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This thesis offers a model of the musical practice of free improvisation as a “noisification” 

process that effects a re-listening to modern Western music and a re-considering of the “abyssal” 

cultural assumptions embedded therein, then asks what it means to take that model seriously. 

Having produced Start Making Noises Now—a film investigating freely improvised musical 

community in Toronto in early 2012 through performances and interviews with local 

improvisers—the author now reads its stories in dialogue with writings on creative music and 

improvisation, cultural theory, sociology, pedagogy, and rights. The resulting conversation 

develops an understanding of free improvisation as occupying a critical pedagogical space within 

the dominating culture and argues for the dissolution of barriers to participation in freely 

improvised musical community in solidarity with its roots in the Freedom Struggle and with 

ongoing “semi-audible” systemic oppressions, for the benefit of the broader culture and of 

creative music itself. 
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Introduction 

This work—a film and a piece of writing about the film—amounts to a constellation of 

ideas, images, words, and sounds brought together in order to explore a music-making practice 

known, among other things, as free improvisation. Musicians engaging in free improvisation are 

making music in real time, listening acutely to an emergent musical reality as it unfolds, and 

contributing their own sounds and silences to that unfolding. Their contributions are as 

contingent upon the sounds and silences that immediately precede and coincide with them as 

they are upon the quality and intensity of each individual’s sensitivity to and for their immediate 

context. Free improvisers play in full knowledge that each subsequent contribution they make 

has the potential to affect substantial change in the unfolding sound-world. 

The practice of free improvisation can, and often does, involve a critical disconnection of 

musical gestures from the hierarchical roles that, in any given idiom, are somewhat 

predetermined by cultural conceptions of instrumental function: the idea that, for example, a 

voice or a flute deals primarily with melody, a guitar or a piano with harmony, a drum with 

rhythm. In free improvisation, players have egalitarian access to melody, harmony, and rhythm 

and make contributions based on their assessment of the emergent needs of the unfolding sonic 

reality and their capacity to work toward those needs. Further, improvisers most often prioritise 

timbre and texture in their music, if not outright noise. Melodic material is more likely to be hinted 

at than played flat out. Harmony is more likely to be resultant of a few noises from a few different 

sources combining to suggest a kind of tension to some ears, and perhaps a kind of resolution to 

others. Rhythm is at least sufficiently abstracted from a “beat” or “groove” one might hear in 

“normal” musics so that its relationship to those suggests a kind of complex misunderstanding. 

More often, though, it is similarly resultant or purposefully non-existent.  

These tendencies are part of a general noisification that is also achieved through 

responses that deny the gravity of more conventional sounding gestures; that is, a discernible 
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groove is rarely hooked up with or the rules of a suggested harmonic structure engaged. Where 

these kinds of gestures aren’t flat out refused, played against, they are most often qualified or 

flirted with, responded to with gestures that add complexity and tension to the musics they refer 

to, gestures that bring the noise. In such a context, an improviser’s use of sonic materials that 

might be considered melodic can be heard as a question about the very nature of melody. Not 

only, “What is melody?” but also, and more specifically: what does my making this melodic 

suggestion mean in this context, immediately following those sounds and juxtaposed among 

these? What kind of response does it elicit from you? And you? And how does it sound if I play it 

again? And how does it feel if I don’t? 

The result is an extremely personal, immediate musical experience where, ideally, no 

noise is taken for granted, an experience that lays bare both the individual gestures and the 

ways that musicians interact with one another through those gestures, allowing each gesture and 

each interaction to be heard in new and unsuspected ways and contexts, an experience that 

adjusts one’s relationship to time by demanding fierce listening to a music whose complex 

unfolding must be witnessed from gesture to gesture, an experience of moves and 

countermoves, of fragments of sound and noise and meaning and struggle and context and 

question and reference and intent and adjustment; all in dialogue. 

Start Making Noises Now presents a series of fragments I collected in 2012 with video 

artist and filmmaker Nicholas Loess. They were filmed mostly in the kitchens, living rooms, and 

practice nooks of a small handful of improvisers from among my colleagues and collaborators 

living and making music in Toronto, Canada, who offered to spend some time sharing their 

thoughts and experiences in interviews and to let us document some of their live performances. 

The music they made and the stories they told about how and why they make it were then 

gathered together in a film that plays those stories off of one another in a dialogic exploration of 

the ways freely improvised music is practiced and understood in the community. The film focuses 
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on ideas and questions about how pieces begin and how they continue, about what and how 

freely improvised music means, about the density of the music and the possibilities and limits of 

participation, about how long the play can and should continue, and about how pieces end. It 

shares intimate stories about the interpersonal nature of freely improvised music, stories about 

listening, fear, and agency, about the ways that players bring themselves into their music, and 

about the ways improvisers struggle with questions around the relationship between thought and  

intention, on one hand, and their ability to “be in the moment,” on the other. Bringing rare 

performance footage together with even rarer interview footage, Start Making Noises Now gives 

an idea of the breadth and the sometimes contradictory diversity of the sonic materials, the 

personalities, the ways of knowing and understanding, and the kinds of strategies and tactics for 

music-making at play among improvising musicians in Toronto. 

Where the film works in an embodied way, asking its viewers to invest lived moments in 

bearing witness to an unfolding of the experience it presents in real time, just as the music does; 

and where both the film and the music present ideas and stories, images and sounds, gestures 

and facial expressions at play in the moment to be interpreted in as many ways as possible; 

these pages of writing amount to one such interpretation. They aim to engage with both the film 

and the ideas it presents from the perspective of another witness, that of a drummer and 

percussionist who also calls Toronto home, an improviser who takes part in the creative music 

scene there, and a student who co-created the film while also becoming, somewhat unwittingly, 

one of its subjects. These words are a very personal attempt to articulate my position as a 

musician and community organizer, an academic, and a pedagogue, among the constellation of 

my own artistic and sociopolitical concerns as well as those evident in my community, all in the 

context of my increasingly dynamic understanding of the myriad interrelationships among and 

between them all. These pages should be read and experienced as one possible interpretation of 

free improvisation, its implications, and its possibilities, among many. 
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Free improvisation is an intensely localised practice. To the already idealised description 

of that practice I began with, I offer here a heavily politicised understanding of free improvisation 

as an intimate investigation of the musicultural sensibilities its practitioners make present in a 

specific space at a specific time in attempts to actually subvert culture: to shed the meanings that 

they, as humans, have attached to the sounds they make, and to hear those sounds in and of 

themselves with no baggage—in order to try and hear the baggage. These attempts at 

subversion are not attempts “to dream a nightmare world in which sound is pure and essential, 

divorced from its social and political contexts, meaningful in its abstract and metaphysical 

potential in what it has to say to the here and now of daily life” (11, emphasis in original), as 

Daniel Fischlin describes in his introduction to Rebel Musics: Human Rights, Resistant Sounds, 

and the Politics of Music Making, but to take seriously his assertions in that piece that, though 

“nothing in sound is intrinsically revolutionary, rebellious, or political [...] [w]e define communities 

by the sounds they make—and the sounds they refuse,” and that “[w]e generate sound and 

ideas about sound as extensions (reflections) of our political cultures, but also critiques thereof” 

(11). Rather than dreams of nightmare worlds, these attempts at subversion are struggles to 

dream that cultural realities are not fixed, struggles to play against their apparent immutability 

with a suspicious creativity in the hope that the distinction between music—the sounds they 

make—and noise—the sounds they refuse—can be unlearned, struggles to make community 

rooted in ongoing critique of the political culture their distinctions sound. They are attempts to 

equalise, to turn all sound into noise so that they can hear all noise as sound, as music.  

And they almost always fail.  

Sounds, the ways they interact with other sounds, and the ways they relate to noise as 

sounds refused, are always already saturated with meaning. We spend our lives learning the 

meanings of sounds and their interrelationships, developing an embodied sense of what music is 

and what music is not through our own relationships with the music, the sounds, the noises that 
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we live our lives among. Undoing those connections is a near-impossible task. There is real 

meaning, though, in the struggle to question and undermine those connections by expanding the 

world of ambiguity between conceptions of sound and noise. “By listening to noise,” Jacques 

Attali wrote, “we can better understand where the folly of men and their calculations is leading 

us, and what hopes it is still possible to have” (3). And I submit that it is possible to find worlds of 

hope and meaning in people coming together in community to listen and re-listen to noises and 

sounds in dialogue in the hope of unsettling what they have learned, especially in the face of 

such impossibility.  

Understood as a struggle not only to make noise, but to even make noise out of sound, 

one can easily understand how the relative complexity of such an experience often serves as a 

wall; a barrier that can stop people from listening altogether, never mind making an attempt to 

gain some understanding of the processes through which freely improvised music is made, of the 

stories it tells, or of the myriad reasons for making that music and for telling those stories. The 

wall erected by the apparent opaqueness of the music is often riddled with many doors and 

windows, though, and this work will try to open some of them. It will also poke at small holes that 

have been made in the wall, pull at some of the cracks that have formed in it, and make other 

efforts to reveal some points of entry into the social practice of improvised music-making.  

But the wall remains.  

The wall will remain as long as the dominant culture continues its appropriation of 

criticality as “meanness,” of thoughtful engagement as “pretentiousness,” and its systemic 

negation of noise as an unpleasantness to be actively avoided rather than a clarion call for 

critical, meaningful, thoughtful engagement, as happiness-disrupting annoyance rather than a 

call for change. In the language used by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky in 

Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, these appropriations amount 

to types of “flak” that constitute the “selection of topics, distribution of concerns, framing of 
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issues,” the “filtering of information, emphasis and tone,” that allow media to keep “debate within 

the bounds of acceptable premises” and fulfil their “societal purpose:” to “inculcate and defend 

the economic, social, and political agenda of privileged groups that dominate the domestic 

society and the state” (298). The sound of the wall, then, might be something akin to “the 

appearance of absurdity that is difficult to avoid when one is challenging familiar doctrine” in 

ways that fail to conform “to the needs of privilege and power” (306).  

As Herman and Chomsky describe in their introduction,  

...in a system of high and growing inequality, entertainment is the 

contemporary equivalent of the Roman "games of the circus" that diverts 

the public from politics and generates a political apathy that is helpful to 

preservation of the status quo. (xviii) 

The wall will remain because the difficulty, the complexity, and the relative absurdity of 

the practice as a critique of the dominating culture circus-games will remain.  

The efforts made here are not attempts to explain free improvisation but to offer, instead, 

a constellation of stories about a widely misunderstood and underappreciated form of musical 

expression in the hope of contributing to its understanding and its appreciation and also as an 

invitation to begin listening to noises and sounds in new ways, and to unlearn the diversion of the 

public of improvisers from the politics of their musical practices.  

This practice and this music—these practices and these musics, more accurately—are 

constellations in and of themselves, and particularly dynamic ones at that. For every improviser 

that might hesitantly agree with the above descriptions and with those that follow, there are many 

more who will deny their gravity, refuse them flat out, play against them, qualify them, flirt with 

them, bring the noise. In their instability these practices and musics resist explanation and 

transparency but they invite engagement. They invite participation. They invite questions. They 

invite ideas.  
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● 
 

Here is a question: 

What does it mean to invest in the difficulty and complexity of freely improvised music-

making practices as a re-appropriation of noise, a clarion call for critical, thoughtful engagement; 

as a cry for change? 

Here is an idea: 

In 1995, the Chinese-American musician and activist, Fred Wei-han Ho, wrote that,   

In the years to come, in a process that has already begun, a new music 

will arise, rooted in all that has come before, yet moving with greater 

volatility in the transformation, alteration, and explosion of time and 

sound; thereby changing music itself. (140) 

Here is another:  
 
 Free improvisation is NOT that new music. 

 

● 

 

Free improvisation is volatile, unpredictable, but it is not rooted in all that has come 

before. Free improvisation certainly transforms, alters, and explodes time and sound but it does 

not change music itself. Free improvisation is not that new music. It is, instead, a critical aspect 

of the process that has already begun. It is a re-assessment, a re-consideration, a re-evaluation. 

It is a practice of re-listening, a struggle to re-hear music itself. Where their ears are situated 

within modern Western culture, though, where their sense of music itself has been cultivated by 

the appropriative, dominating epistemology of that culture, improvisers struggle to re-think and 

re-hear music itself from a perspective that is limited by that epistemology. Their struggle is 

therefore with those limits, with that limiting paradigm, and with a dominant-world subset of music 
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itself—Westernmusicitself—from which worlds and galaxies of that wider universe of musical 

knowledge and possibility are inaudible. As I will discuss, below, they have been produced as 

inaudible, along with the knowledges, experiences, and possibilities they express, by the politics 

that globalise—that universalize—modern Western systems of knowledge, experience, and 

possibility: a dominant-world subset of all that has come before and all that continues to be.  

Thier struggle therefore remains too intertwined with the systemic oppressive power 

dynamics of those systems for much of the wider universe to come in to play in their music. 

 

Fragments In Dialogue 

I have been living and making music in and around Toronto for most of my adult life, and 

that work has, by and large, been done among a group of musicians who roughly constitute the 

city’s creative improvised music community. It is from this large, dynamic community that the 

small group of improvisers who played the music and told the stories featured in Start Making 

Noises Now were drawn. Where I have come to understand the music as a space of 

convergence and overlap between my artistic and sociopolitical concerns, I have come to 

understand my community, and similar communities elsewhere, as residing in the space where 

numerous other musical communities and traditions overlap. This overlap, I believe, is actualized 

by a common investment in, and a prioritizing of, the improvisatory and dissonant aspects of the 

musical traditions that constitute the wider musicultural landscape as well as a sense of 

playfulness, rebellion, curiosity, and experimentation that excites the differences between and 

among those traditions.  

We share a designation given the contributors to the second volume of the Arcana: 

Musicians on Music series edited by avant-garde luminary John Zorn: we are “outsiders looking 

out” (v). We share a common focus in, to borrow from Mikhail Bakhtin, the “social and historical 

heteroglossia (the centrifugal, stratifying forces)” (272) of the many musical discourses we look 
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out from, and each of our relationships with the sounds, silences, and noises we have 

encountered in our lives informs what we see out there and how we see it, what we hear out 

there and how we hear it. Where Bakhtin argued that heteroglossia, or “the social diversity of 

speech types”—an “internal stratification present in every language at any given moment of its 

historical existence”—should be understood as “the indispensable prerequisite for the novel as a 

genre” and the “dialogization” of these heteroglossia as “the basic distinguishing feature of the 

stylistics of the novel” (263), I would argue that the overlap of numerous internally-stratified 

musical languages are the indispensable prerequisite for creative improvised music-making and 

that the dialogization of fragments of these languages can be understood as the basic 

distinguishing feature of the stylistics of creative improvised music. 

 I attempt to bring a politics to the fore here that pushes this idea even further by 

complicating my growing understanding of what is out there, what the realm of noise might 

consist of. The idea of fragments in dialogue connects directly to the work of writer/activists 

Vandana Shiva and Boaventura de Sousa Santos, both of whom write about the processes by 

which Western modernity—the epistemology of what Santos refers to as the Global North—

produces itself as universal through an ongoing process of “epistemicide”: a mass 

disappearance of epistemologies or ways of knowing “whereby an immense wealth of cognitive 

experiences” in and of the Global South “has been wasted” (Santos 16); reduced, in other words, 

to noise. 

In the opening paragraph of “Monocultures of the Mind,” Indian scholar and 

environmentalist Vandana Shiva compares “the fate of local knowledge systems throughout the 

world” to that of Argentina’s “desaparecidos”—those who have been disappeared by the 

dominant political system as punishment for political dissent (1). She goes on to describe how 

“the dominant knowledge” negates local knowledges pertaining to the connecting relationships 

between different systems in its insistence on a “fragmented linearity” (4)  through a “politics of 
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disappearance” which she contrasts to a “politics of debate and dialogue” (1). Through Shiva’s 

work, the dominant culture can be understood as a self-intent, independent system that wields 

these politics of disappearance as a weapon it uses to disappear the fact of its own local-ness 

and produce itself as universal while simultaneously denigrating other cultural realities and other 

epistemologies as being merely local (4). As a result, a reality is continuously unfolding wherein 

“other” local knowledges have already been rendered invisible; that is: “non-existent,” 

“illegitimate,” “primitive,” “unscientific,” and so on (3, 4).  

Shiva’s work examines the power play through which “the fragmented linearity of the 

dominant knowledge disrupts the integrations between systems,” creating spaces between 

people and peoples, ways of knowing and being, where a socio-cultural connective tissue once 

existed. These spaces become what Shiva calls the “cracks of fragmentation” and it is through 

these cracks that local knowledge is purged from relevance, “eclipsed along with the world to 

which it relates” (4). As Shiva describes,   

Dominant scientific knowledge thus breeds a monoculture of the mind by 

making space for local alternatives disappear, very much like 

monocultures of introduced plant varieties leading to the displacement 

and destruction of local diversity. Dominant knowledge also destroys the 

very conditions for alternatives to exist, very much like the introduction of 

monocultures destroying the very conditions for diverse species to exist. 

(4, emphasis mine) 

 The monoculture of the modern Western mind is rooted in fear, a fear that fuels the fires 

of imperialistic expansion—including what Shiva calls “intellectual colonisation” (3)—and 

obscene accumulation well beyond levels that could ever be considered sustainable while 

renaming these “growth” through a politics that disappears the appropriation and violence 

involved, a fear that works to maintain a deep-seated cultural belief in its own superiority without 
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which the capitalist economy would be easily exposed as violently ineffectual for human survival 

(in the least). Its fear also demands an unquestioned linear conception of time that parallels its 

conception of growth in its insistence that extinction is the sole alternative not only to less 

becoming more, local becoming global, poor becoming rich, but also to old becoming new; that 

is, “antiquated” ways of knowing and being rooted in complexity, sustainability, and holistic 

understandings of need “progressing” into the modern way of being rooted in simplicity: 

expansion and accumulation at all cost. If it is allowed to continue, the refuse and waste 

produced by this belief system will suffocate us all. 

The connective tissue among such dichotomies as less/more, local/global, poor/rich, 

old/new, and so on, is generated and nurtured by and through a politics of debate and dialogue 

that necessitates hearing multiple perspectives and recognising the often difficult and 

exhilarating truth of the complexity of the world rather than investing in the ease of universal 

simplicity and agreement. Rather than disappearing different ways of knowing, dialogue and 

debate that recognize and celebrate difference promotes nuanced understandings as to how we 

perceive and live with varying qualities and quantities of less-ness and more-ness, locality and 

globality, poverty and wealth, the old and the new.  

 The monoculture of the modern Western mind takes for granted its access to the 

fragments produced by the politics of disappearance in the form of commodified goods, services, 

and experiences. Vandana Shiva’s work often focuses on the unsustainable priority given the 

market exchange value of commodified natural resources by modern Western knowledge as 

compared to other local knowledges connected to the life-sustaining capacities of those 

resources. She writes, for example,  

In the ‘scientific’ system which splits forestry from agriculture and reduces 

forestry to timber and wood supply, food is no longer a category related to 

forestry. The cognitive space that relates forestry to food production, 
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either directly, or through fertility links, is therefore erased with the split. 

Knowledge systems which have emerged from the food giving capacities 

of the forest are therefore eclipsed and finally destroyed, both through 

neglect and aggression. (4,5)  

Another helpful example, this time of the politics of disappearance at play in the 

packaging and selling of “cultural” goods and experiences, can be drawn from Deborah Root’s 

discussion of the appropriation and commodification of “authentic” Native-ness by the British 

Columbian tourist industry. In “Conquest, Appropriation, and Cultural Difference,” Root 

articulates a detailed understanding of the motivations behind, and the workings of cultural 

appropriation as “difference in effigy” (69). “To consume the commodities that have come to 

stand for other cultures,” she writes, “is to neutralize the ambivalence cultural difference is able 

to generate and to extract excitement precisely from this ambivalence” (69). Root points out that 

the buying and consuming of “authenticity” and “culture” in the form of fetishized objects and 

experiences that allow tourists to own these things both betrays the power dynamics of the 

situation—cultural appropriation, she writes, “signifies not only the taking up of something and 

making it one’s own but also the ability to do so” (70)—and suggests an assumed lack of 

authenticity, spirituality, and cultured-ness in the tourists’ own self-image, further evidenced in 

the extreme violence perpetrated on so many of the world’s peoples in and through colonialism. 

Though “[p]eople have always shared ideas and borrowed from one another,” for Root, 

“appropriation is entirely different from borrowing or sharing because it involves the taking up and 

commodification of aesthetic, cultural, and [...] spiritual forms of society” (70). Outlining two main 

points in the argument that appropriation is theft—“that the people from whom the material is 

taken are not consulted” and “that the primary motivation for appropriation is financial, with few, if 

any, benefits accruing to the creators of the material” (72)— Root connects cultural appropriation 

directly to the larger colonial project. “Within a capitalist economy,” she writes,  
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culture—by which I mean songs, stories, images, emblems, ceremonies, 

techniques—has been inserted into a system of exchange in which any 

element can be abstracted from its social and ceremonial context and 

assigned a monetary value. Because cultural material sells, more and 

more cultures and components of cultures enter the marketplace as 

commodities. Indeed, culture itself has become a commodity, provided it 

can be marketed as authentic and hence interesting (and it can sell when 

it is inauthentic). (73) 

Root brings deep and difficult questions to the table which, sutured to the conversation 

taking place within and around free improvised music-making, complicates the 

“openmindedness” of the creative Western musician and invites us to seek out the politics of 

disappearance at play in our work and to factor our findings into our debate and our dialogue. In 

what ways and to what extent should we struggle to understand our relationship to “our” noises 

as tourism? To what extent are we borrowing and sharing cultural materials and to what extent 

do we assume ownership of sounds and noises, instruments, ceremonies, techniques without 

consultation? How do we reconcile our assumptions? How do they benefit the people and 

communities from which they came? How are those people and communities “treated as 

objectified, passive sources of inspiration rather than participants in an exchange of ideas” (72) 

by and through our use of these materials?  

If free improvisation can be understood as a social practice that involves the sounding of 

incommensurable noises together in community and engaging them in sonic dialogue, for the 

outsiders looking and listening out, for the communities rooted in critical engagement with 

idiomatic notions of sound and noise, concern with these questions and with the wider spheres of 

critical enquiry they point toward should be an important part of the conversation. If and where 

improvisers include such questions in their work, can free improvisation be understood as a 



      14 
 
 

musical practice through which the cracks of fragmentation can be breached? Might these 

practices also constitute part of the work of finding and re-constituting what I’m calling the socio-

cultural connective tissue between fragments?  

