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Friday, March 12, 2-3pm

After relational aesthetics: Improvised musics, the social, and (re)theorising the aesthetic
Georgina Born

University of Cambridge
In this mainly conceptual, ground-clearing paper, I first develop some thinking on the 
articulation between music and the social. This task responds to the long-standing demand issued 
by scholarship in popular music studies, ethnomusicology and music sociology for clarity in 
theorising the heterogeneity, the different scales and orders, of music’s social mediations. But the 
social dimensions of music have also come to the fore in musicology in the last decade. Despite 
these important intellectual openings, however, it has proven surprisingly difficult to find a 
sociological theory adequate to the demands of theorising music; indeed, arguably, music sets 
productive new challenges to social theory, challenges that I will address. A second direction of 
the paper is to put this thinking into dialogue with the influential recent concepts of relational 
aesthetics and participation, which are often taken as paradigms for the analysis of contemporary 
art practice in terms of their welcome attempt to rethink the relation between the aesthetic and 
the social. The outcome of the dialogue is likely to be an awareness both of the fertility of these 
paradigms, and of the restricted ways in which they conceptualise the social in relation to art 
(and music), and therefore the need to expand upon them in a rigorous way. The benefits of such 
an expansion will accrue not only to the analysis of music, but to the debates around 
contemporary art. A third dimension of the paper, in light of the foregoing, is to ask precisely 
how it is that improvisation as a socio-musical practice adds to or departs from non-(or less-) 
improvised musics in terms of the articulation of music and the social: is there some special way 
that improvised musics enact a social aesthetics, and if so, in what form?

Friday, March 12, 3:15-5:15pm
“Improvisation and the Aesthetics of the (Trans-)Cultural”

Social Aesthetics and Transcultural Improvisation: 
Wayde Compton and the Performance of Black Diasporic Time

Winfried Siemerling
University of Waterloo

Modern transmission technologies and digital media facilitate what Paul Gilroy has called 
“translocal solidarities,” networks relying on mediated nodes of exchange or appropriation of 
past-produced resources that often unsettle the time flows and conducts of “traditional” rooted 
cultures. For such reasons, however, the commercialized consumption and transcultural and 
transnational migrations for instance of hip hop require also reflection on what Gilroy references 
elsewhere as the relationship “between rootedness and displacement, locality and dissemination.” 
This paper will look at the use and performance of hip hop by British Columbian artist Wayde 
Compton to channel and rearticulate local Black history and diasporic subjectivities in such 



works as 49th Parallel Psalm (1999) and Performance Bond (2004). Inspired by a long tradition 
of jazz and blues poetry, Compton relies on hip hop turning transformative “lit hop” in a socially 
and locally anchored yet transcultural aesthetics that both consumes and transforms its materials 
in improvisational performance. The DJ’s improvisation over fixed tracks becomes Compton’s 
model for the performing subject’s agency with respect to historiography, leading to the remixing 
of black diasporic subjectivities, time, and history. This paper will focus on Compton’s use of 
turntablism as both performative mode and musical metaphor for the improvising subject’s 
counter-discursive agency at the crossings. Compton’s remix includes black British Columbia 
history and its US-Canada border inheritances, voodoo mythologies, the options of contemporary  
Canadian, TISH-sponsored poetry, and Kamu Brathwaite’s Caribbean, anti-dialectial modeling 
of history, tidalectics. The paper will pay particular attention to the way in which the migrant 
signs and materials that belong to diasporic archives are adopted and adapted in this 
improvisation to speak to the (re-)rooting of a local history and culture. Not just Black B.C. 
history is re/cognized tidalectically by Compton’s lit-hop portals, but also a transcultural and 
transnational Canada. In addition, these improvisational performances not only cross 
geographical borders but also reconfigur the liminal spaces between history as forgetting of 
Black diaporic experience and history and story telling as its validation. Under Legba’s sign of 
the Vèvè, improvisation comes here with the performative power of invocation, foreshadowing 
new kinds of speaking about the New World. The paper thus explores Compton’s choices as 
contribution to an improvisational and transformative social aesthetics that is transcultural in its 
reach yet articulates at the same time local identity and community.

