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Philip Auslander

Jazz Improvisation as a 
Social Arrangement

My starting point is an essay by the philosopher Lee B. Brown en-
titled “Phonography, Repetition and Spontaneity” in which he argues that 
the repetition of musical performances made possible by recording is “the 
enemy of improvised music,” for which jazz is his point of reference.1 He 
argues (as others also have) that recording turns improvised jazz perfor-
mances into fi xed compositions by “transform[ing] an improvisatory pro-
cess into a depersonalized, structured musical tissue.”2 He further claims 
that those who listen seriously to jazz are interested not only in the music’s 
sound and structure but also in “a performer’s on- the- spot decisions and 
actions that generate the sonic trail.  .  .  . But this interest is at odds with 
one of phonography’s chief ‘virtues,’ namely its capacity for repetition.”3 
Subjected to repeated listening, recordings of jazz improvisation become 
wholly predictable, rather than spontaneous, and, ultimately, boring.

Although I sympathize with Brown’s desire to assert and preserve jazz 
improvisation’s identity as performance rather than composition, I do not 
agree with his argument that one can experience jazz as improvisational 
performance exclusively in live settings because recordings reify improvisa-
tion in a way that eventually robs it of interest. Brown’s general arguments 
are vulnerable on several grounds. For one thing, they take for granted a 
clear distinction between improvisation, on the one hand, and composition 
and playing from score, on the other, a distinction that is in fact highly 
problematic. Carol S. Gould and Kenneth Keaton argue, for example, that 
inasmuch as even the performers of scored music have to make choices not 
specifi ed by the score, all performed music is improvised to some extent, 
and, therefore, “jazz and classical performances differ more in degree than 
in kind.”4 Whereas Philip Alperson argues, like Brown, that improvisation 
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is different from scored playing because it draws our aesthetic attention 
primarily to actions rather than works, other writers (e.g., Ed Sarath) agree 
with Brown for different reasons, seeing improvisation and composition 
as two distinct, perhaps even opposed practices.5 Still others, by contrast, 
see jazz improvisations as appropriate subjects of formal analysis and, 
therefore, as comparable to compositions (e.g., Frank Tirro, Lewis Por-
ter).6 One can only agree with the ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl when 
he writes, “Obviously the relationship of improvisation to composition and 
notation is a complex one, on which there is no general agreement.”7

Another diffi culty with Brown’s argument is that the kind of listening 
he attributes to consumers of recorded music bears a strong resemblance 
to “structural listening,” a concept derived from the work of Theodor 
Adorno and Arnold Schoenberg “intended to describe a process wherein 
the listener follows and comprehends the unfolding realization, with all of 
its detailed inner relationships, of a generating musical conception.”8 The 
idea that structural listening is the ideal mode of listening has been roundly 
criticized within musicology, particularly by Rose Subotnik, and seems out 
of touch with a world in which “ubiquitous listening,” a mode of listening 
that “blends into the environment, taking place without calling conscious 
attention to itself as an activity in itself,” seems closer to the norm.9

Yet another problem with Brown’s account of the baleful effects of 
phonography is his assumption that the listener experiences the same re-
cording so many times, and remembers it so well, that at some point it 
becomes predictable and dull. While this may be true in principle, Jacques 
Attali notes that the stockpiling of potential musical experiences made pos-
sible by recording means that most listeners own far more recordings than 
they have time to listen to, let alone grow overly familiar with!10 For the 
sake of argument, however, I will accept Brown’s premises— including the 
clear distinction between improvised and non- improvised music, and the 
implicit characterization of the analytical listener who has the time and 
strength of memory to listen to the same recording until it becomes overly 
familiar— and offer a counter- argument that addresses a differently prob-
lematic dimension of Brown’s position.

In another essay, Brown describes the jazz musician’s activity and the 
listener’s experience in the following terms.