The struggle to understand free improvisation as work toward the new music that Fred 

Wei-han Ho wrote about is sustained by its intense localisation as a practice that relies so 

heavily on the specifics of place, people, and moment. The only universal aspect of that new 

music will be its local-ness. In a world that truly thrives on diversity, “it” will not be one music. 

That improvisers persevere in the face of a near-total lack of an appreciable market for 

the consumption of their music also sustains this struggle. Given the paradigm in which they live 

and work, such a market should be seen as the only possible proof that there is value in what 

they do. Their perseverance in spite of that lack is a denial of that paradigm.1  

The struggle is also encouraged by the intuitiveness of the science of free improvisation. 

Though descriptions of freely improvised music-making can sound like descriptions of the kinds 

of abstract scientific processes that, for Vandana Shiva, are central to the assumed 

epistemological superiority of the modern West (3), Shiva’s work actually provides a way to 

understand Western science as one way of knowing among many. Her warning is against an 

epistemological investment in science as the way of knowing. If I am encouraging a scientific 

understanding of the music in the way it is being described here, the science I’m invoking is one 

that is actively invested in multiple ways of knowing, inclusive of intuition and magick. It is a 

science that recognises and invests in its own local-ness and that of its “findings,” in both a 

spatial and temporal sense: “solutions” found by improvisers must not be understood as 

universal truths, packaged answers that can be applied to any and all similar or related issues 

but, rather, as experiences rooted in places and times and companions that can become aspects 

of future debates in other places with other companions.  
                                                
1 Nor does the fact that improvisers generally make very little money from their music get us off of Deborah Root’s 
hook. The concept of cultural capital allows that appropriated materials “sell” in many ways and our paradigmatic 
denial can and should expand to include those ways rather than excuse them.  
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That new music will be rooted in a paradigm whose politics are those of debate and 

dialogue wherein appropriation has been replaced with sharing and borrowing with respect for 

the ambivalence of cultural difference. It will consist of diverse, holistic musics wherein no one 

way of knowing disappears another. Where Shiva accurately portraits a dominant knowledge that 

“breeds a monoculture of the mind by making space for local alternatives to disappear” (4) I hope 

to portrait, in Start Making Noises Now and through this writing, a community of musicians 

working toward that new music, breeding something else by making space for localised 

alternatives. 

 

That New Music 

Many concepts that inform the work of Vandana Shiva and Deborah Root also come 

together and inform that of Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos, and particularly 

the politics of disappearance and the concept of difference in effigy. In “Beyond Abyssal 

Thinking: From Global Lines to Ecologies of Knowledges,” Santos describes modern Western 

thinking as an “abyssal thinking” that has resulted in a five-centuries-long project of erasing 

knowledges that conflict with the epistemology of the Global North, an epistemicide through 

which the dominant culture continues to enact a radical exclusion of such knowledges beyond 

what he calls the “abyssal line” (1,16). For Santos, “intensely visible” tensions on “this side” of 

the abyssal line—between, for example, scientific and philosophical or theological truth—eclipse 

“popular, lay, plebeian, peasant, [and] indigenous knowledges” on the other side of the line and 

produce them as invisible non-knowledges which 

vanish as relevant or commensurable knowledges because they are 

beyond truth and falsehood. It is unimaginable to apply to them not only 

the scientific true/false distinction, but also the scientifically 



      16 
 
 

unascertainable truths of philosophy and theology that constitute all the 

acceptable knowledge on this side of the line. (2) 

“On the other side of the line,” Santos continues, “there is no real knowledge; there are 

beliefs, opinions, intuitive or subjective understandings,” which are “rendered incommensurable 

and incomprehensible” because not only can they not be understood as scientific truths, they 

also can not be understood as philosophical or theological truths which are the only accepted 

“modern others” of science. In this way, this side of the line “exhaust[s] the field of relevant 

reality” (1), making claims to a universality founded on the invisibility of the other side of the line 

which is condemned to a conceptual past, produced by this side of the line as “a fledgling version 

of itself” destined to progress toward modern Western modes of being (2). 

Where this side of the line is “founded on the tension between social regulation and social 

emancipation” (1), the “legal and political civility” that characterizes life “on this side of the line is 

premised upon the existence of utter incivility on the other side of the line” (5). The other side is 

founded in a dichotomy between appropriation and violence that is both necessary for the 

continued existence of this side and necessarily invisible to this side. The universality of civil 

society would be contradicted if we were to recognize the other side of the abyssal line. This is 

why we can benefit from that utter incivility, participate in that appropriation, and inflict that 

violence—all of which sustain ways of being on this side of the line—without our (necessarily 

abyssal) world view being at all contradicted. (3,4) 

The new music that Fred Wei-han Ho wrote about—that new music—will be a post-

abyssal music. Santos describes post-abyssal thinking as an “ecology of knowledges” that is 

conditional upon the “radical co-presence” of people and knowledges from both sides of the 

abyssal line, a co-presence that necessitates, as in Shiva’s work, an abandonment of the linear 

understanding of time that insists on the inevitability of Western modes of being and therefore on 

the prototypical, pre-Western nature of everyone and everything on the other side of the line 
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(11). The ecology of knowledges is invested in the infinite potential contained within the 

epistemological diversity of the world. It denies the existence of a singular, general, overarching 

way of thinking and necessitates the removal of modern science from the realm of belief and its 

return to an appropriate context in a realm of ideas. Among the ecology of heterogeneous 

knowledges, modern science can make useful contributions to diverse conversations involving 

multiple ways of knowing—“knowledge as inter-knowledge” (11)—each understood as being 

incomplete, as having internal and external limits—an interesting way of understanding Shiva’s 

“local”—based on its capacity to intervene in, rather than to represent, the real world in relation to 

the capacities of other knowledges to do the same (12-14). 

Santos describes post-abyssal thinking as a counter-epistemology that involves “learning 

from the South through an epistemology of the South” (11) which can therefore be understood as 

“thinking the unthinkable” since the South—the other side of the line—has long been the realm of 

the unthinkable (11).  

An understanding of free improvisation as a preparatory practice working and reworking 

toward that new music is encouraged by Santos’ exploration of the ecology of knowledges. 

Appreciated as a practice of reconsidering Western modes of knowing and being through the 

mirror of musical expression, conceived as a means of exploring, or at least beginning to 

explore, the infinite potential of the world’s epistemological diversity, free improvisation is well 

suited to the task of preparing musicians on this side of the line for the music to come. If we 

invest in our practices as such. Indeed, the descriptions of the music outlined here allow for the 

understanding of freely improvised music as the sound of a living ecology of knowledges 

engaged in debate and dialogue. To refer back to Ho’s foretelling, though, it can not be rooted in 

all that has come before until people and knowledges from both sides of the abyssal line 

described by Santos are radically co-present in the music. 



      18 
 
 

Western musicians are a remarkably and beautifully diverse lot, each of us inscribed with 

the strange and complex histories that have brought us together. The exploration of that 

diversity, and especially of that inscription and those complex histories, is important work. As an 

improviser, though, I have spent far too much time in rooms full of English-speaking, straight, 

cisgendered, able-bodied, white men—myself included—to think that the music being explored in 

those rooms is the music that Ho was writing about some twenty years ago. Things are 

changing. I spend less and less time in that room—a truth that fuels my commitment to the ideas 

presented here and a truth that is purposefully reflected in Start Making Noises Now—but there 

is so very much work to be done before the people gathered inside these rooms look and sound 

anything like those that can be seen and heard beyond them, especially in a city like Toronto that 

vehemently clings to a self-identity rooted in its being "the most multicultural city in the world." 

This writing should be read as a rallying cry to that work. Because once free improvised 

community in these rooms looks and sounds like the community beyond the walls of these 

rooms, we may start getting to something like that new music. I would like to hear that. In the 

meantime, the barriers to participation that might make free improvisation feel like a male music, 

like a straight music, like an ableist music—even, ironically, like a white music—have to be 

recognised and brought down in order that the ecologies of knowledges at play among a given 

group of improvisers in a given room at a given moment might have a chance of being inclusive 

of even all that has come before on this side of the abyssal line, never mind extending into the 

negated space on the other side. 

 

Space For... 

There is an increasing awareness among activists of a need for space where allies—

those afforded unearned privilege by the dominating power systems who struggle to operate in 

solidarity with others who are systematically disadvantaged by those same systems—can 
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process their own privilege. The work necessary to unlearn the mechanisms of colonialism, white 

supremacy, patriarchy, heteronormativity, transphobia, ableism, and so on, is difficult work and 

facing the ways that one is advantaged by those very mechanisms is emotionally exhausting. It 

is not, however, more emotionally exhausting than being disadvantaged by them. In spaces 

where allies and the oppressed coexist, the needs and experiences of the oppressed must be 

placed at the centre of the discussion. Centering the needs and experiences of the privileged—

allied or not—in such spaces necessarily decenters those of the oppressed, which is the very 

nature of oppression itself. But that does not devalue the need for allies to express those needs 

or share those experiences, voice those emotions, learn and unlearn lessons, ask questions, and 

point out one another’s unexamined positions. As Mia McKenzie put it in “Read A Book! Or, Why 

I Don’t Talk To Strange White People About Race,” 

As socially and politically conscious people of color, we are constantly 

having to spend time and energy responding to the nonsense that so 

often spews forth from the mouths and keyboards of clueless white 

people. [...] Listen. It’s not my job to teach white people about race. If they 

want to have a better analysis on race, they can read a book. Shit, they 

can read a thousand books, because a thousand books have been 

written on the subject. Films have been made, art installations have been 

erected. It’s all been said.  [...] And if conscious white people would step it 

up and check their clueless race mates on their shit, we POC wouldn’t 

always have to be put in these positions. (79, 80) 

Suppose for a moment that community rooted in free improvised music making could be 

understood as occurring in a space where musicians and other listeners who choose to act in 

solidarity with those whose life experiences have been disappeared into the epistemological 

abyss of the Global South can struggle—in and through our music—to recognise, process, and 
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occupy the privilege we are granted by our being, in one way or another, in the Global North. 

Suppose that the Afrological roots of our musical struggle for and with freedom demand that we 

play in solidarity with the Freedom Struggle. Suppose that those roots and those struggles are 

embodied within the practice of free improvisation as a methodology for music making and also 

as a methodology for critical engagement; both with one’s musical practice—regardless of the 

traditions and idioms that practice plays a part in—and with one’s sense of the possibilities of 

what music is and what music isn’t: with what sounds we make and what sounds we refuse. 

These are some of the things that I suppose when I invoke a sense of free improvised 

music as taking place in a space of re-listening and re-assessment. These are some of the 

things that I suppose when I connect our music to other movements working to resist the 

globalisation of capitalism on an equally global scale (Santos 10); which is the process Fred Wei-

han Ho wrote about that has already begun to find and create post-abyssal possibilities between 

and beside the abyssal line, the project that Santos calls “counter-hegemonic globalisation” in 

the writing that I am drawing so heavily from. 

I propose an understanding of our music as occupying a pedagogical space within the 

broader musicultural landscape wherein we take up the task of nurturing post-abyssal ears, of 

developing a working understanding of how to radically open our own music up to the 

participation of others and a corresponding openness that allows us to participate in their music, 

where we experiment, ask and analyse questions, get checked on our shit, and check our 

clueless playmates on theirs. Where free improvisation, thankfully, is far from the only space 

where this kind of learning takes place—not even the only musical one—it is a unique space 

offering potentially unique insights, some of which I hope are evident here, and in light of which I 

also propose a renewed investment in the expansion of this space. In the struggle toward post-

abyssal music-making the suspicious creativity at play in the practice of free improvisation helps 

us realise the systemic nature of abyssal thinking. Through that realisation comes a recognition 
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of the incompleteness of Western (musical) knowledge which, in turn, reveals why free 

improvisation, in the present paradigm, cannot “change music itself.” But it also reveals why and 

how it could change Westernmusicitself.  

In Community of Rights, Rights of Community, Martha Nandorfy and Daniel Fischlin 

explore a revitalized way of being in community in a way that models the sense of reassessment 

and reconsideration I am highlighting as a critical focus of community rooted in free improvised 

music. As they argue for a conception of rights as being rooted in concerns for the protection, 

ongoing survival, and renewal of communities rather than in concerns for individual—and 

necessarily human—beings, Fischlin and Nandorfy “posit an alternative narrative that neither 

ignores the individual nor places the community as subordinate to the individual’s volitions, but 

rather sees both as two aspects of the same set of relational contingencies,” and work to shift the 

dominant conception of rights toward “a more expansive notion [...] deriving from the 

interconnected realities that govern [those] relational contingencies” (90). Where rights issues 

amount to questions about “how we deal with the ethics of encounter,” where rights themselves 

can be understood specifically as “the values encoded in how we negotiate encounter” (7), 

community is the space where that negotiation takes place: “the crucible through which we 

mediate our relations with others, our needs and desires within a complex matrix of individual 

and collective being” (7) rather than “a reductive appeal to unity” (5) as some might have it.  

Fischlin and Nandorfy articulate,  

...a specific notion of community as a relationship largely defined by 

material proximity and common(s) interests shaped by the most basic 

practices that guarantee sustainable life: food, water, shelter, an 

ecosystem that is renewable, and cultural values, that however 

differential, are largely understood as a product of the mutual respect for 

difference that enables survival. (89, 90) 
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My utopian orientations don’t go so far as to claim that improvised music-making is 

somehow able to address needs for food, water, shelter, or renewable ecosystems; nor do they 

allow me to make the reductive claim that improvisers or their practices are inherently moral or 

just. They do, however, allow me to invest in my understanding of that improvisatory space as 

one where negotiation takes place, as a crucible through which we mediate our relations with 

others, our needs and desires within a complex matrix of individual and collective being. They 

allow me to hear free improvised music as the unfolding sonic result of a community of 

musicians—two aspects of the same set of relational contingencies—working out and playing 

with how it/they will deal with the ethics of encounter; the encounter with one another in the 

moment of performance, but also the experiences of encounter with the world beyond that 

performance that inform how performative sounds and gestures are heard and imbued with 

meaning—by performer and audience alike—and the choices made while each sound and each 

gesture is in play.  

Nor is my call for the diversification of the space in question a reductive call to unity. The 

work of removing the barriers that discourage interest and involvement in our music while also 

staying true to the music is long and complex work. It involves renewing the sense of open 

defiance for orthodoxy and convention in a practice that, to varying degrees, can often settle into 

those while it also, ironically, seeks to discover new noises, new techniques, and new musics in 

each new moment. As community expands to include new people, new knowledges, new values, 

new orthodoxies—new shit and new perspectives from which to call it out—new encounters are 

possible and with them, individual and collective values and ethics evolve. The kinds of 

consultation that Root wrote about become more possible, for example: as barriers to 

participation are dismantled and the ecology of differences is enriched—both within and beyond 

the music itself—more and more uses of cultural materials can be questioned, identified as 
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potentially appropriative, and discussed among those whose lives are directly connected to the 

origins of those materials. 

To put it simply, we need to be flexible. In my interview with drummer Nick Fraser, he 

spoke about what it is to be a “professional musician.” To Fraser, that means that, “generally 

when people call me and they ask me if I want to play music, my default answer is yes—I say, 

‘Yes, I want to play music,” and saying ‘yes’ has resulted in “a varied career from playing country 

music, traditional African music, jazz music… a lot of jazz music, a lot of improvised music.” 

Asked to speak about how he negotiates the different needs required by so many different 

musics, he responded that, 

Mostly I just try to be flexible in my music-making. There’s this idea of 

strength—particularly as a drummer or a bass player, as a rhythm section 

player. Everybody wants to have a drummer that’s a pillar of strength in 

some way or another. Not that I don’t think that’s true, I think it is true, but 

I think that strength is flexible. Strength is not rigidity. You can express 

your strength by being able to bend to a particular musical situation.  

 Fischlin and Nandorfy’s choice to tie the idea of encounter into the ethical aspect of their 

re-thinking of rights discourses and their re-definition of community is ingenious because the 

term itself carries its own parable that pairs well with Fraser’s idea of flexible strength. The 

English term encounter finds its root in the French encontrer: “to meet, come across; confront, 

fight, oppose;” and implies meeting with an adversary. Contained in that definition is the cultural 

assumption that to meet another, to come across difference, not only involves confrontation, 

hostility, and opposition as a given, but also that such a meeting necessitates violence. As the 

story of the term continues, though, and we follow its evolution, we also learn that the more 

contemporary meaning of encounter as “to meet casually or unexpectedly” is a “weakened 

sense” of the term. The process of re-thinking cultural assumptions rooted in fear and violence in 
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the face of difference involves re-thinking concepts of strength that are rooted in those same 

assumptions and aligning our stories with the evolution of encounter—the term and its lived 

expression—by enacting a general weakening of our culture and infusing the ethics of how we 

commune with one another with the understanding that survival, to borrow again from Fischlin 

and Nandorfy, is enabled by “cultural values, that however differential, are largely understood as 

a product of the mutual respect for difference” (90). 

 As Fraser continues, though, this concept of weakening becomes more complex, along 

with the concept of respect. “We’ve talked about this before,” he says,  

I remember once we talked about what it is to be giving to a musical 

situation and how oftentimes people, when they think of giving, they think 

of playing more sensitively, more quietly, listening more—and, again, you 

get into the idea of a false dichotomy. Sometimes giving can mean 

playing your ass off and just killing it, just railroading somebody. That’s 

what they need. You know what I mean?  

That flexibility allows one to be giving to a situation fits well with this working re-definition 

of weakening, as does the idea that encounter involves recognizing and serving need, but things 

get complicated when one recognizes the need for aggression, when serving that need means 

“railroading somebody;” but he is correct: the music has also taught me that sometimes people 

need you to just play your ass off. Or, as Doug Tielli put it:  

I think both as human beings and as improvisers we tend to make things 

easy for each other and we bend to what we think the other person thinks 

that they think we want them to think that we’re thinking that they’re 

gonna think that they should be doing. [...] So that’s why if somebody 

drops something, you start dropping something. It’s like if everybody runs 
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off a cliff do you run off the cliff? ‘Yes! I liked them, they seemed like they 

were nice people!’ 

Tielli’s playfullness helps him conjure a complex web of ideas. For one, he addresses 

how the fear-laced mind games many of us tend to play with ourselves while struggling with the 

ethics enmeshed in our encounters—musical or otherwise—often reduce the possibilities for 

mutual discovery. That tendency feels like the opposite of a “mutual respect for difference” that 

makes room for Fraser’s ability to recognize the need for aggression. If this is truly “a social 

practice that involves the sounding of incommensurable noises together in community and 

engaging them in sonic dialogue,” as I avow above, the incommensurable noises have to be 

sounded together; their disagreement reveled in rather than shied away from to “make things 

easier for each other.” Fischlin and Nandorfy ask about this, too:  

Might not community arise out of social practices that manifest disunity, 

the lack of totality and symmetry, the critique of reductive identification, 

the deep suspicion of unity that allows for the respect of difference, the 

frank understanding of how social relations are contingent? Might not 

these social relations in their most reduced form be governed by an ethics 

of encounter that allows for the reciprocal and sustainable dynamism (in 

which tension, disagreement, and alienation are just as much possibilities 

as are solidarity, unified purposefulness, and integration) that is the mark 

of generative, multiple real relationships among diverse entities? (5) 

The suspicious creativity at play in freely improvised music—and, ideally, in many other 

musics—needs to be particularly suspicious of the “reductive appeal to unity” born of the fear of 

difference. There is a lot of room between encounter as being necessarily violent and encounter 

that is fearful of the possibility of opposition. The call to Start Making Noises Now is immediately 

a call to listen for what “tension, disagreement, and alienation” sound like. Nick Fraser 
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immediately qualified his “railroading” statement: “You still want to listen. Obviously. That’s the 

key,” he says,  

I think whatever musical situation you’re in, if you’re listening—and I don’t 

mean listening just with your ears but I mean paying attention; to your 

surroundings, the people you’re with, the people you’re playing for, your 

instrument, the music you’re playing—then you’ll have some degree of 

success as long as you’ve got your antennae up. 

Discussions with improvisers always seem to come back to listening. Again: “that’s the 

key,” and “obviously,” without that key, how do you recognize the need for quiet, for “killing it,” or 

the need to let the “nice people” jump off of their cliff without you? How do your hear the 

difference? 

 Michelangelo Iaffaldano agrees. “I’m trying to figure out,” he said in our interview, “what is 

the appeal of improvisation for people, for musicians, for audiences?” One idea he calls “quite 

powerful” is that in free improvisation, “you can play with anyone. What you really need,” he 

says, is “to be is a virtuoso listener.” 

In the interest of working toward that new music, we can flip this on its head one more 

time. As the barriers to participation in freely improvised musical community come down, as we 

expand the possibilities of who “anyone” might be, we invite further complexity into the field of 

relational contingency among a group of improvisers at play; both in the sense of an immediate, 

localised performance and in the sense of the wider community of improvisers making up a 

scene. In turn, the parameters widen, creating opportunities for the limits of current 

understandings of virtuosity to be exposed, and opening up possibilities for Nick Fraser’s 

considerably virtuosic ears, for example, to misrecognize the need for gestures that railroad his 

co-conspirators’ contributions with sounds of tension, disagreement, and alienation.  
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The space of free improvisation can thus be understood as a dynamic, evolving space of 

translation between and among musical knowledges, approaches, interests, and tendencies. 

Similarly, Santos’ project of recuperating disappeared knowledges and through struggles to think 

knowledge as inter-knowledge in and among an ecology involves an active engagement with 

processes of intercultural translation between epistemologies assumed to be incommensurable 

in order to seek out and identify “common concerns,” and “unsuspected forms of 

complementarity,” as well as “intractable contradictions” (16). Among the potentially unique 

insights that free improvisatory music-making practices have to offer that project is that 

improvisers play these processes: we can sound misrecognition, we seek out and identify 

common concerns, unsuspected forms of complementary, and intractable contradiction in and as 

our music. 

Further, among the unique insights that discourses rooted in struggles for social justice 

have to offer the music are ways, such as these, of describing and articulating improvisatory 

musical practices from a perspective that validates and excites them while also identifying those 

aspects that improvisers might take for granted, opening up opportunities for them to realise 

when they might be misrecognizing the need to “make things easier for eachother.” 