A Move, a Form, a Figure, a Geometry: Brazilian Improvisations as Diasporic Aesthetics
Jason Stanyek

New York University
We’re in the roda, the circular space in which samba, capoeira, choro, and other Brazilian 
cultural forms are practiced, a space that is often conceptualized by those in it as “the world in 
miniature.” The rodas we frequent here are in the United States, and they have particular 
geometries, each spun out of the centrifugal forces of diasporic movement and the dialogic 
interactions of improvised performance: A cavaquinho player is in one, performing choro with a 
group of 4 other musicians, weaving sinewy lines in counterpoint with a clarinetist, producing 
unexpected musical figures shot through with a purposeful (and playful) subversiveness. In 
another, there’s a singer at an informal samba event; a cellphone rings, it’s a friend from Brazil, 
and there’s a sung exchange of improvised verse, a long-distance version of the kind of 
extemporaneous lyrical form that characterizes vocal performance in rodas de samba of the more 
local sort. And finally, we’re in a capoeira academy that could be anywhere in the U.S: after an 
improvised exchange of moves—feints and attacks woven together until you can’t tell one from 
the other—two capoeiristas stop the flow of the game to trace the outline of the circle, 
reconstituting the geometry of the roda through corporeal motion. From sports to politics, from 
economics to pedagogy, from the arts to the quotidian expanses of everyday Brazilian life, the 
social and cultural spheres of Brazil have often been characterized as having decidedly 
improvisative valences. Indeed, the importance of improvisation to the enactment of 
Brazilianness would seem to be borne out by the sheer abundance of common words and phrases 
that emphasize extemporaneous action as a crucial modality of being “Brazilian”: jeitinho, 
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malandragem, ginga, jogo de cintura, malícia, mandrake, esperteza, axé, manha, suingue, 
drible, malabarismo, balanço, equilibrista, pirataria, arranjar-se, molejo, cordialidade, and so 
on. Given the presumed centrality of an improvisative consciousness to Brazilian social and 
cultural life, what kinds of perspectives on improvised performance might be generated if this 
lexicon is modulated to speak of a diasporic aesthetics, one laid along the flexible axes of 
cunning and contingency? Can we attune ourselves to the interference patterns that might emerge 
when improvisation is conceptualized not as a function of a locally imagined national identity 
but as a tactical diasporic aesthetics that is drawn tangentially to the nation-state? In this paper, 
these questions are approached through the analysis of specific instances of sonic and kinesthetic 
practice in the Brazilian diaspora. Taking my cue from Keiko Yamanaka’s notion of “circular 
diaspora formations” I use the roda to help think about the performative spatialities of Brazilian 
transnationalism. I focus in on a few particular moments—each percolating with saturated 
moves, or figures, or forms—and provide close readings of the aesthetic sensibilities that 
condition improvised performances that take place in Brazilian communities in the United States.

Saturday, March 13, 9-11am
“Jazz, Genre and Social Aesthetics”

