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PREFACE

! Once on tour with German saxophonist Peter Brötzmann, we ended up 

in my hometown in the north of Sweden. We played a music that definitely 

could be described as loud, aggressive and non-compromising. But for us it all 

made sense in the style of European free improvised music tradition, which 

we were a part of. The review in the local newspaper was extremely negative. 

The journalist wrote one positive comment: “. . . [I]t’s a good thing that the 

enormous and unresolved wrath these people seem to carry, gets released in 

this way and not in physical violence.” I tried to dismiss the journalist as being 

hopelessly conventional, but at the same time I was intrigued. I would never 

have received a comment like that if I had expressed myself in any other form 

than music. This time, what was observed about me through my playing was 

aggressivity, another time it could be playfulness or tenderness. I suddenly 

understood one more reason for why I love music, and that playing music has 

a unique roll in my ability to communicate and act expansively. Or, to put it 

simply, to live fully.

!
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Improvisation and Identity

by

Kjell Gunnar Nordeson

Master of Arts in Music

University of California, San Diego 2013

Professor David Borgo, Chair

! This thesis investigates the role of musical improvisation in relation to 

composition, innovation, and identity. It draws on the author’s experience as 

an improvising percussionist and on scholarship by Edgar Landgraf, Gary 

Peters, Bruce Ellis Benson, Judith Butler, James Snead, Rebecca Schneider, 

Jacques Derrida, and others, on the subject of improvisation. 

x



! The work is divided into four chapters. The first chapter argues that 

improvisation and composition are best viewed as a distinction of degree 

rather than kind. Chapter two discusses the relation between improvisation, 

innovation, and discovery and argues that invention is by necessity coupled to 

iterability. The third chapter investigates the relation between improvisation 

and identity and proposes a scenario of various platforms with different 

constraints on which we develop our persona; music making being one of 

those platforms. The last chapter expands the image of an individual artist to 

include a multilayered set of influences—past and present, conscious and 

unconscious, sensed anticipations from an audience and peers—to expand 

and nuance notions of personal agency.

! Discussion and analysis of recorded improvisations by the author is 

interspersed throughout the text. The intention is to create a call and response 

situation for the reader by which listening to the recorded musical 

improvisations invigorates the theoretical approach of the thesis, and 

similarly, the analytical and theoretical discussion creates a mindset open for 

listening.

xi



Introduction

! Improvisation is not a style but a method. It relates to how we make 

decisions, and decisions have to be made every moment. Instructions are 

always incomplete, offering only a guide. Our way of filling in the gaps, 

executing the nuances of every action, timing, dynamics, are all made in an 

improvisatory manner. No individual will follow instructions and intentions 

in exactly the same way as any other individual. This circumstance is a source 

of endless variation and carries the potential for beauty or failure.

! In a variety of ways improvisation is related to control. It offers possible 

solutions when control has been lost. When premeditated structures fail, 

improvisation makes a reevaluation in real time available. Secondly, 

preferences for improvisatory methods signal that the improviser is in some 

control of that openness in the sense that he or she is trusting his or her ability 

to deal with the unforeseen. If a piece of music, a dialogue, or any form of 

1
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interaction takes an unwanted turn, improvisation makes it possible to change 

course and go in unplanned directions, keeping a door open to improvement. 

This particular formative potential of improvisation is what makes it so 

attractive for many.

! Investigating improvisation can lead in many directions. Music, 

philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, sociology, and pedagogy, can all 

address improvisation and its relationship to creativity, identity, progression, 

and problem solving, among other things. This thesis explores a number of 

these disciplines but in a rather circuitous manner. 

! I have divided the text into four chapters. The first chapter, 

Improvisation or Composition – A Distinction of Degree, problematizes the 

conventional binary of composition and improvisation. It shows how those 

two seemingly opposite ideas, from a phenomenological point of view, are 

difficult to keep separate. The first chapter also refers to research by 

neuroscientist Antonio Damasio and his theory of somatic markers. This 

theory is helpful in understanding how the mind-body performs complex 

activities and makes near-instantaneous decision related to improvisation.!

! The second chapter, Can We Innovate? discusses the relation between 

improvisation, innovation, and discovery. The philosophical implications of 

innovation date back to the origin of western philosophy. How we understand 

2
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the differences between innovation and discovery has consequences for the 

notions of agency, singularity, repetition and alterity, all relevant to a 

discussion of improvisation. I draw on work by Edgar Landgraf in 

Improvisation as Art1, and Gary Peter’s in The Philosophy of Improvisation2. 

Landgraf’s book, with its extraordinarily and original analytical depth, is 

referred to throughout this thesis. 

! The third chapter, A Parallel Identity, investigates the relation between 

improvisation and identity. With starting point in Judith Butler’s view of 

personal identity as manifesting through improvisatory actions, I propose a 

scenario of various platforms with different constraints, on which we develop 

our persona; music making being one of those platforms. Each set of 

constraints constitutes a unique environment, influential to our identities. I 

illustrate the often crucial discrepancies between platforms in a personal 

recollection of the concert review mentioned in the preface. In this chapter I 

also refer to George Lewis’s article Improvised Music after 1950: Afrological and 

3

3

1 Edgar Landgraf, Improvisation as Art : Conceptual Challenges, Historical Perspectives, New 
Directions in German Studies (New York, NY: Continuum, 2011).

2 Gary Peters, The Philosophy of Improvisation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).



Eurological Perspectives,3 informing a discussion of the status of a personal 

voice in music.

! An unexpected therapeutic potential of these discrepancies become 

evident in the work of MD Bernie Siegel. His model for communicating with 

patients, and his interpretation of their expression in drawings, is based on the 

premise that they are not aware of what they are expressing, enabling them to 

override internal censoring. A situation, I argue, that is transferrable to 

expressivity in music

! The fourth chapter, Solo Improvisation – An Applied Discussion, opens up 

a perspective on the complexity of a solo, or rather within the soloist. By 

combining Freud’s structural and topographic models of the psyche with 

Rebecca Schneider’s description of how a solo is connected back and forth in 

time, and laterally to an audience and to other artists, the assumed isolation of 

an individual mind opens into a myriad of influences. 

! Recorded solo improvisations–performed by myself and recorded in 

the spring of 2013, during the same period as this thesis was written– are 

interspersed throughout the text. Each example is discussed briefly when it 

4

4

3 George E. Lewis. “Improvised Music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives,” in 
Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, ed. Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner (The 
Continuum International Publishing Group Inc. New York, 2004), 272-284



first appears and the fourth chapter provides a more detailed analytical 

approach to the recordings. !

! Thinking about improvisation and improvising are two different 

activities.  My intention with this work is to use a form where the two can co-

exist, perhaps even inform one another. In the on-line version of the thesis, the 

music is embedded in the text and placed intentionally to create a kind of call 

and response situation.  The recordings can also be found in the Mandeville 

Special Collections Library, part of the Geisel Library, UC San Diego. The 

thesis with embedded audio files is available at www.kjellnordeson.com, and 

the audio files only at http://kjellnordeson.bandcamp.com.

! Despite the division in thematic chapters, this thesis has grown out of 

an improvisatory process, where associations to all these fields have had as 

much influence on the form as premeditated intentions have had. The form for 

this thesis is basically a series of perspectives and associations juxtaposed not 

necessarily in a linear form, but leading into each other in an improvisatory 

manner. I have borrowed from Rebecca Schneider and her essay Solo Solo Solo4 

the way to intersperse the main text with Cuts. In my version those cuts are the 

recordings of solo improvisations, included as material speaking from another 

5

5

4 Rebecca Schneider. “Solo Solo Solo” In After Criticism: New Responses to Art and Performance,
 edited by Gavin Butt, 23-48. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005)



angle than the semantics of written text. This shift in communicational form is 

highly relevant to the content of the thesis, where the improvised music is 

represented by itself and not only by a descriptive discussion. The cuts also 

relate to James Snead’s use of the word in his essay “On Repetition in Black 

Culture”,5 where he describes the often occurring sudden breaks in African 

music as homecomings, allowing for experimentation and risk-taking in 

between. 

6

6

5 James Snead, “On Repetition in Black Culture”, in Black American Literature Forum, Vol. 15, 
No. 4, Black Textual Strategies, Volume 1:Theory (Winter, 1981), pp. 146-154



Chapter 1

Improvisation and composition, a distinction of degree

! Are you playing a piece, or are you just making it up? This seemingly 

simple question can make any improvising musician take a step back, 

pondering a thoughtful answer. It could take a moment to discern whether it 

was intended as an insult or if it was a rather profound question concerning 

the potential need for premeditated structures, preventing the music from 

becoming shallow and unreflected. Despite its frankness, the question might 

indeed be honest, from an audience member, trying to get a grip on how 

captivating music can miraculously emerge? 