Parmela Attariwala, a violinist and violist who participates in a wide range of musics, 

sketched out an interesting—if rather abstract—example in our interview that speaks to the 

space of free improvisation as a space of translation, to the pedagogies of recognition and 

misrecognition in the music, and to the idea of free improvisation as work to subvert generic 

cultural assumptions. Beginning with the later, Attariwala spoke about improvisers as having 

access to musical vocabulary that goes “beyond genre” for her. “So you’ve got your melody, your 

harmony, your rhythm,” she says, “and in specific genres they’ll have their way of working, of 

making sense.” She connects a “fourth element of music”—texture or timbre—with improvisation. 

Where I have connected texture and timbre to an art of noisification that unsettles, complicates, 
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and interrogates assumed musical meaning, Attariwala’s example complicates the ideology of 

noise as interference by re-appropriating noise as a tool that opens up space for negotiation and 

translation.  

“When one is improvising with people from a different musical tradition,” she continues, 

timbre and texture are a “very useful tool to incorporate into the improvisation. Especially when 

the other elements of the musical language are so different. So, for example, if I’m playing with 

an Indian musician and I don’t really know that raga, but I feel like there’s something that I can 

add, it may be just a sound, a colour—a sound-colour—as opposed to a pitch or a rhythm which 

may interfere with something that’s a part of their tradition that I don’t know as well. But I can add 

an extended technique kind of colour that won’t interfere with that.” 

  Asked why it won’t interfere, Attariwala offers that, “It will... I mean that it’ll interfere 

without throwing them off, if that makes sense.” She continues, 

It’s like, ‘Okay, how am I going to talk to this person? How am I going to 

communicate with this person when they have something, they have an 

energy that they inhabit in their musical life, and you want to be a part of 

that, you want to be in that musical space. It’s like, ‘Okay, how am I going 

to do this?’ 

  “You, by definition, improvise; right? That’s where we’re going with this?” I offered. 

  “Yeah,” she replied, “it’s a tool to help you get into that space. So long as the other 

person’s open to it.” 

  Again, noise is being re-appropriated here as a tool to help an improviser enter into the 

space of improvisatory translation. In answer to her questions—”Okay, how am I going to talk to 

this person? How am I going to communicate with this person…?”—Attariwala essentially offers: 

you start making noises and see what happens. 
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 Once in the space, though, there is a tension in the idea of “interfering without throwing 

them off” that reveals the limits of free improvisation as a tradition. Within that tradition—or within 

my working understanding of that tradition—the idea of making music in fear of playing the 

“wrong” rhythm or landing on the “wrong” note sounds… wrong. Interfering and being open to 

interference, being excited about the music that might be discovered when someone is thrown 

off, these feel like key tenets of the methodology. As a tradition where tools for negotiation and 

translation are found and developed in/as the music, free improvisation is invested in the risk and 

the possibility for failure inherent in thrown-off-edness. Are these less of a concern in other forms 

of improvised music? Are there other sources of risk and other possibilities for failure that come 

into play when free improvisation itself is a tradition on one side of an improvised encounter with 

another improvised music tradition? Are there pedagogies available in these kinds of encounters 

that are not available within individual traditions? If this problematic suggests that the start 

making noises and see what happens methodology associated with free improvisation might be 

inappropriate for a musical meeting of this kind, what are other possible ways for getting into the 

space?  

 There are myriad implications to understanding free improvisation as one methodology 

for improvised musical encounter rather than as the methodology of improvised musical 

encounter and their exploration is beyond this work. If we are to understood free improvisation as 

a pedagogical space where one struggles to develop diverse and critical tools that inform and 

enable efforts to play among the complex web of needs, knowledges, and aesthetics of others, 

though, we must struggle with encounters beyond the borders of our home tradition. Some of the 

tools that must necessarily be explored are connected to the ability to recognize that one’s 

commitment to free improvisation as a practice toward that new music must extend to 

abandoning free improvisation itself as a methodology for improvised musical encounter if and 

when the opportunities for discovering new forms of complementarity and contradiction are 
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limited by the ironic orthodoxy of holding fast to one’s “openness” while avoiding alternative 

approaches rather than finding and nurturing them.  

Free improvisation is, again, an intensely localised practice. Like all knowledges in the 

ecology, it is a limited way of knowing and improvisers need to invest in its limitedness, in its 

localness. Unique musics, knowledges, and relationships are available where the intensity of 

their openness to the (im)possibilities made manifest by the specifics of space, time, and 

company can extend beyond notions of freedom that are limited by the free improvisation as a 

localised tradition. 

There are certainly improvisers who are actively invested in maintaining some version of 

the abyssal line and, further, the reality of intersectionality allows that many of those willfully 

abyssal agents might also recognize themselves as living “on the other side” in some way. And 

there are certainly many others who have no interest in these ideas one way or the other. My 

investment in free improvisation as a critical aspect of a process that has already begun to 

struggle toward that new music is not an attempt to speak for other improvisers and, by the same 

token, I am well aware that I have no place speaking to the question of who is making music on 

this or that side of anything. That would be true even if it were possible to do so, but the abyssal 

line is not a simple thing. Santos describes it as a “messy cartography” and it is getting messier. 

Where it may originally have aligned with the “literal cartography of the amity lines that separated 

the Old from the New World” (5), Santos outlines “two tectonic shake−ups” (5) during the last 

century. The first shake-up being “the anti−colonial struggles and the processes of 

independence” during the first half of the 1900s, which resulted in movements of the abyssal 

lines that “seemed to converge in the shrinking and ultimately the elimination of the other side of 

the line” (5), while the second   

has been under way since the 1970s and 1980s and it goes in the 

opposite direction. This time, the global lines are moving again, but in 
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such a way that the other side of the line seems to be expanding, while 

this side of the line is shrinking. The logic of appropriation/violence has 

been gaining strength to the detriment of the logic of 

regulation/emancipation. This has occurred to such an extent that the 

domain of regulation/emancipation is not only shrinking but becoming 

internally contaminated by the logic of appropriation/violence. (5, 6) 

While I am not interested in trying to carve out an understanding of who lives on what 

side of the line, I can say with certainty that I would not dare suggest that I live my life anywhere 

other than on this side. I feel a solidarity with Santos’ certainty that “our eyes cannot help being 

on this side of the line and seeing from the inside out” (6) and I will add our ears and our hearing 

to that idea. My connection to his assertion is based on my recognition of my own privilege and 

on the fact that I am tempted to extend a circle of privilege around me; especially in relation to 

the idea of an abyssal line beyond which people, peoples, and epistemologies are disappeared. 

Such a circle cannot be extended too far, though, before it runs into “the logic of 

appropriation/violence” that seems to signify the “internal contamination” of this side of the line by 

the other (6).  

 Santos points to “the terrorist, the undocumented migrant worker, and the refugee” (6) as 

examples of what he calls “the return of the colonial” in the context of this second shake-up and 

names “the abyssal response to what is perceived as the threatening intrusion of the colonial in 

metropolitan societies” as “the return of the colonizer” (6). Where I agree with both his examples 

and his analysis, it should be pointed out that neither the colonizer nor the colonial ever left. 

Taking up Santos’ definition of “the colonial” as “a metaphor for those who perceive their life 

experiences as taking place on the other side of the line and rebel against it” (6), though, the 

decades that have passed since defining “it” as such have certainly seen an increase in the 

possibilities around this kind of perception as well as the potential visibility of the resultant 
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rebellion and the return-of-the-colonial-style subjugation and response that fuel the fires of 

recognition.  

If the “return” of both the colonial and the colonizer is constituted in a renewed, or in 

some cases perhaps even newfound, recognition of these categories of being in our 

contemporary world—in the now—then I will add the #IdleNoMore and #BlackLivesMatter 

movements, as well as growing conversations about rape culture and gender policing 

(#RapeCultureIsWhen, #YesAllWomen, etc.) and intersectional expressions of these (#MMIW, 

#BlackGirlsMatter, etc.) and other modes of expressing resistance and solidarity, as examples of 

a growing awareness that there are subjectivities on this side of the abyssal line that are 

undervalued on a systemic level to the extent that they confer a subhuman status upon those 

who live them. That subhuman status is exemplified in the fact that, on so many levels, there is a 

failure to recognize appropriation and violence perpetrated upon individuals and communities 

who represent these subjectivities as appropriation and as violence.  

The hashtags I’ve included here have been brought to the table specifically because they 

signify a helpful tension that speaks directly to the questions at hand. They represent a kind of 

visibility that is enabled by numerous social media platforms through which an awareness of the 

“contamination” and of the systemic oppressions that both create them and punish them for 

being has spread in an unprecedented way. This is not to overstate the effectiveness of “hashtag 

activism.” I certainly concede that there is a great deal of passive engagement with these modes 

of expression, that no “like” or “share” will ever be as effective as foregoing nourishment until 

change has been made possible, that—as a straight, cis, white, man—retweeting a queer person 

of colour is very different from calling out a friend on their racially tinged transphobia. At the 

same time, though, one cannot help but put some hope in the idea that there is evidence of 

“epistemological resistance” in these choices, incremental movements toward what Santos calls 

“cognitive justice” being made by and through these kinds of gestures—on this side of the line—
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especially because they are paralleled by material, community-level activism in the streets and 

on the land. 

The hashtags are also an apt illustration of the “messy cartography” of the abyssal line in 

its present state and concise argument for the idea that “our” perspective, though exceedingly 

complex, is one that sees “from the inside out.” On one hand, they represent access to the 

capital and the technologies that allow for participation in internet-based dialogue as well as the 

unmitigated freedom to take part in that dialogue in a way that is not circumvented by state or 

community oppressions; a kind of access that might arguably identify the location of the abyssal 

line itself. On the other hand, they act as a means of connecting and communicating across 

great distances; both literal distances that allow for the abyssal descriptor “global 

communications” as well as the figurative distances that separate us into social categories 

defined and determined by dominant conceptions of class, race, ability, sex, sexuality, gender, 

and so on. In Vandana Shiva’s terms, hashtags represent both the dominant knowledge, the 

politics of disappearance that negate local knowledges, silence dissent, and produce the 

fragmented linearity that Western modernity is predicated upon and the negated local 

knowledges as such as well as the politics of debate and dialogue that nurtures diverse 

knowledges pertaining to the how and the why of systems integration and reconstitutes socio-

cultural connective tissue in the cracks of fragmentation. 

A comparison of the ways we engage with one another through music-making, on one 

hand, and through social media platforms, on the other, goes outside the purview of this writing.  

Even as an arguably more “in-the-real-world” practice, though, music-making is just as mediated 

by the “figurative distances” mentioned above and can just as easily be called out as being 

wholly ineffectual in terms of making tangible change where it is needed most. As Ajay Heble is 

“tempted to ask” in the closing essay to Rebel Musics: Human Rights, Resistant Sounds, and the 

Politics of Music Making, “how [...] does all of this translate into action? How precisely will it result 
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in improvements in people’s lives, in policy changes, in alterations in the distribution of power, in 

prevention of human rights abuses?” (242). A similar ambiguity is found in Heble’s assertion that    

“music-making can be a powerful source for troubling the assumptions of fixity fostered by 

dominant orders of knowledge production” and that “music can play a signally important role in 

cultivating resources for hope” (233).   

Santos pointed out twenty years ago that, “if not actively resisted against, abyssal 

thinking will go on reproducing itself, no matter how exclusionary and destructive the practices it 

gives rise to are” (9). It has. And, amazingly, at a systemic level “we” remain unable to 

comprehend the exclusion or the destruction. “Political resistance,” he continues, “needs to be 

premised upon epistemological resistance,” and because “there is no global social justice without 

global cognitive justice, 

...the critical task ahead cannot be limited to generating alternatives. 

Indeed, it requires an alternative thinking of alternatives. A new post-

abyssal thinking is thus called for. Is it possible? Are there any conditions 

that, if adequately valued, might give it a chance? (10) 

I suggest that the ecology of knowledges at play among free improvisers is among the 

conditions that could open up possibilities for cognitive justice, for post-abyssal thinking, and, in 

turn for social justice. Valuing these conditions involves reconnecting and/or re-invigorating our 

connections with the roots of our methodologies, with, to return to Ajay Heble’s piece, the “ability 

to cultivate resources for hope out of seemingly hopeless situations” and “to foster new 

structures of understanding” which “resounds in the history of African American creative practice” 

(233); and not just there, but in the experiences and expressions of oppressed people and 

peoples in general, and in complex ways.  

The messy cartography of the abyssal line is also one of those conditions. The 

contamination that Santos calls attention to, the fact that a circle of privilege cannot be extended 
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too far around “us” before it runs into the logic of appropriation and violence, is a hopeful 

resource because it represents the only possibility of the “radical co-presence” of people from 

both sides of the line in our musics and communities. It is the messy cartography of the line that 

makes the noise of the appropriation and the violence at least semi-audible to “us.”  

The counter-hegemonic expansion of free improvisation as a space intent to act in 

solidarity with the oppressed through the noisification of Westernmusicitself involves listening. 

And re-listening. The semi-audible is our territory. The radical inclusion of people who represent 

the “contamination” of this side of the line by othered individuals and a recognition of their 

knowledges and experiences, inclusive of their encounters with the logic of appropriation and 

violence, can only make it noisier. 

 

The Difference Between Noise & Noise 

In light of the politics of disappearance at work in the world, noise sought out and found in 

the spaces between and beyond any localised set of internally-stratified musical languages may 

be heard as yet-to-be-found sound, but much of it is likely to be waste or refuse rendered as 

such by those politics. Perhaps, where it is inaudible as music to many of our ears it has been 

produced as such, deemed “unmusical” and set aside to satisfy a xenophobic sense of progress 

and innovation. The abyssal nature of “our” thinking suggests a complication in the idea of 

reducing all sound to noise so that all noise can be heard as sound, which is that much of that 

noise has already been “reduced” to that state by and for the ears of the dominating cultural 

paradigm. The abyssal nature of “our” thinking suggests that there is a difference between noise 

and noise that is doubly indicated by this reduction. Because music never actually consists of 

sound alone. Music is the expression of the experiences of people and cultures, as I have stated 

here, and where those expressions are noisy because the experiences themselves are noisy, the 

invisible logic of appropriation and violence comes to bare. 



      36 
 
 

The new music discussed in Fred Wei-han Ho’s work is prophesied in the context of a 

piece of writing that works toward a weakened, decolonized understanding of “jazz” music and it 

is telling that the scare quotes Ho placed around the “j-word” in 1995 remain relevant as I write 

these words in 2016. “The word ‘jazz,’” he explains, “as used by the oppressors, has a pejorative 

context,” deriving from its likely etymology, “either in the word ‘jass’ or ‘jizz’ which referred to 

semen,” or “from the French verb, jasser, which means to chatter nonsensically” (143). Perhaps 

it is both—or perhaps there is another, equally dismissive, derivation—but the disparaging, 

belittling nature of term is clear. And we still use it. And the reason Ho offers for our continued 

use of a dismissive, devaluing, oppressive term is that “a satisfactory replacement for ‘jazz’ has 

yet to emerge” precisely because the dismissal, the devaluation, the oppression, and the 

struggle against these forces is still very much alive: the search for a new term “continues to be 

part of the ongoing struggle to dismantle white supremacy and Eurocentrism in American culture 

and society” (133). 

In Ho’s words: 

...while the continual usage of the term ‘jazz’ marginalizes, obfuscates 

and denies the fact that this music is quintessentially American music, it is 

the music of an American oppressed nationality and not the music of the 

dominant European American. It is white supremacist racism that will not 

properly and justly accept both the music and its creators in a position of 

equality. (133, emphasis mine)  

 “‘Jazz’,” he writes, “was born in the contradictions of our epoch. The music changes just 

as the people, the society, the world, change” (139). Musics that originated as expressions of 

African American experiences—not just jazz, but folk musics rooted in the blues, rock, rap music 

rooted in hip-hop culture, and virtually all American popular musics—have changed people, 

changed societies, changed the world. These changes have been inspired by authentic artistic 
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expression as well as by “Americanized” or whitened iterations of that expression used as tools 

of cultural imperialism; “masking,” in Ho’s words, “as cultural blending/borrowing/mixing, [while 

enforcing] dominant privilege, power and profit” (135). The blending and borrowing and mixing 

cannot be minimized or dismissed. Culture does not and should not exist in any sort of vacuum. 

But the complex power dynamics at play, the extent to which blending is colonizing, borrowing is 

appropriating, and what comes out in the mix is judged according to the criteria of mass culture 

consumability and then commodified to further the interests of the dominating cultural paradigm, 

the ethics of these encounters must be decolonized and the strength of modern Western cultural 

involvement weakened.  

 Again, this involves a reinvestment in the counter-hegemonic roots of our music. The 

music we play began as an exploration of impossible freedom in the face of impossible 

oppression. The roots of this music are deeply political, soaked in protest against the politics of 

disappearance. As George Lewis describes early in A Power Stronger Than Itself, the radical, 

convention-challenging new musics that came out of African American communities in the 

1960s—among them, those made by members of The Association for The Advancement of 

Creative Musicians (AACM) whose story Lewis’ book tells—were  

being formed in a historical period in which so much art and music made 

by white artists, particularly Abstract Expressionism, was framed as 

progressive due to its non-representational quality. In that light, the 

insistence by blacks that music has to be ‘saying something’ becomes 

part of a long history of resistance to the silencing of the black voice. 

Indeed, as might be expected from a people whose genetic, historical, 

and cultural legacies were interrupted through sustained, systematized 

violence, every effort was made by the musicians to recover rather than 

disrupt historical consciousness. Rather than an ordering of sounds for 
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which the composer alternately claims parenthood and disclaims 

moment-to-moment responsibility, the new black musicians felt that music 

could effectuate the recovery of history itself. (41, 42) 

 What if the term “jazz” persists because the politics of disappearance persists in modern 

Western culture? What if the amorphousness of the idea of jazz is has to do with it having 

become a name for the difference held in effigy by the contemporary state of so much Western 

music? What if jazz is a name for disrupted historical consciousness, for the semi-audible noise 

of ongoing oppression denied despite the ongoing appropriation of musical expressions of 

experiences with that oppression with no debate, no dialogue, no consultation, no recognition of 

privilege as the power to appropriate? What if “jazz” will take on new, post-abyssal names only 

when the freedom struggle has come to an end, its history fully recovered, and the logic of 

appropriation and violence has been recognized and reconciled? What if “jazz” is still jazz, in 

other words, because Black Lives and Black Voices shouting “I Can’t Breathe” Do Not Matter, 

because Native and Aboriginal Lives and Voices that continue to scream out against ongoing 

genocide—both the cultural and mass murder kind—Do Not Matter, because the voices of 

women and girls who speak out against sexual violence Do Not Matter, and on, and on, and on?  

And what if these ways of re-considering and re-figuring musicultural assumptions found 

in free improvisatory music-making are a critical, artistic mirror-image of a broader re-considering 

of the dominating epistemology of the Global North? And what if investing in them as such is a 

way to think the unthinkable, an act of epistemological resistance, a genuine effort to recognize 

and undermine abyssal thinking? What if that investment is a part of a process that has already 

begun, out of which “a new music will arise, rooted in all that has come before, yet moving with 

greater volatility in the transformation, alteration, and explosion of time and sound; thereby 

changing music itself” (Ho 140)? What would it be like to live in that world? And what would it 

sound like? 
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Gathering Fragments (Methodology & Background) 

 The methodology employed in the gathering of the fragments that are dialogised in Start 

Making Noises Now consciously emulated the seemingly organic, conversational nature of the 

interviews that constitute the basis for Derek Bailey’s seminal book, Improvisation: Its Nature and 

Practice in Music. The iconic British guitarist’s text is certainly a model for this project in many 

ways, but the informal, collegial tone of Bailey’s exchanges with his “informants” is particularly 

well-suited to the creative practices of the musicians that have informed this work and 

appropriate given the “embedded” nature of the research. The conversations were 

improvisations themselves that expanded upon each of the elements in a list of creative activities 

that the interviewees were asked to generate at the beginning of each interview. Questions 

probed into the subject’s approach to, and understanding of, the different aspects of her creative 

life, the history and development of each aspect, and the interrelationships among them. Each 

interview aimed to touch on a series of spaces ranging from the space of Toronto as the city we 

all call home through the various musical communities situated there, on to the space of a venue, 

a performing ensemble, and then right down to the personal space of creative performance: the 

musician’s relationship with her instrument and “head-space” while making music. The interviews 

can be understood, then, to be conversations about the subject’s personal practice placed in the 

context of these different spaces and/or conversations about these spaces as negotiated by the 

subject as a creative improviser. Either way, they amount to structured improvisations exploring 

the interrelationships among and between the often-diverse set of creative practices engaged in 

by the subject and the various spaces in which those practices take place. 

The performances seen in the film took place in two of those spaces: the Southern Cross 

Lounge at the Toronto Australia New Zealand Club—known simply as “The Tranzac”—and at 

Somewhere There, two locations that have been of great import to communities invested in 
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creative music-making in Toronto. A performance by Dave Clark’s Woodchoppers Association 

was filmed at The Tranzac and featured Clark playing drums while loosely directing the group’s 

largely improvised activities. The remaining ’choppers were guitarist Daniel Fischlin, trombonist 

Scott Good, trumpeter Teppei Kamei, bassist Brian Kobayakawa, and tenor saxophonist Paul 

Newman. The Woodchoppers Association has been an important catalyst for local creativity 

since its inception in 1995 after Clark and long-time co-chopper, Lewis Melville, attended a 

screening of Space is the Place—a 1972 film that featured Sun Ra and his Arkestra and that was 

based on lectures Ra was giving at the University of California, Berkeley, called “The Black Man 

in the Cosmos”—at The Music Gallery. As Clark told the story in his interview, he and Melville, 

came out of watching the Sun Ra film, and I said, ‘Fuck, man, I wanna do 

that! All these people around…’—and I was naming all these players in 

town—‘...they all do that! Why don't they ask me to play?’ I had the wrong 

attitude, of course. And Lew said, ‘Come on, let's go for a walk, Dave.’ 

We went and got a road dog and he said, ‘You know, a) those people 

don't know that you're interested, and b) you should start something on 

your own.’ And he didn't say it with any sort of kind of agenda other than 

just pure observation, and I was like: ‘Oh yeah. You're right.’ Light bulb 

went off. I call up a bunch of my friends […] I put together a gig. 

And the rest is history, as they say; a two decade history of having the right attitude, of 

extending countless invitations that have brought together musicians from diverse musicultural 

backgrounds with varying quantities and qualities of performance experience, technical 

development, and—particularly crucial—investment in improvised music-making; a two decade 

history that has significantly altered what it is to make music in Toronto.  