In typical jazz improvisations, players can be heard probing and test-
ing possibilities latent in the music they are making.  .  .  . Correla-
tively, we take a special kind of interest in this activity— in how a 
performer is faring, so to say. If things are going well, I wonder if the 
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player can sustain the level. If he seems to be getting into trouble, I 
wonder about how he will address the problem. When he pulls the 
fat out of the fi re, I applaud— as when Louis Armstrong rushes too 
quickly, if thrillingly, into the fi rst notes of the introduction in his 
famous Okeh recording of West End Blues.11

This account of listening to jazz exemplifi es the central problem in-
herent in Brown’s analysis. I agree with Brown’s characterization of jazz 
improvisation as entailing musical exploration and problem solving, and 
I am not saying Brown has misunderstood the way listeners think about 
the performance of jazz. The problem, rather, is that Brown assumes that 
listeners respond the way they do because they can hear that the music is im-

provised (clearly one would not have the same concerns when listening to 
music heard as composed because one would assume that the composer 
took the time to solve any problems created by particular compositional 
choices rather than forcing the musician to solve them in performance). 
In reality, however, the audience cannot possibly hear improvisation: the 
fact that music is improvised is not accessible or verifi able through the act 
of listening. Sitting in a jazz club listening to a brilliant solo, there is no 
way for me to know whether the musician is actually improvising it on the 
spot or playing something from memory that was originally improvised on 
another occasion or composed in the hotel room the night before.

There are, of course, circumstances that arise in jazz performance in 
which the fact of improvisation seems self- evident and irrefutable. Every 
jazz fan will have a favorite example; here, I will mention Ella Fitzgerald’s 
performance of “The Cricket Song” at the 1964 Festival Mondial du Jazz 
Antibes in Juan- Les- Pins, France, in response to the ubiquity of the titular 
insect’s audible chirping during her two- night stand there. Near the end of 
her set on the second night, expressing something like affectionate exas-
peration, Fitzgerald, after calling on the band to provide her with a vamp, 
improvised a song about the crickets whose lyrics allude not only to their 
presence as uninvited musical partners but also to the fact that she was 
inventing the song’s melody and lyrics on the spot.

I will make two points in reference to examples of this kind. First: de-
spite all evidence to the contrary, it was not possible for Fitzgerald’s audi-
ence to verify that she was improvising. Keep in mind that she performed 
“The Cricket Song” on the second night of the gig. Perhaps she had be-
come aware of the crickets’ presence on the fi rst night and had cooked up 
an informal response with her band to be presented as a spontaneous im-
provisation on the second night. I am not saying this is what happened— it 
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is no part of my purpose here to debunk the idea that jazz musicians impro-
vise or to question Fitzgerald’s integrity. All I am saying is that, in principle, 
there would have been no way for the audience to know the difference be-
tween the prearranged “Cricket Song” I have hypothesized and the spon-
taneous improvisation it undoubtedly was. Second, and more important: 
Incidents of this kind, while anecdotally entertaining, cannot be treated as 
normative cases of jazz performance. If jazz audiences had to depend on 
this kind of evidence to behave as if improvisation is taking place before 
them, there would be very few instances of improvisation in jazz!

In his discussion of the performance of classical music, Stan Godlovitch 
makes a useful, if ultimately troubling, distinction between agent perfor-
mance (what the performer does) and phenomenal performance (what the 
audience hears). Improvisation is an aspect of agent performance— indeed, 
a very important aspect, considering how long and hard jazz musicians 
work both to master the vocabulary of their idiom and to develop an origi-
nal voice. Improvisation is thus a defi ning ontological characteristic of jazz. 
However, Godlovitch’s claim that “normally, phenomenal and agent per-
formances are directly and uniformly linked [and, in] such a case, judg-
ments about the phenomenal performance are acceptably transferred to 
claims about agent performance” does not apply to improvised music be-
cause only the musician can know for sure whether or not he is improvis-
ing.12 Since listeners cannot deduce with certainty from the phenomenal 
performance that the agent is improvising, they are never in a position to 
forge that link.