! Avoiding the discussion of whether the use of premeditated structures 

is an antidote to shallowness in improvised music or not, I will focus on what 

unreflected music might mean. An improviser’s conscious reflection is directly 

related to the ability to understand the formative factors at play. He or she 
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needs to be aware of the musical material, the instrument, maintaining an 

adequate picture of past trajectory and potential progression ahead in order to 

make decisions in the present. Unreflected music would be the music 

emerging from only partially conscious processes; music with a momentum 

not easily describable even for the performer. It could also be the music 

coming from a collectively creative situation, where various sources of input 

and response diffuse questions of agency, and individual reflection is removed 

one step from what propels the music forward. An impulse or even a reflex 

can influence the music’s trajectory. Immediate reactions to what happened 

the second before blend with a sense, sometimes vague, of what happened 

two minutes earlier. There can be a, possibly similarly vague, intention of 

where the music might lead and eventually end. This scenario is made more 

complicated by taking into account what fellow musicians bring to the music, 

as well as how the configuration of the audience, with its sensed expectations, 

influence the musicians. All these factors outside the immediate control of 

each musician lead to a situation where control is given up in favor of a 

creative process which does not have reflection as its main formative element. 

Reflection becomes a bystander. The forward momentum of the music is 

strongly influenced by all the other uncontrollable factors. 

8
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! The situation is obviously different for a composer. Compositional 

methods help the composer maintaining control and awareness of both form 

and details. The proportions of a piece are laid out in front of the composer, to 

be reflected upon and modified over and over. Compositional methods 

provide an overview of available decisions, and support the composer in 

constructing the music, moving the drama of unreflected perception to the 

moment of reception, when the music meets an audience. 

! Without the tools of control available to a composer, an improviser 

would have to rely on chance, memory, and intuition. Luckily that is not 

necessarily an unfortunate thing. Our ability to perform an improvisation on 

the spot, creating music conjured up from unforeseeable circumstances about 

which we only had an informed guess, is a common experience for 

improvisers. Saxophonist Steve Lacy describes the challenge of making music 

in the moment: 

In 15 seconds, the difference between composition and 
improvisation is that in composition you have all the time you 
want to think about what to say in 15 seconds, while in 
improvisation you have only 15 seconds.6

9

9

6 The quote is taken from Derek Bailey’s Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, 141. 
Bailey refers the quote to a brochure named Listen to Lacy, published by Wiener Musik Galerie 
in 1990 to accompany a concert series.



Lacy was a masterfully succinct improviser who in his long career developed 

and refined a very economical improvising style. Note that the quote takes 

about 15 seconds to read.

Cut

Audio 1: Improvisation 1, kit/multi percussion7

! As with all the improvisations included in this thesis there was an 

initial planned starting point Improvisation 1. In this piece, as well as in 

Improvisation 4 and 9, the initial impulse was a burst of notes, played with a 

mallet in one hand and the other holding a small cymbal pressed to the head 

of the floor tom, hitting and dampening in rapid succession, irregularly 

punctuated by the hi hat. The continuation was left open.

! Why would anyone want to create music in real time when it seems to 

be under such unfavorably stressful circumstances? A partial answer to this 

question could be that music making is a physical activity, and that through 

our bodies we have an immediate overview of material, need for dynamics, 

10

10

7 All improvisations included in this thesis, besides three played on vibraphone, are 
performed on an expanded trap set. That is, it is built around a bass drum, hi hat, snare drum 
and floor tom. Added to this are various bells, a wood block, and a crotale on a rack; mini 
bongos and a 6 inch chinese cymbal resting on the snare drum head. Two suspended cymbals 
are included in this setup, one of them with rivets. A flexatone is used in several of the 
improvisations. A photo of the exact setup can be seen on page 55.



sense of density, all details influencing the progression of the music. Could a 

fine-tuned feedback system between brain and body give an equally accurate 

overview, compared to what compositional methods give the composer? 

! In his book Descartes’ Error, the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio, lays 

out a persuasive theory of the interplay between emotions and reason, and 

how the result is manifested in bodily sensations.8 He calls these 

manifestations somatic markers, and their function is to maximize our 

accuracy in perception and decision making.  They create the basis for 

intuition. Damasio’s title alludes to a traditional rationalist description of our 

mental apparatus, with a milestone in Descartes’s separation of our reasoning 

from our emotional faculties. The image of the two pulling in opposite 

directions, suggests that the efficient way to promote a coherent behavior 

would be to let emotions stand back in favor of a logical reasoning, because: 

“rational processing must be unencumbered by passion.”9 Damasio’s model 

shows, on the contrary, how reason and emotions need to fuse in order to 

promote astute, rational, and efficient decision making.10 Our gut feelings are 

11

11

8 Antonio R Damasio. Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain.  (London: 
Penguin, 2005).

9 Damasio, 171

10 In his clinical studies, he emphasizes the devastating effects a lack of this interplay can have 
on accurate decision making. Patients with a damaged feed back system in the brain, 
involving emotional and computational faculties, hesitate endlessly before making even the 
simplest decision.



the result of a close collaboration between parts of our brain responsible for 

rational reasoning, and parts involved in so called secondary emotions.11  

While making music, different parts of our bodies, including our brain, are in 

constant communication. Our bodies give and receive orders, and our senses, 

muscles, reflections, and anticipations are intertwined. When performing, a 

musician’s body is on high alert; muscles and nerves employ a sensitivity 

honed during thousands of hours of practicing, creating nuances in dynamics 

and phrasing, timing and accents. Damasio clarifies in what ways a healthy 

brain-body configuration is crucial to our creativity. Motivation, courage, 

working memory, strong generation of representational diversity (ability to 

generate diverse entities as images), ability to recognize novel representations, 

are all effects of a keen and developed decision-making apparatus.12 When 

there is a damage to any of the parts of the brain involved in secondary 

emotions, those higher functions fail. Emotional responses become something 

12

12

11 The secondary emotions are the result of a more complex and processed perception when 
primary emotions are linked to “systemic connections between categories of objects and 
situations,...” (Damasio, 134). Damasio does not limit his description to a few exclusive parts 
of the brain. His research points to many different ways in which the synergistic effects of 
emotions and reasoning can be damaged. However, the main areas responsible for this 
mechanism involves the prefrontal cortex and amygdala: “By virtue of the basic mechanism, 
the body is engaged by the prefrontal cortices and amygdala to assume a particular state 
profile, whose result is subsequently signaled to the somatosensory cortex, attended, and 
made conscious.” (Damasio, 184)

12 Antonio R. Damasio. “Some notes on brain, imagination and creativity”, in Karl H. 
Pfenninger, Valerie R. Shubik, and Bruce Adolphe, The Origins of Creativity  (Oxford ; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 64ff



of an informational bundle which can be seen as the result of a number of 

rational observations, transported along a collaborative highly integrative 

system made up by the prefrontal cortex, amygdala, hypothalamus, among 

other parts of our brain, out to various parts in the body, and back again.13  

Our complex perceptions boil down to an emotion that immediately guides us 

in our behavior: in this case musical improvisation. The somatic-marker 

theory shows, from a neurological perspective, how it is possible to process, in 

real time, decisions necessary for instant music making, involving both 

composition and performance. Adapted to music making, the gut feeling 

becomes a powerful and rational source of information communicating when 

something has been going on too long, or when a dynamic shift is needed, or a 

shift in density, as well as when to stay just a little longer before initiating a 

shift. It helps us to decide instantly what actions that would improve and 

reinforce the music as it unfolds. In other words, applied to music making, the 

somatic marker theory hints at a greater understanding for how we at all can 

achieve a 15-second piece of music, in 15 seconds.

13

13

13 Damasio describes this as the body loop. There is also a substitute for this, called an as-if 
body loop, where the body is represented by the somatosensory cortex in the brain, 
sidestepping the peripheral body parts. (Descartes Error, 180ff) The as-if body loops are result 
of long training when bodily responses become often repeated and well known to us. (Ibid, 
184) A trained musician is likely to have a well developed system of as-if body loops 
alongside regular body loops. 



Cut

Audio 2: Improvisation 2, kit/multi percussion

! My idea for starting this improvisation was to begin playing on the 

mini-bongos placed on top of my snare drum. I wanted to establish a 

“chatting” quality, and from there bring in other instruments and timbres. This 

speech like intention is paralleled in Improvisation 11.!

!

