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n issue today in jazz is the nature of the

improvised solo, and how improvisa-

tions are judged according to their sty-
listic and historical contexts. It is beyond the
scope of this essay to undertake a complete sur-
vey of the many issues that are relevant to the
aesthetics of jazz and jazz improvisation (and
admittedly. there is much work to be done in
this area). Nevertheless, il is the intention of
this paper to attend to certain terms and issues
that will, hopefully, help to establish a useful
context for jazz and jazz criticism. These in-
volve, principally, two issues: 1) the idea of jazz
as a performance/performer oriented process
(and, accordingly. the complete responsibility of
the improviser for the quality of the music), and
2) the critical evaluation of improvisation (as
performance) in terms of its technical and artis-
tic elements from this performer oriented per-
spective.

The question was raised by Ted Gioia in his
book The Imperfect Art: “How does one judge
performance art which emphasizes the perform-
ance more than the art?”' One immediate re-
sponse might be that we judge the performance,
and the performer indirectly through the per-
formance. The performance /s the art. How do
we judge performances?” We might do so by
looking at them in light of the skill and artistic
sensibilities that the artist demonstrates within
his performance. However, before we begin to
address these issues, it is necessary to look at
improvisation and the distinction between an
forms that exist as objects and art forms that
exist as processes.

lazz improvisation is essentially an art that is
cmbodied within the activity that produces it.
mpre than an art form which continues to exist
as an art object well after its creation. Neverthe-
less. the invention of Edison’s phonograph in
I877 and the evolution of recording to its pres-
ent state allow improvised performances to exist
as art objects in the form of recorded perform-
ances. Improvisations can, and often are. dis-

cussed as nouns as opposed to verbs. Accord-
ingly. improvised performances are recognized,
notated. documented, critiqued. studied, and
analyzed without the student being present to
the countless performances represented within
the wide ranging output available in recorded
form.

Yet, when we speak of the “art” of jazz improvi-
sation, we are referring essentially to the activity
within which the art “form” is embodied more
so than any resulting reproductions. We would
hardly characterize a print of a van Gogh as “the
work,” although it provides a fair and adequate
representation of the work for us. Likewise,
although a recording may embody and represent
an improvised performance, most would agree
that as an activity, the improvisation has ceased
to exist. Accordingly, one might understand
improvisation essentially as a process (a verb), a
“transient” art, as opposed to a product or art
object (a noun) which we might describe as a

“permanent” art form.

While a recorded improvised performance (as a
noun) and the performance itself (as a verb) may
have what Wittgenstein referred to as an

“internal similarity.” the jazz critic must be di-

rected first and foremost toward the idea of jazz
improvisation as a  performer oriented
art/process (as a verb). The critic may use re-
cordings to assist him in his procedure, but al-
ways with the realization that the real-time skill
and artistry of the performer are the essential
means by which the art is realized and judged.
The “work” of a jazz artist is gnscparable from
the event that leads to its realization.

Unlike the creation of a score that embodies a
composed work, the work of jazz is realized in
the doing; it is an ephemeral, real-time art form.
Unlike traditionally notated compositional
forms. improvisation is directly connected to
and 1s entirely dependent upon the performing
artist; a score, on the other hand, is dependent
on a performer only for its exemplification.
According to Nelson Goodman. “...the constitu-



tive properties demanded of a performance...are
those prescribed in the score...”* “A perform-
ance of a musical work. belongs to.." and
“...complies with...[and]...also exemplifics the
work or score."*

Jazz improvisation is, first and foremost, an
activity and we come to appreciate the activity
that leads to the creation of the art as opposed to
an art object. Gioia writes: -

When viewed as an object of contem-
plation, jazz may well fail even the
most basic tests of aesthetic success.
Created spontancously as improvised
art, jazz lacks the more refined beauty
of, for example, sculpture or architec-
ture. Yet when judged as an activity,
Jazz. need make no apologies: the vi-
tality and intensity of the jazz perform-
ance can become almost hypnotic, cap-
tivating both musician and audience in
a fleeting and unique performance.*

Gioia explains that jazz, as an object, fails the
basic tests of aesthelic success; jazz improvisa-
tion as a process completely fails as an object,
period. However, it is not clear whether or not
he is defining the vitality, intensity and the re-
sulting hypnotic effect produced in the jazz
performance as aesthetic elements, although the
context does suggest that he is. In any event, he
is attempting to delincate a different or less
traditional area of aesthetic inquiry—a realm of
aesthetic judgment that acknowledges and ap-
plies to the particular form of spontancously
creative activity that jazz is. Once we can un-
derstand the nature of improvisation as an ac-
tivity. we have established a context within
which we may begin to examine the art from an
acsthetic perspective.  Jazz improvisation is
principally a “doing.” And as Frederick Turner
writes, “..any ‘doing’ which is not routine or
repetition is already within the artistic sphere
and is governed by aesthetic criteria.”®

Turner. furthermore, observes: “It should al-
ready be clear that there is a close relationship
between performative utterance and perform-
ance...in the oral tradition....”" As jazz is prin-
cipally cmbodied within and transmitted
through an oral tradition, Turner’s idea is wor-
thy of a closer look.