From Jazz to Pop: Swing in the 1940s
David Brackett

McGill University
In discussions of jazz within the broader history of popular music in the United States, two 
verities are invariably asserted: (1) that the period 1935-45 represents the closest rapproachement 
between jazz and popular music when jazz, in the form of “swing,” dominated the charts; and (2) 
swing music, and hence jazz, lost its influence over popular music at the end of the war with the 
demise of many of the most prominent swing bands. This paper will examine these verities 
through an analysis of both music industry discourse and a broad range of recordings that were 
ranked high in charts such as those featured in Billboard. The purpose of focusing on the usages 
of genre labels such as “swing” and “jazz” that were current at the time with musicians, fans, and 
critics is not merely to debunk subsequent historical narratives, but rather to restore some sense 
of the struggle over cultural hiearchy in which these labels participated. I will suggest that on one 
level—consisting of songs in the late 1940s of the greatest measurable popularity—a sense of 
continuity can be heard with swing-based popular music from earlier in the decade. On a more 
subtle level, however, during this period a decrease occurred both in the amount of popular 
recordings associated with African Americans and in the general sense of inclusiveness and 
pluralism found in swing. Instead, in the post-war period, the representation of non-white Others 
tended to occur in novelty songs with an ethnocentric and/or nostalgic content. The changing role 
of improvisation was crucial in this re-mapping of the popular music field, as it mirrored in 
musical terms changes occurring in the realm of music-identity relationships. Recordings by 
African American artists featuring instrumental improvisation, such as Coleman Hawkins’s 
“Body and Soul” (1939) and the Duke Ellington Orchestra’s “Take the A Train” (1941), 
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circulated broadly within popular music networks and found diverse audiences. However, by 
1947, swing music was represented within these same “mainstream” networks by recordings 
devoid of soloistic improvisation, like Tex Beneke’s “A Gal in Calico” (Beneke was a former 
sideman in Glenn Miller’s orchestra), or by a novelty recording derived from a minstrel routine, 
such as Count Basie’s “Open the Door, Richard.” Improvisation thus became a kind of 
constitutive outside of popular music, resulting, on the one hand, in bebop, which privileged 
symbolic capital over the economic capital customarily associated with popular music, or, on the 
other hand, in rhythm and blues, a popular category directed almost exclusively towards African 
Americans. The ensuing re-partitioning of the musical field suggests a new alignment between 
social aesthetics, racial identifications, and musical genres that ushered in a relatively stable 
formation of musico-cultural norms that would remain in place in the United States until the 
mid-1950s.

Paris, August 1969: Relational Aesthetics, Genres and Aesthetic Denseness
Eric Lewis

McGill University
In this paper I situate the performance practices of the AACM in general, and the Art Ensemble 
of Chicago in particular, within the modernism/post-modernism dichotomy. Drawing upon the 
characterizations of G. Born, I show how the AACM foreground the elasticity and overlap of 
these “movements” and problematize them. Drawing upon characteristics of both traditions, the 
AACM throw into stark relief the issues at play which follow from positioning oneself as music 
creator, consumer or critic from either the modernism or post-modernism camp. By recognizing 
that these categories themselves operate as genre terms, I demonstrate how the AACM 
aesthetically thicken their works/performances by inviting their analysis from both perspectives, 
while simultaneously critiquing them. I then demonstrate that this particular act of genre 
thickening can be usefully compared with the goal of art as promoted by those who advocate 
relational aesthetics. This reveals a manner in which AACM practices have a social dimension, 
internal to their very status as art practices. Their multi-genre musical works, and the aesthetic 
pluralism they invite, allows an audience to symbolically enter into the creation of the work, to 
participate in it. The particular aesthetic pluralism they advocate both reveals our use of social/
cultural genre terms, and points towards their problematic nature. The aesthetic pluralism that the 
AACM advocate is shown to be, by its very nature, also a form of social/cultural pluralism, and 
so the social and the aesthetic are, for the AACM, two sides of the same coin. I will argue for the 
general value of aesthetic thickening as an aesthetically valuable art-property, and so 
demonstrate that the practices of the AACM can discharge the social/political functions they are 
intended to, without having to jettison the value of traditional aesthetic categories, itself a 
critique of relational aesthetics. I will also suggest that the relational aesthetics movement’s 
silence concerning improvised music in general, and the AACM in particular, may be yet another 
case of dismissing, while simultaneously appropriating, critical black art practices. I discuss both 
the musical practices and writings of Leo Smith, Anthony Braxton and the Art Ensemble of 
Chicago. I also draw upon research by a number of members the ICASP Social Aesthetics 
research axis.
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Saturday, March 13, 11:15-12:15pm