! The distinction between improvisation and composition, as its 

presented in the Lacy quote above, is more temporal than anything else. Both 

approaches engage methodical and structural thinking, they can both more or 

less rely on intuition , but the time aspect is a fundamental difference. In his 

essay “Brahms the Progressive” from 1947, Arnold Schoenberg describes 

composition as slowed-down improvisation.14 The musical ideas are flowing 

faster then the pen can write.  In the liner notes to a recording with the Jimmy 

Giuffre Trio in 1958, Jim Hall uses the term instant composition as a 

description of their improvisations.15 Flipping Schoenberg’s perspective one 

14

14

14Arnold Schoenberg and Leonard Stein, Style and Idea : Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenberg, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985).

15 The term instant composition is also often attributed to Dutch pianist Misha Mengelberg, 
who in the sixties was one of the founders of ICP (Instant Composer’s Pool). In ICP’s work, 
instant composition normally is a kind of improvisation where one or more of the musicians 
control the progress of the improvisation with instant instructions regarding nuances, density, 
groupings, and so on. The term has later been widely used in contexts of free improvisation, 
as synonymous with free improvisation.



could describe instant composition as sped-up composition, performed in real 

time, immediately realized through a highly developed mind-body-

instrument chain.

! Bruce Ellis Benson, in his book The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, 

argues that the binary of composer and performer, from an ontological point a 

view, does not describe the reality of musical production and reproduction.16 

The binary fails to cohere satisfyingly with a critical description of the identity 

of a piece of music. Benson shows the inevitable malleability of a piece of 

music meant to be performed, and how the “fixing” function of a score is far 

from unambiguous.17 Timbre, dynamics, phrasing, expressivity are all aspects 

of music where a score may point in a certain direction but the performer 

needs to decide how these qualities will be realized. These decisions by the 

performer are to a greater or lesser degree conscious, but they undoubtedly 

influence how the music sounds. Historically, and depending on genre, 

demands placed on a musician have been viewed differently. The ornaments, 

trills, and especially the basso continuo of the Baroque period were prescribed, 

but there was great freedom for the musician as well as an expectation to 

render them according to his or her own taste. Concerto cadenzas in 

15

15

16 Bruce Ellis Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue: A Phenomenology of Music, 
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2003), x.

17 Ibid., 77ff



eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were often improvised by the soloist and 

became something of a piece within the piece. Besides those well-known cases, 

there is always an undefined level in music. Benson uses terminology 

borrowed from Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden in his discussion of this 

undefined level, where composer and performer merge into the same person. 

Unbestimmtheitsstellen means places of indeterminacy,18 and signifies the 

necessary aspects of music that cannot be fixed in a score, but only hinted at. 

These places of indeterminacy leave way, nay, demand improvisation, or if one 

prefers, instant composition:

Not only do performers have room for improvisation but also it 
is required: for there can be no performance without filling in 
these Unbestimmtheitsstellen. But if a performance cannot help 
but make the score’s Unbestimmtheitsstellen determinate, the 
selecting is not merely an aspect of composing but also of 
performing, [. . .]19

This has consequences not only for our notion of what distinguishes composer 

from performer, but it problematizes the whole idea of an identity of a piece of 

music. To save the identity from totally dissolving, Ingarden uses the term 

Irrelevanzsphäre, sphere of irrelevance, which puts all the factors covered in the 

16

16

18 One reason to keep the German word is to distinguish the phenomenon from the term 
indeterminacy which in contemporary music, especially connected to John Cage and the New 
York School, is a stylistically specific compositional feature to “free’ a piece of music from 
predictability. Unbestimmtheitststellen is an ontological quality of music not restricted to any 
style or historical period, but to music itself in its relation to any form of notation.

19 Benson, 82



Unbestimmtheitsstellen in a category of irrelevance to the identity. They may be 

important in the realization of a piece, but they nevertheless do not affect the 

identity of the work. Identity has by this become a philosophical matter and 

the reason for inventing the notion of Irrelevanzsphäre is to tie the composer’s 

intentions to the piece of music more firmly; the composer maintains being the 

creator.

Cut

Audio 3: Improvisation 3, vibraphone20

! There is a clear idea maintained throughout this improvisation. The 

music gravitates around the note G. Fast phrases are thrown in, challenging 

the center, but always returning back to G. Various parallel tonal centers are 

suggested, always interlocking with the G.

17

17

20 I want to clarify that he noise clearly noticeable on this recording, is mechanical noise from 
the instrument, and not distortion due to too high input level. The responsibility of this 
somehow unfortunate circumstance lies entirely on me, the musician, not on the recording 
engineers.



Chapter 2 

Can we innovate? 

! There is an interesting distinction to be made between invention and 

discovery, relevant to the core of improvisation. Is the improvising musician 

inventing a new and unique music or is he or she only discovering new 

configurations of old material? Discovery, through its natural link to 

something pre-existing, faces the challenge of being considered imitation, 

problematically close to plagiarism. The intricacy of this matter increases the 

farther we remove the music from well described formulated ground where 

an analysis is more relying on observations of undefined material. Free 

Improvised Music is21, however far from excluded from the discussion of 

imitation and plagiarism, peculiar in the sense that it has no formulated 

18

18

21 It has been said many times, but I want to reiterate that free improvised music is the name 
of a style, hard to aesthetically define, with roots in free jazz and contemporary music, and 
that it should be considered merely a name. The issue of free or not must be interpreted in the 
light of a social and historical context rather than an indication of absolute freedom.



common musical vocabulary and no clear and common notation system.22 

Typical for formulated music is a set of descriptive definitions, available to 

study and follow, or break away from. In the world of Free Improvised Music, 

the stylistic characteristics are still, illusory or not, mostly incorporated in the 

notion of a personal musical language. 

! It is natural for an artist to believe in progression of expression which 

often translates into innovation. It is a part of modernity to be constantly 

evolving. Edgar Landgraf, in his book Improvisation as Art,23 sees this tendency to 

value novelty and invention as primary characteristics of real art, as an 

attempt to maintain an illusion of autonomy. The birth of the notion of artist-

genius in the early Romantic period in Europe nourished a perspective of the 

artist as connected to sources not accessible for the rest of us. This led to a 

devaluation of improvisation, which was thought to involve conventional 

techniques of repetition and variation. Landgraf writes:

A closer examination of the underlying aesthetics will reveal that 
with the notion of genius, of active unconscious drives, and of 
nature speaking through the artist, the late eighteenth century 
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22 Free Improvised Music may be full of clichés, but clichés are not to be considered 
formulated musical language. They are possibly a precursor of such, to the extent clichés are 
related to idiomatic characteristics leading to a notion of a tradition.

23 Edgar Landgraf, Improvisation as Art : Conceptual Challenges, Historical Perspectives, New 
Directions in German Studies (New York, NY: Continuum, 2011).



attempts to recuperate agency and the teleology of the creative 
process under the conditions of aesthetic autonomy.24

!

 In the newly secularized, post-Enlightenment era around 1800, God was 

replaced by the genius acting through (potentially divine) inspiration. Not 

until the paradigm shift in cultural theory of the second half of the twentieth 

century, agency is removed from the genius/individual into the system or the 

structure, were teleological ambitions compete with unpredictability. Landgraf 

describes the potentially painful loss of agency as: “models of agonality where 

agency is conceived as the effect rather than source of improvisation.”25

! Tracing our understanding of invention further back in time, leads us to 

some of the earliest philosophic text fragments available. Heraclitus ignites the 

discussion with the idea that repetition, in a strict sense, is theoretically 

impossible. The image of the constantly changing river, which is emblematic 

to his thinking, sets a philosophical endpoint, with the assumption that 

everything, by necessity, is new; everything is invention. The other endpoint 

in the understanding of inventiveness is similarly to be found in the dawn of 

philosophy. Parmenides, and The Eleatic school, produced a series of 
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paradoxes, known as Zeno’s paradoxes, all illustrating how nothing can be 

brought forth, that is not already there. 

Cut

Audio 4: Improvisation 4, kit/multi percussion

! This improvisation shares the idea for how to start with Improvisation 

4 and 9: The initial impulse was a burst of notes, played with a mallet in one 

hand and the other holding a small cymbal pressed to the head of the floor 

tom, hitting and dampening in rapid succession, irregularly punctuated by the 

hi hat. The continuation of this improvisation has more of a continuously 

developing character compared to Improvisation 1, which utilizes more a play 

of contrasts.

!