J. L. Austin makes the distinction between lan-
guage that acts and language that describes in

his book How To Do Things With Words.® The
“performative utterance” is, essentially. a verbal
act which simultancously and coincidentally
realizes the act to which the term being used
refers. For example, if | say “I apologize for my
behavior yesterday,” the statement is itself the
act of apologizing. Nevertheless, as language
oriented beings we arc mainly used to using
language to describe and refer to activities.
events, places, and things. Language can de-
scribe these activities, events, places, and things
regardless of when they exist or are taking
place—they may have already happened or ex-
isted; they may exist or be happening simulta-
neously somewhere else: or they may exist or
take place at some future time or place. Lan-
guage and that to which it refers always main-
tain a separateness of domain in much the same
way that a menu is not a meal, and a map is not
the territory it represents. The literature and
language of the musical score are not unlike
language in the non-performative sense—a
symbolic “language” that defines in an abstract
way something that becomes realized only later
in performance.

Jazz improvisation, however, is performative in
the sense that the creation of each musical idea
occurs simultaneously with its realization during
the performance. The improvised musical
phrase has a close affinity in concept to the
performative utterance, as its statement and its
essential nature are one in the same. In lan-
guage, these utterances are initiated by the per-
former spontancously. The vocabulary of the
language of the performative utterance exists
prior to the utterance itself (as does the
“vocabulary”™ of jazz, in the form of scales,
chords, forms, and rhythms, before the impro-
vised musical statement). However, the act it-
self” arises spontaneously from the speaker or
performer, and comes from nothing before it
that prescribes the action. It implies or refers to
nothing outside of itself.

Unlike the performative utterance. an impro-
vised jazz performance is not also dependent
(for its validity) on other extenuating circum-
stances that apply to the musical statements that
are made, or that the performer or other persons
should also perform certain other actions. Nev-
ertheless, there is an intrinsic connection be-
tween these two domains of human action.



Bill Evans, concerning the “realtime” nature of
Jazz improvisation, makes a comparison to an-
other art in which the artists work is produced
spontaneously:

There is a Japanese visual art in which
the artist is forced to be spontancous.
He must paint on a thin stretched
parchment with a special brush and
black water paint in such a way that an
unnatural or interrupted stroke will de-
stroy the line or break through the
parchment. Erasures or changes are
impossible. These artists must practice
a particular discipline, that of allowing
the idea to express itself in communi-
cation with their hands in such a direct
way that deliberation cannot interfere.
The resulting pictures lack the complex
composition and textures of ordinary
painting, but it is said that those who
see well find something captured that
escapes explanation. This conviction
that direct deed is the most meaningful
reflection, I believe, has prompted the
evolution of the extremely severe and
unique disciplines of the jazz or im-
provising musician.”

In improvisation, the responsibility of the music
falls entirely on the shoulders of the performer,
Although the music has a direct and inseparable
connection to the performer, it would be difficult
to judge the music without including the mu-
sician in the judgment. It is interesting (o note
that Evans compares the spontancous art that he
is speaking of to ordinary painting, as Gioia
makes a similar comparison in his statement:

Our interest in jazz, it would seem, is
less a matter of our interest in the per-
fection of the music. and more a result
of our interest in the expressiveness of
the musician...These creations are
Judged accordingly: not by comparison
with what some Platonic ideal of per-
fection but by comparison with what
other musicians can do under similar
conditions. Our interest lies primarily
in the artist and only secondanly in the
art. The music is his music, the ex-
pression is his expression, and the suc-
cess is his success just as the failure is
his failure

Gioia raises the issue of perfection. As a crea-
tive process, the art of performance allows no
second chances. The level of refinement that a
composer can bring to a score or an artist to the
canvas is not possible in the spontaneous do-
main of jazz improvisation. As art is often
thought of as the quintessence of human ac-
complishment, and musical art the most lofty
and sublime of the art forms. jazz is often criti-
cized for its imperfection and its occasional
rawness. Art has always been thought of as
rising above the mundane, and any art that al-
lows its human element to remain—with its
uniquely human imperfections—is bound to be
occasionally viewed with derision. This is so.
particularly when such an art is viewed by those
with elitist mentalities.

