowledge Cage did not single-handedly transform approaches to the performance and reception of
music. Movements predating and contemporaneous to the extensive and highly influential lectures and writings
of Cage, such as musique concréte, Dadism, Futurism, and Fluxus, also had (and continue to have) significant
1mpact.
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This includes the ways in which we listen to one another as well as the sounds and acoustic
implications of the spaces in which we play. Beyond the work of Cage, American composer
Pauline Oliveros called on audiences to “[n]otice when you feel sound in your body”
(Oliveros 2005, 15).!7 Her research is of relevance here as she stated that her improvised
performances were informed by the ‘deep listening’ practice (xix) that she developed in late
twentieth century, educating listeners to understand sounds as exciters of space, and to hear
with their entire bodies (15). Extending these ideas to aural architecture, American acoustic
ecologists Barry Blesser and Linda-Ruth Salter ask us to re-examine the social properties of
sound. In particular, their book Spaces Speak, Are You Listening? (Blesser and Salter 2009)
is an invitation to pay closer attention to how the aural architecture of a space defines how
we behave in it. Each of these invitations is useful in creating new compositional and
listening experiences in contemporary music, but also for considering our roles as active
participants in our environments in everyday life.

The above concepts of expanded listening and alternative compositional approaches
have been applied to experimental music more broadly throughout its development. Each of
the practitioner theorists listed here have challenged, disturbed and expanded our experiences
of listening and of creating for new physical listening experiences, but these concepts have
predominately emerged from and been applied to electroacoustic studio composition
(Schaeffer 1966, Chion 1991, Lopez 1997); the theories of expanded sound and listening are
therefore untested in the context of improvised music performance. Applying these concepts

to the process of improvisation and composing—using context as a compositional tool—is

17 This research draws on Oliveros’ own compositions and writings (2005), and her preface to her peer and
contemporary Alvin Lucier’s Reflections (Lucier 1995).
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core to this inquiry, as is the role of improvisation in highlighting expanded listening

practices.

1.4 Expanded Curatorial Practice: the development of critical meaning

between organisers, artists and audiences

The majority of the research regarding expanded curatorial practice for this thesis has come
from either first-hand experience experimenting with different modes of presenting
performance, or from observing the curatorial experiments of my colleagues over the last two
decades. This has allowed me to assemble a large body of artist and curatorial statements for
analysis, and to develop primary case studies of four organisations: Arika (Glasgow), Liquid
Architecture (Melbourne); ausland e.v. [sic] (Berlin); and the NOW now (Sydney). By their
nature as registered organisations, they have tended towards articulating their curatorial
visions and motivations alongside the presentation of their experimental programs.
Glasgow-based organisation Arika has presented hundreds of events and many
festivals of experimental music, sound, film, image, art, ideas and conversation since 2001 in
collaboration with musicians, artists, critics, philosophers, and activists.'® In addition to
conducting field work at their 2015 event Episode 7: We Can’t Live Without Our Lives, my
research also draws on several texts published by the organisation: the liner notes for the

Resonant Spaces project (Esson 2006); and their online archive of programs. In 2010, their

18 These include the Instal festivals, Uninstal, Kill Your Timid Notion, Shadowed Spaces, Resonant Spaces and
their Episodes series, now in its 18" edition. See the Arika website www.arika.org.uk (accessed 1/3/17).
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festival Instal 10 explicitly set out to experiment with the format of public presentation and
engagement and expand on concepts established by John Cage in the 1960s that explore
expanded listening and the appreciation of sound. They delivered a manifesto to “get at
what’s eating us with regards to experimental music, and what we think might be worth
salvaging”, which has a tone that already indicates that experimental music is in a state of
disarray or crisis. Basque performer and writer Mattin, who has been engaged with several of
Arika’s programs over the last decade, applauds Arika’s approach in a short essay he
contributed to the NOW now festival program catalogue (2014), and pertinent to the
concerns of this thesis.

Observing emerging trends in curatorial practice, Claire Doherty, Mary Anne
Staniszewski, Beryl Graham, and Miwon Kwon have all noted the shifts in curatorial
manoeuvres and propositions that embrace or problematise site- and place-based events
through their works Situation (Doherty, 2009), The Power of Display (Staniszewski, 1998),
Rethinking Curating: Art after New Media (Graham 2010) and One Place After Another
(Kwon, 2004) respectively. Concentrating on the “practice and practicalities of contemporary
curating” (11), Graham and Cook explore alternatives to the traditional market-driven role of
the curator, reframing the role as filter and context provider, defining the curator as editor
rather than “curator as connoisseur” (12), focusing on the process of art-making over the art
object. In a similar vein, Barnaby Drabble is quoted as saying that curating is “not about the
display of work [...] it is about the development of critical meaning in partnership and
discussion with artists and publics” (Graham 2010, 10). These critiques and observations are
relevant to this thesis in that they infer that those that organise events are engaged in the
authorship of the contextual elements and therefore the resulting outcomes. They do not
address the slippage in authorship prevalent in the presentation of improvised music

performance resulting from this curatorial foregrounding of context and process.
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1.5 Conceptual framework: Inspiration from other disciplines

This doctoral research project draws on emerging design scholarship as a conceptual
framework to explore context-responsive performance. The physical, temporal, political and
aesthetic contextual explorations are also core to innovative design practice, and several
design scholars have taken great care to articulate the challenges and opportunities in ways
that are deeply applicable to the practice of improvised music. The design field has
developed both language and emerging methodologies that embrace ongoing observation,
speculation, iteration and context as core to the creative process, hence their application here.
The majority of design scholarship and research is directed at insights or case studies around
business and marketplace contexts, yet also addresses developments in design more broadly.

To supplement my thinking on co-authored creative practice and process I have also
drawn on the writings of prominent design theorists Peter Rowe (1987), American design
scholar Mary Lou Maher, with particular attention to her article “Process Models for Design
Synthesis” (Maher 1990), and Elizabeth B. N. Sanders & Peter Jan Stappers, who co-
authored Convivial Toolbox (Sanders and Stappers 2012), primarily aimed at students of
design and academic researchers. It collates descriptions and approaches in contemporary
design as well as the underlying principles with specific relation to the practice of designing
rather than the products that emerge from the field.

Sydney-based Dutch practitioner-theorist Kees Dorst acknowledges the role of
context in the creative design process, and clearly articulates many stages of design practice.
His co-authored journal article “Creativity in the Design Process: Co-evolution of Problem—
Solution” (Dorst and Cross 2001) with Nigel Cross, and more recently Dorst’s publication

Notes On Design: How Creative Practice Works (Dorst 2017) have been drawn on
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throughout this doctoral research project as they articulate the creative challenges faced by an
improvising performer—yvia the creative practice of a designer—better than most texts on
music do.

Dorst’s most recent articulations of ‘frame innovation’ and ‘design abduction’ (Dorst
2015) place the focus on “embracing the complexity of a situation [and] learning our way to
a solution”(15). Dorst cites Louis L. Bucciarelli’s Designing Engineers (Bucciarelli 1994) as
a key example of the observation of the methods designers employ. !

I have contrasted the emerging design scholarship with more mainstream writings on
the ‘solution focused’ design process from traditional design scholar Karl Aspelund
(Aspelund 2014) to highlight how the framing of the creative process in design is also
evolving to embrace creative responses to uncertainty.

Brian Lawson’s How Designers Think: The Design Process Demystified (Lawson
2006), first published in 1990, observes designers’ processes, techniques and engagement
with changing technologies to provide an analysis of successful methods and proposals for
more effective design education. Although more traditional in their approach, these
publications are useful to this study as they are excellent examples of describing rather than
prescribing a creative process or outcome.

As we will explore in the case of ‘design thinking’, articulations of design processes
can produce problematic trends evident in their oversimplification through their uptake by

product-focused business education. The term ‘design thinking’ has evolved from a broad

19 Bucciarelli includes entire team meeting conversations to illustrate the steps taken in decision-making within
the engineering field, using these to illustrate some of the core interdisciplinary challenges of solving a design
problem.
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articulation of the ways in which designers approached a problem in the 1950s (for those
outside of design), to a “‘must-have’ business course skill-set that everyone and anyone (read
designers and non-designers) can attain, so as to realise more innovative, marketable and
competitive products and services. Design thinking is not unproblematic, but it is a well-
articulated critical and creative framework that embraces the co-evolution of problem spaces
and solution spaces with a clear set of foci. For scholarship regarding design thinking,
research for this thesis draws on arguably the movement’s main exponent, CEO of design
firm IDEO, Tim Brown through his book Change By Design (Brown 2009) as well as current
content from the IDEO website. Gavin Ambrose & Paul Harris’ Design Thinking (Ambrose
and Harris 2010) is useful as an illustrated guide to the process of design thinking, with a
focus on realising commercial briefs, while Nigel Cross’ Design Thinking: Understanding
How Designers Think and Work (Cross 2011) and Lucy Kimbell’s Rethinking Design
Thinking (Kimbell 2011) offer a more critical eye on this trending method.

Through their article “Transdisciplinary Research and Practice for Sustainability
Outcomes” (Fam et al. 2016, 157) Sydney-based design theorists Dena Fam, Jane Palmer,
Chris Reidy and Cynthia Mitchell have advocated for designers to “recover a criticality
suppressed by the predominant market activity of reproducing and reaffirming the familiar”
(157). They argue that transdisciplinary collaboration “supports new transdisciplinary
thinking; it supports the transition to novel solutions” (158). Fam et al elucidate the current
challenges and opportunities faced by the visual communications discipline within design in
a way that aligns with the argument I am making here for improvised performance to move

toward a more consciously context-responsive practice.