I fi nd Godlovitch’s distinction between agent performance and phe-
nomenal performance troubling as well as useful because he seems to sug-
gest that performers are the only active parties in the musical process: they 
are the agents who make music, while the audience’s job is to experience 
what the performer does. Erving Goffman, writing on theatre in Frame 

Analysis, offers a more balanced perception of the performer- audience re-
lationship. Goffman’s account is symmetrical: what is true for performers 
is also true for the audience. For example, Goffman points out that ac-
tors on stage have a dual existence: they are there as both actors (that is, 
real people functioning in a professional capacity) and characters (that is, 
fi ctional entities that exist in the world of the play’s narrative).13 This is a 
fairly unremarkable observation, of course, but things get more interest-
ing when Goffman suggests that spectators, too, are present in a similar 
dual capacity: as theatregoers (that is, the people who paid for the tickets, 
are sitting in the seats, etc.) and onlookers (that is, people absorbed into 
the fi ctional world of the play as observers).14 Actors and theatregoers oc-
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cupy the same plane of reality, while characters and onlookers interact on a 
different common plane. A straightforward example, from Goffman, illus-
trates this distinction: if we, as audience, laugh “with” a character who has 
said something funny, we do so in the status of onlooker, and our laughter 
is contained within the world of the play. If, on the other hand, an actor 
makes an embarrassing error and we laugh “at” her, we do so in the status 
of theatregoer, and the laughter is contained within the “real” world.15

This schema is readily adaptable to musical performance. Although I 
would not argue that the modes of performance involved in playing music 
are precisely equivalent to acting, it is nevertheless true that musicians ap-
pear before us in a dual identity: as real people functioning (like actors) in a 
professional capacity, and in their personae as musicians, whether the per-
sona requires the fl amboyant theatricality of a glam rocker or the decorum 
of a symphony player.16 (I shall call the fi rst entity the musician, the second 
the player.) The listener, too, takes on a dual identity: fi rst, as concertgoer or 
clubgoer, let us say, an entity congruent to Goffman’s theatregoer. I shall use 
the term listener to denote the audience role that parallels Goffman’s the-
atrical onlooker. The listener is the version of the audience member that 
is absorbed into the world of the music and its performance. Even if that 
world is not fi ctional (though it can be if we include opera, program music, 
and highly theatricalized rock performance) it is structured around nar-
ratives and, therefore, implicitly dramatic. Brown’s description of the jazz 
listener points in this direction: the listener is absorbed into the player’s 
dramatic struggle with her materials and her ability to improvise success-
fully. The listener worries about the player’s success, cheers her on, evalu-
ates her effort, and expresses appreciation of it. This unfolding drama, and 
the roles of player and listener within it, take place within a reality that is 
distinct from that of the professional musician who almost didn’t make it 
to the club because of traffi c, and the clubgoer who is still feeling stung by 
the high cover and two- drink minimum.

Goffman pushes his analysis further to suggest that, in the theatre, play-
ing the role of either character or onlooker equally requires the active and 
intentional assumption of a specifi c information state. The character, for 
example, has to act as if she does not know how the play ends, even though 
the actor playing her does know.17 Similarly, “being part of the audience in 
a theatre obliges us to act as if our own knowledge, as well as that of some 
of the characters, is partial. As onlookers we are good sports and act as if 
we are ignorant of outcomes— which we may be. But this is not ordinary 
ignorance, since we do not make an ordinary effort to dispel it.” In fact, “we 
actively collaborate in sustaining this playful unknowingness.”18
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Even though these particular differential information states are specifi c 
to theatre, Goffman’s basic concepts provide a workable matrix for think-
ing about other kinds of performance. Every kind of performance involves 
an act of collaboration between performers and audience the terms of 
which are known to all even when they are not expressed overtly. In other 
words, there is tacit agreement among performers and audiences, and be-
tween them, on the “as ifs” that govern behavior on each side and enable 
performers and audience to collaborate on maintaining the performance. 
One important “as if” central to jazz performance is that both players and 
listeners will act as if every solo was a successful improvisation even when 
they have reason to think otherwise. It is almost unimaginable, for exam-
ple, that after completing a solo a player might address the audience to say, 
“Sorry, that really didn’t work. Stay for the next set, on me, and I promise 
to do better.” Similarly, it is extremely rare that jazz listeners fail to applaud 
at the end of a solo, and even rarer that they boo, though there surely are 
cases in which their opinion of a particular solo does not warrant applause. 
In other words, part of the social contract between jazz musicians and their 
audiences is that everyone will behave as if virtually every solo is a worthy 
achievement, thus exemplifying what Howard Becker calls the “etiquette 
of improvisation”: “The rule in conventional [jazz] improvisation is to treat 
everyone’s contribution as ‘equally good.’”19