Two more evenings of music were filmed at Somewhere There, specifically its second 

location on Sterling Road. Scott Thomson first opened Somewhere There in the west-end 
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neighbourhood of Parkdale in the fall of 2007 with the straightforward mandate to present and 

support live creative music. Under Thomson, the venue hosted upwards of eight hundred and 

fifty performances over the course of three years, after which its reigns were handed over to a 

collective of improvising musicians formed specifically to take over the work of running the 

venue. Just as Somewhere There was trading hands, the effects of gentrification necessitated a 

move to a second location on Sterling Road where the evolving membership of the collective 

oversaw near-nightly performances of live creative music until noise complaints finally closed the 

doors permanently in January 2013. At the time of this writing, Somewhere There is a collective 

that presents four or five concerts per month at local venues friendly to creative music such as 

Array Space, Ratio, the Emmet Ray, Double Double Land, the Holy Oak, and at the Tranzac, 

which also hosts their annual, three day, Somewhere There Creative Music Festival. 

It is interesting to note that Sun Ra also plays a part in the origin story of Somewhere 

There: it is from one of his many chants, “If we came from nowhere here, why can’t we go 

somewhere there?” that the venue took its name. 

The first evening of music that was documented for use in Start Making Noises Now was 

a night billed as “Drum Thunder! A fundraiser for new drums at Somewhere There” 

that featured eight short sets of music: a solo drum performance from both Mike Gennaro and 

Germaine Liu, and six duo performances by violinist Parmela Attariwala with drummer Jack 

Vorvis, tenor saxophonist Dan Friedman with drummer Robin Buckley, pianist Jesse Levine with 

drummer Dave Clark, alto saxophonist Jonnie Bakan with drummer Chris Cawthray, guitarist  

Nilan Perera with drummer Brandon Valdivia, and trumpeter Lina Allemano with the author on 

drums. The second was a similarly varied program played by different groupings of Michelangelo 

Iaffaldano on his own homemade instruments as well as on clarinet and accordion, Matt Miller on 

laptop, Wes Neal on bass, Karen Ng on alto saxophone, Doug Tielli on trombone and piano, and 

myself playing drums and percussion. This second evening was styled after the “Company 
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Weeks” curated and presented annually between 1976 and 1994 by the aforementioned Derek 

Bailey who would combine and recombine a large group of improvisers in varying configurations 

over the course of a week-long festival. An important aspect of Bailey’s curatorial mandate was 

to include improvisers who wouldn’t normally have the tendency or opportunity to play with one 

another. 

Somewhere There also played host to an afternoon “Improvisation Lab,” a hybrid 

performance/interview session featuring Rob Clutton on bass guitar, Tania Gill on piano, Arnd 

Jurgensen on guitar, Paul Newman on tenor saxophone, and Karen Ng on alto saxophone. The 

purpose of the lab was to create the opportunity for improvisers to make music together and then 

immediately speak to what they had done, and how, and why. The lab footage would end up 

providing the underlying narrative structure of the film once the key decision was made to focus 

specifically on the practice of free improvisation.  

Throughout the film, the music and conversation that takes place in the lab setting spirals 

outward to connect to stories found among the wider community. Sounds and musical gestures 

from the other performances are juxtaposed onto and into the music being made by the quintet in 

the laboratory while the ideas and questions that arise during the quintet’s discussions are 

addressed and answered by community members in the other interviews. The Improv Lab 

footage serves as a guide, bringing the ecologies of knowledges at play among the musical 

worlds of this handful of Toronto improvisers together in a narrative constructed to explore those 

worlds. 

While bringing together the various fragments that seemed to contribute to a conversation 

about a particular idea—how free improvisations end, for example—“random” bits of footage 

were included in an effort to contribute an element of disconnectedness to the flow of the 

narrative. These seemingly desultory moments are often humourous—free improvisation can 

often be seriously funny—but just as importantly, they are an attempt to expand the possibilities 
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of what the film might offer its audience by going outside of and beyond the expected flow, 

engaging with free association, with accident, with the kinds of creative misunderstanding that 

resulted in the film’s title, with both risk and the promise of failure that comes with it; all key 

elements of the musical practice under exploration.  

 

● 

 

This writing, again, aims to examine the many fragments brought together in Start Making 

Noises Now—“random” bits and all—and offer a reading of the debate and dialogue they have 

with one another on screen, but also the debate and dialogue they are engaged with, for me, 

with other stories from elsewhere; with stories that were shared by the film’s subjects in their 

interviews, for example, and that weren’t included in the film, and, importantly, with stories that 

have been present in the work since before it began, informing which questions the film’s 

subjects were asked and how, which performances were documented, and the way fragments 

were chosen and ordered: stories such as those found in the writings of Vandana Shiva and 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos and Deborah Root, of Fred Wei-han Ho and Anthony Braxton and 

George Lewis, of Martha Nandorfy and Daniel Fischlin and Ajay Heble, and of many others, and 

the many stories that have informed my life as a creative improvising musician. 

Offered here is a struggle with the ecology of meaning present in the practice of free 

improvisation, a struggle to understand a musical practice as a methodology for interrogating the 

appropriative and violent mechanisms that sustain the dominating cultural paradigm by 

interrogating the sounds that paradigm makes and the noises it refuses, a struggle to articulate 

this music as a space for nurturing suspicious creativity and developing post-abyssal ears. As 

such, this writing is a contribution to the project of counter-hegemonic globalisation, a study of 

knowledges pertaining to action-with-clinamen.  
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 Santos describes action-with-clinamen a “swerving capacity” in opposition to “conformist 

action” or “the routinized, reproductive, repetitive practice which reduces realism to what exists 

and just because it exists.” The swerve articulates a “radical critique of the politics of the 

possible” by investing in “the non-canonic diversity of the world” and operating with a 

“spontaneity based on the refusal to deduce the potential from the actual” (17). 

Through Santos, we can understand the pedagogy at work in free improvised musical 

community as “experimenting with eccentric or marginal forms of sociability or subjectivity inside 

and outside Western modernity, those forms that have refused to be defined according to 

abyssal criteria,” toward “a subjectivity endowed with a special capacity, energy, and will to act 

with clinamen” (17). 

We can also appreciate the breadth of the work ahead: “Unlike what happens in 

revolutionary action,” clarifies Santos, “the creativity of action−with−clinamen is not based on a 

dramatic break but rather on a slight swerve or deviation whose cumulative effects render 

possible the complex and creative combinations among [...] living beings and social groups” (17). 

 

● 
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 The present study of ideas, questions, understandings, approaches, fears, inspirations, 

anxieties, struggles—and a lot of laughter—and the way they speak, in dialogue with one 

another, to ways of knowing and playing freely improvised music, is organised into seven 

chapters: 

Start… explores the initial gesture of the film, an ecology of ideas, strategies, and 

anxieties pertaining to the liminal space just before free improvisations begin, literally digging into 

the question of how improvisers start making noises. 

An Invitation with a Wink explores free improvisation as occupying a critical space with 

regard to dominant (mis)representations of agency and engagement and the interrelationship 

between art and activism. 

We Make Our Community While Our Community Is Making Us explores stories about 

community as a practice of knowledge transfer and development, of mutual inspiration, and as a 

space that allows for the possibility of a “radical critique of the politics of the possible” (Santos 

17). 

Falling In Love With Not Knowing outlines an understanding of “breach” that takes into 

account the complex interrelationships between Shiva’s cracks of fragmentation, the messy 

cartography of Santos’ abyssal line, and the hope being invested in free improvised musical 

community, and goes on to explore not knowing as a form of knowledge learned in breach.  

An Essentially Critical Pedagogy begins by connecting Scott Thomson’s assertion that 

there is a pedagogical model within the practice of collective improvisation that is its 

“fundamental nature” and connects his understanding of the pedagogical imperative of the music 

with the discourse of Critical Pedagogy founded by Paulo Freire. It also explores a post-abyssal 

understanding of technical mastery and questions the abyssal mastery/exclusion paradigm that 

Thomson references in his discussion of the pedagogical imperative of free improvisation.  



      46 
 
 

The Difference Between Freedom & Freedom speaks to an abyssal definition of freedom 

as independence, unsettles the truism associated with the “free” in “free improvisation,” and (re-) 

connects the musical practice to the Freedom Struggle through connections between Freire’s 

ideas and those of Sun Ra, among others.  

Not Placing All My Eggs In That Basket brings a politics of debate and dialogue to binary 

understandings of thinking and feeling, composition and improvisation, intellectual and musical 

approaches to creativity, relying heavily on intimate stories and ideas from interviews with 

Toronto improvisers.  
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Chapter 1: Start... 

The title of Start Making Noises Now came from a mishearing of something that 

saxophonist, composer, and famed Plunderphonicist, John Oswald, said in the interview he 

contributed to this project. Asked about his thoughts on how free improvisations begin, he 

responded that,  

Often my least favourite moments in improvisations—even when there is 

no audience, but particularly when there is an audience—are those 

moments before beginning and ending, when there’s just sitting around. 

There's that, okay, stop making noises now… checking around… “Are we 

done?"  

I understood him as describing the process: we start making noises and then, when the 

noises stop, we check with one another to make sure we’re actually finished playing. In the initial 

stage of Oswald’s response, though, the beginnings and endings of improvisations were mutually 

interconnected as moments of equally unnecessary politeness and indecisive discomfort. Having 

been asked about beginnings, he went straight to the ending. “There’s something that’s a little bit 

too twee,” he continued, looking to members of an imaginary group of players, “about these 

polite... ‘Is everybody finished?’,” he asks them. Having receiving an invisible agreement, he 

addresses the equally imaginary audience: “Oh yes, you may applaud now,” he says. “And I've 

never really liked applause that much, so I guess…” his answer trails off.  

Politeness and indecision are not valued attributes among improvisers; which is why, I 

suspect, Oswald is loath to indulge in them. That he feels that way “particularly when there is an 

audience” speaks to his evidently great respect for those who come out to hear the music he is 

involved with. When he does eventually address the beginnings—“Same kind of thing at the 

beginning,” he says, “like, ‘K? [his upspeak a model of indecision] Who wants to go first?’”—he 
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betrays a preference for being already in the music—“Let's just get over the beginning thing and 

go from there,” he says—where it is clear that politeness and indecision can be set aside.  

In the end, what was most striking about Oswald’s answer was the idea that what we do 

as free improvisers is gather together to make noises. Factored into my artistic and academic 

research into free improvised musical practice, paired with my consideration of the politics of 

disappearance and those of debate and dialogue described in Vandana Shiva’s work, and 

married to the hope for global cognitive and social justice in the work of Boaventura de Sousa 

Santos, that idea planted a seed, the beginning of my questions as to what kinds of noise we can 

make.  

But this is about how to begin a free improvisation. Start Making Noises Now begins with 

Oswald’s statement: “Often my least favourite moments in improvisations [...] are those moments 

before beginning and ending,” and, having voiced his distaste, is already over the beginning 

thing and in the process of going from there. Once the introductory moments of the film have run 

their course, featuring a long, droning exploration of subtlety improvised on viola and drums by 

Parmela Attariwala and Jack Vorvis, Michelangelo Iaffaldano appears on screen. He is rolling his 

neck, listening. We hear the voice of an interviewer: “You’re sitting in a room about to play some 

music with some people,” he says. Iaffaldano smiles. “You have whatever instruments around 

you that you like, they are whomever you like. The first piece is about to start. What’s going on in 

your head?” 

Iaffaldano breaths deeply and thinks: “Hmm...” and the film begins to explore an ecology 

of knowledges pertaining to the act of getting started.   

The scene cuts to the performance area at Somewhere There. Backlit by two lamps, 

Doug Tielli and I are in that moment. The first noises of our impending duet are about to sound. 

Mostly a silhouette, I sit behind a drum kit moving things around, preparing. Doug’s trombone 
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follows a tangential path to his lips and then moves away again, teasing. We listen carefully and 

shift our bodies, dancing the interviewer’s question. 

  Scott Thomson offers a most practical answer: “Well, we need some music,” he says, “so, 

better get to work.” 

  We return to Iaffaldano, still thinking. His eyes scan a list of options only he can see, his 

jaw twists with the work of considering. 

Nicole Rampersaud offers, “...but in those moments right before-hand, it’s all about just 

forgetting about it and just going with it.” 

  Ben Grossman would like to talk about it first. “Before an improvisation—especially one 

that’s totally free, totally unplanned,” he says, “I feel overwhelmed with those kinds of questions 

and I want to sit down and talk with the musicians and say, ‘Okay, so what’s this going to be 

about, like, what’s this about for you?’ But I don’t think that other musicians often want to do 

that,” he continues, laughing, “So I don’t.” 

  A seemingly contradictory fragment from Parmela Attariwala’s interview illustrates 

positive relationships both with accident and with the tension between spontaneity and intention 

that are characteristic of the the kinds of struggles negotiated in these moments before the music 

begins and ends as well as throughout a free improvisation. “...’Cause I sometimes, you know, I’ll 

sometimes have a very clear idea of what I want to play. And it’s very, it’s so spontaneous,” she 

says, “And some people have quarrelled with me about this notion of needing to hear before I 

play—but  sometimes I might not play exactly what I think I’m going to play, or intend to play, and 

I end up doing something else, and then you can kind of, you know: ‘Oh, that was interesting, 

why don’t I follow that for a while?’ and you can make that into something that’s right.” 

  For Colin Fisher, we never actually begin: 

Even if it’s a similar gesture that’s happened before, these conditions 

have never been this way, this moment has never been this way, so it’s 
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like immediately you’re already improvising, I think; whether you realise it 

or not. And I think that’s... if you’re engaging with that real gestalt nature, 

in terms of, like, the moment and what it is that’s actually happening, then 

it’s like improvisation is seamless because you’re already... it didn’t start 

when you sat on the stage. You were doing it walking down the street. 

You were doing it when you went to sleep that night and when you woke 

up and had to figure out what you were having for breakfast, or whatever 

it is. 

  Iaffaldano has found his answer now, “I’ve learned to empty my head as much as 

possible leading up to the concert and listen. And that, really, is what it boils down to,” he says. 

“Those two things are very good, especially in dealing with surprises. If things don’t go the way 

you had thought, you can still do something else. I mean, it’s improvisation, you know, if your 

effects pedals don’t work you can still, I don’t know, grab a kitchen knife and run around the room 

and scream. That might work.” 

Cut to Jesse Levine and Dave Clark already in the process of engaging a pile of sonic 

potential. We don’t know what the beginning of this piece felt like because the film skips that part. 

A long, variegated red tube; a pair of drumsticks; and the valves of some horn or other protrude 

from a suitcase that is opened wide in front of them and overflowing with objects. Perhaps it also 

contains Iaffaldano’s kitchen knife. Though they aren’t running around the room screaming, there 

is a comparable air of abandon in their music-making so as to evoke that surreal suggestion and 

the kitchen theme is carried forward by Levine who works two or three large, metal bowls against 

one another while Clark taps out an accidental melody on a broken glockenspiel. Their music is 

joyful and bubbly. Clark begins to hint at a march on the snare drum hanging from his neck as 

the scene fades to black. Perhaps this is John Oswald’s dream music. We will not witness the 

ending, either. 
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The scene changes again and Arnd Jurgensen sits with his guitar. That shifty, hyper-

attuned moment before the beginning of an improvisation hangs in the air, exaggerated by the 

shaky camera work. We hear Karen Ng cough before the pads on her alto saxophone click and 

pop, open and close. A low drone begins and the camera moves down to Jurgensen’s right hand 

to show where the drone is coming from. The noises have begun. The film continues weaving 

together its stories. 

The elements at play in each new improvisation are profoundly determined by the living 

ecology of aesthetic, social, and theoretical priorities—conscious and unconscious—that a 

specific group of improvisers brings to the encounter. Each ensemble represents a unique 

constellation of understandings, approaches, tactics, techniques, and an ecology of anxieties 

around when and how and why to start making noises and around why and how and when to 

stop making them. I imagine that all of these anxieties are present in the time Iaffaldano takes for 

the work of considering this question, embodied in his “Hmm…,” in the contortions of his jaw, in 

his deep breaths just as they are all present in the dance that Doug Tielli and I were doing.  

These liminal moments “just before beginning and ending” that can be danced in and 

about, that are a source of discomfort for Oswald, and that are simply a practical matter for 

Thomson, do not even exist for Colin Fisher, to whom all moments are liminal; or perhaps none 

of them are. In those moments, if they exist, Oswald’s desire to “get over the beginning thing and 

go from there” finds relative agreement in Rampersaud’s approach of “just forgetting about it and 

just going with it,” and in Iaffaldano’s having learned “to empty my head [...] and listen.” Ben 

Grossman seems to end up “just going with it,” too, but he’d rather discuss the impending music 

first. It’s interesting me that the beginning of his imagined conversation—“Okay, so what’s this 

going to be about, like, what’s this about for you?”—reads like a question and answer that 

describes my working methodology of free improvisation: this is going to be about what this is 

about for me in dialogue with what this is about for you, all of which we will discover in the music. 
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Relating back to Parmela Attariwala’s imaginary duet, though, the ironic orthodoxy of free 

improvisation allows Grossman to assume that other musicians are not interested in exploring 

one of the things this might be about for him; namely, discovering the parameters of a music in 

conversation prior to exploring them.  

I began the interview with Tielli by asking about our duo improvisation. He had a great 

deal to say about the space “right before the beginning” and his response has had a profound 

effect on my study of these moments immediately before pieces begin and end as liminal spaces 

that contain worlds of knowledge. “I remember,” he began, 

...the space where we started. I was very interested in acknowledging Us. 

And you. And me. But I guess the me part was also waiting, just being, 

like: well, in this interaction, me, I don’t have my own space anymore, I’m 

sharing it. So I remember waiting for Us. I remember that you were 

getting ready and I was waiting for you to be ready and waiting for there 

to be, then, a space that was something outside of us to come in, or the 

space to open up so that we could start playing.  

I feel like if I have a lot in my mind, if there’s something I want to 

do or something I have to say, that’s not the same as waiting to make that 

other space open for both people. So when somebody’s getting ready 

there also isn’t space. It’s like, you know, I was washing my armpits when 

you arrived. So I was like, ‘Shit I’m not ready. I haven’t really made the 

space,’ [...] and then I come down and it’s just, like, “Okay… okay… 

okay…” but that was part of me making the space. And that was kind of 

like [you] getting your instrument ready. 

 As described above, the film shows my moving instruments and implements 

around in this moment, adjusting my set-up—making the space—so that I can play. I 
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was in a preparatory state rather than being in a state of readiness that would allow the 

space to open up so we could start. Tielli compares this very practical, logistical 

readiness to what feels like a spiritual readiness, a state reached by clearing away 

intentions and pre-conceived notions of what the music is going to be and waiting for Us, 

waiting for our music. Again: “it’s all about just forgetting about it and just going with it.” 

Rampersaud’s initial it might stand in for those notions and intentions, and for the 

discomforts and anxieties discussed above. Her second it seems to line up with Tielli’s 

Us; and further: we are the sources of the surprises that Iaffaldano speaks about, the 

something else-es that Attariwala follows and “makes into something that’s right.” But 

this is also why people quarrel with Attariwala about “this notion of needing to hear 

before I play,” because freely improvised creativity tends to be suspicious of there being 

a plan, an agenda.  

 Tielli continues, 

I’m trying to start right before the beginning of that piece. And I felt like 

that helped. For me that just seemed like then things could happen but 

they didn’t have to necessarily be attached to [what came before]. It’s rare 

that it’s totally clear, [that] you don’t have anything on your mind, you 

don’t have any agenda, but moving closer towards that [because] then, 

when something happens... 

...he sproings a ‘quasi-ruler’ on the side of the table, “...it doesn’t have to lead your response or 

our response doesn’t have to come from that energy that is coming from before. It’s like you’ve 

cleared enough space so that that can just be that.” 

Another sproing. Surprisingly, he accidentally lets it go and it flies across the room toward 

a guitar that sits on the floor. Their collision makes a wonderful sound that illustrates his point 

beautifully. We listen. We laugh. That sound, that event, had space to just be what it was 
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because we were listening. That really is the key lesson and Iaffaldano said it, too: “I’ve learned 

to empty my head as much as possible before the concert and listen.”  

Somehow conversations with improvisers always seem to come back to listening. 

Listening opens up space for the many possibilities available through Us. Aesthetic priorities 

such as Tielli’s interest in hearing sounds and noises in and of themselves—letting that just be 

that—to maximize the possibilities for response, and such as Attariwala’s insistence on intention 

and corresponding investment in making space in her intentions and agendas for something 

elses to sound and to matter enough to follow, play off of one another in and as free improvised 

music as they are negotiated from moment to moment through listening; which speaks to the 

anxieties over how to begin: how do I listen to noises that have yet to sound?   

Tielli’s deep sense of the breadth of intensity in this moment before the beginning and the 

aesthetic priorities he brings to it come from both musical and non-musical things. “Musically,” he 

explains, 

...it just comes from that thing that happens when there is a situation that 

you give respect to. All of a sudden something special happens. It doesn’t 

have to be special, but the respect that you have for the space or the 

moment creates a form, a container so that you can actually treat what 

happens within it carefully, or like it’s special.  

“Non-musically, most brightly,” he continues, 

...I practiced Shiatsu for one year and there’s a lot about recognizing 

what’s yours and what’s not yours. So optimally, you’re actually in some 

kind of clear situation, clear to yourself, clear physically and mentally. 

Optimally. But if that’s not the case you kind of know what you’re coming 

in with. So when something comes in and something starts happening 

you are clear about what it is. So it’s not just coming out of nowhere. It’s 
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not just like suddenly you’re just swamped with something. And if you’re 

treating four people in a day you have to have an idea or a sensation 

within yourself of what you feel like ‘cause after a treatment you’re going 

to feel different. So then you do some exercises and clear out whatever 

came in so that when you come to something again it’s like beginning 

again. It’s not the beginning coming out of what somebody else [brought], 

coming out of the end [of a previous session], it’s something else. It’s 

more like a new beginning. 