52



Clare Cooper Ph.D.

Speculative fiction and design futuring are of increasing relevance to composing
music for situations around social questions.?? The following thinkers use these critical
research methodologies, arguing for a more widespread application across the design field:
Sohail Inayatullah (Inayatullah 2005, 1990) uses futurology as an effective culture-maker;
design philosopher Tony Fry posits that design, unsustainability and politics cannot be
separated (Fry 2010); and Tony Dunne and Fiona Raby use design to provoke discussion
around the ethics of emerging technologies and practices. This doctoral research uses their
influential book Speculative Everything (Dunne and Raby 2013) as a springboard for
discussion around composition as a speculative design practice.

Literature dealing with creative problem-solving in performance and design ranges
from a celebration of the ‘problem space’ in design (Dorst, etc) through to sociological and
art theories exploring consciously-sought solutions that alter our understanding of existing
problems (Becker 1982, 303). The experimental fields of critical design, design fiction,
speculative design and design futuring have much to offer in helping us understand the
attraction of creative responses to uncertainty. I will only briefly refer to their application to
improvisation; to fully explore and apply these to improvised music is beyond the scope of
this particular research project. Material that brings together the fields of situation-specific
performance, composition and speculative design has not been located in the process of this

doctoral research.

20 Design academic Tony Fry’s book Design Futuring (Fry 2008) explores in great depth the concept of futuring
as applied to the field of design.
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Summary

In summary, existing literature on improvised music is rich with descriptions of practice,
process, presentation and performance but often treats the practice and practitioners as
belonging to the same historical period, as opposed to an evolving series of waves of
practice. This has resulted in practitioner-theorists noting their frustration with the lack of
definitions associated with the practice, but not offering terms or delineations that might
assist our understanding of the practice.

Material dealing with context-responsive performance, site-specificity, and actively
political, relational and participatory performance is abundant in other fields of the
performing arts, but does not deal specifically with improvised music as an art form.
Attempts to expand what is understood as composition have also not dealt with collectively
authored improvised works, and also continue to focus on singular sonic works rather than
appreciate or assess a body or oeuvre of work co-created by a translocal community.

As aresult, [ have sought conceptual frameworks and approaches developed in other
fields, looking to expanded curatorial practice and design scholarship. I have as yet found no
literature the draws parallels between the critical collective practices of improvised music
and emerging design practice. This research will contribute detailed knowledge regarding

practice and frameworks for understanding them that are absent to date.
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Chapter 2
Genealogy of Improvised Music

This chapter will trace the key points in improvised music performance genealogy in an
attempt to describe the current landscape of practice. This is not only to assure that the reader
understands the history of the practice, but also to show that it is a self-critical and evolving
artform that has moved through several stages of development and could therefore welcome
further evolution and challenge. This chapter will observe how audiences and performers
find sites of performance and networks of support, and explore why the community around
the music is inextricably linked to its sonic outcomes.

Improvisation is a practice that spans a range of musical traditions. Additionally
therefore, this chapter will identify the field and attempt to clarify the terms used in the
evolving discourse around improvised music performance. In pursuit of a stable unified
definition of what it means to be an improvising practitioner, a range of dynamics and
dominant orthodoxies need to be accounted for within the practice of improvised music
performance, which tend towards a set of dispositions rather than absolutes. This chapter
articulates some of the ways in which practices have been codified and stabilised to establish
the recognisable genre (and subgenres) of Improv in its current form. It will demonstrate the
shared sociopolitical interests and concerns that attract particular musicians to play this music
and how in turn this contributes to determining the physical spaces these performances
inhabit and therefore the resulting musical outcomes.

It is useful to divide the genealogy into three waves of evolution. The first wave
consisted of self-identified non-idiomatic free improvising musicians (NIFIM) breaking from
mainstream traditions, some of which included elements of improvisation (for example the

term ‘free improvisation’ was originally coined in order to demarcate this genre of music
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from mainstream jazz). The practices and motivations of this first wave are well documented
by Derek Bailey.

The second wave cultivated a translocal network of performance venues, festivals and
products that have come to be recognised as the genre Improv after forty years of shared
practices and common contexts for presentation and promotion.

The current wave evolving the practice of improvised music is context-responsive
improvised music (CRIM), and consists of improvising musicians and organisers proactively
seeking out contexts that disturb reliable devices and avoid stabilising, commodifying
tendencies. This chapter is concerned with the first two waves; CRIM practice will be

examined from Chapter 4.

2.1 Origins of improvised music

Improvisation is at its roots an ancient practice that forms the basis of all music making
(Bailey 1992, 83). Improvisatory musical elements were core to baroque music, and to music
of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance before that. Incorporation of improvisation was
revived and foregrounded by popular musical forms of the twentieth century, most notably in
jazz from the 1950s onwards, rock and psychedelia of the 1960s, and by Western
Contemporary Classical composers such as Earle Brown, David Tudor, La Monte Young,
Morton Feldman, Karlheinz Stockhausen, George Crumb, and Cornelius Cardew.
Acknowledging that musicians have been improvising in performance for a long time
before the establishment of Improv, it is clear that NIFIM was born from a reaction against
dominant performance genres of the 1970s, most of which dictated a style or approach that
almost always guaranteed a particular stylistic outcome: jazz, swing, bebop, rock’n’roll,

classical, pop, acousmatic music (i.e., music for loudspeakers, often involving live diffusion
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in the French tradition) and contemporary classical, and the beginnings of punk in popular
music. Performance and social context minimised slippages from one genre to another—each
of which having their roots in specific historical traditions and practices—and established a
clear set of boundaries and expectations for the concert-going audiences.

No practitioner-theorist has articulated the social nature and practice of improvised
music better than British guitarist Derek Bailey. In his book Improvisation: Its Nature and
Practice in Music, Bailey makes an important delineation when he states that “freely
improvised music is different to musics that include improvisation” [emphasis added] (Bailey
1996, np). Bailey argues that idiomatic improvised music (for example flamenco in Spain or
raga in India) is tied to place, to a people and their culture, and that its main character is not

the improvisation itself:

There are plenty of styles—group styles and individual styles—found in free
playing but they don’t coalesce into an idiom. They just don’t have that kind of
social or regional purchase or allegiance. They are idiosyncratic. In fact you can
see freely improvised music as being made up of an apparently endless variety of
idiosyncratic players and groups. So many in fact, that its simpler to think of the
whole thing as non-idiomatic (ibid).

Bailey observed that the term improvisation was used reluctantly by performers due
to its negative connotations as a music without preparation that lacks “in design and
method,” and that such attitudes “completely misrepresents the depth and complexity” of
their work. However, Bailey retained the term in his writings in the hope to redefine and
reclaim it (xii), arguing that improvisation “is a creative force of incalculable power, not
simply a way of achieving a more or less interesting set of instrumental devices” (75).

Scholarship on the subject of improvised music lags far behind the practice. This is
largely due to the ephemeral and ineffable nature of improvisation—a practice and act that is

negated by any attempt to articulate its process while being ‘in it’. Consequently,
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determining the ‘success’ of these acts is highly subjective because of the level of uncertainty
in what constitutes the aims of improvised music, and therefore the lack of a clear and
unambiguous set of criteria with which it might be established. However, as evidenced by the
literature review, practitioners have generated their own discourse on improvised music in
the absence of the scholarly work in the field. I have privileged this scholarship over the
available institutional discourse as it is where the superior and dominant ideas in the field are
at play.

In her introduction to Soundweavings: Writings on Improvisation (2014) practitioner-
theorist Franziska Schroeder notes that “‘improvisation’ (as a term and as a concept) must be
understood as tricky, complicated and ill-defined” (x) and that the literature (Bailey 1992,
Heble 2000, Borgo 2002, Lewis 1996, 2008, Ramshaw and Stapleton 2016) on the topic
verifies that it is “highly contested and loaded with signification” (ibid). Schroeder
acknowledges that we have come a long way in discussing improvisation since Derek Bailey
lamented the lack of appropriate analysis of NIFIM in the 1980s. The lack of a clear
delineation between the practice of NIFIM from the genre of Improv, and the misrecognition
of its active subgenres, has contributed greatly to this misunderstanding.

Tracing the history of NIFIM and Improv in Australia, practitioner theorist Jim
Denley observes that improvisation is “a global music methodology with a fast mutation
rate” (Denley 2008, 135), and that it is so embroiled in “all forms of popular, traditional and
art musics from around the globe” that it doesn’t easily “slot into any one category—there is
a lot of methodological grey practice out there” (135). Consequently, aims to clarify some of
ways in which we understand improvisation and its manifestations, tropes, genres and
subgenres throughout this thesis are not attempts to police categories or argue for greater
boundaries between practices, but are instead aimed at establishing how the lack of clarity

around the current practice is one of the reasons why it is often misunderstood.
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Schroeder notes that the “simplistic conceptualisation of improvisation as something
unforeseen, eschewing all law, convention, structure or form has been criticised for some
time” (Schroeder 2014, x), while Bailey suggests that it has “more to do with an instrumental
approach or an attitude: a method of making music” (Bailey 1996, np). Bailey prefaces his
book Improvisation as being “an attempt to cover the practice of improvisation in the main
areas in which it is found and to reveal those features and characteristics common to all
improvisation” (Bailey 1996, iv) noting that due to its widespread presence it “will inevitably
be selective” (ibid).