Theorising the musical work in performance
Nicholas Cook

University of Cambridge
I am currently writing a book on analysing the performance of (mainly) Western ‘art’ music, in 
which one of my targets is what I call the ‘page-to-stage’ approach of North American music 
theorists: essentially they analyse scores in the traditional manner, and then to map their analyses 
onto live or (more usually) recorded performances. This approach, based on the one hand in the 
long and unhelpful tradition of thinking of musical works as platonic ideas and on the other in 
the mentalistic conception of authorship that has dominated music aesthetics, not only rules out 
the social dimension of music from serious enquiry, but also makes it impossible to think of 
music as performance, that is to say as a social and embodied process of generating meaning in 
real time. At the same time, the Western ‘art’ tradition can’t be understood purely in terms of 
‘musicking’ (Christopher Small) or the performance of personae (Philip Auslander): it is also a 
tradition of the performance ‘of’ notated and institutionalised works. The way to reconcile these 
apparently opposing viewpoints is to reconceive the musical work as a dimension of 
performance. In this paper I attempt to do this by bringing together two approaches which I have 
previously explored separately. The first is comparative analysis of the ornamented notations of 
Corelli’s Violin Sonatas, the traces of a tradition of (more or less) extemporaneous 
improvisation: some of these deconstruct Corelli’s original score to the extent that it is hard to 
identify any features in common beyond those of a general stylistic nature. The work in 
performance, then, consists in material terms of a loose and set of family resemblances 
incorporating what an analyst would see as both structural and non-structural features, together 
with a cultural tradition of interpreting them as Corelli’s Op. 5. (The musical work, the autonomy 
of which is the basis of traditional music aesthetics, is in this sense a socially and historically 
contingent construction.) The second approach is to argue that there is no categorical distinction 
between the performance of works and improvisation: all performance involves the 
deconstruction, or situational interpretation, of pre-existing structures, while conversely all 
improvisation involves reference to, or the elaboration of, pre-existing schemata. It follows that 
Jeff Pressing’s model of the ‘referent’, developed in the specific context of jazz improvisation, 
can be extended into a model of performance in general. While Pressing’s model captures the 
essentially semiotic nature of performance, it does not thematise its social dimension, and that is 
what I particularly want to focus on here. As a real-time activity through which meaning is 
generated, even solo performance involves the interaction of multiple agents or elements, 
including at one level the perfomer and audience (even when the perfomer is the audience), and 
at another the score, understood not as a series of instructions for literal execution but as kind of 
interlocutor. (I make this point through analysis of a ‘New complexity’ piano score in 
performance.) This social dimension of performance is captured by Keith Sawyer’s model of 
group creativity, in which the combinatorial explosion of interactions results in the emergence of 
meaning. By combining Pressing’s and Sawyer’s models we can arrive at a highly flexible model 
of performance as an irreducibly social and real-time practice in the course of which (as Alfred 
Schutz put it) the participants grow older together. The consequence of this approach is to 
relocate aesthetic value from the supposedly inherent qualities of musical works to the social 
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transactions that constitute their performances: meaning emerges from the only partially 
predictable interactions between individuals, historically conditioned or chance circumstances, 
and an indefinite range of signifiers that may be auditory, kinesthetic, visual, or in principle 
belong to any humanly perceptible medium.

Saturday, March 13, 2-4pm
“Improvisation and Performance”

The Dramaturgy of Spontaneity: the Sublimation of the Social in Performance Practice
Zoë Svendsen

University of Cambridge
This paper investigates the relationship between the social and the aesthetic in performance work 
with which I am currently engaged as a practitioner. Taking the relationship between rehearsal 
and improvisation as my point of departure, I argue that it is in the development of rules – 
acknowledged or implicit – that the conditions for apparently spontaneous moments of 
improvisation are created. I challenge the concept of performance as evading commodity status 
by operating in time and therefore being technically unrepeatable. Rather, I argue for rehearsal 
and repetition in theatrical practice as an attempt to defy the decaying fall of time, and to claim 
back a continuous humanity that can be preserved. I will be looking at the place of improvisation 
within this drive to shore up time through practice. Understanding what might be termed 
‘aesthetic’ in the experience of performance is closely related to how the rules of engagement in 
theatre sublimate its ever-present sociality. I will be looking at how this sublimation of sociality 
makes way for an aesthetics that is enabled to investigate the social without being reducible to it. 
Improvisation in performance partially achieves its effects by appearing to subvert the 
sublimation of sociality, whilst tacitly relying on it. I use concrete examples from four 
contrasting but interlinked pieces of my own work, currently at different stages of creative 
development: Brecht’s Four Men and a Poker Game, which took a parable of capitalism and told 
it to music in the intimate setting of a bar; Two Perspectives, an adaptation of Uwe Johnson’s 
anti-love story about the Berlin Wall that further develops this methodology of intimacy and 
aurality; 3rd Ring Out, a project I am currently developing with video and set designer Simon 
Daw, which rehearses for worst case scenarios of climate change; and Only Connect, an 
interdisciplinary meditation on the relationship between virtual reality and the body, developed 
for the Venice Biennale Contemporary Music Festival 2009.