But the most important “as if” of jazz performance is the status of im-
provisation itself. I am suggesting that the audience experiences jazz im-
provisation fi rst and foremost as a social characteristic of jazz performance 
rather than an ontological characteristic of the music. Since the listeners 
cannot ascertain that the musician is actually improvising they must act 
“as if” that is the case when witnessing the performance. In this respect, 
jazz performance is no different from any other social interaction. In The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman quotes William L. Thomas to 
the effect that “we live by inference”— we are continually in the position of 
having to base our understanding of, and actions toward, others on incom-
plete information and are therefore inclined to take things at face value 
unless there is a compelling reason not to do so.20

The framing of a jazz performance encourages the audience to act as 
if improvisation is taking place: the word “jazz,” associated with both the 
venue and the performer, suggests that conventionally designated portions 
of the performance are to be understood as improvisational (e.g., choruses 
in the case of conventionally structured jazz and almost the whole thing in 
free jazz). In the spirit of Goffmanian symmetry, I further suggest that the 
musicians, too, must act “as if” they are improvising. What I mean is that 
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they must engage in the conventional behaviors through which players 
frame portions of their performances as improvisations to which listeners 
are to attend in a different way from those moments at which they are play-
ing the composed portions of the music. These may include moving away 
from other players or a music stand, stepping up to a microphone, display-
ing effort and concentration through physical posture and facial expres-
sion, marking the end of the solo and acknowledging audience response, 
and so forth. (Improvising jazz soloists are generally aided in this framing 
by their fellow players, who may act differently toward their peer when she 
is soloing than when they are playing ensemble passages. They may act, in 
fact, as if they are caught up in the same dramatic perspective on the soloist 
that Brown attributes to the listener.)

In order to provide specifi c examples of the way jazz musicians frame 
their activity as improvisation, I will briefl y analyze a portion of a spe-
cifi c performance of “So What” by Miles Davis, with John Coltrane in 
his group, joined by members of the Gil Evans Orchestra, from a CBS 
television program entitled The Sound of Miles Davis that aired in April 
1959.21 The musicians in this clip mark moments meant to be perceived as 
improvisational and distinguish them from moments when they are play-
ing composed music in several ways. For example, Miles Davis underlines 
the transition from playing the theme to improvising a solo by lowering 
his trumpet, then bringing it back up to his lips, moistening them, and 
checking his mouthpiece. Apart from this one instance, he never moves the 
instrument away from his lips, even between phrases when he might have 
time to do so. Moving the trumpet down, then back up, clearly reads as a 
way of segmenting the performance, of emphasizing the transition from 
playing composed music to improvising.

When playing the theme, Davis looks off to his right, as if he doesn’t 
need to give this task his full attention. When he solos, however, he gazes 
ahead and somewhat downward, his eyes either closed or fi xed in a stare 
that is not focused on anything, suggesting concentration and inward at-
tention (see fi gures 1 and 2). He leans backward, arching his back and 
bending his knees in the pose that became an iconic sign for Miles Davis as 
seen, for example, in the cover image for the 1970 album A Tribute to Jack 

Johnson. Both his facial expressions and physical demeanor thus differenti-
ate playing composed passages from improvising.

When Davis is fi nished, he steps aside, allowing Coltrane to take his 
place on stage. This suggests that stage position contributes to the impres-
sion of improvisation. There are, in fact, three regions in this performance, 
which I will describe on the analogy of areas of a baseball diamond. There 
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is the batter’s box, the area in which the mobile soloists (i.e., the horn play-
ers, as opposed to the pianist, who also solos in this performance, though 
he is positioned quite close to the batter’s box) stand while improvising; 
the on- deck circle, where Coltrane stands while waiting to solo; and the 
dugout, where Davis retires after soloing and where other musicians stand 
while waiting to play (see fi gure 3).22