There is an additional tension between Tielli’s idea of clarity and clearing space and Colin 

Fisher’s assertion that “immediately you’re already improvising,” that, “improvisation is seamless 

because you’re already... it didn’t start when you sat on the stage.” Both of their statements 

recognise that there is no “new beginning,” and both of their approaches are about respecting 

the uniqueness of the moment, respecting that “this moment has never been this way,” but both 

have found different ways to deal with the anxiety of how to start making noises in response to 

that recognition. For Tielli, again, “the respect that you have for the space or the moment creates 

a form, a container so that you can actually treat what happens within it carefully, or like it’s 

special,” whereas, for Fisher, the specialness of everything can be recognized when there is no 

container at all.  

Already, in the pedagogies present just in the moment before an improvisation begins—

pedagogies of respect, intentionality, practicality, forgetting, contradiction, accident, possibility, 

orthodoxy, patience, attention, translation, of Us, and especially of listening—we find a rich, 

heterogeneous ecology of knowledges at play. They are offered here as evidence that there are 

models of “epistemological resistance” in those knowledges, that the diversity of tendencies, 

assumptions, and aesthetic agendas negotiated within freely improvised musical performance 

can be understood as “an alternative thinking of alternatives,” required in the work toward global 
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cognitive justice, and therefore as a unique source of insight for the project of post-hegemonic 

globalisation (Santos 10). These stories also provide affirmation of the pedagogical possibilities 

inherent in traditions of freely improvised music making and, hopefully, offer insight and 

inspiration to improvisers struggling with questions around how to start making noises. 
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Chapter 2: An Invitation With a Wink  

Creative music luminary Anthony Braxton has been struggling for nearly half a century to 

open up windows and doors toward a wider understanding of creative music-making practices. 

One of the many masterful gestures at work in Braxton’s musical universe is his renaming each 

member of his audience a ‘friendly experiencer.’ As he explained to Howard Mandel in 2011, 

By the ‘friendly experiencer,’ I'm only saying, ‘Oh, come into the music, 

you're welcome. And be nice. And bring your best self into the music. 

Because we're trying to do the best we can do and to present something 

that's positive. We're all trying to better ourselves and evolve our 

position.’  

This film and this writing continually reiterate Mr. Braxton’s invitation: “Oh, come into the 

music, you’re welcome,” we’ll even open up the doors and windows to help you in, but “be nice, 

and bring your best self into the music because we’re trying to do the best we can do and to 

present something that’s positive,” even though when you first come to hear it you might only 

experience a wall. The wall only sounds like a wall because “we’re all trying to better ourselves 

and evolve our position” and that’s a complex, difficult, messy thing to do. 

Mr. Braxton’s invitation is a serious one and this work’s equally serious doubling of it is 

very much in the tradition of signifyin’ or signifyin(g) identified by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. The 

invitation is repeated here with only a slight “signal difference” (xxiv), one that leans on that 

seriousness because what is needed beyond “nice”-ness is engagement—and Mr. Braxton is, of 

course, well aware of that need. He uses the word “nice” with a wink, I believe, because when he 

asks that you “bring your best self into the music,” he presupposes your engagement while 

sneaking in a condition of your being welcome at the same time.  

Despite the negative connotation that has been sutured to the very idea of criticality by a 

cultural system that fails miserably in the face of scrutiny, critical attention is given as an 
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expression of interest and investment. An openness to critical engagement is an invitation to 

participation and, through it, to understanding. Much of this writing is both an argument that free 

improvisation can be understood as a kind of critical engagement while also being a call to 

improvisers toward such an understanding. A key aspect in that argument is that, as a critical 

practice, improvised music-making often denies the negative connotation associated with 

criticality by assuming—and this assumption might be an important factor in the music being 

heard as a wall with no open doors or windows—that audience members are participants in the 

goings on and that, as such, they have genuine agency to make and determine meaning within 

the music. One articulation of this was offered by oralist Paul Dutton in our interview: 

Right now there are three of us here and there is a fourth entity formed by 

the presence of the three of us together. [...] So there’s another psychic 

entity there, and to me there are also the layers of consciousness and of 

the unconscious as well—and if it’s not an ensemble improvisation then 

that other entity is an outcome of me and whatever audience is there. So, 

for me improvisation is exploring the psyche of that other entity, that 

intangible entity. For me it’s a process of finding out what form will evolve 

from this newly formed unconscious.  

Dutton’s way of experiencing and acknowledging the friendly experiencers’ participation 

in the music is as serious as it gets. In fact, during the time that has been put under erasure by 

the “[...]” in the above quote, he both acknowledged and distanced himself from the religiosity of 

the idea: “...and I’m an areligious—that is, not a religious—person. I think you know what I mean. 

In fact, I’m antireligious,” he qualified, while also specifically referring to the “newly formed 

unconscious” as a “spiritual entity” that, for Dutton, is the source of formal structure in freely 

improvised music.  
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The seriousness I’ve stressed in the above examples is mirrored by trombonist Scott 

Thomson who spoke in our interview of “a general set of priorities [...] about inviting people into 

an active and creative relationship with music-making.” For Thomson, this priority goes beyond 

idiom. “Whether it’s improvised or composed or… It’s not a question of style or genre or 

anything,” he said, “It’s just a question of finding an optimal creative relationship between people 

who make music and people who listen to it.” This idea came to the fore during a discussion of a 

set of cartographic compositions he has made that “involve musicians dispersed in space, 

specifically to give audience members options for what kind of musical experience they will 

have,” as a way of “pointing out the subjective nature of all listening.” For Thomson, they point to 

that subjective nature, 

...I think, I hope, by granting audience members the agency to create—

one could even say ‘compose’—their own experience of a piece of music, 

because with a certain amount of information listeners could move 

through one of my cartographic pieces in a very strategic way to 

experience an aspect of the piece that suits their desires. So that 

subjectivity is put in the forefront by granting such agency. Audience 

members in a symphonic hall or in a club might not feel like they’ve got 

that much agency, they might feel like the music is being done unto them, 

but active listening involves—I think it’s dependent upon—that kind of 

agency. It’s a vote-with-your-feet kind of moment.  

Important stories are being told here about critical engagement and agency that touch 

upon a much broader set of questions about the kinds of cultural and sociological work being 

done by and through improvised music-making. They are stories that speak directly to the 

priorities of this film and this writing and also to those of the discourse of critical improvisation 

studies in general.  
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In their inaugural editorial of the online journal, Creative Studies in Improvisation/Études 

Critiques en Improvisation (CSI/ÉCI), Frederique Arroyas, Ajay Heble, and Ellen Waterman took 

it upon themselves as the journal’s editors to distinguish the research that they would profile 

therein “precisely” by “its emphasis on musical improvisation as a site for the analysis of social 

practice,” and aligned themselves—and arguably the discourse itself—with an admittedly utopian 

politics disposed to look toward “issues central to the challenges of diversity and social 

cooperation in the new millennium” alongside board members “particularly well positioned to 

assess and respond to essays that examine musical improvisation in relation to pressing issues 

of social and cultural transformation” including “how improvisation might prompt new or 

revitalized understandings of history, community, memory, agency, and difference.” 

Where it is very much the kind of examination described by the editors of CSI/ÉCI, the 

present work is equally invested in an inversion of their project: in examining pressing issues of 

social and cultural transformation in relation to musical improvisation including how 

understandings of history, community, memory, agency, and difference might prompt new or 

revitalized understandings of improvisatory music-making practices.  

The inversion is necessary because we can be invested in both improvised music-making 

and social justice work, we can bring these discourses together and use knowledges pertaining 

to each as sites for exploring the other, and we can—and should, I argue here—invest in them 

both as forces of critical cultural transformation and take the incidents of coincidence and overlap 

between them seriously, but out of respect for the differences between them we also need to 

avoid the dangerous temptation to construct a monocultural framework out of those coincidences 

by overstating that overlap.  

It is important to be clear that the politics being brought to the table here are not universal 

concerns among free improvisers, among creative musicians in general, nor even among those 

whose stories and sounds are documented in Start Making Noises Now. And again, ideas 
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relating to offers of invitation and welcome, questions of audience involvement and responsibility, 

and investment in social change are not a concern for all of “us.” Indeed, many improvisers are 

as invested in the barrier function of the wall described in the opening paragraphs as I am 

invested in working away at the little holes and cracks to open up possibilities for participation 

and understanding. For still others, the very idea of such a wall might be called an irrelevant 

distraction or it might simply not be a concern at all. 

Paul Dutton issued a helpful warning that speaks very well to the fine line I’m trying to 

draw here. “For me it’s a spiritual undertaking,” he said,  

Art is spiritual. I’m not interested in using art to further an issue or a cause 

or for personal catharsis. Yes, there’s catharsis that happens, yes there 

are causes that may emerge and be addressed within the creation, you 

know, but art is art; it’s not propaganda and it’s not personal 

aggrandisement and to the degree that that becomes the aim, the art 

diminishes; the craft may remain, but the art goes out the window and the 

spiritual disappears and it becomes pragmatic. The spiritual is, by 

definition, not pragmatic. And, you know, the so-called advertising arts 

are not art at all. It’s manipulation and that’s all there is to it. It doesn’t 

matter how clever, witty, crafty, accomplished… anything else; its 

intention is to influence and specifically to influence wallets. It’s 

propaganda and the same goes even if, you know, you’re using your 

language or music skills to benefit the oppressed or to further the causes 

of justice or any other noble and worthy cause. But it ain’t art, I’m not 

interested in a didactic. I mean I am, obviously, when I write [...] I’m 

interested in furthering those ideas of mine but when it comes down to 
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creating art, that’s a spiritual enterprise whether it’s words or notes. That’s 

what counts. 

 Overstating the areas of overlap between musical improvisation and struggles for social 

justice undermines the particular functions that they both serve as modes of critical engagement 

and dissent within their respective discourses. Most importantly, such simplification can obscure 

the systemic and material violence enacted upon people and communities in the interest of 

gaining or maintaining power as well as the violence that can be a necessary aspect of 

opposition to these kinds of forces and actions. For example, the brutalities of rape culture, white 

supremacy, physical and psychological intimidation and abuse, other forms of torture, murder, 

genocide… these must all be acknowledged as being all too present throughout our histories and 

as informing the way those histories infect the current moments and our unfolding futures. The 

improv rule of saying “Yes, And…” might be a helpful tool for thinking through such 

acknowledgements critically and in a way that strives to deny none of the truths of those 

histories, “and…” as a tool for thinking through ways of moving forward to a space of healing 

once these violent truths have been reconciled. Artistic exploration of these truths is a part of that 

painful process, to be sure, and with it the “yes, and…” knowledge that improvisers bring to the 

table. Insofar as such violence is perpetrated through living gestures in the here and now, 

though—and let us not forget that that is precisely where the improviser situates herself—there 

can only be denial, there can only be “No.” Here, the helpful overlap between the 

artistic/improvisatory and the material reality has passed its limit. 

Simultaneously, as Dutton’s comments suggest, such an overstatement has the potential 

to render the artistic practice of improvised music-making down to a kind of propaganda. The 

pragmatics of such a reduction make sufficient room for those invested in musical improvisation 

as a model to inform social justice work to ignore aspects of the music that don’t speak to those 

concerns and, in doing so, praise relatively mediocre music on the basis of the improvisatory or 
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inter-cultural nature of its creation or miss important lessons contained in where, for example, the 

risks taken by improvising musicians fail to produce aesthetically appealing results. More 

importantly, where improvisatory musical interactions can be understood as containing positive 

models of inclusive co-creation with respect for and openness to difference, they can also 

provide helpful negative examples when players are distracted, disinterested, or disengaged but 

sounds are still being produced—“art” still, presumably, being made—or where models of 

egotistical or even violent behaviour can be heard in the music. Further, musicians interested in 

these connections might invest in a similar pragmatics that lessens the degree to which they 

activate the knowledge of nuanced listening and openness to complex and emergent possibilities 

that are among the key areas of understanding that their music-making contributes to the 

broader search for “new or revitalized understandings of history, community, memory, agency, 

and difference.”  

One further problem of such an overstatement is that it risks causing researchers to 

overlook the aspects of improvised music-making that are not entirely improvisatory, that involve 

tried and true tactics and strategies employed to make the music happen, to push things forward, 

to suggest potential solutions to the many problems that can arise when musicians are “just 

improvising.” In Start Making Noises Now, for example, pianist Tania Gill offers a detailed 

description of what seems like a much more practiced, strategic way of getting some music 

happening: “...sometimes I’ll think of some kind of emotion, or some kind of story, or some kind 

of character,” she explains,  

...and then I’ll just try and feel that. If it’s an emotion then I would just think 

of: how would I speak about it or sing about it, or if I were to verbalise it 

what would the sounds be, and then I put them on the piano, [...] so if it’s 

an emotion it could just come out as just something expressive in 
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whatever way. And if it’s a story, sometimes I think of what the character 

would say and then I put the words into the rhythm that I’m playing… 

She begins to laugh at herself, but continues, much to the approval of the other “laboratory” 

musicians in the room: 

...and then it creates a real natural phrasing. And then I just speak what I 

would say. I make up words and with each word I play a note. And then, 

you know, a conversation could come out of that, and actually usually that 

takes things in a very musical direction. 

Recognizing that the realm of possibility within the music is shrinking because the energy 

is being lost, the focus is waning, the music is stagnating in some way, and serving that need by 

applying a lesson learned through previous improvisations, through other musical traditions, and 

through experiences as a Shiatsu practitioner or as a parent or an engineer or an ice cream 

scooper, is a practical aspect of the music that is rarely discussed. It blurs the utopian dream of 

what this music is. But a big part of what one learns through decidedly improvisatory practices is 

the ability to recognize when things aren’t working and the ability to develop and deploy tools that 

help agitate for a solution: shifting one’s focus, railroading someone, making space by 

contributing stillness and silence to the music, and so on. 

The risk in overstating the overlap, again, is that “the art goes out the window,” which is 

when, as Paul Dutton describes, “the spiritual disappears.” In the spiritual resides art’s ability to 

inspire, to energize, to embolden, and also to provide the impetus for moments of joy, solace, 

abandon, respite. The spiritual must expand to include worlds of truth, though, and forgetting or 

denying that socio-political knowledges—recognition of the need for change and the ability to 

agitate for it in dialogue with others, for example—are implicit in improvisatory music-making 

practices is part of an underinvestment in the same overlap and we need to ask ourselves who is 

being served by such an underinvestment. 
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An artist outruns stagnation through self-critique. Knowledges born from and rooted in 

work to understand and untangle the implications of colonization and appropriation, in work 

toward solidarity and peaceful coexistence, can provide improvisers with a critical lens through 

which to question, analyse, and deepen their artistic views and vocabularies; whether or not the 

artist recognises these as being always already at work in their lives and in their music. And, to 

go one step further, the ways in which improvising musicians engage in these processes have 

the potential to provide movements for cognitive and social justice with new or changed ideas 

around how such questioning and analysis might be undertaken in other contexts. 

On a more foundational level, though, struggles against the politics of disappearance, 

struggles for and with freedom, are not aspects of a political agenda being superimposed on the 

art of free improvisation or on creative music-making more generally. They do not amount to the 

propagandizing of a creative practice. These politics are present in the DNA of this music as an 

expression of and a protest against experiences with violence and injustice on a scale that those 

of us who are majoritized by the dominating culture cannot fully comprehend. As a key factor in 

the formation and growth, these politics continue to reverberate in the music. They are integral to 

its spirit. Where they are not recognized as such, there is evidence of systemic oppression at 

work appropriating the craft while violently disappearing the spiritual and essentially political 

nature of the art. 

The critical nature of free improvisation does not disappear its status as artistic 

expression, nor does it—nor should it—limit its function as such. Both over- and under-investing 

in the overlap between the practice of free improvisation and concerns for cognitive and social 

justice hold the differences between those discourses in effigy. Finding the delicate balance 

between over- and under-investment, though, and struggling to work in the overlap with respect 

for the differences between them is an integral aspect of the negotiation in and around our 

music. 
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Chapter 3: We Make Our Community While Our Community Is Making Us 

The practice of free improvisation is a practice of real time, in-the-moment negotiation. It 

is inclusive of Michelangelo Iaffaldano’s surreal humour, of Paul Dutton’s sense of spirituality as 

well as the personal aggrandizement and propaganda he pits against it. It is inclusive of 

CSI/ÉCI’s interest in examining musical improvisation in relation to pressing issues of social and 

cultural transformation as well as my inversion of that project, both Braxton’s nice-ness and his 

invitation with a wink, worlds of origin stories and influences and friendships and histories. It is 

inclusive of the wall that builds up around it as a complex, struggling art form, and of both the 

idealist’s interest in opening up some windows and doors in that wall and the pragmatist’s vested 

interest in keeping them closed. The real-time, in-the-moment negotiation of these many 

elements is challenging, entertaining, frustrating, and wondrous. It requires critical engagement 

and it demands and nurtures a sense of agency in the friendly experiencer which has long been 

denied and disparaged to suit the interests of those with the power to tell stories about who has 

agency and who doesn’t, who is permitted to engage and who is not. 

My ongoing struggle to understand and articulate these fundamental aspects of my own 

music-making practice involves a constellation of investment in free improvisation itself, in 

communities of musicians who engage in the practice, in the wider world of creative music-

making of which this music and those musicians are a part, and certainly in “issues central to the 

challenges of diversity and social cooperation in the new millennium.” The many aspects of this 

constellation are inextricably linked and the connections between the aesthetic and socio-cultural 

concerns that converge here have long been seeded and nurtured, challenged and critiqued, by 

many creative musicians whose work has influenced my own path and whose investment in the 

overlap whose over-statement I am warning against animates my own; which is a choice I make, 

but it is not an arbitrary choice. 
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The present work is an articulation of what I think about my/our music—specifically about 

how I imagine the practice of free improvisation—but it is an articulation made by and through 

the community that informs and nurtures that practice, the community that is informed and 

nurtured by it in turn. In sharing my thoughts, I take seriously the notion explored by Martha 

Nandorfy and Daniel Fischlin elsewhere in The Community of Rights, The Rights of 

Community—that 

...the individual and the community per se are illusory aspects of a co-

creative, shared reality that at once allows for individual agency within a 

common context, and allows for common agency that over-rides or is 

congruent with the individual’s agency. (113) 

 And further, that 
  

[n]either the individual nor the community [...] has meaning without the 

other and the two as co-implicated in the contextual fullness that makes 

human ‘becoming’ thinkable. (113) 

That we make our community while our community is making us became abundantly 

clear during my interview process. Trombonist Heather Saumer shared two stories during our 

interview of what I’ve come to call “You can do that?!” moments. She recalls a “pivotal moment” 

when Lina Allemano’s Toronto-based ensemble played at St. Francis Xavier University while 

Saumer was studying there before moving to Toronto herself: 

Lina Allemano’s group came to St. FX and, for some reason—until that 

point I had experienced a lot of different kinds of jazz, but—that really 

kind of broke apart a lot of formal ideas that I had about it, and I 

remember thinking, like: “You can do that?! Oh! Well then, look at all this 

other stuff I could do!” 



      68 
 
 

Another of these moments happened for Saumer at a sound and movement performance 

I gave with corporeal mime, Julie Lassonde. Our collaboration inspired one of my own most 

memorable “You can do that?!” moments. As I related in a piece called “A Way Forward,” 

published in the Canadian Theatre Review in 2010, working together challenged each of us to 

...see the ‘other’ within our own practice. Julie was forced to hear her 

gestures and I was forced to see mine. I became fascinated by the idea 

that, when we were performing together, any movement on my part had 

been made ‘active’ as a performative gesture by the fact of Julie’s 

practice being about movement and that, conversely, sounds had 

become activated as performative gestures for Julie because my practice 

was about sound. (93, emphasis mine)  

In witnessing our duo perform, Saumer had a very similar epiphany to the one that I had 

experienced, one that opened up an awareness that her physical movements express something 

while she performs her music and that she can therefore use space as an aspect of that 

performance. Saumer had had a fleeting interest in dance while attending high school in 

Edmonton, Alberta, but had “dropped it” 

...until I saw you and Julie perform at Somewhere There and, again, one 

of those moments where it was: “Oh! You can do that?! Of course! Why 

would I just stand still when I’ve got all this space? Look at all this space!” 

And so since then I’ve worked with Julie a little bit, I’ve worked with some 

other dancers, worked with coexisDance doing some performances there, 

and just playing. Doug [Tielli] and I are getting together quite often now 

and just working on movement compositions or just feeling our bodies or 

whatever gets things going. It’s an affinity that I didn’t realise I had until I 

started and was totally taken by it.  
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Drummer and force of nature, Dave Clark, shared a story about epiphanies in our 

interview that also connects back to the idea of extending a welcome to the potential(ly) friendly 

experiencers in the audience: 

...a great lesson when I was younger, with my daughter. Scott Cameron, 

a great, great artist. He came into the house, the first thing he did was he 

got on the ground. Got on the ground, man, and just started playing with 

the kid, picking up all the toys and started making music for this little 

person there, and I thought, ‘Yeah! That guy knows! He knows what's 

going on! Get on the ground with the kids!’ So, when you got your 

audience, get on the ground with them. Metaphorically. Get on the ground 

with them. Don't put a wall up.  

He then went on to connect that epiphany to me, : 
  

There was a night one time where you were up playing a show and I 

watched you do this thing with a brush, a set of brushes, inside this one 

song. [...] Man, the gig could have stopped there for me. For those ten 

seconds, or whatever it was, like: that's it. I've got a mental film in my 

head of you playing that thing and what it sounds like and I've used that 

thing so much. I used it on a recording session two weeks ago. I heard 

you do that almost a decade ago. [...] So, those things… You did reach 

out and touch a person, a kid in the audience. You got down on the 

ground, man! And you were so in the music, you were so giving. I like the 

idea of people just giving.  

     Similarly, many of my own ways of knowing are rooted in these same kinds of stories. 

There is the time I watched Dave Clark build a sculpture during a performance, for example. I sat 

spellbound as he stacked all of his gear into a teetering heap while friends played music around 
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him. I have no memory of who those friends were, but that mountain of drums and cymbals and 

sticks and whatnot will always inform my idea of what music might be. There is the time when 

Ryan Driver launched into a loud, deeply grooving montuno on the grand piano at a Leftover 

Daylight concert and kept it up for what, in my memory, feels like hours. Not only did he settle on 

a consistent groove in a free improvisation setting—totally against the rules as far as I was 

concerned—but he effectively denied his band mates access to much of their highly 

personalized, highly evolved sound palettes, brilliantly forcing them to make music in the small 

space that he left for them to work in. And there was the time, in that same room—the old 

Arraymusic Studio on Atlantic Avenue—when John Oswald accidentally tripped the fire alarm 

while Joe McPhee, visiting from the United States, was already in full flight alongside Rob 

Clutton, Nick Fraser, and violinist David Prentice. Without as much as a hint of surprise, McPhee 

just folded the sound of the alarm into his musical universe, copying the alarm’s music almost 

exactly while engaging in a joyous call-and-response with the appliance and taking the music 

and the ensemble to an entirely new level of ‘full flight’ than I imagined possible. 