Performance as Improvisation: Aesthetics, Live Art, and the Problem of History
Amelia Jones

McGill University
As articulated in its classic form by Immanuel Kant, aesthetics in the visual arts freezes objects 
or pictures in time and space in order to determine their value as putatively “inherent” and 
universalizable. Performance or live art in contrast has proposed art as durational and implicitly 
improvisational (its forms and expressions contingent to a greater or lesser degree on the 
vicissitudes of audience engagement, environment, and the passing of time). This presentation 
will explore what happens when performance gets put in the frame of aesthetics--an increasingly 
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common move over the past decade as live art is presented and institutionalized in art galleries, 
bienniales, and other art spaces. For example, in 2005 Marina Abramović reenacted a series of 
six classic 1970s performance art works at the Guggenheim Museum in New York. In doing so 
Abramović revitalized these works but by drawing on static documents and artifacts from their 
past incarnations; she brought them back to “life,” but also returned them to the static and 
commodified forms of the art market (the photographic document; the glossy catalogue; the 
feature length, artist-made film). This paper pivots around this case study to argue that making 
“performance” as “art” is a category confusion that produces a range of contradictions, opening 
up a gap between aesthetics and the vicissitudes of the improvisational or the live event.

Saturday, March 13, 4:15-6:15pm
“Improvisation, Mediality, and the Social”

Improvisation et utopie communautaire dans le cinéma français du tournant des années 
1960

Marion Froger
Université de Montréal

Le projet de recherche « Improvisation, community and social practices » définit l’improvisation 
musicale comme « a crucial model for political, cultural, and ethical dialogue and action ». Il 
s’agit ici de questionner ce « modèle », dans une perspective historique et critique. Je vous 
propose de remonter le temps jusqu’à l’époque où l’improvisation sort de son contexte musical 
pour s’imposer au cinéma, soit sur un terrain qui semble l’exclure en raison de ses modes de 
production. Au tournant des années soixante, en France, une nouvelle génération de cinéastes, la 
Nouvelle Vague, revendique un « droit d’improviser » (Truffaut, 1962). Leur revendication est 
mal reçue par les Anciens de la profession, et une bonne partie de la critique, pour qui elle est la 
preuve de leur imposture. Or, les invectives que s’échangent les pro- et les anti-Nouvelle vague 
font apparaître des différences de perception de la communauté avec qui, pour qui et au nom de 
qui on fait des films. Si bien que ce n’est pas tant la définition de l’art ou du métier du cinéaste 
qui est en jeu que le « risque » social de l’improvisation qui fascine et effraye tout à la fois. 
L’analyse des articles de la presse non spécialisée de l’époque montre bien cette polarité : 
l’individu qui improvise est une menace, car il remet en cause le bien fondé des règles d’ordre de 
la collectivité. C’est pourquoi on se rabat sur le savoir-faire concerté des artisans du cinéma qui 
offre la bonne image de la collectivité. En même temps, lorsque le succès est au rendez-vous, on 
apprécie le génie d’un chef qui réussit à improviser dans l’adversité, ainsi que la capacité des 
équipes à faire face aux aléas du réel sans perdre de vue le projet commun que représentent le 
film et le plaisir du public. 
Au tournant des années 1970, les pratiques d’improvisation vont prendre un sens politique : il 
s’agit de participer à un mouvement collectif visant à renverser les modes de production de 
l’industrie du divertissement. Puis elles vont prendre un sens social : l’improvisation des scènes 
permet de renouveler les modèles d’interaction qu’avait peaufinés le cinéma français classique 
ou qu’avait stylisés la Nouvelle vague. Rouch, Rozier, Doillon, Eustache tourneront des scènes 
d’interaction qui se présentent comme des structures ouvertes et non des épisodes narratifs. 
L’improvisation n’est plus affaire de technique de travail, mais de perception de la dynamique 
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créatrice du vivant. Mais ces films n’auront qu’une audience limitée : ils laissent peu de place au 
Tiers dans les expériences relationnelles qu’ils filment, et créent un malaise que seule une lecture 
communautaire de ce cinéma peut compenser.