Reaffirming improvisation as practice, Bailey insists that speculating about the future
of non-idiomatic free improvised music and whether it would increase in popularity or
become extinct fails to understand the function of the activity: “[I]t is basically a method of
working [...] As long as the performing musician wants to be creative there is likely to be
free improvisation. And it won’t necessarily indicate a particular style, or even presuppose an
artistic attitude” (Bailey 1992, 142). Bailey’s observations of trends in improvised music are
rooted in his lived (and performed) experience of the early NIFIM scene of the 1970s and
1980s in the UK, Europe and the USA. However, almost four decades of performance and
practice have taken place since the publication of his seminal study, and practices and
tendencies to codify and stabilise the practice have evolved during that time.

In order to explore how non-idiomatic free improvised music evolved from the 1970s
into what is now widely known as Improv, I will describe how this manifested with particular
attention to the Australian context, and then go on to outline the ways in which Improv has

stabilised and codified itself over 40 years of international practice.
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2.2 Non-Idiomatic Free Improvised Music (NIFIM) circa 1970s-1990s

As the NIFIM scene that Bailey describes did not expect to be popular (or to later become a
genre), the community of players found small bars, squats, visual art spaces or private homes
in which to share their music. Throughout the 1970s, the ethos of NIFIM found resonance
with the public dialogues of Fluxus, performance art, and experimental rock. Festivals
celebrating NIFIM began to emerge internationally from the 1980s onwards. Some of the
earliest of these described themselves as festivals of experimental music but had a clear focus
on free jazz. Examples include Konfrontationen (1980-present, Nickelsdorf, Austria)!,
Musique Action (1985-present, Nancy, France)?, and Vision Festival (1996-present, New
York).?

Two significant developments in the UK have inscribed NIFIM into the international
performing arts/musical vernacular. Firstly, in 1977 Derek Bailey established the annual
week-long festival of improvisation Company Week (which ran until 1994), recordings of
which were broadcast on BBC radio; and more recently, the founding of Resonance FM by
the London Musicians Collective in 2001, providing a platform for regular improvised live-
to-air performances as well as a broader dissemination of NIFIM to virtual international
audiences online.

It is important to acknowledge that, as with all artforms, each wave of improvised

music has been influenced both by those who have gone before them and by other musics,

! http://www.konfrontationen.at/ko2005/framesets/frames2/plakate2/k80.ipg (accessed 22/2/18)
2 http://musiqueaction.com/Musique_Action 2017/Edito.html (accessed 22/2/18)
3 https://www.artsforart.org/vf22.html (accessed 22/2/18)
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even if that influence was one of antagonism, a reaction against the structures, rhythms and
melodies of other genres. Some first wave European NIFIM performers were inspired by the
free jazz movement in the USA (originally brought to Europe by Albert Ayler, 1960s
France); extensions of the aleatoric music of John Cage, and the radiophonic works of the
1950s.

Berlin-based Australian percussionist Tony Buck acknowledges that whilst more
recent waves of improvisers can freely draw on and collage elements of popular music (for
example a rock beat), first wave improvisers viewed such references as restrictive.* This is
indicative of the evolution of the music and also the political, aesthetic and tacit agreements
that exist within the scene. The first wave of European NIFIM performers were engaged
primarily in improvisation as “a political statement and approach to life—improvising is a
philosophy. It’s anti-establishment, anti-mainstream culture, looking for alternatives. It is a

stance” (Buck 2016).°

2.3 The emergence of Improv circa 2000s-current

Throughout the 1980s and early ‘90s NIFIM was a niche practice that carried a negative

stigma (Bailey 1992, xii). However, by the late 1990s and early 2000s, musicians were no

* Buck is best known for his work with seminal Australian improvising trio The Necks, whose collective
approach and tacit agreements will form the subject for discussion in chapter 7 of the thesis.

> In the interview, Tony Buck refers to them as “Eddie Prévost’s generation”, mainly because of his book No
Sound Is Innocent (Prévost 1995), which articulates much of the practice and motivations of improvisation in
the 1960s and “70s.
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longer shying away from calling what they did ‘Improv’. A resurgence in adopting and
celebrating improvisation as core to music-making across many genres boomed, largely
thanks to laptop glitch players emerging from electronic and dance music scenes, New
Zealand’s post-Dead C ‘free noise’ community, and those exploring post-post-rock, such as
Animal Collective, “a polyglot of cosmic music, particularly flexing its improv roots in
concert” (Gotritch 2009).

It was around the early 2000s that the genre of Improv took over from NIFIM. At that
point, improvisations were no longer being performed as non-idiomatic, and the genre and
popularised term ‘Improv’ began to circulate more widely throughout the translocal scene.
Throughout this thesis, my sources may continue to use the terms ‘Improv’, ‘improvised
music’ and ‘free Improv’ interchangeably. Unless otherwise stated, the reader can assume
that the source is referring to what I articulate here as the recognisable genre of Improv.

The performance of Improv is not new, but it would also be inaccurate to call it
‘established’. This would infer that there is an infrastructure of support systems, international
and institutional recognition for its value. Improv remains (happily) dabbling on the fringe.
Referencing Bennett and Peterson (2004), Julian Knowles, in his chapter “Setting the Scene:
Developments in Australian Experimental Music Since the mid-1990s” (in Priest 2008),
clearly outlines the dynamics of the established ‘translocal’ experimental music scene. In the
years since its publication, the recognition from arts funding bodies and institutions has been

steady, albeit sporadic (10).

6 Knowles argues that the term ‘scene’ has “moved from the vernacular into academic discourse through the
disciplines of cultural and popular music studies’ and ‘can be understood as a clustering of producers,
performers, curators and audience members who share a sense of common or compatible artistic interests.”
(Knowles 2008, 10)
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2.4 Improv in Australia

In Australia, the lines between Improv, free jazz, experimental music and new music (or
contemporary composition) have been (and remain) particularly blurry. One contributing
factor is the geographical distance from the bulk of activity occurring in the UK, Europe and
the USA in the latter half of the twentieth century. Broadly speaking, the Australian and New
Zealand Improv scenes welcome ‘the ferals’ and ‘the unclassifiable’. It is a scene where you
fit in if you don’t fit in anywhere else—a space for hybrid artists refusing to be classified in a
specific genre, as well as autodidacts and hobbyists keen (and relaxed enough) to share their
experiments in performance.

Between the 1970s and 1990s a few organisations were active producing one-off
events’, series and festival exploring (broadly) experimental music, such as the New Music
Centre (Chris Mann et al.) and Watt in Sydney, and the Clifton Hill Community Music
Centre in Melbourne. Between the mid 1990s and early 2000s, audiences for experimental
performance were particularly enthusiastic. For example the audience numbers for the NOW
now festival in 2006 reached over 500 people from diverse age groups and backgrounds.
However, the audience numbers attracted to an annual spectacle do not translate to the

regular attendance of a weekly or fortnightly series.® Some of the enduring festivals and

7 For example, New Directions (Sydney, 1990) was a multispeaker immersive performance featuring US vocalist
Diamanda Galas, installed in a dome outside the Seymour Centre as part of the Sydney Festival. This was
organised by David Worrall and Kimmo Vennonen from Canberra.

8 This is common across the translocal scene, but I observed in Europe, for example, that government support
for series and festivals attracted a more consistent following all year round.
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series to feature Improv in Australia are Totally Huge New Music Festival/TURA® (est. 1987,
Perth), What Is Music? festival (1996-2012, national), Improvised Tuesdays series, later
known as Make It Up Club (est. 1998, Melbourne), If You Like Improvised Music, We Like
You and the NOW now festival (est. 2001, Sydney), and the Audio Pollen and Small Black
Box series (est. 2003, Brisbane).

There was a “surge in improvisatory practice and exchange” (Denley 2008, 141) in
Australia between 2003-2008. This exchange manifest not only on festival stages, but also
smaller regular series gigs, record releases, zines'? and online platforms that elevated the
practice through critical reviews and features. Denley observed that “Australians have
embraced improvisation in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries”, noting that the
activity and public outcomes beyond the concerts themselves (record labels, radio broadcasts
and some learning institutions) all contribute to a network of interstate activity and exchange
where there previously was little to none. He credits this to the strong grassroots movement

and exchange between the organisations:

Today, audiences for new music that are large or young are said to be rare, but
What is Music?, Articulating Space, Electrofringe, Unsound, impermanent.audio,
Liquid Architecture, Totally Huge, the NOW now and ROOM40 events disprove
this. There is an interdependence between public outcomes and the development
of communities of players. It needed to be a grassroots movement, and it has
been. (Priest 2008, 152)

? https://www.tura.com.au/about/ (accessed 22 Feb 2018)
10 Realtime Arts http://www.realtime.org.au/ and Cyclic Defrost https://www.cyclicdefrost.com/ being the

major print platforms — now both online only.
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Denley notes that since 2008 this surge of activity and exchange has significantly
reduced despite there being “many more musicians involved in experimentation and
improvisation” (Denley, personal correspondence 10/2/18). He also observes that when he
wrote the contributing chapter in 2008, it was informed by “years of positivity from What Is
Music? and the NOW now that was very interested in interstate dialogue” (ibid) and that
subsequently the increased difficulties living in cities due to inflated rents have resulted in an

exodus of those who might otherwise still be facilitating this in-person exchange.