! Two and a half millennia later, the possibility of true invention is still 

contentious. In Jacques Derrida’s thinking, inventiveness signifies a 

presumptuous artistic claim, which cannot stand scrutiny unless being 

accompanied by a radical stretching of the notion of iterability. Landgraf 

guides the reader in Derrida’s convoluted thinking, elucidating its relation to 

improvisation.26 Derrida is sympathetic but ambiguous in his attitude towards 
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improvisation, well illustrated in his often quoted comment from the 

documentary film Derrida: “And so I believe in improvisation, and I fight for 

improvisation, but always with the belief that it is impossible.”27 He couples 

inventiveness to iterability, which is his way of saving invention as an option, 

by referring to our natural dependence on our cognitive structures. There is no 

way around our pre-understanding to experience anything in an intelligible 

way, including music. For anything to be perceivable as an event, it needs to 

fall into the structuring faculties of our conscience. As Landgraf puts it: 

“Any recognition, understanding, even mere perception of an event 
as an event, this is Derrida’s argument, is subject to the order of 
communication, and it is thus that the performative cannot escape 
the structures of iterablity”28.

!

! The ability to refer a phenomenon to something commonly known is a 

fundamental condition in theories of perception. In Derrida’s words in his 

essay Signature, Event, Context: “A writing that is not structurally readable - 

iterable - beyond the death of the addressee would not be writing”.29 This 

relates to a revolution in intellectual thinking with roots in Kantian 

philosophy. As a reaction to Hume’s sharp skepticism of Descartes’s hyper 
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28 Landgraf, 23
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rationalism, Immanuel Kant found the middle way, admitting that we cannot 

perceive the “things in themselves”, but we can perceive the effects of those 

through our perception apparatus, unavoidably with a subjective component 

added to an unreachable objectivity30.  In the same way, invention can never 

emerge from nothing. Our actions will always be tainted by earlier 

experiences, always employ familiar shapes, and be pushed through, and 

formed, by a known framework. To fuse Derrida with Kant: an action not re-

iterable, is as unreachable as Kant’s “thing in itself.” From this follows that 

anything reiterated can hardly be considered invented without a more 

generous definition of invention. Even though Derrida’s absolute 

interpretation of invention is different from an everyday use of the word, it is 

exactly this “impossible” character of invention that he is dealing with.

! Can one go around Derrida’s objection by rejecting the claim of 

singularity, and rather embrace a model of complex and unpredictable 

reiterations? Could a unique and complex interplay between reiterations be a 

satisfying description of an improvisation, even a solo improvisation? Derrida 

denies the possibility of a singularity when referring to reiterations as the only 

way art (or anything perceivable, for that matter) can unfold, but he articulates 
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30 Kant’s discussion of perception and “the thing in itself” can be found in his Critique of Pure 
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the way out of that potentially unsatisfying eternal chain of repetitions by 

expanding the notion of reiteration “by tying the repetition that is the reading 

of a text to an alterity that also makes each reading a singular, unpredictable 

event, a performance in its own right.”31 It is as if he connects with Heraclitus, 

meaning that reiteration and alterity are linked, and that this assures endless 

variation, creating a kind of pseudo-singularities. 

! Derrida describes the urge for the unique in the context of subject and 

object. These are intertwined, emerging from each other, reflecting each other, 

in heterogeneous coexistence, making harder all claims of autonomy. To this 

he adds the invention of the other. The poetic and almost metaphysical 

understanding of the other, is not included in either subject or object. The 

other is the fruit of invention, and not really possible more than as searched 

for, or longed for. The inventive character of art and music is a search for the 

other, not me, not you (which is a construct of me), but something truly 

unique in between, or outside of what constitutes us:

The invention of the other, the incoming of the other, is certainly 
not constructed as a subjective genitive, and just as assuredly not 
as an objective genitive either, even if the invention comes from 
the other-for this is thenceforth neither subject nor object, neither 
a self nor a consciousness nor an unconscious. To get ready for 
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this coming of the other is what can be called deconstruction. It 
deconstructs precisely this double genitive...32 

And in an open-ended and almost poetic conclusion, Derrida says:

To invent would then be to ‘know’ how to say ‘come’ and to 
answer the ‘come’ of the other. Does that ever come about? Of 
this event one is never sure.33

!

Suddenly we understand better the first quote above by Derrida where he 

says: “And so I believe in improvisation, and I fight for improvisation, but 

always with the belief that it is impossible.” It is not an ironic hair splitting 

play with concepts, but rather a deeply existential comment on alienation and 

the human pursuit to reach outside of ourselves, finding togetherness. It 

means we have to be ready for it, even though it may never happen.

Cut

Audio 5: Improvisation 5, kit/multi percussion

! This is the only one of the eleven improvisations played with wooden 

drum sticks. The idea for the start of this improvisation was to explore 

different kinds of tremolo played on the mini-bongos. Similar to Improvisation 
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2, I wanted to gradually bring in other sonorities but maintain a focus on the 

mini-bongos.

2.1 Re-novating music

! Derrida’s dilemma, as we have seen, is based on a struggle with the 

notion of singularity. His reasoning around reiteration is his attempt to save 

invention in a discourse haunted by demands of absolute inventiveness. In the 

absence of God, modernity attributed the genius with godlike abilities to 

invent, not to repeat. Derrida means that the notion of the genius’s abilities is 

illusory; true invention is still a philosophical impossibility. 

! Gary Peters, in his book Philosophy of Improvisation,34 accordingly changes 

the focus of the discussion. Where Derrida reluctantly sees an opening 

provided by linking repetition to alterity, Peters makes it the philosophical 

centerpiece in which we can understand improvisation as being innovative 

within a known context. Having taken the step, leaving behind the claim of 

true inventiveness, he elaborates on our understanding of repetition as being, 

to higher or lesser degree, a vehicle for endless variation. He takes a starting 

point in two similar expressions with slightly different implications: the french 

il y a, and the german es gibt, as used by Emmanuel Levinas and Martin 
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Heidegger respectively. Extrapolating the differences in nuance, Peters means 

that the more constative il y a (there is) is a closed path with little room for an 

emerging alterity, while the more performative es gibt (it gives),35 points 

towards a process open to the creative act of giving.36 The distinction is 

between something that is (that exists), and something that is about to 

become:

...our intention here is to suggest that, thought together, 
Heidegger’s es gibt and Levinas’s il y a offer some very real 
insights into different but complementary aspects of what might 
be called the ontology of and alterity of improvisation 
respectively.

! We are now wholly in a discussion about music within a known 

system, or context, familiar to us in its basic components. Gone is the 

discussion of an elusive, unreachable Other, outside of our framework. 

Derrida’s image of the impossible inventiveness is central to the paradigm 

shift brought forth by a postmodern perspective. The modernism prided itself 

with an inventiveness that is seen presumptuous and illusory in a postmodern 

world. For the improviser, this could mean the loss of a grandiose self image, 

but also an opening to a new play-field. The heroic posturing of the uniquely 
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inventive, with roots in the genius image of modernity, is in the postmodern 

perspective symptomatic of a quixotic activity ready to be thrown overboard. 

! Having set the philosophical circumstances for the new play-field of 

improvisation, Peters defines two types of improvisation: the canny and the 

uncanny. These types are derived respectively from the concepts of there is 

and it gives, above. The canny improvisation means playing with well known 

forms and material, and a familiarity with the cultural milieu wherein it takes 

place. But it also means: 

...an intuitive grasp of the cultural marketplace and the 
necessary strategies to position improvisation within that 
context of consumption as a spectacle of freedom and 
expression.37

! The canny improviser is dealing with the world in a pragmatic and 

rational way, open to playing a strategic role, possibly also trying to take 

advantage of the residues of a modernist artist image, creating a pedestal for 

him-or herself.

! The uncanny improviser, on the other hand, places the music in an 

unpredictable setting, where alterity emerges:

Uncanniness, [. . . ] speaks of an incessant unsettling of 
the given with all of its overbearing familiarity, resulting 
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in a fascination with the manner in which the given is 
given in ever new ways.38

Music making becomes a play with creative and personal ways of saying the 

same things in slightly different ways. Curiosity and fascination for the 

process of reiteration is a way to embrace Heraclitus metaphor of the ever 

changing river. Peters emphasizes the unsettling qualities of this curiosity. 

Problematizing an “overbearing familiarity” puts the uncanny improviser in 

collision with conventional dialogue and empathy. He suggests a 

“commonality without community”39, where the music could be emerging 

through an underlying togetherness, not manifested on the surface but present 

as a silent bond. Peters uses silence as a metaphor for critical, unsettling, and 

uncanny improvisation. This silence is not literal:

But, [. . .] , thinking with Nietzsche [. . .], a ‘long 
bright silence’40 that is not dialectically opposed to 
sound but inhabits it, beneath the voice - sotto voce 
- that is the silence that concerns us.41

Cut

Audio 6: Improvisation 6, vibraphone
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! My idea for this piece was to play with the micro tonal differences 

between the vibraphone and the two bells added on a rack. The pitches of the 

bells are close to e-flat and b-flat. 