I also have mental films in my head of the way, for example, that Nick Fraser can 

effortlessly, in a single stroke, make a drum stick bounce on any given surface for what seems 

like forever; the way that Dylan van der Schyff held an air of a laboratory scientist crossed with a 

plumber the first time I saw him improvise because he so clearly had a job to do, some important 

discoveries to make, and he carried his tools into the room and set them up with such purpose; 

the way that Nicole Rampersaud closes her eyes and goes to work making such diverse sounds 

on a trumpet using tiny tools that no one can see because they’re hidden inside her mouth and 

mouthpiece; the way that Michelangelo Iaffaldano can surround himself with instruments, many 

of them homemade, and then go about making music as if cleaning up after a raucous dinner 

party while the sounds that result from his seemingly inward movements manage to connect in 

profound ways with the sounds made by the other musicians he’s playing with.   
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These kinds of stories resound with the holistic understanding of the relationship between 

individuals and community articulated by Fischlin and Nandorfy while also containing kernels of 

what I suggest are common traits and tendencies among improvisers. In the Fraser and 

Iaffaldano examples we can see an investment in both highly refined and individualized 

technique as well as a cultivated lack of the same. In the Clark, McPhee, and Iaffaldano 

examples we can see a radically inclusive approach to listening and interacting, an openness to 

the possibilities of accident, and a devotion to play. The Driver story relates a freedom to push 

back against ‘the rules’ and also to push and be pushed into spaces that are challenging and 

frustrating, all in the interest of finding out what kinds of creativity might be brought to bare in 

those difficult spaces. In the Dave Clark stories, a lesson learned from a friend—an arguably 

non-musical lesson—becomes a way of understanding and relating to new musical experiences. 

Throughout, we can discern an expansive sense of what is beautiful that embraces the extreme 

simplicity of a pair of brushes moving cleanly across a snare drum head, the extreme complexity 

of a sputtering, squealing, farting trumpet—both examples of what many might experience as 

walls that deny access and thwart engagement—as well as every gradation of simplicity and 

complexity in between. 

A particularly poignant example can be found in Heather Saumer’s response when asked 

what Lina Allemano’s Toronto-based group was doing that was so shocking to her in that 

memorable concert at St. FX: “At the time,” she said, “I had no idea. And I loved that.” 

Such a propensity to be excited by the unknown is a common trait among improvisers 

and among creatives in general. The idea of falling in love with not knowing, though, is a near-

perfect distillation of the artistic, political, and spiritual ideas that not only underlay this project, 

but lend credence to its utopian undercurrents while also constituting the challenges it aims to 

offer up to those invested in making improvised music, making community, and making social 

change.   
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Heather Saumer’s answer continued:  

I couldn’t really figure out what they were doing. But [...] the way that they 

would push and pull things, you could tell that it wasn’t just random. You 

could tell that there were forms, you could tell that they were listening to 

one another and taking ideas and swirling them around. I didn’t know 

how, or what exactly was going on, and I just wanted to know more. So it 

bit. 

Stories like these are the feel-good examples that provide evidence in support of the idea 

that there is potential for creative improvisatory music-making practices to contribute to 

movements for cognitive and social justice, for the recognition and unlearning of abyssal ways of 

knowing the world, musical and otherwise. They also provide their own demonstration of why it is 

so tempting to overstate that potential. This music, these stories, and these politics are in need of 

investment: of critical engagement, of nurturing, challenge, and transformation. Because they 

bite those that are listening, they inspire a thirst for knowledge and understanding that causes us 

to raise our heads, to open our eyes and ears, to look and to listen further and in different ways. 

The social, political, artistic, and spiritual possibility of “You can do that?!” moments are 

staggering. They speak directly to the rejuvenated concepts of community put forward by Daniel 

Fischlin and Martha Nandorfy and to the potential for knowledge as inter-knowledge to explode 

conceptions of what is possible, including ideas about what can and cannot be addressed by and 

through community rooted in free improvised music-making.  
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Chapter 4: Falling In Love with Not Knowing  

There is an interesting tension between the politics of disappearance that Shiva and 

Santos expose and the idea of falling in love with not knowing articulated by Heather Saumer. 

Both relate, in a way, to ignorance as a means to an end. Where the former interposes self-

serving limits upon and hierarchies within the realm of knowledge in the interest of accumulating 

power, the later is a purposeful stepping outside “the field of relevant reality” with an interest in 

the pedagogical and aesthetic possibilities of being in a state of breach. 

I posed a question, above, as to whether free improvisation could be understood as a 

musical practice through which the cracks of fragmentation described by Vandana Shiva could 

be breached and, if so, if these practices might also constitute part of the work of finding and re-

constituting a sort of socio-cultural connective tissue in the spaces between fragments through 

which alternatives to the dominating epistemology are disappeared. 

The suturing together of Shiva’s formulation of the politics of disappearance with 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ exploration of abyssal and post-abyssal knowledges implies a 

coincidence between Shiva’s cracks of fragmentation and Santos’ abyssal line. And they do 

coincide, but with some qualifications. Appropriating the abyssal line and suturing the idea of its 

crossing to an artistic practice—particularly in a community that is very much situated on “this 

side” of that line—risks ignoring my own warning and overstating the overlap between 

improvised music-making and struggles for social justice. Our inability to recognize anything on 

the other side of the abyssal line is an important aspect of the work done by and through abyssal 

thinking. It feels naive to pretend that such a definitive line can be breached. The semi-audible 

noise made available to open ears on this side of the line due to the “messy cartography” that 

Santos describes, though, suggests that breach is possible to those struggling to develop post-

abyssal ears. 
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The concept of breach implies a physical gap, calling to mind Shiva’s cracks of 

fragmentation but also the various spaces mentioned in my introduction: metaphorical windows 

and doors, holes and cracks, described as opportunities for understanding and points of entry 

through the often foreboding wall that tend to be built up around complex musics like free 

improvisation. Breach also implies a legal violation or social transgression that can refer both to 

the epistemicide illustrated in Santos’ work and to the willful, unsanctioned crossing of the 

abyssal line that defends and maintains the dominating knowledge system of the moment by 

those he refers to as  “the new colonial.” 

Ears that are struggling to hear in post-abyssal ways in breach by exploring the cracks of 

fragmentation between audible ways of expressing ever-more-disparate knowledges and 

experiences, should help to make a further mess of the cartography of the abyssal line itself. 

Investing in that messy cartography allows for an investment in this concept of breach as an 

always potential crossing of the line, as a helpful term that acknowledges the possibility and the 

hope while also avoiding overstating the overlap between the hope and the art, and, instead, 

investing in both the conceptual and material continuities among these related but distinct 

discourses in the interest of contributing to them both. This may be an unending task, but 

recognising the complexities and problematics involved is a key aspect of the struggle and those 

of us who are beneficiaries of abyssal thinking who also ally ourselves with those who are its 

victims must take responsibility for it. 

In their definition of “breach,” the Merriam-Webster dictionary offers the excellently 

bizarre image of “a leap, especially of a whale out of water;” a reference that sets up a bizarre 

synergy for me because it immediately calls to my mind another mental film featuring trombonist 

Doug Tielli sitting alone in the Southern Cross Lounge at The Tranzac with a teapot full of water 

and a little rubber bath-toy whale. He played a whole set blowing bubbles through the spout of 
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the pot and squirting water from the whale’s anatomically incorrect blow-hole and humming quiet 

songs as he went.  

“You can do that?!”  

Tielli described a whale-out-of-water kind of leap in our interview while speaking about a 

time when he was mostly playing cello. Just before a scene that appears in the film, he touched 

on what can be read as a hegemonic influence that the jazz tradition has on improvised music 

circles:  

One of the things that happens—I know you know, but—like, people get 

good at something or music is taught in a certain way and you think of 

notes and there’s all this fear, so jazz is like: “I can’t play a jazz solo. I 

don’t know what the right notes are, I don’t know how it’s supposed to 

go.” 

Where learning and knowledge within a tradition inspire confidence—rooted, perhaps, in 

one’s ability to work convincingly within the realm of Gramsci’s “common sense”—it can also 

inspire fear in those aesthetically inclined toward a mode of expression who have not mastered 

the necessary technical facility to participate credibly; denying or limiting the viability of their 

involvement and/or critical input. Now back in the world of the film, Tielli continues, acting out an 

alternative to “knowing how it’s supposed to go.” He is holding a street sweeper bristle that has 

been rescued from the roadside and repurposed—most famously in Ryan Driver’s “quasi ruler 

bass”—as a musical instrument. We watch him throw the bristle down on to the table and pick it 

up again. He starts wiggling it up and down, tapping and rubbing against a teapot on the table. 

“...like, the way a kid comes at something,” he says, “It’s like there’s no knowledge.” He begins 

laughing as he explains, “All you have to do is listen. And feel something, feel that your body has 

an energy in it and you want to explore. You have a body with energy and then you have objects 

that sort-of stimulate…” his voice becomes that of a B-movie robot, “aesthetic… neurons.” A 
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bigger smile grows on Doug’s face. We can tell that much of his brain is concentrating on 

listening to the sounds he’s finding. The smile seems to come from a combination of the joy he 

feels in hearing these sounds and an almost-laughter at the fact that he’s begun talking like 

Robot B9 from Lost in Space. “And I found that, playing the cello, I could be way more in that 

space because I just wasn’t good at it. But it was so tactile, it was just like, you know, 

something… ‘Aaahhhh… Wwwoccccc…’” He mimics playing the cello. “If I just push into it, it just 

makes awesome sounds. I don’t have to think, it just does something. So it was really easy to 

just get into a listening and physical frame of mind.” He laughs at the odd turn of phrase, 

“Physical frame of mind,” he repeats. “You’re there and you’re in your body and making 

something and you’re hearing what happens rather than, ‘Oh, I don’t know what they’re doing. 

Mmmm… mmm…’ So, the cello was a really great tool for me in that time.” 

Tielli’s actions, impulses, and insinuations in this scene betray the existence of a kind of 

knowledge that one activates in breach even while he literally denies it, albeit in simile (perhaps 

the key betrayal): it may be “like there’s no knowledge,” but I suggest that there is something of a 

helpful conceit at play in that idea. There is a discernable change in demeanor that begins even 

before he picks up the street sweeper bristle that I recognize as an increased openness to 

discovery and free association, an awareness as well as a relishing of accident and contingency, 

perhaps an alternate way of experiencing time. Tielli knows, in an embodied way, how to go 

there—did his apprenticeship with the cello teach him that?—and it doesn’t seem like too much 

of a stretch to say that he is in love with that space where “all you have to do is listen… feel… 

explore…” As his train of thought leads him to the take on the sci-fi nature of his word choices, 

as he trips upon the apparent oxymoron “physical frame of mind” and appears to contemplate 

the meaning of that phrase in a new way; and he is giddy with joy as he considers what he has 

found. 



      77 
 
 

The change in demeanor that I recognize in Tielli is evident in a number of places 

throughout Start Making Noises Now, where we are given an interesting opportunity to compare 

the way these improvisers carry themselves in and out of the space of their performing. Notice 

Wes Neal who gives ferociously to the music while being considerably reserved socially. 

Similarly, notice percussionist Germaine Liu whose deep consideration of the words and phrases 

she chooses to use as she speaks makes for a slightly tense, shifting rhythm as she tells a story 

in contrast to the profoundly relaxed, wide confidence she exudes while playing. This isn’t true of 

everyone. Christine Duncan is equally outward and gregarious both in performance and out, and 

Rob Clutton equally thoughtful and understated, but I think that there is almost always a different 

set of filters involved, even when that difference is barely discernable. 

Another moment with Doug Tielli that speaks to this not-knowledge appears in the 

opening moments of the film. An acoustic guitar lies on the floor of his kitchen while he and I sit 

at the table playing a street sweeper bristle duet. As we buzz the bristles against the table’s edge 

the scene is briefly interrupted by a close-up of a cymbal vibrating against a yellow-ish 

background and a louder, more penetrating buzz from an unknown source. Back in the kitchen, 

my movements jar the table enough to start an empty glass wobbling back and forth. We both 

pause to listen to the wobble. Tielli smiles. 

 If there is a helpful conceit at play in the idea of there being “no knowledge” here, as I 

suggest, it may be carried out with a wink similar to the one ascribed to Anthony Braxton 

earlier—a trickster-style invitation to critical engagement offered within a cultural paradigm that 

deplores criticality—and in Doug Tielli’s case one that betrays both a love and a knowledge of 

not knowing within a cultural paradigm that knows it knows all, that is well aware that if 

knowledge is power—as “common sense” instructs—then whatever is activated in this space 

must not be knowledge, a wink that stands in for the question of what it might be instead. It 
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raises a challenge to the abyssal idea that, to repeat Santos’ words, “beliefs, opinions, intuitive or 

subjective understandings” are not “real knowledge” (1, emphasis added).  

These are transgressive winks, whale-out-of-water leaps, that dissipate, or perhaps 

embrace, the fear of not knowing how it’s supposed to go by re-appropriating it as the practice of 

not knowing how it’s supposed to go: not knowing as a methodology, as a way of knowing in 

breach.  
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Chapter 5: An Essentially Critical Pedagogy 

The sixth edition of CSI/ÉCI features an article by Scott Thomson entitled “The 

Pedagogical Imperative of Free Improvisation” that supports the idea that there are pedagogical 

possibilities available in what I have referred to as breach: a purposeful stepping outside of the 

field of “relevant” (musical) reality. For Thomson, the process of free improvisation “is a 

fundamentally pedagogical one, in which musicians actively learn from their collaborators during 

performance,” the venue in which “improvisers’ musical knowledge, aesthetic judgment, 

negotiation of difference, and sense of play circulate in the process of making collaborative 

music in real time” (1). While this pedagogical model “can certainly be present in any musical 

practice,” a key difference between free improvisation and what he refers to, through Jacques 

Attali, as “repetitive musical culture” is that “beyond simply being present, it is part of the 

fundamental nature of collective improvisation” (2). 

Thomson offers an understanding of free improvisation wherein a “fluid, nomadic mobility 

of gestural authority is the mark of a highly communicative, pedagogically engaged group” of 

improvisers who claim momentary authority over the musical play through strong musical 

gestures that posit a “micro-idiom” which, if perceived as such by the rest of the group, must be 

taken up and learned in the moment before another micro-idiom is posited (5). Further, once a 

group is capable of allowing authority to flow this way, that flow “provides the social context in 

which musicians can play in a group improvisation” (5); the flow of gestural authority itself 

becomes the subject of the unfolding music. 

There is a scene in Start Making Noises Now that provides an almost exaggerated 

example of Thomson’s model. As a new scene fades in from black, we hear Doug Tielli playing 

some fairly conventional sounding music on the slightly-out-of-tune Somewhere There piano. We 

hear Western-ish harmony and voice leading giving rise to the melodic content of his music. Wes 

Neal and Karen Ng are nearby; both are poised and ready to join in. Tielli pauses, thoughtfully 
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for a brief second. Ng uses his re-entry as an aural cue and plays a long tone to accompany his 

next musical gesture; which Tielli cuts short, beginning a game of cat-and-mouse. Ng, with only a 

slight delay, pauses as well. There is a moment of silence. Tielli sounds again. He plays a less 

busy, more grandiose gesture this time: a series of four block chords, the final chord having the 

kind of tension that leads us to expect a harmonic resolution. Ng, avoiding the obvious, hasn’t 

joined in this time. Neal is still silent, listening. His hands shift above the strings of his bass, 

feeling out possible sounds. Doug pauses briefly to let the harmonic tension do its work and then 

plays another chord, this time telegraphing his attack with his body.  

A micro-idiom has been established that involves this very physical telegraphing by Tielli 

of his entrances into the sound-space and Ng playing cat to his mouse, choosing when to 

respond to his gestures; which are both the musical/metaphorical kind and the very literal 

physical kind. It is also inclusive of the illusions to Western harmony in Tielli’s piano playing, the 

long-tones that Ng is employing—or not employing—in her responses, and Neal’s silent 

readiness.  

Both Ng and Neal  take the bait this time, Neal hummingbirding the fingers of his right 

hand against a string to produce rolling drone and Ng adding another long tone to the space. 

Tielli quickly withdraws his chord and leaves the others hanging for a moment before returning to 

the more busy-but-conventional sounds he began the piece with. Tielli sticks to this material for a 

moment while Ng fades in and out of her long tone mantra and Neal continues to flutter. 

The piano stops abruptly again. Ng catches the break in Tielli’s contribution and stops at 

the same time. Neal answers their dual withdrawal by sounding a clean, clear plucked note all 

alone in the sound-space. He follows with a downward glissando, sliding his left hand up the 

neck of his bass. The trio immediately gets to work investigating a new idiom: Tielli continues to 

deal with the music he began with but it is now purposefully clumsy with frequent stops and 

starts that reference the abrupt on-and-off of his second materials. Neal works with the pointed 
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plucking of strings, Ng with slightly shorter tones. The cat-and-mouse aspect is present again, 

though not in the forefront of the activity. This is perhaps a variation.  

A momentum builds, pulling them forward. The music grows in intensity, in density, and in 

tempo as well as in volume. Tielli has been leading this build whereas before now it has been 

hard to tell who has owned the gestural authority; the mouse or the cats? Tielli’s material shifts 

abruptly again. His volume drops considerably and he shortens his previously sustained notes in 

response to an airy, almost stuttering long tone from Ng. Tielli sits out for a moment, listening to 

Neal who is in the same pizzicato mode but more active now. He plays two low, jazzy motivic 

figures while Ng explores another long tone, this one airy and more harsh. As they breathe 

together, leaving a slight break in the music, Tielli leans back and then rocks his whole body 

forward, again telegraphing a startlingly brief chord, this one big and sharp and unsettling and left 

to sound on its own. The scene changes, creating an artificial ending for the piece. 

Thomson’s description of free improvisation as an essentially pedagogical methodology 

for making music taken together with an understanding of the music as a methodology for critical 

engagement that takes place in a space of development toward the possibility of post-abyssal 

music-making leads to the work of Paulo Freire and the further establishment of free 

improvisation as a critical pedagogy. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, arguably the founding text 

of the discourse known as Critical Pedagogy, Freire argues that dialogue is “the essence of 

education as the practice of freedom” (96). These words present a profound challenge, 

encouraging dialogue in contexts that have mostly come to be associated with its opposite: 

monologue—the essence of what Freire calls the “banking model” of education as “an act of 

depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (72). 

Freire’s challenge calls for the resolution of  “the teacher-student contradiction” by exchanging 

“the role of depositor, prescriber, domesticator, for the role of student among students” (75, 

emphasis added) 
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The flow of gestural authority in Thomson’s model relies on this resolution. In his words,  

The nature of authority within this pedagogical model—the roles of 

teacher and student—resists fixity and, at its best, this authority circulates 

fluidly within any ensemble, a process that informs the relationships 

between players that are articulated and negotiated primarily through 

sound. (1) 

For Freire, this challenge is two-fold, also calling students toward open, ongoing, critical 

dialogue with what he calls their “thematic universe” (96): their relationship to “the thought-

language with which men and women [and, presumably, others] refer to reality, the levels at 

which they perceive that reality, and their view of the world” (97). His challenge, in other words, 

calls us all toward an ongoing critical engagement with one another and with the nature of our 

realities. The very words with which that challenge is issued pop with surplus meaning when 

sutured to the thought-language at play in this writing that describes free improvisation as a 

subversive practice of re-listening and unlearning deep-rooted, abyssal cultural assumptions as a 

student, essentially, negotiating encounters with other students through a politics of debate and 

dialogue. Through Freire’s challenge, freely improvised musical community can be understood a 

musical iteration, if my reading of Freire’s formulation holds true, of education as the practice of 

freedom. In addition to the “flow of gestural authority” discussed above, this way of thinking the 

music speaks to Michelangelo Iaffaldano’s “powerful” insight that virtuosic listeners can “play with 

anyone.” It also calls, in direct reference to Freire’s thought-language, for the resolution of the 

monologic player-listener or musician-audient contradiction and urges people on both sides of 

the ‘fourth wall’ toward the role of listener among listeners; or, in Anthony Braxton’s thought-

language, friendly experiencer among friendly experiencers. 

Through Thomson’s analysis, musical methodologies rooted in repetitive musical culture  

are understood as being based on a pedagogical model of “mastery and exclusion,” a “thematic 
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universe” wherein, among other assumptions, a musician who fails to master the aesthetic 

criteria and technical demands of a music fails, in turn, to be sanctioned as a performer of that 

music. This sanctioning process—or non-sanctioning process, as it were—is what Doug Tielli 

gives voice to above in speaking about how “...people get good at something or music is taught 

in a certain way and you think of notes and there’s all this fear.”  

This model is exclusionary on an individual level but also on a cultural and historical level, 

producing a kind of erasure that is akin to epistemicide. In Thomson’s words:   

Instrumental mastery is an ultimate (though often tacit) goal [...] and 

entails not only that virtually all of the techniques of the genre are 

available to the performer, but also that those that are outside the generic 

purview may be rendered technically impossible or philosophically 

inconceivable. (2, emphasis mine) 

 In our interview, trumpeter Nicole Rampersaud confirmed an understanding of the 

mastery/exclusion paradigm in her description of what she aptly referred to as the “pre-set 

parameters” of a given idiom or genre; the aspects that define, in Thomson’s terms, which 

techniques can be, have been reduced to noise, or “rendered technically impossible or 

philosophically inconceivable,” and, by extension, which techniques are technically possible or 

philosophically conceivable for making music. She also offered what might be read as a tactical 

negotiation of that paradigm. After outlining the wide range of musical activities she takes part in, 

Rampersaud had the following to say about free improvisation: “I think, for me,” she said, 

improvised music is about being yourself, whatever that means, and 

really being in the moment. For me improvised music is a live, in-the-

moment music. So when we put on shows and people are there—it’s not 

just the performers it’s the audience as well—it’s an entire moment. That, 
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to me, is what improvised music is and so no matter who you’re playing 

with you get to be yourself in that context.  