2.5 Current translocal manifestations of social politics

Whilst the radical bedrocks of DIY cultures support improvised music and CRIM practice
due to its ongoing critique and exploration of alternative modes of being and creating
together, there is a historical class, race and gender context for this. Improvisers also often
share social and political motivations beyond the production of music. This section will
describe how these currently manifest.

Musicians are drawn to Improv because it demands a level of ‘response-ability’ that
composed music and traditional performance settings do not. Improvisers have a uniquely
porous relationship with the music they create, their audience, and performance context.
While the opportunity to take risks and to be acutely responsive is not unique to
improvisation, it is uniquely a central tenet of the practice.

Many art forms in Australia are dominated by middle-class, educated, city-dwelling
practitioners. Anecdotally, a number of these practitioners choose subcultural platforms as a
reaction against their middle-class backgrounds. Due to the lack of necessary educational
obstacles and accessibility and intimacy of the venues, Improv and experimental music can

be regarded as more supportive of people who do not come from a wealthy or highly
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educated background. This is distinct to the class-system more typically embedded in
classical music, new music or contemporary classical music, which tends to recruit those
from the upper classes.

African American improviser and scholar George Lewis writing in 2004 observed
that improvisers can now draw from an “intercultural establishment” comprised of styles,
aesthetics, and networks where the practice is best understood as “a social location inhabited
by a considerable number of present-day musicians, [...] who have chosen to make
improvisation a central part of their musical discourse” (Fischlin and Heble 2004, 3). Lewis
suggests that we understand the complexities of improvisation as “networks of cultural and
social practice” (ibid). Building on Lewis’ argument, Fischlin and Heble (2004) assert that
“Improvisation, in the contexts in which we are discussing it, can provide a powerful form of
rebellion against such exclusions, inviting potentially transgressive interventions and giving
articulation to fractious or unheard community dissonances” (8). Improv attracts listeners and
players “precisely because of its ‘otherness’ (Prévost, 1995, 172).

The common social politics of the translocal Improv scene currently manifest in a
variety of ways. The ephemeral DIY culture of producing events (through to publications)
with little-to-no institutional support in the form of artist-run record labels, publishing and
distribution is dominant. Performances spaces are often volunteer-run with ad hoc technical
infrastructure (often crowdsourced). Festivals and music series attract a core loyal following
that have been ‘trained’ by the consistent events in how best to appreciate/listen and therefore
pass this knowledge/behaviour on to new listeners, and the majority of the events
communicate themselves as anti-establishment, anti-commercial, anti-idealist, and anti-
ceremonial in style, setting and promotion.

In the UK, Bailey noted that most of the musicians he was improvising with were

from working-class backgrounds and at times, anti-intellectual (Bailey 1996, np). This is not
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the case in Australia, where a percentage of the performer-practitioners are teaching in
academic institutions and articulating their practice through academic platforms. The Improv
scene in Sydney is primarily made up of educated, white, middle socioeconomic status
participants (both listeners and players) drawn to alternative modes of social organisation and
music making, interested in outsider art but often holding significant social and cultural
capital themselves.

Those performing Improv are often working non-music-related ‘day jobs’ or playing
other kinds of music to earn a living. Reflecting the practitioner demographic, many of the
audience-members for experimental performing arts are also university educated, differing
from Bailey’s peers in UK in the 1970s perhaps by their alignment with an anti-institutional
political stance (as opposed to anti-intellectual), as many of these listeners and players have
helped to document and critique the practice and thus boosted its status in academic and
professional circles (ironically, in institutions). For the first wave of improvisers, the most
significant bodies of work in the field were developed outside the institution.

The Australian Improv scene can also be characterised by the figureheads who have
aggressively or inadvertently mentored generations of players. In Sydney, the influence of

artist-organisers such as Jim Denley'!, Jon Rose and Clayton Thomas has been significant, if

! Alongside longer-term projects like Machine for Making Sense (active 1994-2008), Splinter Orchestra (active
2002-current), and West Head Project (active 2005-current), Denley also established his own publishing label
Splitrec, celebrating “Sydney’s vibrant exploratory/spontaneous music scene”. Releases to date include
Machine for Making Sense, Amanda Stewart, Jim Denley, Germ Studies, Great Waitress, Peter

Blamey, Clayton Thomas, Splinter Orchestra, Mike Majkowski, Dale Gorfinkel, Monica Brooks, Peter

Farrar, Robbie Avenaim, Cor Fuhler, Teletopa, Truancy and West Head Project (https://splitrec.com/ Accessed
13/3/18). Denley’s passion for collaboration and facilitating new environmental contexts for improvised
performance, along with the absence of dogmatic rhetoric or reverence for a canon or restrictive legacy, has
cultivated an environment of genuine intergenerational exchange between players of all ages, styles,
backgrounds and availabilities. The influence of his consistently supportive and exploratory activity on the
players who have come into the scene after him cannot be overstated.
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only for their enthusiasm for ongoing intergenerational, interdisciplinary public exchange. In
Melbourne, performer-organisers such as Will Guthrie and Ren Walters (who co-founded
Improvised Tuesdays /Make It Up Club in 1998); Robbie Avenaim (What Is Music? festival);
Robin Fox and Anthony Pateras (Articulating Space series, 2004-2006); and Tim O’Dwyer,
Belinda Woods, Ned Collette, Sean Baxter, Lloyd Honeybrook, Annalee Koenig and Ari
Sharp (all hosts of Make It Up Club over the last twenty years) have set up a powerful ethos
of staunch DIY performance nights that unite a scene of live, regular experimentation. Sean
Baxter’s consistent, expletive-ridden punk-intellectual MC’ing of the Make It Up Club
weekly concerts has been a powerful (and at times confusing) foil to anyone that would
otherwise approach the music as one-dimensionally contemplative, humourless or devoid of
personality.'?

Improv, as a branch of experimental performing arts in Australia is often heavily
conceptual and therefore sometimes elitist in nature, appearing to require an understanding of
contemporary art history and practices in order to digest it fully (Byrne 2008). This has been
shifting as each generation engages with the performance and critique of the music to the
point where the discourse is now driven by the ‘makers’ and not the musicologists; where the
practitioner-theorists are often testing their theories on stage with their peers.

In the 1970s, significant experimental musicians were denied entry or ejected from
conservatoires (Philip Brophy, Ron Nagorcka, David Ahern and Chris Abrahams to name a

few). In 2019 our conservatoriums and universities celebrate the contribution and works of

12 A good example of Sean Baxter’s style of commentary can be found in this short video, where he features as
one of the musicians in Australian experimental performer/producer Erick Mitsak’s three-part series ‘Science of
Music’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vIXDh7zHzRo Produced for ABC JTV 2008 (accessed 3/12/17).
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experimental sound artists and improvisers'?, as well as the academic writing exploring
experimental music practice more broadly from a range of supportive theorists and historians
who are regular members of the audience.!* Performers and theorists interested in
experimental music, sound art and improvised music performance have fought their way
through the academic system in Australia over the last three decades to the point where it is
now possible to establish a legitimacy of inquiry and practice within these fields.

A generational turnover has meant that these academics now occupy positions that
enable them to support others, thereby paving the way for the next generation to legitimise
their practices.!” This is also due in no small part to Australian universities legitimising the
practice-led PhD. Many of these artists engaged in practice-led work and have shifted to
thesis-only (traditional scholarly) doctorates, which indicates the growing confidence in their
contribution to the field beyond their own creative works.

The time has passed where only the contributions and observations of musicologists
are taken seriously; this is a time of transformation and marks a turning point in Australian
experimental music practitioner-theorist history. A critical mass of young, active performers
is connecting with established institutional mentors to advance through the system, making
significant observations and contributions to their field, fully supported, whilst remaining as

active creators within it.

13 Including Prof. Cat Hope, Prof. Julian Knowles, Prof. Philip Samartzis, Prof. Warren Burt, Prof. Phil Brophy,
Dr. Ben Byrne, Dr. Robin Fox, Dr. Gary Butler, Dr. Peter Blamey, Dr. Judith Hannan, Dr. Alex Davies,
Geoffrey Barnard, Rainer Linz, Jon Rose, Jim Denley, and Gail Priest.

14 Prof. Douglas Kahn, Prof. Frances Dyson, and Dr. Caleb Kelly.

15 As of August 2019, experimental sound artists Pia van Gelder, Tom Smith, Emily Morandini, Kynan Tan,
Anthea Caddy, Natasha Anderson and Heather Contant are all completing their higher research degrees.
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The next section will explore how improvisers cross-pollinate styles and approaches
across the international translocal scene, and that the settings, sites and situations for
performance can dictate the behaviours of the performers and audiences. It will also draw

attention to the way in which the scene mirrors mainstream practices when promoting shows.

2.6 Audiences

Audiences are a vital dynamic element at play in the context of an improvised music
performance, but also vital to the evolution, feedback systems and survival of the music. The
audience and listeners—whether attending concerts or buying records—share similar social
politics and an attraction to responses to uncertainty in real time. This section explores the
relationship between an improviser and their audience, how listeners are ‘trained’, and
whether the character of the music can be seen to have become devoid of humour and self-
reflexivity.

Those typically present at a performance of improvised music are usually other
players, long-time devoted listeners (which includes the non-playing organisers, curators and
publishers) as well as some listeners happening upon the music for the first time.!® As the
details of Improv concerts are notoriously difficult to come across, many find out about them

from the musicians themselves or word of mouth.!”