2.2 Cut and Repeat

! The modernist praising of the singular innovation, and the postmodern 

deconstruction of the same, are both part of an academic and artistic 

theoretical progression mainly taking place in the European cultural sphere. 

The powerful use of repetition as an artistic tool, comes from elsewhere. James 

Snead, in his essay “On repetition in Black Culture”42 describes the stabilizing 

function of the cut as a fundamental form creating method in African and 

Afro-American music. The cut is an alternative to progression. It is not a result 

of a transformation or alteration of something previously existing; it is a true 

coming back to something that was there since the beginning: 

In black culture, the thing (the ritual, the dance, the beat) is 
‘there for you to pick it up when you come back to get it.’ If there 
is a goal [. . .], it is always deferred; it continually ‘cuts’ back to 
the start, in the musical meaning of ‘cut ‘ as an abrupt, seemingly 
unmotivated break [. . .] with a series already in progress and a 
willed return to a prior series.43
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Snead gives a vivid example of James Brown to show how a cut is employed 

in music:

The format of the Brown ‘cut’ and repetition is similar to that of 
African drumming: After the band has been ‘cookin’ in a given 
key and tempo, a cue, either verbal (‘get down’ or ‘Mayfield’ - 
the sax player’s name - or ‘watch it now’) or musical ( a brief 
series of rapid, percussive drum and horn accents) then directs 
the music to a new level where it stays with more ‘cookin’ or 
perhaps a solo - until repetition of cues then ’cuts’ back to the 
primary tempo.44

The cut leads to a sort of homecoming which has its strength from being 

identical with the original; no transformation or alteration necessary. The 

effect of a safe ground, as an unaltered repetition may provide, allows risk 

taking and irrational deviations from the main track. This creates a dynamic 

oscillation between recognition and the unexpected, which Snead puts in 

contrast to a European idiom:

[. . .], European culture does not allow ‘a succession of accidents 
and surprises,’ but instead maintains the illusions of progression 
and control at all costs. Black culture, in the ‘cut’, builds 
‘accidents’ into the its coverage, almost as if to control their 
unpredictability. Itself a kind of cultural coverage, this magic of 
the ‘cut’ attempts to confront accident and rupture not by 
covering them over, but by making room for them inside the 
system itself.45
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! Illusory or real progression, altered or identical repetition, are all parts 

of our understanding of innovation; our need for it, or our need to return from 

it. The next chapter will focus on what implications this has for the 

construction of a personal identity. 

Cut

Audio 7: Improvisation 7, kit/multi percussion

! In this improvisation I wanted to explore the timbral qualities of my 

large 22 inch cymbal, so difficult to control. With different positions of the 

dampening hand, and various hitting areas, different multi phonics can be 

achieved. A sizzle cymbal, a bell, a splash cymbal and a crotale are 

successively added.
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Chapter 3

A parallel identity !

There is a relation between the notion of inventiveness and agency. 

Landgraf connects the modernist idea of invention and originality to the 

notion of genius emerging in nineteenth-century art and literature.46 The 

genius was viewed as a closed system within him-or herself, not dependent on 

the rest of the world for his or her unique clarity of mind. It bears traces of the 

platonic view of the philosopher as one of the few being able to see the true 

reality instead of the shadow images the rest of the people saw (Plato called 

them prisoners). Only through that lucidity could real invention happen. This 

exclusive ownership over agency given to the genius is fundamentally 

questioned in the postmodern systemic understanding of structures 

33

33

46 Landgraf, 7



permeating all aspects of society. I will discuss this later in chapter 4.My 

intention here is not to emphasize from where and what an expression 

emerges, but rather the effect it has on the individual who is performing. 

Philosopher Judith Butler uses the notion of improvisation when she describes 

the identity creating process she means is going on constantly in our lives. In 

his reading of Butler, Landgraf says: 

She asks us to conceive of agency (or more precisely, of the mere 
appearance of agency) as the result, not the source, of a continued, 
improvised practice. In this regard, improvisation’s object of 
invention – the ‘thing’ created – is the improviser herself; for 
Butler improvisation marks the simultaneous composition of the 
doer.47

In the perspective of music making this means: the improviser creates not 

only the music, but him- or herself.

As human beings we define our identities constantly through our 

actions and interactions. Our lives can be seen as a multitude of platforms 

where we manifest, not only how we want to be perceived, but also what 

we’ve become, and where we are going. It is not a far stretch to assume that 

the characteristics of these platforms affect the character of our identities. 

Performativity is a term coined to help us focus on the mechanisms behind the 

relation between identity and performance, or identity and action. The term 
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has been used broadly in a number of intellectual disciplines to shift towards 

looking at a social context in which members actively perform and shape their 

reality. Performativity resonates with an unwillingness to take a given reality 

for granted; it embraces our ability to change and redefine crucial aspects of 

ourselves. Every context in which we function amplifies or suppresses aspects 

of ourselves, sometimes so much we may wonder, innocently but 

fundamentally, who we really are. The culture in which we function provides 

structures to avoid randomness shaping our identities. These structures are 

the traditions, norms, stereotypes, and other socio-psychological constructs 

present in every culture, or rather, which constitute every culture. They reflect 

and reinforce values of a society, and are conservative in their nature. 

! Focusing on the gender aspect of our identity, Butler talks about the 

“compulsory heterosexuality”, as an example of how a culture creates norms 

to maintain a certain gender based hegemony.48 There is a rigidity in every 

culture due to conventions, guarded by those benefiting from a status quo, 

which: 

. . . regulate and guarantee the production, exchange, and 
consumption of material goods, but also reproduce the bonds of 
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kinship itself, which require taboos and a punitive regulation of 
reproduction to that end.49 

! In other words, our identity is not only a personal matter; it plays a role 

in maintaining a certain systemic character of the society we live in. Besides 

our gender identification, all aspects of our identity have similar restraints; we 

all have a place in a regulated context, regulated for good and bad. Freud’s 

Civilization and Its Discontents,50 published in 1930, describes in a similar way 

how the rules of a culture exist, as an evolutionary progressive instrument, to 

assure the continuation and flourishing of a society. As the title indicates, the 

rules and norms have a prize on an individual level, where we are supposed 

to restrain ourselves for the good of our culture as a collective.51 Those 

restrictions concern most obviously our sexual and violent behavior. Perhaps 

the most known Freudian example is the Oedipus complex, which has made it 

taboo for a man or woman to act on his or her desire for his or her mother, as 

well as the impulse to kill his or her father.52
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51 The German title is Das Unbehagen in Der Kultur, which could be translated more directly, as 
The Uneasiness in Culture.

52  Freud meant that the mother is a desirable object for both sexes.



Cut

Audio 8: Improvisation 8, kit/multi percussion

! In this piece I use a bow to bow the various cymbals in my setup. The 

bow brings out overtones and sub-tones, creating a wide frequency spectrum. 

Similarly to Improvisation 7, this piece gets a momentum from the 

unpredictable response of the cymbal.

! Within these restrictions we are writing our identities. Derrida, in line 

with post-structuralist thinking, expands the notion of writing to be 

something that involves all kinds of communication and expression:

[. . . ] the traits that can be recognized in the classical, narrowly 
defined concept of writing are generalizable. They are valid not 
only for all orders of ‘signs’ and for all languages in general but 
moreover, beyond semiotic-linguistic communication, for the 
entire field of what philosophy would call experience, even the 
experience of being: [. . .]53

Derrida coined the word différance, merging the two words difference and 

deferral. This invented concept signifies the fleeting and evolving character of 

our identities. Writing becomes analogous to human experience; we act and 

perform in an ongoing defining process, open-ended and perpetually 

unfinished.
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! Landgraf points at, in his reading of Butlers’s Undoing Gender, how she 

elaborates on improvisation as a method for doing our gender identity, 

connecting to a performative perspective. Butler describes this performative 

aspect of the gender identity as being in constant interplay with social 

constraints. This process is also characterized by an elusive relation to agency, 

where agency is created in interactions with other people, creating a complex 

collectivity with rules, expectations, and projections:

If gender is a kind of doing, an incessant activity performed, in 
part, without one’s knowing and without one’s willing, it is not 
for that reason automatic or mechanical. On the contrary, it is a 
practice of improvisation within a scene of constraint. Moreover, 
one does not ‘do’ one’s gender alone. One is always ‘doing’ with 
or for another, even if the other is only imaginary. What I call my 
‘own’ gender appears at times as something that author or, 
indeed, own. But the terms that make up one’s own gender are, 
from the start, outside oneself, beyond oneself in a sociality that 
has no single author (and that radically contests the notion of 
authorship itself).54

To use a term from music: collective improvisation becomes a way for each 

participant to create an identity. Butler’s perspective, again, emphasizes our 

dependence on the context in which we are functioning. We are not evolving 

in a vacuum. The platform on which we are acting is not neutral but has its 

own tendencies and gravities, all formative for each individual. Systematic 

38

38

54 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender  (New York; London: Routledge, 2004). 1



improvisation is a means to navigate constructively in our lives, shaping and 

reshaping fundamental aspects of our identity. Landgraf writes:

[ . . .] improvisation – marks a process that acquires a degree of 
consistency by connecting to – repeating and altering – what has 
come before. [. . .] The idea of improvisation retrospectively 
developing and building on its own history allows us to 
understand better Butler’s use of the term to describe something 
as seemingly consistent and ‘fixed’ as a person’s gender identity.55

This navigating activity can be more or less constructive depending on 

the severity of the constraints. Adapting Butler’s ideas to a model of 

several partially overlapping platforms, one can start to see how music 

with its particular set of constraints, holds a unique potential for 

shaping an identity, one might say a parallel identity.