Jazz improvisation involves the spontaneous
creation and rendering of melodic phrases in a
manner which interacts with the harmonic and
rhythmic framework of the composition (as well
as the established melody, though it is not pres-
ent during the improvisation), the other per-
formers—particularly what they play, and the
circumstances of the moment that surround the
performance. Improvisers are often judged re-
garding a particular context—the mood of the
moment, and the degree to which they interact
with other players.

An improvised solo is not unlike a spontaneous
monologue (perhaps the term dialogue is more
appropriate, as other musicians usually accom-
pany the improviser). The performer is guided
by his knowledge and experience of the music
and the “vocabulary” he has developed in prac-
tice 1o reflect on the musical context offered by
other performers, and the circumstances and
ambiance of the environment. In this respect,
we are talking not so much about a work. but the
artst at work. Critical standards must be di-
recied toward an understanding of jazz as an
event—a process uniquely and directly governed
in “real tme” by the artist ad libitum.

Perhaps a comparison between jazz and figure
skating may prove useful. Skill is one essential
component required by great figure skaters. A
specialized skill, systematically applied, and
directed toward a particular practical purpose, is
often referred to as a technique. The artist’s
overall use of a wide range of different tech-
niques is known as his or her “technique.” A
skater’s performance is judged, in part, for the



technical ability of the skater as it is represented
in the performance. Nevertheless, as R. G. Col-
lingwood tells wus. “The techmical skill
which...[the artist] acquires does not by itself
make him an artist. for a technician is made,
but an artist is born." Accordingly, a skater’s
performance is also judged for its artistic quali-
ties, in a second program that attempts to repre-
sent and 1s judged according to the skater’s level
of artistic ability.

We would never judge the figures left on the ice
by an artistic and technically skilled figure
skater as the “work™ of the skater, much less a
work of art. That is not to say that such figures
could not be judged for their aesthetic qualities.
Indeed, in previous Olympic figure skating
competitions the skater was judged according to
his or her ability to produce the most perfect
figures on the ice. Nevertheless. the skater’s
work is judged in the domain of its realtime
performance as it occurs by observing what is
being done as it is done; not what remains be-
hind.

Given our understanding of jazz improvisation
as a “realtime” phenomenon, and the recogni-
tion of the subjective nature of improvised con-
duct, how, specifically, might jazz artists be
evaluated? Perhaps the figure skating model
may serve as an appropriate paradigm for jazz
criticism. Although a skater’s program is, for
the most part. pre-planned (as is the basic
structure underneath a jazz improviser’s per-
formance), the gesture, nuance, detail, and
movement embodied in the performance occur
in the doing. The imperfections of any falling,
slipping, or bobbling are figured into the
evaluation, but such imperfections do not make
the art of figure skating any less of an art.

Technical ability figures directly into the aes-
thetic quality of any performance, as it is di-
rectly and integrally bound to the expression of
an artistic idea. Kenny Barron observes; “The
more your level of hearing gets better. the more
you can hear complicated kinds of ideas, and
assuming that you are technically proficient
enough. you can execute those ideas.”” Accord-
ingly, jazz artists, it would seem, should be
evaluated at the technical, as well as the artistic
level. These are simply two perspectives of a
particular performance.

In jazz performance, the rechnical dimension
could be seen as including:

¢ Flwdity—the proper orientation of impro-
vised rhythms to the rhythmic pulse. the
ability to move forward in an unencumbered
manner toward a melodic, rhythmic, or
motivic goal or point of resolution

¢ Basic technical competence—ithe ability of
the improviser to negotiate the instrument
in a manner demanded by the musical con-
text including the avoidance of harmonic,
rhythmic, and melodic disorientation

¢ [Intonation—in the non-artistic use of into-
nation: playing in tune

¢ Aural skill—the ability to hear and repro-
duce pitch and rhythm, and melodic phrases
on the improviser’s instrument

¢ An understanding of chord quality and
Sunction

¢ A knowledge of materials-repertoire, chords
and chord spellings, progressions, and
substitutions

The artistic dimension would include the im-
proviser’s ability to:

¢ Generate rhvthmic development and interest

¢ Play rhythmically—including the ability to
swing with conviction in a manner appro-
priate to the style and circumstances of the
performance, and the use of syncopation
and cross-rhythms in a way which enhances
the rhythmic fabric of the music: the

¢ Relate the improvised melody to the har-
monic and rhythmic context of the compo-
sition and the accompaniment—including
the idiomatic and expressive use of melodic
dissonance and its resolution

¢ Develop or investigate a motive or melodic
phrase—ithe ability to “tell a story™ or plan
a solo so that it has a direction, a sense of
development, or an evolutionary component
(such as an introduction, a climax. and a
denouement

¢ Create unity and variety—developing
enough similarity or relatedness between
the musical ideas to make the improvisation
coherent, but also enough variety to main-
tain the listener’s interest

¢ Play with taste—playing in a manner ap-
propriate to the mood and emotional quality