I responded with a question in accordance with my interest in understanding how free 

improvisation is different from other musics, especially those that include improvisation as a key 

aspect of how they are performed: “Is that not true of, say, jazz or Balkan music or Jewish 

wedding music, for example?” I asked, naming some of the other musics she studies and plays. 

Rampersaud’s response suggests a keen awareness of the borders that outline individual 

musical idioms and the techniques and understandings that those lines contain. At the same 

time, her response indicates a similarly keen ability to breach and transcend those barriers, to 

work and play across them, and to be “free” within them: 

Sure. I’m myself in all those contexts with the parameters of, say, Balkan 

music; where I’m probably going to be playing in a certain time feel, my 

phrasing is going to be a certain way, the way I sound is going to be a 

certain way, right? I’m still myself but I’m reacting to these pre-set 

parameters. In improvised music it’s different. I don’t want to say it’s more 

open because I can be very free in each of those contexts. It’s different in 

the sense that you have people… it’s almost like a conversation, you’re 

getting to know somebody and where they’re coming from through music. 

In the way it is described here, Rampersaud’s musical life—and others like it—can be 

understood as a model of a sort of denial-by-exhaustion of the mastery/exclusion paradigm. 

Having developed a working knowledge of the parameters of a multiplicity of diverse idioms—

each with a certain time feel, a certain phrasing, a certain sound—and having gained a 

sanctioned degree of mastery within each, Rampersaud chooses to participate in them all. To do 

so, she moves from context to context, from community to community, and not only does she 

work with respect for the particular demands of each idiom, but she recognizes her authentic self 
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as the being “reacting to these pre-set parameters.” Further, a certain time feel required in one 

idiom doesn’t deny the relevance of other ways of feeling time, a certain phrasing appropriate in 

one genre doesn’t seek to supplant the approaches to phrasing in others, a certain sound 

indicative of one tradition doesn’t assert itself as the sound of which all other sounds are 

precursory. In other words, a musician like Rampersaud doesn’t “know” these distinct idioms in 

an abyssal way through which, to use Thomson’s terminology, those [techniques] that are 

outside the generic purview of one musical tradition are not rendered technically impossible or 

philosophically inconceivable by another. Where this “denial-by-exhaustion” is certainly a kind of 

mastery, in other words, it does not imply the consequential exclusion of other approaches to a 

musical life. There has to be room to understand different kinds of technical mastery as, in 

Shiva’s thought-language, local ways of knowing unhinged from a binary relationship with 

exclusion and re-vitalised as valid ways of music-making among many. 

 I’ve referred many times already to the way that free improvisers are open to the 

possibilities of accident. In Rampersaud’s description of “improvised music” or free improvisation 

as being “different,” she offers up a beautifully productive accident when she stops mid-sentence 

to adjust her approach: “In improvised music it’s different,” she says. “It’s different in the sense 

that you have people…” Perhaps the difference between free improvisation and other musical 

traditions is that in it “you have people” rather than pre-set parameters. Or perhaps, you have 

people negotiating other people rather than people negotiating pre-set parameters. Or perhaps 

you have people, each of whom brings a set of potential parameters with them to the music-

making; not a “pre-set” set of parameters, but a contingent set that emerges from the people who 

are co-present in the music in a particular place and at a particular moment. Regardless, you 

have people. And, “it’s almost like a conversation,” Rampersaud continues, “you’re getting to 

know somebody and where they’re coming from through music.” 
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 In the Improv Laboratory, Rob Clutton and Tania Gill both spoke to the inter-personal 

relationships that are explored in the music. For Clutton, the different kinds of friendship present 

in the group were a factor in what the music was for him. When asked about the first piece the 

group made together, he responded that, “I mean, this group has never played together before 

so it was kind of, there were aspects of getting to know each other in this context.” And not only 

was the music people- and context-dependent, it also made audible the parameters that were 

determined by the different relationships between the players in the room. “I mean, I’ve been 

playing with each of these people for really varying amounts of time,” Clutton continued, “Like, 

I’ve known Paul for many, many years and Karen I barely know. So it’s... yeah, it’s interesting 

that way and you’re just listening for those kinds of relationships as well.”  

Where Clutton points to the ability to hear the time invested in different relationships in 

the unfolding music, perhaps the histories of experience and connection among different players, 

Tania Gill speaks to how different parts of one’s musical personality can be brought out by 

playing with different musicians just as different aspects of who we are as people might be 

highlighted in different friendships and acquaintances in everyday life. “I don’t know if I can put 

this into words very easily,” she begins. “I think, sometimes, there’s a tendency for me to 

reference different ways of thinking, and so what some people were doing would make me... like 

maybe what you, how you played, perhaps,” she points to Arnd Jurgensen, “might have made 

me think more texturally, or I would have gotten into a zone where I was thinking more abstractly, 

or just experiencing the thing and contributing in a way that was more abstract.” Alternately, 

“there would be times where I would feel like more conventional parts of how music is organized 

would come into play,” she explained, and so she was, “sort of moving between those zones in a 

way that was interesting because there’s different people in the band that would take me in 

different places.” 
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 Where Nicole Rampersaud might not “want to say it’s more open” because she can be 

“very free” in each of the multiple musical settings she plays in, I’m going to say that it is more 

open; not to a degree that denies the possibilities for expressing freedom and self in other 

musics,  but “more” in the sense that the openness is a concerted one, a critical element in the 

music. 

That Rampersaud’s musical knowledge is so expansive, so multiple, considerably 

complicates the idea of a “home” tradition, described above as the place that we each “look out 

from.” Musical traditions are syncretic, living languages. They assimilate influences as they 

change and evolve over time. They are, to return to Bakhtin, internally diverse, heteroglossic, 

there are “centrifugal, stratifying forces” (272) at play within them. But that, of course, implies a 

balancing, centripetal force that holds them each together.   

If the practice of free improvisation is an idiom, what is contained within the barriers that 

outline it? What do the centripetal forces that hold it together pull toward? Is it the people-as-

parameters, the conversation, the “getting to know somebody and where they’re coming from,” 

and the “in the moment”-ness in Rampersaud’s description? I have posited, through Bakhtin, that 

“the overlap of numerous internally-stratified musical languages are the indispensable 

prerequisite for creative improvised music-making,” that “the dialogization of fragments of these 

languages is the basic distinguishing feature of the stylistics of creative improvised music.” 

Perhaps those barriers contain suspicious creativity, virtuosic listening, ironic orthodoxy, intense 

localisation. Or perhaps the “more-openness” described above, as corroborated by Nick Fraser:  

There are styles and conventions that are on a spectrum of acceptable to 

unacceptable in any given musical situation. If I went to a free improv gig 

and I just played a groove the whole time, people would be weirded out a 

little bit, but it would be more acceptable to do that than if I played with a 

singer-songwriter and I just… did not play a groove the whole time. If I 
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just played “free” the whole time behind a singer-songwriter, eventually—

like after the… second song, maybe?—they’d say, “What are you doing?” 

Whereas, I’ve never played a groove for a whole free improv gig, but I did 

once play… I just had a small stick on the edge of my snare drum and I 

was just playing, like, “tock tock tock tock tock…” just for the whole gig—

and I decided I was going to do it, I said “I’m just going to play this and 

everything else that happens is going to happen in the context of this tock 

tock tock tock…”. We played for, I don’t know, half an hour? and I didn’t 

do anything else. And it was really good and nobody said anything about 

it. Nothing.  

 Or perhaps we really can understand them, through Paulo Freire, as containing “the 

practice of freedom.” 
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Chapter 6: The Difference Between Freedom & Freedom 

 Having committed the crime of giving voice to one of the most obvious truisms in my field 

by re-contextualizing Freire’s words to describe creative improvised music-making as “the 

practice of freedom,” I would like to put some much-needed critical pressure on that all-too-easy 

alignment and outline what it might actually mean to take such an alignment seriously. To begin, 

this connection is ‘all-too-easy’ precisely because it is based on historical and contemporary 

material connections between free improvisation and free jazz; the roots and branches of which 

are thoroughly intertwined with the long, ongoing, struggle for the civil rights of African Americans 

and other marginalised, impoverished people and peoples commonly known as the Freedom 

Struggle. 

 To align an artistic practice with a long and complex cultural reality such as the Freedom 

Struggle should not be easy—certainly not “all-too-easy”—and shifting the emphasis from the 

Freedom to the Struggle should be enough to say why. After that shift, the idea of free 

improvisation as a “practice of freedom” gives voice, rather, to another important challenge that 

begs yet another shift in emphasis: a shift from the “practice of freedom” to the “practice of 

freedom.” And where the truism resides before these shifts in emphasis, it also glances over the 

fact that the original alignment made here was one between improvised music-making and 

“education as the practice of freedom.” As in the difference between noise and noise, the 

experiential aspect of the idea is negated, the practice part and the noise part, are held in effigy.  

The education part, the practice part, the struggle part; the part about critical consciousness and 

agency and dialogue and participation, these are what we are free for: free to learn, free to do, to 

make, to change, to question… free to struggle. 

 Just as Paulo Freire’s challenge is two-fold, the Freedom Struggle is simultaneously the 

struggle for freedom and the struggle with the very concept of that freedom. One need only look 

to the history of the music—and the documented history at that—to find evidence of this. A 
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significant source of evidence—and of the much-needed critical push back re: freedom—can be 

found in the work of as integral a figure to the history of the music as Sun Ra, who spoke of 

freedom as being “against the cosmal law” (99). 

 The second edition of the literary journal, Hambone, offers a transcript of a talk given by 

Ra in New York City in 1979 in which he speaks out against the selfishness he equates with 

“seeking to be free and seeking independence”: 

Everything has to be turned now to where people talk about 

interdependence and not independence [...] You can’t really affect billions 

of people and do something that you want to do for yourself in a selfish 

manner without regard for anybody [...] Selfish people will never make it 

on Earth any longer. There’s some other people getting ready to take 

over. These people are not selfish. They’re sent to help you. Of course, 

you won’t have any freedom. (99) 

Ra’s articulation of the important contrast between in- and interdependence connects 

directly to a number of the ideas at play here, calling up Shiva’s description of the cracks of 

fragmentation that allow for the dominant conception of time as linear as contrasted to Santos’ 

articulation of knowledge as inter-knowledge among an ecology, for example. It also speaks to 

Paulo Freire’s interest in the resolution of the teacher-student contradiction in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed as a practice of “co-intentional education” wherein teacher/students are “co-intent” on 

both the task of “unveiling” reality and “thereby coming to know it critically” as well as the task of 

“re-creating that knowledge” (69). For Freire, it is through this co-intentional struggle, through 

what he also calls “committed involvement,” that we come to know ourselves as the “permanent 

re-creators” of reality (69). This implies that, when we act independently, we also function as 

permanent re-creators of reality that, in that case, is one in which our self-intent serves to 
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disappear the intent of others, to re-create or perpetuate a necessarily common reality for, rather 

than with, those others (48), denying them the freedom to struggle. 

I submit that there is a point beyond which we will all “never make it on Earth any longer” 

without realising that the independence that Ra spoke out against—and the idea of freedom 

associated with it—is a lie. We simply are mutually interdependent. We are permanent re-

creators of reality whether we are “intent” on that project or not. One of the many places where 

Ra and Freire’s work overlaps is in their mutual interest in the “people getting ready to take over.” 

For Freire, these people are a “new being” he describes as being “human in the process of 

achieving freedom” from, to begin with, the dichotomy of oppressor/oppressed (49). For Ra they 

are “impossible” beings from outer space. The similarities are striking. 

Elsewhere, in a poem from 1980 called “Unseen Definitions,” found in Adam Abraham’s 

Sun Ra: Collected Works Vol. I - Immeasurable Equation, one can find an articulation of Ra’s 

ideas around the concept of freedom that reverberates with ideas and terminologies from 

Saumer, Thomson, Shiva, Santos, and Freire, as well as with many others at play here.  

It is not right 

    For those to speak to me 

       To speak of love 

      If they have never felt 

       The meaning of love . . . . . . . . . . . . 

It is not right 

    For those to speak to me of freedom 

        Who have the wrong definition of freedom . . . . 

                  What good is freedom’s liberty 

                        If sword and famine 

                          Pestilence is its creed . . . . . . 

                            Proclaimed by God 

                               An unfailing promised heritage . . . 

 

           Love and freedom 
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      What words are they! 

   The events of the world today are the fruits thereof . . . 

Yes . . Look at the fruits of the actions thereof. 

 Is this life all that life should be? 

   Consider . . . . . 

   Freedom itself can be an empty shell 

       Without a greater cause . . . . 

  For just as an empty shell is free 

          Without inner substance 

  Likewise can a person be 

 If freedom is really in this era of time 

     A hidden code of an unseen definition. 

          A trigger word of tragic illusion. (206) 

 
On the preceding side of the same leaf of paper in Abraham’s collection there is an 

earlier iteration of the poem written in 1972 and titled “Unseen Definition”; eight years giving birth 

to a titular “s” among other adjustments. Where an in-depth comparison of the two poems is well 

beyond the scope of this writing, I mention the earlier version by way of pointing out that when 

Ra equates the search for freedom with a devastating selfishness—an “empty shell”-fishness, an 

independence from “inner substance”—during his talk in 1979, he does so in the context of a life-

long struggle with the words “love” and “freedom;” a struggle that is exemplified in an almost 

decade-long attempt to write a single poem giving voice to the excruciating realisation that there 

is a politics of disappearance at work in the use of these words that renders their material 

definitions invisible—they are “a hidden code of an unseen definition” that is so thoroughly 

contradictory to those we find in a dictionary—and the results they produce, the reality they 

perpetuate—“the fruits of the actions thereof”—are “an unfailing promised heritage” of lives 

involving “sword and famine” and “pestilence,” lives under constant threat of “freedom” as a 

“trigger word”—the firing mechanism of a weapon that alludes to the ultimate tragedy, the 

ultimate disappearance, the ultimate abyss. 
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Ra leaves room for hope beyond these fruits and these actions, though, expanding the 

event horizon of the possible with the words: can be. Freedom, love, and those capable of 

“feeling their meaning” “can be” empty shell(s). They can be “without a greater cause . . . .” than 

the active or passive recreation of a reality that affirms and celebrates the belief that human 

beings are merely “empty shells” with no “inner substance” beyond the values attached by the 

dominating culture to the colour of those shells, their origins, their shape, their ability, and so on. 

And they very much are these things, they are aspects of abyssal culture. They can also be 

something else, though, and the dictionary definitions of these terms, the meanings we believe 

them to hold, have something much more to do with the interdependence that Ra spoke of in ‘79. 

Ra’s struggle with (for/against) freedom echoes and is echoed in countless others. 

Charles Mingus is another seminal figure in the history of the music whose own struggle made 

him “wonder about this freedom/ a freedom that is unjust” in the opening lines of “A Lonely Day 

in Selma Alabama/ Freedom (D).” Like Sun Ra’s poetry, this particular performance by Mingus’ 

1965 quintet—and the musics of both these men in general—overflows with the practice of, and 

the struggle for/about, freedom. That this performance by Mingus was recorded in May 1965 and 

finally released in December 2012 on Charles Mingus: The Jazz Workshop Concerts 1964-65 is 

telling. In fact it doesn’t just “tell,” it screams; and all the louder when one can hear the decades 

between the recording and release of this music foreshadowed in an audible wink with which 

Mingus later shares the title of the piece with his audience: “That was titled ‘Selma Alabama’,” he 

says, “You won’t hear that on the record, however.” Many of the friendly experiencers in that 

room in 1965, judging from the laughter and applause that followed, must have been well aware 

of “the fruits of the actions” of “those… who have the wrong definition of freedom.” 

Through these examples we hear just a few gestures of a much larger conversation 

rooted in the ambiguity between freedom and freedom. One of these is a self-contradictory 

“empty shell” of freedom, a “tragic illusion” that feeds the invisible fires of hegemony and their 
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repetitive insistence on independent reality-making, while the other struggles with contradiction 

and ambiguity, with the very definition of “definition” and the very meaning of “meaning,” in the 

search for “inner substance” through co-intentional dialogue. 

But solidarity with the latter concept implies acknowledgement and continued 

engagement with the first. Both of these are real. Both of these can be; and do. Both need to be 

engaged and struggled with and neither settled upon because both contribute, along with myriad 

other conceptions, to a dialogue that actually constitutes “the thought language with which men 

and women [sic] refer to reality, the levels at which they perceive that reality, and their view of 

the world” (Freire 97). Agreeing with Sun Ra and Charles Mingus that there is a “wrong definition 

of freedom” that does real work in the world should neither stop us from hearing the emphatic 

call of people like Vandana Shiva and Paulo Freire toward dialogue, nor stop us from 

understanding that there is no one correct definition. A process, a struggle, is about a variety of 

perspectives in dialogue. Dialogue is unsettled and open, mutable, evolving. Accordingly, in 

solidarity with Ra’s insistence that we turn away from independence, Freire asks, “How can I 

dialogue if I am opposed to—and even offended by—the contribution of others? How can I 

dialogue if I am afraid of being displaced, the mere possibility causing me torment and 

weakness? Self-sufficiency,” he answers, “is incompatible with dialogue” (90, emphasis mine). 

 

● 
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Where Start Making Noises Now is arguably a dialogical engagement with questions 

about musical freedoms from start to finish, a small ecology of relationships to those freedoms 

emerges from among the many fragments that I’d like to explore briefly before moving on to the 

final chapter, starting with Ben Grossman’s articulation of what the idea of freedom implies for 

him: “I like to think that there’s degrees of freedom,” he says, “between, you know, noise and 

consonance, or consonance and dissonance, or repetitive rhythm versus no rhythm or free 

rhythm or constantly shifting rhythm—you know what I mean?—or between structure and no 

structure. So that’s the kind of maximum freedom that I’m trying to achieve in a free improv 

situation where all sounds are available, all types of relationships are available.” Grossman 

articulates an understanding of the freedom from dichotomy as the freedom to recognise, 

expand, and explore the politics of the possible within each facet of his musical universe.  

In seeming contrast, freedom allows Paul Dutton to deny some types of relationships in 

his music in favour of others that allow him to prioritise the new, the unique: “I’m more interested 

in texture,” he says, “so I don’t approach improvisation with melodic content in mind. And, in fact, 

I find melodic improvisation...” he hesitates, characteristically searching for the perfect word, 

“...tedious,” he laughs, “because you can do melody in any fucking music, you know? But what 

you do, what I do, in improvisation that doesn’t, that melody can get in the way of [...] is that, you 

know, it overrides elements of texture and accident and all of those things that get you into 

spaces that you wouldn’t otherwise get to.” Shutting down predictable possibilities allows for a 

more concentrated struggle to find and explore spaces that those possibilities might obscure.  

For Colin Anthony, freedom also has to do with potential. “I love sound,” he says. “I just 

love... I can sit outside and, when they’re not blasting their radios and drowning out the 

atmosphere, I can listen to, you know, distant voices and cars going by and birds and stuff and 

just... there’s patterns and stuff in everything, right, and it’s: ‘Ah, yeah!’ You know.” He leans his 

head back and imagines the soundscape he’s describing. “And so if people are going to do that, 
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be spontaneous and not listen to each other,” he buzzes his lips in bewilderment, “you know, I 

can go find that anywhere. Like, I can do that anywhere. I can go downtown on a street corner 

and listen to all the different sounds and it’s all completely spontaneous and unplanned and... 

you know, you can’t beat that.” He laughs. “You know, you can try to pretend you’re doing that, 

but it’s already happening everywhere. And so I think the challenge as an improviser might be to 

understand that there’s more potential there because you’re sharing something and you can 

cooperate and actually weave your sounds and stuff and be aware of each other. And that, you 

know, is a worthwhile challenge.” The freedom, in other words, is the freedom to struggle with 

the potential for sharing and cooperation and mutual awareness.  
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Chapter 7: Not Putting All My Eggs in That Basket  

Perhaps the most robust ecology that emerged during the interviews for Start Making 

Noises Now pertains to a dichotomy between thinking and not thinking, calculating and not 

calculating, playing with or without intention. Derek Bailey discusses a similar dichotomy in his 

seminal writing on improvisation, and his reading of how improvisers negotiate an ecology of 

positions relevant to it connects to Ben Grossman’s “degrees of freedom between” and evokes 

the themes of dialogized difference and the ethics of encounter at play in this work:  

For most people, it seems, music is either sensual, a matter of the 

emotions and feelings, or a type of aural jig-saw puzzle—Leibniz’s 

‘counting without knowing that it is counting.’ The assumption that 

improvisation is invariably the former is fairly general. The truth is that 

improvisation can be either one or the other depending on the improviser. 

And it also provides what are probably unique opportunities to combine 

both approaches in a piece of music. In fact, the interest of a piece of 

improvisation can be centred on the fluctuating proportions, on the 

balance between the two approaches. (148)  

In my research, the two sides of Bailey’s coin tended to co-exist on the same side in 

opposition to thought. A sensual, subconscious, not-thinking approach contrasted with an 

intellectual, conscious, thinking approach. 

Nick Fraser is interested in that balance, and in working on both sides of the coin, so to 

speak. “There seems to be some kind of conventional wisdom,” he offers, “that you want to enter 

a kind of non-thinking, non-judgmental, non-analytic space when you’re playing music. And I like 

that space; that non-thinking, non-judgmental, non-analytic…          space. But I also like to kind 

of drop into the more analytic, more, like, ‘What can I do to this right now,’ um…          ...space.” 
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John Oswald also engages both spaces, but resists the what-can-I-do-to-this-right-now 

space in favour of a modality that he compares to conversation. “If I had to describe it, it is that 

it’s paying attention without thinking, in a way,” he says, “because I definitely do only a very small 

proportion of calculation.” In Oswald’s approach there is  

…sometimes a conscious thing of: ‘I should do something now that really 

gets noticed’, this kind of compositional thing in relation to the whole 

ensemble which is a bit different from this thing that I think of as being 

more of a conversational thing. If you’re playing and I’m playing, we’re 

both talking at the same time but we’re talking together, we’re getting stuff 

from each other in the same way that when we’re talking we’re not so 

conscious of the structures of the conversation, the mechanics of the 

conversation. [...] This idea of ‘You should do this now’ is a compositional 

thing that happens once in awhile, but not very often. 

  Similarly, Michelangelo Iaffaldano doesn’t “think too much in musical terms. You’re 

feeling some sort of energy, the way it’s shaping up or growing or sagging, or maybe there are 

some tactile analogies that you’re feeling,” he offers. 