Cut

Audio 9: Improvisation 9, kit/multi percussion

! Improvisation 9 starts with the same idea as Improvisation 1 and 4: An 

immediately dense and rhythmically irregular flow of hits, played with a 

mallet in one hand and the other holding a small cymbal pressed to the head 

of the floor tom, hitting and dampening in rapid succession.
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3.1 A door to a more dynamic persona

! Here I would like to reconnect to the preface where I describe the 

review I received after a performance in my hometown in the north of Sweden 

in the late nineties. My intention is to illustrate how music making can be seen 

as an identity creating platform. The expressivity available in music has other 

constraints than platforms relying on spoken language. The differences in 

constraints create differences in our expression. I will for a moment take a step 

towards a more personal perspective in a discussion of my reactions to this 

review, and my view on semantics and music. Since we cannot point to a 

specific semantic meaning in music, it allows us to use sounds and musical 

material liberated from the consequences an explicit, semantically discernible, 

message would imply. The reviewer of the concert I’m referring to above, 

however, did not hear the expression being veiled by the semantically unclear 

music. He clearly heard unabashed aggression, and he was not impressed:

The night at The Studio ended with this year’s representatives of 
avant-gardism, or do-what-you-like-and-hope-that-someone-
buys-it. Aaly Trio with Mats Gustafsson saxophones, Peter 
Janson bass, and Kjell Nordeson [percussion], performed 
together with saxophonist Peter Brötzmann and Ken 
Vandermark. They may be famous, and have received hundred 
thousands of dollars in grants: for me personally these kinds of 
excesses have no value. Except possibly that it’s a good thing 
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that the enormous and unresolved wrath these people seem to 
carry, gets released in this way and not in physical violence.56

 ! Besides the judgmental tone, both regarding aesthetics, and the culture-

political implications, the comment ends focusing on our assumed wrath. My 

reaction was one of surprise, as if I was caught with the fingers in the cookie 

jar. I tried to dismiss the journalist as hopelessly conventional, but at the same 

time I was intrigued. I would never have received such an agitated comment if 

I had expressed myself in any other form than music. The constraints 

connected to the music did not filter out that aggressive expression. The music 

could very well be described as aggressive, but I allowed myself to be 

aggressive well within the constraints of this particular platform of 

contemporary, improvised, music. The music could equally be described as 

angular, edgy, loud, and harsh, which would be a description removing the 

music a few steps from its emotional content, to a more abstract technical 

description, valid not the least among musically educated. The line between 

the two different contexts of daily life and music performance were in a blow 

erased by the critic. He applied the constraints of the former to the latter.
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Cut

Audio 10: Improvisation 10, vibraphone

! This piece on the vibraphone is based on an idea of something that 

could be called “associative harmonic progression”. It uses visual 

considerations of intervals as well as idiomatic sticking to decide its 

progression. A triad can follow the previous one sometimes only because it 

continues a sticking pattern; or visually symmetric chords follow each other, 

but not because they follow a harmonic logic.

The lack of semantic explicitness has several consequences; it makes 

music malleable to any extra musical context you want to attach it to. The 

music won’t necessarily play a contradictory role; possibly it will cast an 

unexpected and interesting light to an extra musical context. Moreover, it 

allows a musician to go far into an expressivity without having to declare 

what, if any, specific content it may reflect. This makes music ideal for 

avoiding internal censorship, which for any context using spoken language 

could be a very present factor. The seemingly eternal discussion of music as a 

carrier of emotions, or programmatic content, had one of its historical peaks in 

Eduard Hanslick’s devout reluctance to attach extra musical meaning to 

music. In all his contentious rhetoric against the Wagnerian aesthetics there are 
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also nuances useful in the discussion of the critic’s claims above. Hanslick 

says:

Whispering? Yes, but not the yearning of love. Violence? Of 
course, but certainly not the conflict. Music can, in fact, whisper, 
rage, and rustle. But love and anger only occur within our 
hearts.

What Hanslick does is to emphasize what he sees as the lack of explicit extra 

musical meaning in music, but not to disregard the strength of the expression. 

This points towards the twentieth century and postmodern thinking where the 

meaningful aspect of a phenomenon is not to be found in the source but in the 

perceiver.  Landgraf points out: “One of the primary lessons of twentieth-

century critical thought is to debunk the belief that, as Richard Rorty put it: 

‘the object that the proposition is about imposes the proposition’s truth.’”57 

The task to define the content of the music, necessarily bounces back to the 

perceiver. This phenomenological shift can be summoned in a slightly 

modified common expression: The beauty is in the ear of the beholder.

In my view this is a very attractive side of music. The internal 

censorship is substantially diluted. It makes me able as musician to explore an 

expressive emotionality more expansive in music than in any other situation. 

My speaking persona is much more reluctant to assert itself than my playing. 
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When playing, I can be eloquent, powerful, and demanding, even intrusive at 

times, and yet still consider myself sensitive. Due to the detachment of 

expression from semantics, the musical platform becomes one of reduced 

inhibition. If what I play could be translated into words, I would probably not 

say them.

Cut

Audio 11: Improvisation 11, kit/multi percussion

! This improvisation starts off with a flexatone in my right hand in 

unison with everything my left hand does. The unison naturally becomes 

approximate due to the imprecise possibilities for intonation with the 

flexatone. This piece also has a talking quality (similar intention as in 

Improvisation 2), or rather, a manically jabbering one.

3.2 The advantage of not understanding what you are saying

! Bernie S. Siegel is a physician who developed unorthodox methods to 

communicate with his cancer patients about their diseases and the treatments 

they were facing. In his book Love, Medicine, and Miracle58 he tells the story how he, 
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as part of his treatment strategy, asked his patients to draw images of their 

cancers and the treatments he had recommended.59 Siegel explains that, if he 

were to ask his patients directly, he knew that they would invariably be 

modestly optimistic about their prognosis and grateful for their treatment. 

However, in their drawings they could express a great amount of anxiety and 

little hope for the proposed treatments.60 His point is that they could express 

these emotions because they did not understand the visual language in their 

own drawings. In contrast, the patients would have censored themselves, had 

they expressed themselves verbally, in order not to seem rude and mistrusting. 

The drawings gave crucial information to the doctor and were valuable in 

deciding the type of treatments needed to be effective and fully emotionally 

sanctioned by the patients. Leaving the discussion of Siegel’s clinical success 

on the side,61 what is interesting for this context is his systematic interpretation 

of expression, produced unintentionally by the patients. 

! To not self-censor an expression due to its lack of semantic clarity, as in 

the case with the drawings, can be applied to the concert I mentioned earlier. 
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61 Joan Borysenko describes Love, Medicine, and Miracles as “Excellent research [. . .] reviewed 
side-by-side with uncontrolled, highly questionable studies.” in her LA Times review, May 18, 
1986. What is clearly contentious in Siegel’s work is his view that cancer “and indeed nearly 
all diseases are psychosomatic.” (Siegel, 111)



Emotions are transformed, or translated, to be useful in a new musical context. 

The confusion appears when the two platforms, daily life and art, overlap, or 

when the borders are blurry. That blurriness could be unsettling but also 

attractive. It is a territory where compatibility meets incompatibility, and 

where you draw the line is a matter of subjectivity.