16 This is often a make-or-break moment that will determine a long love affair or decisive rejection. The context
in which the first improvised music performance is heard is particularly significant to a first-time listener.

17 This changed with the advent of Myspace in 2003 when performers could list performances (and even
rehearsals) on an international calendar and also link to sound files to solicit gigs from organisers. Now, the far
more widespread and integrated use of platforms such as Facebook (est. 2004) and Instagram (est. 2010)
promote events and render visible the network of players, organisers and listeners.
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The audience is always an active ingredient in the resulting sonic outcomes of
improvised performance. In pre-composed, pre-scripted works, audience members are
(mostly) directed, passive actors within the performance space. Of course, there are
exceptions to this rule, such as when audiences erupt, heckle, boo, applaud, sing along or
walk out. Whilst these moments inevitably affect sections of a performance, they do not do
so to the degree that they shape an entirely improvised piece. The audience shares authorship
over an improvisation in a way that they cannot in less porous musics. Andy Bennett
observes that audiences have been considered to be “both powerless and unreflexive
recipients of cultural products” and that more recently theorists are placing “much more
emphasis on the notion of audiences as ‘active’ participants in the production and inscription
of meaning in the products of the culture industries” (Bennett 2000, 54).

Long-running Australian experimental music festivals like What Is Music? and the
NOW now operated on the basis of an established community of musicians and their friends
who could fill a venue when the bill was packed with fifty or so performers. The ripple effect
from community word of mouth also generated a respectful curiosity and a willingness to ‘sit
through’ a performance that in any other context one might be alienated, confused or repelled
by. This could also explain the prevalence and popularity of house concerts for improvised
music, where people are invited into intimate settings—a lounge room, a backyard—to listen
to a few pieces. This practice is commonplace in Berlin, and increasingly in Sydney,
especially if a visiting musician is in town and there hasn’t been sufficient lead-time to
organise a public venue.

Improv concert organisers anticipate (and perhaps at times seek out) a small,
specialised audience. Many do not expect the music to appeal to most people, and the
dedicated audiences that seek it out tend to have learned their nuanced listening practice

(Becker 1982, 64, Ramshaw and Stapleton 2016, 50); one could say they are almost trained
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for the collective listening space that the music often requires. Berlin-based organiser and
artist Nicholas Bussmann recalls that the audiences of Anorak, a regular venue for
experimental music performance in the 1990s, were “exquisite, highly concentrated, and
prepared to engage sophisticatedly with what was offered” (Bussmann, 2011, 65) and that the
venue attracted those who were “distinctly tolerant of noise-makers who either talked away
themselves without interruption or timed their commentaries exactly to fit the smallest
musical pause” (65).

In a critical appraisal of the performance culture, performer and co-director of Liquid
Architecture, Joel Stern observes that audiences of experimental music have heard the music
“ossify and settle before their ears” (Stern 2017, 78) and argues that musicians must embrace
humour and reflexivity in order to counter this humourless ossification. Whilst appreciating
the close analysis given to the genre, Stern’s critique cannot be applied across all forms of
experimental music. In fact, I would argue it is only valid for specific subgenres of
experimental music which cultivate this kind of ‘serious listening’ space, which is often
required in order to hear it at all. Subgenres of Improv such as onky6 or reductionism, for
example, tend towards a volume level so quiet that they can be literally inaudible if people
are chatting, laughing or buying drinks during performances.

However, to counter Stern’s argument I can also refer to the many examples of
improvisers who have used humour, satire, parody and sardonic elements in their
performances in Australia over the last twenty years. Among them: choosing sex toys as
instrumental preparations (Gary Butler, Sam Pettigrew, Robbie Avenaim); alternating vocal
personas (Amanda Stewart switching between the voice of a rugby commentator and a little
French girl, Rosie Dennis’ use of clipped and contrasting quotes); face slapping and balloon
blowing (Jim Denley); weaving car number plates through strings (Clayton Thomas);

foregrounding the drinking of strawberry-flavoured milk or serving fresh coconuts to the
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audience (Samuel Pettigrew); and in many other subtle ways perhaps more to do with the
character of the performer—Rik Rue, Jon Rose, James Heighway, Tony Osborne, Sean
Baxter, Anthony Pateras, Robin Fox, Lloyd Honeybrook, Laura Altman, Rod Cooper,
Anthony Magen, Jon Wilton, John Watts, Rishin Singh, Nicola Morton, Anthony Pateras,
Chris Abrahams and many more. These more humorous approaches to Improv performance
could be linked to early John Cage and Fluxus performance.

Research for this thesis also considered the set-up of audience expectation and the
various ways the audience is directly informed and addressed before and throughout an
improvised music performance. These observations were drawn from the charismatic
MC’ing of Sean Baxter (drummer and veteran MC of the Make It Up Club, Melbourne),
Lloyd Honeybook (also MIUC, Melbourne), Clayton Thomas (the NOW now, Sydney), Jon
Rose and Stephen Adams (the ABC live recording/Live at Peggy’s series, Sydney). Extensive
material showing the humour, personality and conviviality of these public shared listening
situations can be found.

Although it is not within the scope of this research to fully investigate their practice, it
is worth mentioning the work of several performers who question the role of the audience in
the self-important spectacle. Some of these are Basque artist/writer Mattin, Argentinan
dancer/writer Diego Chamy, British artist Tim Goldie, and Australian (Berlin-based) artist
Rishin Singh. Through their performances they actively leverage their audiences’ assumed
knowledge of and relationship to Improv and its more earnest social and aesthetic tropes.
Chamy has repeatedly drawn attention to the tropes and clichés of improvised music
performance. I was performing on stage with Chamy in Berlin in 2012, during which he
performed a live commentary of the improvisation that was typed up on his computer and

projected behind the five performers, anticipating moves and making personal statements
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about the players. Offended by the personal nature of the comments, and the mocking tone of
the commentary, one of the performers left the stage.

In many ways, a contract is established between the performer and the audience
member. Criminal law researchers Sarah Ramshaw and Paul Stapleton turned to
understanding musical approaches to improvisation in “Countering Law’s Archive—
Improvisation as Social Practice” (Ramshaw and Stapleton 2016), exploring the “complex
ways in which improvised musical practices ‘inhabit a social landscape’, and how problem-
solving in improvised music corresponds with that in other areas of human experience” (50).
They correctly observe the active listenership that audiences are required to take on when
they note that improvised music might be seen to “fail when the audience does not have a
context or experience to properly engage with the performance” and that audiences “also
need to practice and hone their skills of listening” (50). In my experience as an audience
member and performer, I agree with this observation. The first experiences of performances
that are not motivated by ‘entertaining’ or ‘pleasing’ their audience can be incredibly jarring
and take time to adapt to and appreciate.

More often than not it is the smaller-scale, regular Improv performance series that
establish these performer-audience contracts. Often these carry through to festivals presented
by and for the same community, but who also attract more first-time listeners/audience
members not familiar with these hitherto tacit agreements. In the case of the NOW now

festivals, there were enough people familiar with the ‘focused listening’ during performances
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as set up by the If You Like Improvised Music, We Like You series and other experimental
music series that preceded it.'3

Sean Baxter, in his role as MC of the Make It Up Club weekly series in Melbourne,
recently made a request of the audience that recognised that there were people in attendance
who may not be aware of the “focused and joyous listening” and disciplinary practices that
the organisers had “tried to cultivate over twenty years”!?. To summarise it would be to do it
a disservice, so I have included it here in full:

Alright, hey, can I make a fucking fascist announcement? I don’t mind if you
speak while I speak. But I do mind if you fucking speak when the music is
happening if you like the music happening. If you don 't like the music happening,
then feel free to speak all the time. That’s totally cool (ibid).

This edict assumes that if one was fully engaged, one would not be talking. Purpose-
built spaces for ‘respectful listening’ such as a concert hall do not require this kind of
announcement, although more recently audiences of mainstream music concerts are
reminded to turn their devices to silent mode, and performers often interrupt their own
performances to ask people to stop filming and taking photos, or shoving their camera
phones in their faces, and to just be present at the show, often to applause from the majority
of the audience.?”

Becker suggests that loyal attendees/audiences for new and experimental works are

key to their survival and to their broader dissemination. They ‘stomach’ the unintelligible,

18 A quite different example is the Impermanent.audio series at the Frequency Lab, where the organiser Caleb.K
used to berate those that dared speak during the performances.

19 ABC archive recording accessed 5/2/18, thanks to Stephen Adams.

20 https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/feb/10/kendrick-lamar-bans-phones-photographers-from-concerts
(accessed 8/6/18).
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indigestible until they are able to interpret it>! and until there is a kind of understanding of the
materials. A good example of this within Improv performance is the use of EBows to play
(excite) the inner strings of a piano.?? For experienced audiences, seeing a performer reach
inside the piano to place these devices on the strings to elicit extended tones is no longer a
surprise. When seeing this for the first time it could be viewed as a dramatic gesture, with the
resulting extended tone causing some confusion as to what this device has done. These loyal
audients who encourage experimentation—the “steady patron” as opposed to the occasional
member—are often students or former students of art or formal arts training (51), and, in
Becker’s view, serve “as a distant, early-warning system for less advanced audience

segments” (54) assisting newer audients in the listening/reception experience (46).

2.7 How practice forms community

Understanding context-responsive improvised music practice is important because it
connects to bigger questions, proposing radical ways of listening, creating with and being
with one another, valuing community, being sensitised to context (and others experience of

that context), and allowing tensions to creatively (and respectfully) co-exist in society.