His description connects back to Doug Tielli’s, above: “It’s like there’s no knowledge,” he 

said. “All you have to do is listen. And feel something, feel that your body has an energy in it and 

you want to explore.” 

“...But you don’t think in compositional terms,” Iaffaldano continues, “where you think: 

‘Oh, something fast and busy will work really well here’, or ‘I’m going to do some fake Webern at 

this point’, or...” he smiles and shakes his head, “That’s not how it works. And the more you don’t 

think that way, the more likely I am to come up with something fresh and... appropriate.” 

“Some would say it’s not listening, but it is,” Paul Dutton insists. “And what I think of it as, 

is listening at a deeper level than the surface level of: ‘He’s going diddle diddle diddle so I’ll go 
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doodle doodle doodle’ or ‘She’s singing in the upper register, I’ll come in in the bass’. Sometimes 

I will bring in lower register sounds consciously, but for the most part I try to let those things 

happen.” 

The dichotomy between letting things happen and making things happen is at the heart of 

this question of to think or not to think. As Colin Anthony describes, 

My big struggle has always been trying to make something happen. I’m 

up here, I’m playing, I’ve got to do something to make them feel like 

something’s happening—because that’s what I’m supposed to be doing, 

right?—instead of letting something happen, having the confidence to let 

something unfold that may not be so captivating immediately but, you 

know, draw you in and you go along with the journey and say, ‘Oh yeah, 

now I understand what’s happening,’ as the player is also saying the 

same thing: ‘Oh, now I understand what’s happening,’ right? That is 

brave.” 

 The bravery lies in having the confidence to offer an invitation with a wink, to draw the 

friendly experiencer into the journey and assume listening as engagement. And, given that 

assumption, the bravery lies in taking the risk to subvert the mastery/exclusion paradigm 

described by Thomson, above, and to play outside the field of relevant reality, to invest in the 

ambiguity of not knowing as a methodology for music-making as critical encounter rather than 

music-making as something more akin to this is how it goes because this is how it goes.  

“It’s not a question of not knowing what you’re doing,” Dutton qualified, “Although it is,” he 

qualified again. “It’s consciously not-knowing. It’s knowing that you’re not knowing. It’s all these 

levels of contradiction and ambiguity; and not even contradiction as much as opposites: the 

opposites occurring at the same time,” which brings us back to the sense of balance that 
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Fraser’s quote conjured between the “non-thinking, non-judgmental, non-analytic space” and the 

“more analytic, more, like, ‘What can I do to this right now,’ um…          ...space.”  

 Given the subversive nature of this methodology of free improvisation, though, 

that balance is often tied up in a way of thinking our relationship to thought as a binary 

one that overcodes itself as a false contradiction between composition and improvisation 

and leads to a “conventional wisdom,” as Fraser put it, “that you want to enter a kind of 

non-thinking, non-judgmental, non-analytic space when you’re playing music.” The 

ecology of knowledges allows for an integrated approach: an understanding of free 

improvisation as a struggle with these questions—among so many others—around 

thought and intention, of free improvisation as in-the-moment composition invested in 

the sound of constellations of gestures, some intent on letting things happen and some 

intent on making them happen—and some that are recognized as the opposite of what is 

intended—and all to varying degrees and with different qualities.  

In other words, the resistance to encultured, Westernmusicitself, assumptions that I place 

at the center of the practice of free improvisation, the resistance to sounding the way it’s 

supposed to go, shies away from “composition” as making something happen, as calculating a 

music, as surface-level participation, in favour of “improvisation” as letting something happen, as 

hearing an emergent music, as deep participation.  

 The idea of bravery that Colin Anthony brings to the table, though, suggests that we can 

let the music be more complex than that. As Dave Clark discusses in the film: “If you’re being 

ruled by your fear to make a sound... We’re all animals. We can sense fear. Some people find 

fear and desperation to be very off-putting so they turn away from it. So, all’s I can say is, while 

creating art it’s very important to be open. If you’re going to make music that starts off like...” 

Clark ducks out of the screen leaving branches and leaves and flowers behind. He plays some 

sounds on the piano beside him. To describe the sounds as “quiet” would be a gross 
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understatement. The camera pans left and follows Dave’s arm down to his fingers which hover 

above the keys. “Now, I don’t feel tentative about that. I don’t feel like I have to look like a clown 

(although I could look like a clown), I don’t feel like I have to look serious or anything. That just... 

that note on the piano sounded pretty cool and that wiggling key in there. I get that! That’s fun!” 

He pauses.  

“This...”—Clark resumes playing the same sounds, hand and fingers hesitating over the 

piano key—“...and I’ve transported my mind to imaginary people in a band where I’m worried 

about what those people are thinking. That is fear. And that is going to turn people away from 

creative music.” 

The wall invoked in the opening section of this writing was attributed to systemic 

conceptions that disappear criticality and invested participation as “elitist” and “uppity” in service 

to the dominant paradigm. Clark opens up room for questions about how improvisers contribute 

to the structural integrity of that wall: In what ways does free improvised musical community 

engage in a pedagogy of bravery in support of the struggle we take up? To what extent is each 

individual  improviser’s resistance to thought-as-composition recognised as fear? To what extent 

does their corresponding not-thinking-as-resistance register that way and in what ways is either 

resistance removing more traditional sounding gestures from the scrutiny of the suspicious 

creativity at play in the music? In recognition that the process that has already begun can not be 

void of fear, can improvisers sound our fears as an aspect of the potentially unique contribution 

we add to the struggle? Can our fears be occupied in our sounding them, re-heard and re-

evaluated, subverted as elements of the way things are supposed to go? And to what extent 

does an abyssal pedagogy of fear form the basis of the barriers to participation in the 

community?  

The remarkable percussionist Germaine Liu spoke in our interview about her experience 

with those barriers. “I was overwhelmed when I moved to Toronto,” she explained, “because 
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there was so much happening. And then when I was playing music, I felt like there was a lot of 

streams of sounds occurring all at once. And it was like a lot of information for me to handle and I 

didn’t know how to contribute.” Germaine was a relative newcomer at the time of this interview 

but she was already carving out a place in the community as a unique and thoroughly respected 

performer. “I talked to [baritone saxophonist and creative music educator,] David Mott about it, 

actually,” she said, “I told him I didn’t know how to make music because I feel like I don’t have 

space to make music. And then he told me that, you need to... you can’t wait for other people to 

make space for you. You have to create your own space. Because there’s always space. You’re 

taking up space... like, if you exist.” Her gestures indicate that her body is present, taking up 

room in the world. “So you just have to, I guess, trust and believe that there will be space when 

you enter into this relationship.” 

 The insight that Liu was able to gain through her connection to a stalwart improviser like 

Mott is invaluable knowledge that is not available to others without such a connection and which,  

added to Doug Tielli’s insights around clearing space and waiting for us, offers the seed of a 

pedagogy of space-making in the music that connects to the idea of radically opening up one’s 

own music to the participation of others and speaks to the task of recognising and removing 

barriers to participation.  

Moving on from fear, Nick Fraser brings us back to the more strategic, “composerly” 

elements of free improvisatory musical practice, pointing out again that you can be moved to 

make a sound in a calculated way as a positive means of contributing energy to an improvisation 

or pushing a performance into unexpected places. “People can get very precious about this 

music,” he explains, “and, you know, they always want to do the perfect little thing that’s just 

going to put a nice little button on that... whatever that person played and ‘Oh! That person just 

played something so nice and I’m just going to accentuate that so nicely’ and sometimes I just 

feel like, ‘Euh! That’s not good music!’” he laughs. “You know, so I just want to...” he flicks his 
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wrist a few times and searches for the right words, “...you know, throw things. I mean that 

metaphorically. You know, just kind of put things out there, say things. Or play against what 

people are doing. There was a while there where I was trying to play counter-intuitively. I was 

trying to, sort of, take a minute and go, ‘Well, what do I want to play behind this? Okay, I’m not 

going to play that.’” 

 There is often nothing more counter-intuitive to a musician than not playing. A short 

scene from the film featuring a Woodchopper’s Association performance offers a 

counterexample to Fraser’s throwing things. We hear mallets bouncing out a roll on a wide-open 

snare drum. Dave Clark is holding court in the Southern Cross Lounge at the Tranzac. Partially 

obscured by a microphone stand, he tells a thoughtful story on the drums and cymbals. His 

playing seems effortless but highly intentional. Every movement is smooth, fluid. The sounds 

range from delicate to thunderous. A roomful of Woodchoppers gives its full attention.The 

musicians watch and listen. Some of them adjust their positions, perhaps anticipating the music 

to come. Soon an electronic sound straight out of an old sci-fi movie joins Clark’s growing 

thunder storm; an echoing laser blast or some such thing. Clark uses the blast as a cue and 

settles into a groove. Calypso-like. We can imagine that butts have begun moving in the chairs 

off screen. Paul Newman, the closest musician to us, reaches for his tenor saxophone 

knowingly. Brian Kobayakawa starts dancing before he begins probing into Clark’s groove with 

low jabs from his bass. Rhythmic alien conversation emanates from wherever the laser blasts 

came from a moment ago. Most of the Woodchoppers, though, dance in their seats and listen, 

happily; they all know somehow that the music doesn’t need them right now. The film fades to 

black. As obvious as it may seem, we can add knowledge regarding when and how to 

strategically offer your silence as a way to make the music work to the pedagogy of space-

making. Even though somehow conversations with improvisers always seem to come back to 

listening, listening remains among the most difficult concepts in our thought-language.  
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Referring back to her textual strategies for making things work which were outlined in an 

earlier chapter, Tania Gill brings us back to the ecology of anxieties around thought. “When I 

superimpose text or stories, and I create my characters,” she says, “I think that doing that is a 

very different experience than, say, responding to a groove and feeling things in more of a body 

way and not intellectualising anything, like not... If I don’t put some kind of a narrative in, then 

maybe I’m a little more... maybe that helps things flow in a way that’s more musical instead of 

intellectual?” 

Giving voice to the think/don’t-think dichotomy as intellectual vs. musical, Gill settles on 

the “musical” side and then immediately flip-flops, recognizing that the “intellectual” side is often 

a very musical option. “And I think that, really, I kind of like the music that’s less intellectual 

better,” she says,  

But, I don’t know, I’m very confused by this topic. I’m not really sure what 

the right answer is because, even if I’m playing in a really straight-ahead 

band where it’s really groove-oriented and I’m thinking about making the 

thing happen and I want to play nice time and all that kind of stuff and you 

want to play notes that are going to be nice notes and everything, you 

know, and you’re not thinking so much about abstract shapes. But then 

sometimes it can get kind of dry and I think, well, you know if I think like 

I’m singing something someone would speak, like I’m playing something 

someone would speak, all of a sudden then it gets, like, it has all this 

energy and it’s felt as musical energy, not felt as... like, no one knows that 

I’m thinking a story in my head. So then I think, well, how do other people 

get great phrasing? Because sometimes I just don’t think it comes out of 

the notes and rhythms themselves. I think sometimes it doesn’t really 
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happen unless I impose something on it. But I don’t want to have to do 

that, it’s a lot of work! 

The room erupts into laughter. 

In comparison to Gill’s back-and-forth struggle between thought and not, Christine 

Duncan describes a three-fold consciousness. She begins with two: “the non-intellectual 

experience, the channelling, the intuitive, the pure expression” as well as “the part of me [that] 

has to be intellectually engaged to be able to relate to humans.” And then she adds a critical 

consciousness, a third consciousness that seeds a pedagogy of responsibility into the music: 

“There’s the experiencer, there’s the thinker and engager, and then the one who’s, like, taking 

care of shit, taking responsibility for shit,” she explains, and then relates the three 

consciousnesses to our conversation: 

It’s all about relationship as far as I’m concerned. You know, I’m relating 

to you right now, part of me is just, ‘OOUABOULABOULARWUA- 

BOULUA!’ But part of me is actually watching the reactions, watching for 

all of the... you know, in the same way that we do when we’re performing, 

we’re connecting, we’re making those connections, we’re listening like 

crazy to each other, we’re acting and reacting, we’re conversing, we’re 

dialoguing, we’re interacting, all of those things. So part of it is that, part 

of it is just the pure expression thing, and then there’s the watcher who 

just checks it all out. And then, that’s the place that you can go back to 

later and go, ‘Okay, how much bullshit was I playing?”  

Duncan, too, is overcome by laughter. 

We finally return to Somewhere There where Rob Clutton is speaking to Gill’s discomfort 

with her strategic use of text and story and her question about what others do to generate “great 

phrasing,” interest, energy, etc. “I do have things that I use that are more... I guess I have ideas 
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about how I play,” he says, “and, like, idealised ideas about how I play. I want to play from a 

perspective of listening. And that’s like this ideal thing where what I’m doing is listening and that’s 

guiding everything. And then there’s the reality where that doesn’t really happen very often.” He 

and Karen Ng both laugh. “It’s hard. I think all the time as well and I’ve got all this other stuff 

going on, so then there’s things of: how do I distract... how do I organise my thinking so that it’s 

not preventing me from being fully present or something and...” The room fills up with ‘Mm Hm’s 

of agreement from the other musicians. “The way that I usually do that...” He pauses to refer to 

Gill’s use of imaginary human interaction in her music. “That’s a really interesting thing about 

using a story or text and like,” he says, beginning a comparison between their approaches, 

“because what you’re doing is kind of changing into music.” 

 “What do you mean, ‘changing into music’,” she asks, “like, changing to...” 

  “Well you’re changing... you’re using... you’re transforming text into music. That’s really 

cool.” They both laugh. “But what I usually do,” Clutton continues, “is have a physical approach. 

Like, focus my mind on the tip of my finger and just think about a technical thing.” He brings his 

guitar up into playing position to demonstrate, “Like, okay I’m just going to... all of my attention is 

going to be right there.” He uses his left hand to point to the tip of his right index finger, “and how 

does that feel?” he asks, rubbing the fingertip against a bass string. “Or maybe, how can I 

combine that with paying attention to my breathing or something and then go into gestures. So, 

that’s usually...” 

“Rob,” asks Gill, “if you get into that thing where you’re... maybe I’ll use these words and 

you can tell me if this is incorrect, but, if the motivation or maybe the thing driving what you’re 

playing is the physical sensation... So you’re exploring the physical sensation, is that right?” He 

confirms. Gill plays an imaginary bass guitar as she continues. “And you’re feeling... because 

that’s a pretty inward thing: how something feels and how your body feels,” she says, “Does that 

get in the way of your hearing?” 
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  “No,” he answers. “It puts me more into my hearing, I think, because... I’m not sure what 

you mean by ‘inward’ but, for me, tactile sensation... I guess there’s all the different senses that 

we have and then thinking is like another sense, maybe, like a way of understanding reality?” 

The room agrees. “And, um, I don’t think that one necessarily cancels the other out except that 

thinking tends to get prioritised in our modern world, so focussing on one of the other senses is a 

way of...” 

“Getting... Demoting the thinking?” Gill suggests. 

“Yeah,” he wonders, “not demoting it, but at least not placing all my eggs in that basket.” 
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(in)Conclusion 

 

A lot of what I’m trying to understand improvising are the same things I’m 

trying to understand just as a person; you know, as a person in the society 

amongst other people. Like, how do I relate to other people and how do I 

hear other people and what do we share? 

 —Colin Anthony 

 

Here is that question again: 

What does it mean to invest in the difficulty and complexity of freely improvised music-

making practices as a re-appropriation of noise; as a clarion call for critical, thoughtful 

engagement; as a cry for change? 

 And here is what I found: 

Investing in the difficulty and complexity of freely improvised music-making practices as a 

re-appropriation of noise asks that we struggle to play impossible and inconceivable musics and 

to make space for disappeared sounds to sound and to be heard.  

Investing in that difficulty and in that complexity as a clarion call for critical, thoughtful 

engagement requires that we be brave enough to extend an invitation with a wink both to the 

friendly—and the not-so-friendly—experiencer and to ourselves. Taking up our own invitations 

implies a corresponding adoption of the pedagogy of patience at play in the music, allowing that, 

in Santos’ words, the cumulative effects of our swerves and deviations open up possibilities for 

“complex and creative combinations [...] of living beings and social groups” (17); combinations of 

people hearing other people as living—difficult, complex, dynamic, contradictory—parameters 

defining a methodology of music-making as critical, thoughtful, engaged encounter. 

Investing in noise as a cry for change demands that we listen. Conversations with 

improvisers always seem to come back to listening. And listening demands, first and foremost, 

that we occupy the difference between freedom as “a hidden code of an unseen definition / a 
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trigger word of tragic illusion” (206) as Sun Ra accuses—an abyssal, self-contradictory, empty 

shell of freedom as independence from—and freedom as the practice of interdependence 

among, the freedom to struggle with. And that we occupy the difference between noise as 

unmusical sound and noise as the sounding of freedom denied and of freedom seized in 

defiance of that denial. 

Investing hope in Fred Wei-han Ho’s prophecy, and others like it, of a new music that “will 

arise, rooted in all that has come before, yet moving with greater volatility in the transformation, 

alteration, and explosion of time and sound; thereby changing music itself” (140) necessitates a 

corresponding recognition that free improvisation is not that new music, but that the work of 

gathering in community to re-listen and re-consider the meanings implied by a few musical 

gestures and to call into question the value given some and denied others, the struggle to re-

hear the interrelationships between a group of people, their sounds and silences, their noises, 

their experiences, their music, and the people outside the walls of their intensely localised 

ceremony, might be an act of global importance as a critical aspect of a process that has already 

begun to struggle toward that new music through a radical critique of the politics of the possible. 

 

I like the idea of collaboration with people and the joy that it brings. I like 

the idea of witnessing. I love witnessing; a person playing with a band for 

the first time, somebody discovering the joy of something new on their 

instrument, somebody finding something old that they have going and 

digging in so deep that it's like the most beautiful carpet-ride ever—from a 

great bass player or a horn player, somebody who's decided they're going 

to sing and they've never sang in their lives because they didn't think they 

could do it. All of these things for me just keep flowing outwards, and 

outwards, and outwards. And then you start knowing people beyond their 

music, and you start realizing that the conversations on the shows and the 

gigs and everything leading up is just as exciting as it is when the music 

comes through the grand pipeline, when you tune into the radio and start 
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getting fragments or whole pieces and conducting. So it just kind of keeps 

this crazy continuum, and I like the discovery and the excitement of that 

ecstatic journey. 

—Dave Clark 

 

There is a critical pedagogy that is embedded in practices of freely improvised music-

making through their rootedness in the Freedom Struggle, one description of which, from Ho’s 

work, is “commitment, attitude, resistance, perseverance, celebration, love and joy in the face of 

oppression, brutality, poverty, persecution and exclusion. [...] The triumph of the human spirit, of 

spirituality and ethicality in the midst of cannibalistic and corrupting capitalism,” part of which, are 

“the revolutionary musical aspects of 20th century African American music” (139). To invest in 

those practices only as a methodology for making music by exploring sound, to deny their 

material authenticity as a methodology for exploring and interrogating Western musical culture—

and the modes of oppression inherent therein—by noising sound and sounding noise is to 

appropriate the craft and hold what Ho calls the “ethical/spiritual/socio-political context” (139) of 

its genesis and development in effigy.  

It also makes for bad music and stagnant community by collapsing the field of possibility 

and halting the noisification process. It clogs the grand pipeline, sanitizes the continuum, and 

takes the discovery and the excitement out of the journey. We, whose music is about freedom, 

should be creating space for noise to sound. 

 

To me it’s about consciousness. This is how my relationship with the voice, 

with the instrument, with the music, with the art, absolutely feeds into my 

personal concept of spiritual awareness and development and growth, and 

how it completely is intermingled. I can’t separate it and it’s all the same 

path for me. And it’s all these factors that play in for me, so, having things 

where being able to completely engage 150% and just go there 

immediately and take anybody with me who wants to go and just... but at 
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the same time being aware of the context. I’m aware I’m creating context, 

and sometimes working with people who are, you know, not quite so free 

or not quite so bold, right, so it’s... Yeah, you create an environment that 

feels safe and I take responsibility for that at the same time. 

— Christine Duncan 

 
 

 As an exploration—through the musics and stories of some of the improvisers at play in 

Toronto during the early months of 2012—of ecologies of meaning present in freely improvised 

music-making practices, this writing aims to contribute to the project of counter-hegemonic 

globalisation and add to the ecology of knowledges. 

 The fragments in dialogue on these pages have described, discovered, and seeded 

knowledges and pedagogies of noisification and critical engagement, of experimentation, of 

mediation, of debate and dialogue, of expansion and barrier removal, of consultation, of 

community, of flexibility and strength and weakening, of respect and recognition, of railroading, of 

post-abyssal virtuosity, of contingency, of resistance, of responsibility, of going-with-it, of space-

making and of taking up space, of accident and intention, of not knowing, of listening… in the 

hope that the potentially-unique insights available from the unique perspective that improvisers 

“look out from” generate inspiration and complication in the examination of pressing issues of 

social and cultural transformation. 

This writing also aims to contribute to freely improvised musical community. The unique 

insights I have gained specifically from the stories of my colleagues through this work have been 

invaluable on many levels. The dialogization of the broader ecology of stories, knowledges, and 

pedagogies present in the work has changed my life, opened up new ways of hearing and 

understanding, and deepened my musical practice immensely. I hope that what is offered here 

can provide “You can do that?!” moments and inspire new noises, new experiments, new 

(im)possibilities, and new growth for other improvisers. 
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The prophecy of that new music and the prophecy of cognitive and social justice outline 

the same, non-linear path. They create a context for play and for work and offer a future to play 

and work for. They create a context to be aware of and a context in which to create context; or, in 

Freire’s words, a context in which to re-create our realities (69). They provide the space and the 

inspiration to recognize and occupy our agency, to decolonize our listening, to open our musics 

up to the participation of diverse others and to be open enough and flexible enough to participate 

in their musics, to “completely engage” and “just go there”: to breach the cracks of fragmentation 

between and among our ways of knowing, our instruments and tools, our craft, our sounds and 

noises, our experiences, and those our companions. They offer a reason for suspicious creativity 

and inspire the strength to swerve from orthodoxy, conformity, and repetition. They necessitate 

that we struggle to recognise and reconcile the unearned privilege we are afforded by the fearful, 

violent, and appropriative cultural assumptions that are imbued in our musics as expressions of 

modern Western culture, and that we struggle to recognise and reconcile the effects of the fear, 

the violence, and the appropriation we experience in the name of that culture. They demand that 

we 

 

Start making noises.  

Now. 

—Joe Sorbara 
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