3.3 Personality: an unavoidable mediator or at the center of music’s 

meaningfulness

! In his article “Improvised Music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological 

Perspectives,” George Lewis explores different attitudes towards the role of a 

subjective voice in improvisation. He coins the terms Afrological and 

Eurological to describe an inclusion of a personal narrative (Afrological) 

versus a rejection of the same (Eurological):

Part of telling your own story is developing your own "sound." 
An Afrological notion of an improviser's "sound" may be seen as 
analogous to the Eurological concept of compositional "style," 
especially in a musically semiotic sense. Moreover, for an 
improviser working in Afrological forms, "sound," sensibility, 
personality, and intelligence cannot be separated from an 
improviser's phenomenal (as distinct from formal) definition of 
music. Notions of personhood are transmitted via sounds, and 
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sounds become signs for deeper levels of meaning beyond pitches 
and intervals.62

The terms Afrological and Eurological points at crucially diametrical attitudes 

towards the role of subjectivity and personality in music making. Eurological 

aesthetics expresses an almost clinical rejection of a personal voice, giving 

agency exclusively to the composer, or possibly to a collective anonymous 

process. Lewis emphasizes that the terms:

refer[s] to social and cultural location, and is theorized here as 
historically emergent rather than ethnically essential, thereby 
accounting for the reality of transnational and transracial 
communication among improvisers.63

In other words, the appreciation for a musician’s personality in music making 

has important roots in African-American music tradition, but with the cultural 

and social complexity of todays society, it should be understood as a 

conceptual source, influencing many artists regardless of ethnicity or 

geographical circumstances. Lewis lets John Cage and Charlie Parker 

exemplify respective perspective by juxtaposing two quotes; the first one by 

Cage, the second by Parker:
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What I would like to find is an improvisation that is not 

descriptive of the performer, but is descriptive of what happens, 

and which is characterized by an absence of intention.64

and:

Music is your own experience, your thoughts, your 

wisdom. If you don’t live it, it won’t come out of your 

horn.65

To value a personal voice in music is also to value a personal history where 

idiosyncrasies develop throughout an artists life. Re-usage of old material in 

an ongoing refinement process is natural for an individual artist who’s 

musical identity is treasured as a unique quality. This disarms to some extent 

the fear of repetition so strong in a Eurological perspective, where repetition 

and innovation seem to contradict each other. This dichotomy is (as we saw in 

chapter 1) not a given. 
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Chapter 4

Solo improvisation

One of the great intellectual achievements of the twentieth century 

sociological and cultural theory, was the reorientation away from focusing on 

the individual in favor of understanding a structure, or a system, as a 

fundamental carrier of information. Politically this is a very constructive shift 

in perspective with profound consequences. An individual acts within a 

structure, and naturally the characteristics of the structure is highly influential 

on the flexibility and potential of the individual. Paradoxically, regulations 

within a system can lead to increased freedom for the individual, in the same 

way as unregulated systems can fail to provide equal opportunities to its 

individuals. A social structure never emerges in a balanced symmetric way. It 

always develops inherent biases and asymmetric power structures, leading to 
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inhibited freedom for a number of individuals or subgroups within the 

structure.66 

A system is a theoretic construction made to understand phenomenon 

which only poorly can be described as the result of individual agency. One of 

the main effects of this shift in understanding is its effect on the view on 

responsibility. A privilege, on a societal level, is not hanging freely in mid air; 

it is likely to have a counterbalance in someone else’s detriment. We all have a 

responsibility for the system we are maintaining and sharing. Mistaking a 

system for being neutral, is a privilege only the favored can afford. 

Understood in this way, a system has agency.

Rebecca Schneider writes in her essay Solo Solo Solo how difficult she 

found it to approach the topic of solo since so much of contemporary 

academic approach has been about de-glorifying claims of individual 

authorship and singularity.67 So much has been gained in the process of 

critically studying the effects of structural characteristics, on art and 

elsewhere, that a study of an individual solo would seem like a return to an 
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 edited by Gavin Butt, 23-48. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 25.



old illusory conception of the unique and solitary artist. Insisting on her solo 

discourse she takes on the challenge to nuance the notion of a solo and 

articulates an expansive interpretation through being connected in a multi-

facetted way, in terms of collectivity and dialogue:

Read as involved in call and response, or read as imbricated in 
collective and choral actions, ‘solo’ in some senses casts itself 
into the future as becoming ensemble even as it re-cites itself 
backward, answering a thousand calls. [. . .] Any action, here, is 
already a palimpsest of other actions, a motion set in motion by 
precedent motion or anticipating future motion or lateral 
motion.68

A solo becomes in other words connected backwards and forwards in time, as 

well as engaging in dialogue laterally with an audience and other artists. 

Schneider puts the focus on relationality and reflexivity, emphasizing the 

structure of connectedness, making the solo a resonator of past events, and 

creating resonance in future work. A solo is by this understood as an 

integrated part of a larger whole and saved from the purportedly modernist 

discourse claiming all agency within the introverted closed system of the 

individual artist.

There are other ways to incorporate a solo into a heterogeneous 

complexity, even within a single artist. An artist is a complexity in him or 
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herself, integrating an infinite number of influences to an identity which is 

only illusorily homogeneous. Clashes between contradictory sides and levels 

of a personality are disarmed by our inherent ability to reduce and simplify 

the whole. Freud’s structural model of a personality is based on a hierarchical 

division where the different parts all influence a person’s behavior.69 This 

structural model, with the id, the ego, and the superego is already a way of 

describing the complexity within a person, and when it is combined with 

Freud’s earlier topographic model with conscious, preconscious, and 

unconscious, the complexity increases further. If we combine Freud’s 

compartmentalization of the psyche with an applied version of Schneider’s 

image of a temporal relation, past-present-future, we discern a multi 

dimensional, multi directional, complexity within each individual. And still, 

this is only an attempt to signify, in a reductionist manner, an even larger 

complexity. Different levels of consciousness combined with the values of 

various internalized previous time periods, applied to our intentions for the 

outcome of a future performance, all contribute to the individual artist’s 

creativity and expression in a solo performance. Complexity and contradictory 

behavior, do not need a group to be manifested; every individual is like a 
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hologram containing information pertaining to a much larger entity. This leads 

again to the question of agency. As an inverted mirror image of the system 

gaining agency, the individual looses agency when considering all influences 

at play. Have an artist appropriated all earlier influences, or do they play 

through the artist?

4.1 On the gradual production of music whilst playing

! The German writer Heinrich von Kleist, active in the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, viewed improvisation as an indispensable and dynamic 

method due to its endlessly malleable implications. The early Romantic period 

in Europe was shaped by a reaction to the previous ideals of the 

Enlightenment. Interestingly, in the case of Kleist, his critique of the 

Enlightenment, with its rationality and pragmatism, was not based on an 

inexplicable but powerful emotionality so typical for the Romantic period, but 

rather by showing how a trust in premeditated rational structures lead not to 

clarity but to paradoxical endings.70 Edgar Landgraf focuses on Kleist’s 

interest in improvisation as a universal tool for coping with everyday life, 

leading him to ideas on the essence of education, and art.
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Conceived as a constant struggle, life does not allow for 
premeditation and planning; instead it hinges on the 
individual’s ability to improvise. [. . .] Engaged in constant 
rivalry, improvisation comes to structure almost all human 
action [. . .] and almost all effective modes of communication.71

Improvisation becomes a way of surviving in a world where contingencies are 

rule, and rigidity leads to failure. To teach a child the ability to improvise 

becomes the center-point in Kleist’s perspective on education.

! For Kleist there is also a political dimension to being flexible in the 

moment. In his essay “On the Gradual Production of Thoughts whilst 

Speaking”72 he describes how Count Mirabeau gave a speech that changed the 

trajectory of the French Revolution in 1789. 

Kleist’s text claims that Mirabeau, in his declaration from June 
23, 1789, which led to the fall of the French monarchy, did not 
know yet what he would say when he first opened his mouth. (‘I 
am certain that beginning thus humanly he had not yet thought 
of the bayonets with which he would finish.’)73

A speech, in this view, is a generative process dependent on unplanned 

contingencies. The consequences, as we have seen, could be far from 

innocuous. In Landgraf’s words:
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Kleist’s text describes the emergence of something new, 
authentic, and of historic significance from a contingent 
beginning. After a period of disorientation, the speech takes an 
unplanned and unexpected direction developing [. . .] its own 
dynamic, increasingly lending substance and necessity to itself, 
until the speech finally forms an original and now necessary [. . .] 
proposition.74

Kleist not only trusts an unknown trajectory unfolding as you go along; he 

sees it as a key to the intricacies of life. The lack of premeditated structures sets 

the stage open for dramatic, unexpected and sometimes even life altering 

turns that only makes sense as a response to a unique situation, emerging 

from a series of factors all contributing to the complexity of the presence, 

propelling the action forwards. To plan in advance would be to shut the door 

to that order of forward momentum.