As an exemplary form of urperformativity, improvisation, in short, symbolizes the
recognition that alternatives to orthodox practices are available; this recognition
we suggest, is an ideological position that has profound ramifications for thinking
about one’s relation to the social sphere. Improvisation ramifies that sphere in the

21 “People who continue to attend to the new work, despite its initial unintelligibility, may learn enough to
interpret it.” (Becker 1982, 64)

22 The EBow is a battery-powered electromagnetic device designed for playing the electric guitar, introduced
into the market in 1976 and invented by American designer Greg Heet.
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most concrete of ways, as a lived, enacted performance of being differently in the
world. (Fischlin and Heble 2004, 11)

In addition to being attracted to the material experiments and sonic outcomes,
listeners and players are attracted to the creatively critical community that forms around the
performance of improvised music. African American activist and musician Horace Tapscott
recalls some of the extra-musical motivations behind people joining the community-based
improvising groups the Pan-African Peoples Arkestra and the Underground Musicians
Association (UGMA). These groups met regularly and were committed to sharing, teaching,
developing and speaking their minds, getting involved in the Arkestra as though “it was their
life’s work” (Fischlin and Heble 2004).

In The Other Side of Nowhere: Jazz, Improvisation, and Communities in Dialogue co-
authors Fischlin and Heble draw attention to those, like Tapscott, who articulated a “musical
philosophy in which both improvisation and community making are foregrounded” and that
this suggests “that the politicized aesthetics of improvisatory ‘wild’ musical practices evident
in UGMA were profoundly integrated with a unique and energizing communitarian vision”
(4). It was not just the music, but precisely the opportunity to commit to engage with ones’
community and its problems that drew people to engage in intense musical and personal

discourses of transgression:

“[M]usic is in a state of permanent revolution” Pierre Boulez, Orientations, 1971,
p.71) [...] a recognition that music is revolutionary in its capacity to disrupt the
smug notion that the present is an absolute horizon that defines the limits of
knowing, musically or otherwise. But improvisation, commonly (and wrongly)
thought of as a form of musical difference in which spontaneity is a dominant
value (an art of the present), is, as we have seen, crucial to signifying how the
space of the present can invoke spontaneity in the name of remembrance, in the
name of lost practices and social formations that feed into the creative surge of
energies that make the improvisational present. (Fischlin and Heble 2004, 9)
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I concur with the thinking of Fischlin and Heble (2004), who argue that the history of
jazz improvisation and NIFIM is inextricably linked with alternative social spaces and the
“lost practices of communicating through music, and lost practices of building community
through the discrepant engagement and play of consonance and dissonance insistently
articulated by improvisatory practices” (10). My lived experience of the practice and scene
has been in the primarily white, eurocentric cities of Sydney and Berlin. Pertinent to this,
Fischlin and Heble also note that not all communities that engage in improvisation are
aligned with activism, antihegemonic resistance or critical strategies of alternative
community building (2) and exist in opposition to dominant social structures (10).

Bailey suggested that the political implications of Improv are “for most people quite
frightening, quite drastic. I guess, for that reason they will always be ignored” (Bailey 1996).
Regardless of socioeconomic standing, my experience is that the radical political aspects of
the music are rarely ignored by the performers. The necessity for radical forms of self-
organisation is just one of the points at which practitioners align themselves with alternative
ways of being and creating together.

The breaking down of performer-audience relations to one of participation, dialogue
and forms of co-authorship is key to understanding the dynamics of Improv performance.
Denley articulates that one of the defining principles of Improv is the “willingness to share
this playing/listening with others [...] this gives it a game-like quality, and the relationships
within the game give the process political dimensions” (Denley 2008, 135).

Most other musics desire to minimise the impact of the social on the sonic outcomes.
This aligns with a modernist idea of musical innovation that is almost entirely centred on the
experience or ‘genius’ of the singular author/composer, while the audience is considered an
irrelevance at best, or at worst, a distraction from the core research being undertaken entirely

within predefined musical structures.
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In his 1996 interview with Derek Bailey, Jean Martin asks if group improvisation is
“an attempt to bring life and art together? It has a strong social or sociological aspect” 23
(Bailey 1996), to which Bailey responded: “Freely improvised music for all its faults, and it’s
not short of those, is at least vulnerable to outside influences. One of its attractions, I think.”
Using the word “vulnerable’ as a positive here, Bailey welcomes the audience as part of the
complex system and cyclical praxis of improvising. Key improvisers, although involved in
highly experimental music, welcome the audience as part of the ongoing creative process.

This thesis not only argues for a new appreciation of rich and radical collective
compositional practices, but also for the ability of improvised music to foster, create and

sustain audiences engaging in and honing their radical, focused listening practices. This is

not applicable to all musics and scenes. Improvisation is uniquely placed to do this.

Summary

The practice of improvised music has gone through two key phases of development: NIFIM
and Improv. Through this research I have identified CRIM as a third key development as a
consciously context-responsive approach within the improvisation practice scene. By tracing
the genealogy of improvised music performance, shared sociopolitical and economic
motivations, the current manifestations of the practice across the translocal scene, audiences,
and how these combine to form community, we can now explore the details and associated

problems with the increasing stabilisation of these practices.

23 Perhaps observing the influence of Fluxus.
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Chapter 3
Stabilised modes and codified tropes of Improv

Each discernible school of contemporary improvisation (e.g. bebop, Free Jazz,
swing, non-jazz improvised musics etc.) has over a period defined ‘agreed
objectives’ to which musicians and audiences alike may relate. These
‘agreements’ tend to harden into conventions that reflect much more than mere
procedures (Prévost 1995, 176).

Over the past eighteen years [ have performed in eighteen countries, mostly concentrated
between the years 2007-2011, during which time I was based in Berlin. My performance
circuit traced an outline of translocal networks of connected organisations and venues, and
therefore ongoing dialogues on improvised collaboration and performance. Whether you are
a practitioner of improvised music performance, or a casual audience member, it is clear that
there are common practices in the presentation and promotion of Improv. The context is
often very similar whether you are at an Improv concert in Warsaw, London or Melbourne.
Acknowledging that each venue, series or festival may have defined their particular
aesthetic or preferred approaches to Improv, I nonetheless have observed a common formula
in the curation and presentation of the music internationally. In this chapter I establish how
these reliable codes manifest across concert series and festival settings so as to explore how

they can be disturbed.

3.1 Stabilisation of the presentation of Improv

Temporal, spatial and social dynamics are often unchallenged (undisturbed) by the presenters
or performers of the music. This is not to say that the resulting music or social experience is

of lesser value, but if this music is uniquely porous to context, and is played in a stabilised,
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predictable context most of the time, practitioners are missing an opportunity to shift or
energise their playing by remaining unconscious of this relationship.

Certain behaviours are expected or taken for granted based on the setting—whether
the performance setting is part of a regular weeknight series event as compared to a festival
for example. If there is only one band scheduled to perform during the evening, the group (or
soloist) might play longer pieces or several sets. The styles and subgenres of Improv will
more than likely vary from set to set. If there are several bands programmed it is more likely
that each group will play a single piece. If the band is playing together for the first
time—which is often the case in international touring settings and improvised music
festivals—the musicians may not have even spoken before the set, the music being their first
‘conversation’. At times this results in a high-energy set of one-upmanship (Henderson 2016,
Denley 2018), at other times it produces a set of delicate or overly polite gestures, full of
observation and space.

In many ways, Improv enthusiasts—Ilisteners, players and everything in between—are
a self-exploitative community (Priest 2008, 141). The spaces for regular performance series
are almost always small, shabby rooms in squat-style living spaces or bars, for example the
Frequency Lab or Lamps' (both in Hibernian House, a multi-storey inner city block in
Sydney), Sowieso (a former shopfront in Berlin)?, ausland?(a repurposed bunker in Berlin),

or the tiny Gallery Off Site* (Tokyo). Some exceptions are where a popular or mainstream

! https://www.facebook.com/Lamps-308025755880360/ (accessed 20/9/17).
2 http://www.sowieso-neukoelln.de/#home (accessed 20/9/17).
3 https://ausland-berlin.de/ (accessed 20/9/17).

4 https://daily.redbullmusicacademy.com/2014/10/off-site-improvised-music-from-japan
(accessed 20/9/19).
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jazz club like Bimhuis® (Amsterdam) or Porgy & Bess® (Vienna) is used, or a white-walled
contemporary art gallery fit-out for performances like Pelt ’(Sydney), Verge® (Sydney), or
Westspace® (Melbourne). These concerts commence at conventional evening times (7-8pm),
entrance is charged at either very low rates of between AUD $10-15, or by donation.

The majority of performance sites are not purpose-built, official or regulated
performance spaces. Extensive promotion of events might attract the attention of authorities
who could penalise the organisers or shut the concert down for failing to comply with
building code regulations (accessibility requirements, sound proofing, sufficient fire egress).
Concerts are more often promoted by photocopied pole-posters, flyers, word of mouth, email
lists, and more recently through social media.

Festivals are less self-marginalising than a series that features similar content. The
festival is an opportunity for the Improv community to fill larger venues with the spectacle of
a multi-day event that may attract support in the form of funding, partnerships, or
sponsorship, and thereby afford the option to feature higher profile and established artists
from overseas. Festivals also attract microscenes at a (trans)local level that bring different
currents of practice into contact with one another as well as with a new listenership.