Music, Improvisation and the Social Bond
Will Straw

McGill University
 My paper is concerned with the implications, for a social aesthetics of improvisatory practice, of 
developments in recent aesthetics that stress the place of art in producing social connections 
within a context of heightened mobility. The art critic Douglas Davis, writing in Art Forum in 
1981, puzzled over “the sudden proliferation in art writing of terms borrowed from popular 
music.” If art writing drew heavily, in 1981, on aesthetic concepts developed in relationship to 
music, I would argue that music is conspicuously absent from key, core debates over social 
aesthetics and art at the present time. In Participation, her collection of articles on the 
“relational” turn in art world aesthetics, Claire Bishop enumerates some of the art practices 
which, since the 1960s, have set out to “appropriate social forms as a way to bring art closer to 
everyday life.” Music is scarcely mentioned at all, save as one of the “backdrops” to works of 
relational aesthetics organized as spaces of hospitality. Jorg Heiser’s analysis of the “circulatory” 
character of recent artworks, which draws on Nicholas Bourriaud’s influential notion of a 
“relational aesthetics,” scarcely mentions music, though music is, in Georgina Born’s words, 
‘perhaps the paradigmatic multiply-mediated, immaterial and material, fluid quasi-object, in 
which subjects and objects collide and intermingle.” Significant currents within contemporary art 
world discourse are taken up with the notion of music as something that, in Nicholas Bourriaud’s 
phrase, “repairs the weaknesses in the social bond.” Given the longstanding theorization of 
improvisation, and of music in general, as a practice with similar possible outcomes, it is 
interesting that music is almost never invoked as an example in these recent discussions of the 
social aesthetics of art. My concern in this paper, then, is with diagnosing the current gap 
between advanced critical and curatorial thinking about the visual arts, on the one hand, and 
music and its social place, on the other. Is this gulf between artworld theorizing and approaches 
to the study of music real, understandable, desirable or surmountable? Is there a place for music 
in present-day accounts of art as a means of healing the social bond (Bourriaud)? What does 
music risk in seeking a place for itself within such accounts?

Sunday, March 14, 9-11am
“Text, Mediation, and Improvisation”

IntuiTweet: Intuitive Improvisation within the context of Social Networking
Susan Kozel