! Kleist’s model of improvisation as a response to contingencies, has a 

parallel in Keith Johnstone’s description of improvisation in the context of 

improvised theatre. Johnstone argues that a successful improviser needs to 

maintain a clear picture of what actually just happened, and to base his or her 

actions in response to that. This becomes a main focus, rather than actions 

based on any preconceived notion of what might happen, or what would be 

good if it happened:
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The improviser has to be like a man walking backwards. He sees 
where he has been, but he pays no attention to the future. His 
story can take him anywhere, but he must still ‘balance’ it, and 
give it shape, by remembering incidents that have been shelved 
and incorporating them.75

Reading Johnstone and Kleist together produces an image of the improviser as 

keenly aware of a reality unplanned in its details, trusting an ability to act 

constructively in a flurry of unforeseen events, and where the qualities of the 

result depend fully on this contingent decisiveness.

4.2 Playing like Mirabeau 

! Eleven improvisations are interspersed throughout this text. Every 

improvisation is accompanied by a short comment where my intention is to 

reflect a practical and direct level of thinking as a performer. The pieces are 

deliberately placed in the text, to create a back and forth effect between theory 

and music. In the following analysis, I will refer to my own experiences as 

performer of these improvisations.!

! All of the pieces have a planned starting point from where the 

continuation is left open. Of the eleven improvisations included, number 1, 4, 

and 9 share a similar initial idea, starting with a burst of attacks on the floor 
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tom, hitting with a mallet in my right hand, pressing a small splash cymbal to 

the head of the floor tom with my left hand. Improvisation 2 and 11, even 

though different in temper and dynamics, share a “talking” quality to the 

playing. As if a story is told with syllables, prosody, and punctuation, but 

without semantics. Improvisation 7 and 8 both explore the sound possibilities 

of my two larger cymbals; number 7 using a mallet and my bare hand, 

number 8 using a bow. The three improvisations performed on vibraphone, 

number 3, 6, and 10, each have distinctly separate characters. Number 3 

gravitates around the note G. Rapid phrases paint intermittent tonal centers, 

always returning to the note G. This improvisation is played with two mallets 

instead of four, which facilitates the very fast phrases common in this 

improvisation. Improvisation 6 is a transparent and sparse piece of music 

based on the micro tonal clashes between the vibraphone and two bells with 

pitches close to e-flat and b-flat. Improvisation 10 is a dense flow of 

arpeggiated triads. The progression of chords is determined by harmonic 

associations but also by pure visual symmetrical and idiomatic reasons (a 

minor seventh chord could be followed by a major seventh chord mainly 

because the sticking flows smoothly). 
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! Kleist’s version of the Mirabeau story above resonates with me in how I 

see my improvisations unfold. The initial action, the first sound, sets a course 

which leads into a process of saturation and eventually a need for contrast.  

Repetition, development, and variation creates this saturation, giving me the 

urge to change direction, or return to an earlier idea. Mirabeau trusts this 

unplanned process, relying on the ability to change or modify the direction of 

the performance when the moment is right. 
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! This scenario is exemplified in Improvisation 1, where the development 

of the initial idea reaches saturation already after 20 seconds when the music 

without further notice suddenly shifts to a contrasting soft tremolo on the e-

flat bell 76. This does not mean the initial material is abandoned; it returns 

already after a few seconds. Subsequently there is an oscillating sequence 

between the two modes before a synthesis is reached at around 45 seconds. 

This new phase lasts until around 1:05 where a radically new part in the music 

starts. 

! If we compare this trajectory to Improvisation 4, which has the same 

initial idea, we will notice a very different process of saturation. The initial 

burst of notes is followed by a longer phase where the material is varied and 

developed gradually. New timbres are added successively; after 50 seconds 

the dynamic gets softer and separate hits on the e-flat bell and the tambourine 

are integrated into the rambunctious rhythms of the floor tom and the splash 

cymbal. The saturation process in this improvisation directs the music 

gradually towards a more regular pulse. At around 1:50 this clearer and 

calmer pulse is established, and a new process of saturation can start.
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! Damasio’s model of a healthy brain body configuration (as discussed in 

the first chapter) is related to our creativity, working memory and ability to 

generate representational diversity. The gut feeling is a rational tool in 

connection with the executive functions in the brain, helping me generating 

this “representational diversity”, central to the saturation process described 

above. According to Damasio, the emotions help the analysis, instead of 

obstructing it (which was Descartes’s erroneous view). The complex instant 

reactions boil down to a gut feeling calling on a slight change in tempo, 

density, or dynamics; or a variation, a repetition, a contrasting new direction 

in the music, all that can be instantly realized. This readiness to insert change 

or variation is the result of an evaluation on a bodily level, communicated by a 

gut feeling, of what has happened so far in an improvisation.  In line with 

Johnstone’s improviser walking backwards, the music I have already played 

contains the information I need to continue the improvisation. In that sense it 

is not where I wanted to go before I started that guides me, but where I need 

to go considering the music that actually has happened.

! It is a very subjective matter to comment on issues of identity 

connected to these improvisations.  I have to refer to myself as an object of 

research expressing my personal experience of the differences between my 

playing persona and my talking persona. Reading Butler’s description of how 
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we manifest our personalities in an ongoing improvisatory process made me 

realize how different the music making situation was from any other situation.  

The constructive creativity in these improvisations, both forceful and subtle, 

has in their intensity no obvious comparison for me outside of playing music. 

The intense flow of associative harmonic progressions in Improvisation 10, 

almost manic in its relentlessness, has to me no obvious equivalent in other 

aspects of my life. The aggressive sharpness of the “snake bite” openings of 

Improvisation 1 and 4 would cause discontent in a culture where we, in 

Freud’s view, need to tone down confrontational expressions. The musical 

context can easily contain such expressivity.

! How does improvised music allow for this? Music lacks a semantically 

defined content but has full access to expression. It is existing in close relation 

to spoken language and corporal expression. It shares with spoken language 

the importance of rhythm, intonation, timbre, and dynamics. Similarly it 

shares with corporal expression the intensity or subtlety of the physical 

gesture. Those shared parameters with other forms of language and 

expression give performers and listeners conscious and unconscious 

associations to emotional content. The proximity to the other forms of 

expression seems to create a bleeding phenomenon, as if the borders were not 

watertight but leaking through, imposing a pseudo-semantic content to music. 
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Conclusion

! This thesis has been an investigation about improvisation and its 

relation foremost to composition, innovation, and identity. Through the works 

of contemporary scholars like Edgar Landgraf, Gary Peters, Bruce Ellis 

Benson, Judith Butler, James Snead, Rebecca Schneider, and Jacques Derrida, I 

have approached an understanding of improvisation from ontological, 

phenomenological, and psychological perspectives.

! Besides this main track of the thesis, I have also explored research by 

neuro-scientist Antonio Damasio, and the clinical methods of medical doctor 

Bernie Siegel. Even though their views are not initially articulated in the 

context of music, they contribute to expand our understanding of the 

execution and expressivity of musical improvisation.
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!  I have anchored the discussion back in time to the early philosophic 

standpoints made by Heraclitus and Parmenides. I linked Immanuel Kant’s 

ideas about the elusive “thing in itself” to Derrida’s reluctance to accept the 

possibility of true invention. I referred to Heinrich von Kleist and his radical 

appreciation for improvisation as indispensable tool for nearly every aspect of 

life. Sigmund Freud and his structural and topographic models of the psyche 

was linked with Rebecca Schneider’s convincing attempt to expand the notion 

of an individual artist.

! All these thinkers taken together create a web of intellectual 

performance, offering a more nuanced picture of improvisation. The task for 

this thesis has been to bring all these perspectives together to show how broad 

and ubiquitous improvisation as a human phenomenon really is.

! My intention for the form of this thesis was to create a call and response 

situation for the reader, where the interspersed pieces of music bring the 

experience to the source itself. Through listening to musical improvisations 

my hope was to invigorate the theoretical approach. Similarly, my hope was 

that the effect would go both ways, with theory and analysis creating a 

mindset open for listening.

! This work has been an associative intellectual experience for me. I have 

intentionally jumped between perspectives and periods of time in my search 
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for relevant ideas and meaningful approaches to improvisation. My initial 

spark for this work was my own experience of how musical improvisation 

relates to personal identity.  This is far from an exhausted topic. The links 

between improvisation, language, expressivity and identity have only been 

touched on the surface in this thesis and are deserving of much future work.

!
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