Festivals which feature Improv are often large-scale spectacles presenting primarily
improvised, ‘experimental’ music and/or sound art/installation. In my experience, they vary

little in format. There are four to six acts per night, following an established rock music

> https://www.bimhuis.nl/en/ (accessed 20/9/17).

6 http://www.porgy.at/ (accessed 20/9/17).

7 https:/theartlife.com.au/2006/farewell-pelt/ (accessed 20/9/17).
8 https://verge-gallery.net/ (accessed 20/9/17).

? https://westspace.org.au/ (accessed 20/9/17).
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festival format.!° Some of these bands are well known as ensembles, others are meeting for
the first time—a fact more often than not acknowledged by a charismatic Master of
Ceremonies, such as Sean Baxter in Melbourne, Jeff Henderson in Wellington, or Clayton
Thomas in Sydney.

There is an absence of experimental or communitarian thinking when it comes to
marketing materials and promotional behaviour within the Improv scene. The same
principles apply here when seeking attention (promotion) and affirmation (reviews) from the
press as they do in other mainstream musical genres. For example, knowing that a band is
making its ‘world premiere’ at a festival is at times a boon for the organisation, and often
raises the stakes for the artists (and therefore for listeners). That is, if the artists enjoy a ‘high
profile’—indicated by having the imprimatur of a record label, articles written about them in
The Wire, high record sales, and so on—greater numbers are attracted to participate/witness.
Festival ‘headliners’ or more well-known performers will often play with ‘locals’. These are
examples of where alternative scenes and events mirror and adopt mainstream entertainment
market practices to their detriment as it undermines the anti-hierarchical principles at the
heart of the scene.

Like many, if not all, artist-led movements and spaces organised at the coal face of
practice, it is common in the Improv scene for organisers to also be performers of the music.
The directors of the following experimental festivals (that feature Improv) are also
themselves performing artists: the NOW now (Sydney), What Is Music? (Australia/national)

Densités (Fresnes en Woevre), Musique Action (Nancy), High Zero (Baltimore), Vitamin S

10 Occasionally a multi-stage format, also following established music festivals, is used, for example What Is
Music? festival at Metro Theatre in 2006.
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(Auckland), Bomb the Space (Wellington), Liquid Architecture (Australia/national),
Bend/Break and Splitter Festival (Berlin), Supersense (Melbourne), and MONA FOMA
(Hobart), to name just a few. This is due in part to the limited resources that this genre
attracts, and also due to the lack of infrastructure and cultural kudos that organisers in a more
established mainstream music scene enjoy. The intimate knowledge of capacities for
invention, collaboration, styles and approaches held by improvisers of one another is yet
another reason for organisers to also be players.

The Improv scene is largely itinerant as a translocal, international community of
geographically dispersed musicians. Consequently, festivals are where most of the cross-
pollination of specialists in the field takes place, as well as intensive research to further one’s
art form or listening practices.

The international translocal Improv scene is recognisable as a distinct community,
with an international touring circuit that attracts practitioners and listeners who share a
common set of questions and motivations with regard to alternate social structures, co-
authorship and fluid collaborative possibilities. Its network of venues and festivals, shared
concerns of its practitioner base, and increasing unity in approach suggest that improvised
music has become a musical genre.

Whilst improvisation remains the core practice within Improv as a genre, it is also
true that performances of Improv over the past two decades have developed a series of
recognisable styles and sound palettes, and therefore a more homogenous set of sonic
outcomes through increasing codification. This would suggest that it has evolved in a manner
that has eroded some of its original intentions and contradicted some of its core motivations.
Some responses to this situation where this tendency is being challenged have been the
informal community discussions initiated by the Echtzeitmusik community in Berlin (at local

venue Kule between 2008-2011), Trio Sowari’s humorous but nonetheless insightful
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published list “27 Questions For A Start” (Trio Sowari 2007), and the questions raised by
Scottish organisation Arika’s manifesto (Glasgow, 2010)'!.

The established and codified practices that have emerged are at times at odds with the
anti-establishment attitudes at the core of the translocal scene. Stabilising the practice has
given rise to a number of tensions, specifically ones that contradict the stated aims of a ‘free’,
non-hierarchical, communitarian, collectively composed musical form that defies genre.
Examples of this are:

e Common formulas for presentation and promotion

e Paradoxical replication of practices common to the market logic

e Thinly veiled traditional authorial hierarchies and compositional practices

¢ Dominant socialisations and habituations (for performers as well as audience)
e Long-time ensembles with a reliable style

e Recognisable subgenres and shticks (specialising in noise, reductionism, etc.)

I refer to genre both as a set of stylistic traits as well as recognisable practices around
the performance of the music. I will go into greater detail regarding the styles and approaches
that make up the genre (and subgenres) further on in this chapter. Across international annual
festivals, performance series and record labels, the players and fans of Improv understand
what it is and what it is not.

Improv as recognisable genre today was born out of Bailey’s articulation of NIFIM in

the 1980s. As such, it is a genre that draws from, but is not the same as, NIFIM; it avoids

' This will be covered in more detail in Chapter 6.
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adhering to musical idiom or genre, which makes it historically relevant to this research.
Bailey’s focus was primarily on the nature and practice of improvisation and the interrelation
of musicians and musics through spontaneous creation. Many of the ideas that Bailey
attempted to legitimise in his book (1980) are now taken for granted by members of the
international Improv scene.

In the 1980s, Bailey believed that diversity was freely improvised music’s most
consistent characteristic, observing that “it has no stylistic or idiomatic commitment. It has
no prescribed idiomatic sound. The characteristics of freely improvised music are established
only by the sonic-musical identity of the person or persons playing it” (Bailey 1992, 83).
Although perhaps accurate in the 1980s when ‘free Improv’ was still enjoying its youth, four
decades of the international performance practice of NIFIM has meant that it is now a
recognisable genre. Of course, the details, colours, textures and shape of the music are
always different, but the ‘characteristics’ of the music, as Bailey called it, are well
established beyond the ‘sonic-musical’ identities of the performers.

The context in which Improv is performed is a defining feature of this music. Not
only that, but the context has a significant impact on determining the approach or styles
chosen by the performers, as well as the success or failure to connect or communicate with a
broader audience. The following sections will interrogate this proposition and subsequent

impacts for the practice.

3.2 The role of nomadism in cross-pollination of performance and

presentation

Beyond any economic impetus, touring from venue to venue, town to town and festival to

festival plays a vital role in researching and sharing styles and approaches across the
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translocal Improv circuit. Nomadic behaviour is almost assumed. In addition to what can feel
like a constant state of touring as an improviser, I am drawing on the concept of nomadism as
framed by curator and art critic, Nicolas Bourriaud, who suggests that nomadism is a
“technique for generating creativeness and deriving knowledge” (Bourriaud 2009, 13). His
2009 Tate Modern exhibition builds on the oversimplified understanding of nomadism by
introducing the concept of the ‘altermodern’, which emphasises the nomadic nature at the
heart of works that “eclipse static forms through which they initially manifest” in order to
prioritise the unravelling, receding lines of movement and perspective—and that it is this
unravelling, this movement and this shared line that is defining the creative time we find
ourselves in currently.

What resonates in this research with Bourriaud’s framing is a recognition of
nomadism as a creative force and a celebrated state of being, both in that it allows cross-
pollination across the translocal scene, but also that it gives more import to the ‘line’ rather
than the “points along its length” (Bourriaud 2009, 14). One of the contributing artists to the
Altermodern exhibition, Seth Price, observes that our new cultural framework is defined by
collective authorship and complete decentralisation. The constant movement of participants
around the translocal scene is vital for the distribution of ideas not only of playing styles, but
also benefits the use and uptake of new technologies. It is fitting for this research that in his
description of the Altermodern, Bourriaud observes that “[t]he disappearance of
[‘metanarratives’]...ushers in a culture of improvisation and time-loops: if there is no more
script, we have henceforth to react to a ‘context’, or deal in short-term measures” (Bourriaud
2009, 17). Similarly, Improv performance is a genre where the “art occurs in realtime”
(Butcher, 2011, np) but is borne from a broader understanding of being parts of a dynamic
network, a complex system in constant flux, where we have shifted our focus from

“structures to structuring and from content to context.” (Borgo 2005, 2).
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Although part of the same complex system, musicians in the translocal Improv scene
tend to operate between two modes. The first mode is rooted in a local community that
explores a variety of contexts within its locality, its proximity ever-deepening its relationship
to place and the sonic marks and memories of site and locality, consisting of a string of
venues regularly attended by local musicians and their invited guests. The second is the mode
of'a nomadic, cross-pollinating situation-seeking performer. This mode is motivated by
economics, but also indicates a practice that is constantly seeking new social, temporal and
spatial interactions.

The rapid cross-pollination of performance styles within Improv is extraordinary. In
the absence of hours and days of ceremonial and hierarchy-driven rehearsal of dictated
composition material, the itinerant Improv community scatters itself around the planet to
share, trade, mimic, sample, build, co-author, teach and learn from one another. We meet to
perform in one another’s community festivals, but also (and more often) one another’s
houses, yards, garages and artist-run galleries. Perhaps also due to the lack of pomp and
ceremony, our audiences follow us into drains, caves, bushwalks, kitchens, disused sports
clubs and construction sites.

Performances are also considered to be key spaces of research, however, it is the
ability to respond to uncertainty together that is being honed, not the realisation of the score
or the memorisation of a song. As cross-pollination of styles has always been prevalent in
NIFIM/Improv, and it is almost expected that an improviser would play in several different
ensembles, or not establish a working group at all.