Mesh Performance Practices
This proposal is based on the artistic project IntuiTweet, part of a broader research initiative 
called Social Choreographies which applies choreographic and performative approaches to the 
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study of embodied expression transmuted by mobile communication devices in urban spaces. 
IntuiTweet integrates movement improvisation, phenomenological writing, mobile phones, and 
the popular social networking platform Twitter. The result is uncannily akin to a form of contact 
improvisation stretched across time and space. A working definition emerging from this stage of 
research is that social choreographies are temporal and spatial patterns of life enabled or haunted 
by mobile portable wireless technologies, in the sense that we are constitutively haunted by the 
other as articulated by Jacques Derrida in his reflections on Jean Luc Nancy. Particular 
constructions of self, other and the relationship between them lie at the heart of the Social 
Choreographies project and these generate approaches to the social and to aesthetics. Following 
the discussion of improvisation, the second part of this paper will sketch understandings of the 
social and aesthetics as they emerge practically and experientially through the IntuiTweet 
improvisations. The differing degrees of embodiment, exchange and proximity opened by this 
unlikely mode of dance improvisation point to a refiguring of intercorporeality as found in the 
later writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and build upon Jean Luc Nancy’s theorizing of touch. 
Further, Marc Augé’s poetic and anthropological approach to memory will questioned to see if it 
can provide some sense of temporality as it is manifested though forgetting, recomposing and 
sharing movement. Intercorporeality, as opposed to intersubjectivity, helps to construct a notion 
of the social that is adjacent to formulations found in studies of media, mobility and networks 
(Mizuko Ito, John Urry, Tia De Nora). Intercorporeality also points to a different take on 
relational aesthetics from that of theorists such as Nicholas Bourriaud by emphasizing a form of 
corporeal responsivity and dissolution of the self in the process of creating art rather than 
relationality and constructions of the self. Intercorporeality will not be used to create 
oppositional notions of the social and aesthetics, but will be situated in the gaps of other 
constructions in order to make sense of the improvisatory exchanges of the IntuiTweet project 
which exist at a particular point of convergence between the social and the artistic.

Kenneth Goldsmith and Uncreative Improvisation
Darren Wershler

Wilfrid Laurier University
Is there such a thing as “uncreative” improvisation, and if so, how would it operate? The work of 
writer and artist Kenneth Goldsmith, particularly in his capacity as a DJ for freeform New Jersey 
radio station WFMU, offers a few clues. It’s become common for critics and theorists to invoke 
the DJ as the paradigmatic authorial figure in contemporary culture, as Lev Manovich does in 
The Language of New Media. For Manovich, the logic of selection and combination of pre-
existent elements from the archive is the wellspring of new cultural forms. What remains 
uninterrogated in Manovich’s writing, though, are a number of deeply modernist formulations: 
he sees novelty, creativity and even “true art” as the inherently valuable results of the DJ’s 
inspired manipulations. Since the 1950s, though, when business culture began to claim creativity 
for itself, art has made a corresponding movement into the deliberately boring and the 
uncreative. Novelty and creativity no longer signify in the manner that Manovich suggests, let 
alone the notion of true art. Goldsmith’s oeuvre is worth consideration because it works 
explicitly with the categories that many examinations of improvisatory creativity exclude (the 
uncreative, the useless) in order to reveal the current bankruptcy of the creative. This paper will 
discuss a variety of Goldsmith’s on-air performances in light of his writing on the subject of 
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uncreativity in order to re-examine key terms in the discourse around creativity and 
improvisation.

Sunday, March 14, 11:15-1:15pm
“Improvising an Aesthetics of Otherness” 

Strayhorn’s Queer Arrangements
Lisa Barg

McGill University
This paper approaches questions of social aesthetics and improvisation through a narrow focus 
on Billy Strayhorn’s work as a vocal arranger. Strayhorn’s work with singers can be understood 
as sites of improvisation merging the musical, social and personal in particularly gendered ways. 
I want theorize this gendered musical and personal terrain of his collaborations both for the paths 
of musical meaning it might direct us towards, and for how they mark what historian Matthew 
Tinkcom has called in a different, but related, context the “queer labor” of gay male artists 
working behind the scenes in the entertainment industry. Like the figures Tinkcom discusses 
(such as Rodger Edens) Strayhorn’s musical legacy presents an intriguing and distinctly queer 
paradox: he was a very active musical presence and his compositions and arrangements were 
enormously influential, yet he remained largely anonymous within the public sphere. Strayhorn’s 
dissident sexual identity required that he work in the shadow of a collaborator, a distanced but 
empathetic space from which his voice could merge with and give shape to the voices of others. 
How might, then, we relate the queer conditions under which Strayhorn labored to his aesthetic 
practices as a vocal arranger, and to the gendered labor and position of the singers with whom he 
worked? To explore these questions I will present close readings of selected recordings stemming 
from three important collaborations: Strayhorn’s arrangements for the Ellington Orchestra staff 
singers Herb Jeffries and Ivie Anderson in the early 1940s and his collaborations with Rosemary 
Clooney and Ella Fitzgerald in the late 1950s. 