Improvisers establish, re-establish and refine their sonic identities through their
working ensembles, recordings, being event (concert/festival/series) organisers, or not. In
repeating situational relationships, the clarity of this identity is affirmed. Some are constantly

on the move and playing with different musicians as a matter of course. When we pursue
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new or unknown situational relationships to disrupt our habits, or ‘known-knowns’, this
triggers new creative responses, and has a powerful ongoing ripple-effect among the
translocal community.

Improv performance explores what Miwon Kwon refers to as the “terrain between
mobilization and specificity” (166). Most Improv musicians are not in powerful social
positions, but mobility is a definitely a privilege enjoyed by many performers. Artists are
invited (and paid) to travel from place to place thanks to a network of passionate advocates
across the globe who support them to perform with those they may never have met, but
whose music has connected them through other means. The refusal of the mainstream to
embrace Improv signals a standoff with a practice that does not ‘fit’, or does not ‘belong’.
Part of the attraction to the performance of Improv is an attraction to this tension and bearing
witness to whether it will fit or work in a space, in an ensemble, or in a social environment.

This generative, iterative and translocal (Bennett and Peterson 2004) circuit of players
and community of listeners can be mapped in real time through the sites of performance and
the publishing of documented interactions (both public and private). Examples of mailing
lists that keep audiences abreast of public performances in Australia are the EMUS!'?, the
NOW now'?, and Experimental Melbourne!#; in Berlin it is the Echtzeitmusik Kleiner

Berliner Konzert Kalendar!.

12 https://www.emus.space/about/ (accessed 3/4/17).
13 http://www.thenownow.net/ (accessed 3/4/17).

14 http://exp-melb.blogspot.com.au/ (accessed 3/4/17).
15 http://www.echtzeitmusik.de/ (accessed 3/4/17).
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3.3 Establishing styles and approaches

Echoing Bertolt Brecht’s famous retort “when people no longer wished to call his new forms
‘theatre’, they could call them ‘theatre’ instead” (Lehmann 2006, 107), Bailey observes that
when individual performers or working Improv groups arrive at a particular collective
improvisation style with a “strong identity which is practiced, pursued and polished... then
maybe it becomes something else. But very often the only appropriate name for it is free
improvisation” (Bailey 1996, np)—it is still improvised music, just a “different version”(np)
of'it. The tacit agreements, rules and codified approaches are held together and made known
by the complicity of those performing in the international Improv scene.

In festivals where the organisers also act as match-maker, these organisers will
consider the individual players’ ‘tendencies’ or ‘sensitivities’ when programming a particular
grouping to come together for the first time as part of their festival line-up. Examples of this
include Annalee Koenig and Ari Sharp of Make It Up Club 20" Birthday Festival 2018
(Melbourne); Clayton Thomas of the NOW now festival in Sydney; Emmanuelle Pellegrini of
Densités Festival in regional France, and the curatorial team behind High Zero Festival in
Baltimore. For organisers such as these, they may have played with or seen the artists
improvise before and therefore be able to foresee their compatibility with other improvisers.

However, do agreed aesthetic objectives render Improv prescribed, and therefore
make of it a kind of (historical) hypocrisy? Prévost cautions against agreed aesthetic
objectives turning into conventions when we mistake a mobile and inclusive ‘otherness’ for
an exclusive and territorial ‘ourness’, “sometimes no better than the rigidities artists have
striven to escape” (Prévost 1995, 176).

Depending on the context, it is not only the high standard of improvisation that

secures a performance opportunity, but also what the organiser/curator knows of the ‘style’
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of playing and how that might ‘fit’ with the other sets on the bill. In this manner, the event
exists as speculative design for the organiser or curator, and artists are chosen for their
flexibility and ability to improvise with anyone, or for their established approach.

For many, this is where their latest publication or recording can function as a ‘calling
card’, with a recent folio indicating that the improvisation is /ikely to explore the subgenre of
X (‘lower case’) or Y (‘balls-to-the-wall free jazz’) and therefore ‘work’ or ‘not work”’ in the
speculative sonic offerings/field of that particular event. For example, the reliability of
minimalist and cyclical nature of the performances of Australian trio The Necks is key to
their success. Many ensembles have tried to replicate this deceptively simple concept.
Perhaps the stabilisation of style is (for some) fuelled by the aim to secure performance
opportunities. I am not arguing here that this stabilisation is negative or that it needs to be
disturbed in order for the music to evolve; on the contrary, ensembles such as this are also
able to consciously engage with context to energise the relationship between the players and
audience as much if not more so than those playing together for the first time. There are
obvious economic and professional benefits to working with a long-established group with a
recognised style, as Bailey observed: “the longer you play something the more work you are
likely to get for it” (Bailey 1996).

Tracing the Improv dialogue in Berlin between the 1980s to early 2000s reveals that
within the Echtzeitmusik community, organisations and venues established their own specific
aesthetic focus, listenership and listening practice due to the critical mass of improvisers
based in Berlin as well as the steady stream of international players moving through the
scene on the translocal circuit. An excellent example of this was the 2:13 Club, established in
1998 by musicians Burkhard Beins and Michael Renkel. It was an alternative to other spaces
like Club Anorak, which celebrated ad hoc collaborations and had more of a punk/noise

aesthetic approach to improvisation:
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The focus of the 2:13 Club was rather on improvisational groups that worked
together over longer periods of time and thereby gradually moved closer to
composition. Also, the reflective work on the finest details of sounds and the
development of personal sound identities through expanding instruments and
playing techniques were very important. Given the clear profile of this venue, a
lot of improvisers felt excluded as it did not correspond to their way of playing
music. (Beins et al. 2011, 41)

From the great distance of Sydney, an improviser could discern where their
improvisational vocabulary might ‘fit’ and which venues to approach based on online concert
line-ups and records emerging from the local scene of that place—particularly if it was a live
recording from one of these venues. It was also possible to trace the regular players (via
online concert listings and printed concert listings in The Wire magazine) and organise to
collaborate with them so as to ‘have an in’ with the organisers, if they were not familiar with
your improvisations. Australian percussionist Tony Buck was the musician who introduced
me to the Berlin scene (after coming to the NOW now festival in Sydney, 2003), inviting me
to play in a small club with some collaborators of his. It was through this gig that I met other
collaborators, and continue to do so, cued by this first performance opportunity.

The Necks are a particularly interesting group, having an established, simple set of
approaches but with phenomenal variety within this agreed approach. Formed in 1987, they
have developed an approach that has attracted a huge international following'®, honing

individual improvisational styles in tandem with a powerful collaborative (improvised)

16 One need only read Geoff Dyer’s New York Times review as an illustration of the cult following of The
Necks. See https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/04/magazine/my-obsession-with-the-necks-the-greatest-trio-on-
earth.html (accessed 2/4/18).
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compositional practice over thirty years. I interviewed the trio (Chris Abrahams, Lloyd
Swanton and Tony Buck) about their approach before a concert in the Blue Mountains in
2016, during which Buck articulated several of the tacit agreements regarding the style and
approach of the ensemble:

There are things I would not do in this group. It’s not free improvisation in the
sense that we’re free to do whatever we want. I feel it’s very specific. I think all
groups, in a way, should have a reason to exist—and this one is very particular. |
never do things in this group outside of cyclic playing, no matter what that means.
I’ve given myself that obligation to keep within that parameter. [...] It’s
interesting and un-talked about—this tacit aesthetic or musical structural way,
where we just have this thing that we’ve agreed on somehow. The functions we
fulfil seem to have also come about organically, made themselves known without
having to talk about them. (Buck 2016, np)

What Buck has articulated is common to long-working groups exploring
improvisation, though deceptively simple (and not always as effective) as with The Necks.
Improvisers create and to provoke different responses and fresher approaches when they
observe that “improvising freely” is leading to homogenous outcomes, flows, forms,

climaxes and codas.

3.4 Improv subgenres, styles, trends and arbiters of taste

This research highlights a great tension within improvised music performance: if one plays in
a reliable, stabilised or codified way, audiences know that they can rely on a certain kind of
response (regardless of who they are playing with). So, what does a performer prioritise? The
freedom to draw on whatever they choose and to risk losing the support of their audience
(and organisers who have enjoyed their approaches/instrumentation/ensembles of the past)?
Or to maintain a line of sonic and textural inquiry with every performance much like a

palette? Is this akin to a product? How much of this is a commercial reality for performers?
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Improvised music performance has become highly professionalised over four decades. Like
many other anti-establishment movements, it has adapted to institutional structures to gain
status and benefits beyond ‘the joy of playing’.

Those that play Improv can identify styles, subgenres and trends. Actively performing
across the translocal scene for four decades, Evan Parker confidently listed some of the
recognisable subgenres of Improv that developed in “the intervening years” between the birth
of NIFIM in the 1970s and performance and 2014:

In the intervening years various schools have come into being which are assumed
from the outside to have dogmatic endorsement or rejection of this or that
approach—*not too loud”, “not too fast” or proscribing by turns: tonality;
atonality; metric elements; overt expressionism; reductionism; “lower case” and
perhaps therefore “upper case”; a knowledge of, and overt reference to, the jazz
tradition; a knowledge of and refusal to acknowledge the jazz tradition; no
reference to because no knowledge of the jazz tradition; computers; no
computers... and so on. ...Attempts at subgenre defining terms have perhaps
reached a peak with “death ambient”. (Schroeder 2014, 6)

In addition to the observat