What’s love got to do with it?:
Exploring bell hooks’ sweet old-fashioned notion of a better world

Tracey Nicholls
Centre de Recherche en Éthique de l’Université de Montréal

I argue that the view of art-making and art appreciation that bell hooks develops in Art on My 
Mind: Visual Politics is connected to the notion of an ‘ethics of love’ that she develops in other 
writings through the concept of social aesthetics, and that her view of art-making is, in many 
respects, a valorization of improvisatory practices. hooks is not widely acknowledged as an art 
critic, notes Brian Wallis in his review of Art on My Mind for the magazine Art in America 
(December 1995), but she has woven aesthetic judgements and considerations into much of her 
writing. Because she is taken to be commenting on socio-political matters of race, 
decolonization, and liberation, however, her attention to aesthetics has sometimes been 
overlooked. Understanding social aesthetics to be a concept that occupies the space in which the 
aesthetic and the political overlap, I will show that hooks’s attention to the beauty of everyday 
objects and crafts – her ‘aesthetics of the ordinary’ – is a basic component of her project of 
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making space within aesthetic discourse for the artistic practices and preferences of people who 
are not legitimized by an institutional theory of art and art-making. This choice, to contest the 
marginalization of the non-expert, is distinctive of the philosophies of liberation within which 
hooks’s ethic of love is located. It posits a link between the aesthetic value judgements we make 
and those that are typically labelled ‘ethical’ or political’, and draws on postcolonial/anti-colonial 
assertions of the prima facie value of every voice. In addition, her emphasis, in Art on My Mind, 
on salvage art, mosaic, and graffiti suggests fruitful links between improvisation, popular 
empowerment, and a political philosophy of liberation. I further argue that failure to see both the 
consistency and the humanism in her work is interestingly similar to the distortion of Frantz 
Fanon’s theorizing of decolonization. In both cases, a positive program of human liberation is 
disregarded, and largely tangential or highly contextual comments are accorded undue emphasis. 
It is worth asking whether these falsifications are a function of a systematic devaluing of 
philosophical contributions by people of colour. Where hooks’s contributions to aesthetics have 
been ignored, her contributions to social and political philosophy have been quite blatantly 
misrepresented, and both types of responses are interesting as devaluing tactics. What is it, I shall 
ask, that her ideas are threatening, and why must she be silenced?

Sunday, March 14, 2:30-3:30pm

From Mali to the American Civil Rights Movement:
A Comparative Perspective on Social Aesthetics in Improvisation

Ingrid Monson
Harvard University

In this paper, I take a comparative perspective on the relationship between the social and the 
aesthetic by contrasting the development of an Afro-modernist aesthetics of politics and music in 
American jazz improvisation of the 1950s and 1960s, and the aesthetics of sensibilisation in the 
contemporary musical aesthetics of Mali. Both musical traditions are highly improvisational and 
virtuosic, but articulate the connections among social, ethical, religious, and musical in different 
ways. In jazz of the 1950s and 1960s the linking of the aesthetic and social involved a 
combination of explicitly modernist aesthetic values—originality, formal experimentation, and 
vanguardism among them—and the political and cultural struggle for Civil Rights and Black 
Power in a white majority nation. In Mali, the idea of sensibilsation as an important activity for 
popular artists involves educating broad audiences about major issues of social, political, ethical, 
and medical concern through lyrics and performance styles raising awareness through a 
combination of contemporary information and traditional modalities of expression. Rather than 
critique the nation, many artists exhort the populace to place their skills and labor in service of 
developing the country and its international profile. If race was the primary social variable 
examined and articulated in the social aesthetics of jazz in the 1950s and 1960s, gender, health, 
and economic aspirations provide the central points of social aesthetics in contemporary Mali. A 
comparative perspective on the aesthetics of improvisation, provides insight into how processes 
of improvisation can carry a wide variety of relationships to the social. 

11



Sunday, March 14, 3:30-4pm
Final discussion
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