The actions of other musicians also reinforce the status of the soloist 
as improviser. When Coltrane is on the “on deck circle,” he respectfully 
focuses his attention on Davis, though not necessarily by looking at him. 
Coltrane’s movements of head and body, even his turning away from Da-
vis, denote that he is giving Davis’s solo his full, appreciative attention by 
following its unfolding (see fi gures 4 and 5). (Frank Rehak, the trombone 
player seen a bit later, also bobs his head to show his enjoyment and un-
derstanding of Davis’s solo.) Coltrane, when soloing, behaves very simi-
larly to Davis. Though he mostly keeps his eyes closed in an expression 
of deep concentration, he too arches his back away from the microphone 
as he plays. As he completes his solo, he bends forward, as if bowing, and 
starts to move backward, out of the soloist’s space, thus relinquishing that 
status and passing it on to the pianist. It is worth mentioning that when 
performing with his own groups, Coltrane would often stand completely 
still when playing the theme, with only his shoulders rising and falling with 
his breaths. When improvising, however, he became much more animated, 

Fig. 3.
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bending backward and far forward with facial expressions depicting pro-
found effort and immersion in the moment.

The “dugout” area is a region of the kind Goffman calls “offstage,” even 
though it’s in full view. The behavior of the musicians in this area is note-
worthy, since it combines the respectful attention to the soloist apparently 
expected of a musician in the on- deck circle with such seemingly oppo-
site behaviors as smoking and chatting (see Figure 6). This combination 
of engagement and detachment may be at least somewhat specifi c to the 
subgenre of jazz being played, since “cool” jazz musicians were sometimes 
thought to be “emotionally detached from their creation” while simultane-
ously recognized as virtuosic.23 The behaviors I have described are both in-
dividuated and conventional. They signal the audience to attend to certain 
passages of music as if they were improvised but provide no guarantee of 
the actual spontaneity of the music played.

An important feature of Goffman’s notion of the “as if” is that it does not 
depend on belief. The audience does not have to believe that the performer 
is improvising; it only has to agree to act as if it believes this. Likewise, the 
performer does not need to persuade the audience that he is improvising; 
rather, he must persuade the audience to enter into a social interaction in 
which the defi nition of the situation is an agreement on all sides to act as 
if improvisation is taking place. An example from another genre of music 
may further clarify this point.

I remember an aging and justly famous star of country music sitting 
on the edge of the stage with his feet dangling over, thus symbolical-
ly breaking through the barrier between himself and the audience, 
and announcing, “We’re gonna be here all night!” We all cheered, 
even though we knew no such thing was gonna happen; neither the 
theatre management nor the star’s own handlers would allow the 
performance to run much over its allotted two hours or so.24

With jazz improvisation, the audience agrees to act as if something it can-
not verify is taking place. In the case of the country singer, the audience 
agrees to alter its information state and act as if something it knows to be 
false is true. As an audience, we recognize the claim “we’re gonna be here 
all night” as a convention of a certain kind of performance and realize that, 
as a statement, it is false on its face. Nevertheless, we maximize our plea-
sure in the event by agreeing to act as if it were true.

I have to insist that I am not accusing anyone of cynicism here. In no 
way am I suggesting that improvisation is all a matter of pretense. Presum-
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ably, jazz musicians are improvising when listeners think they are the vast 
majority of the time. As Goffman puts it:

When an individual . . . makes an implicit or explicit claim to be a 
person of a particular kind, he automatically exerts a moral demand 
upon the others, obliging them to value and treat him in the manner 
that persons of this kind have a right to expect. . . . The others fi nd, 
then, that the individual has informed them as to what is and as to 
what they ought to see as the ‘is.’25

Therefore, when a musician stakes a claim to the identity of jazz player, we, 
as listeners, respect the claim and treat the person as a legitimate bearer 
of this identity unless and until something happens to discredit the claim 
(for example, if I discover that a musician is actually reading notation when 
supposedly improvising). Improvisation is not simply something musicians 
do (as Godlovitch’s notion of agent performance may suggest). It is, rather, 
a Goffmanian interactional accomplishment, a collaboration between the 
musicians and their audiences. It derives primarily from a social arrange-
ment between listeners and musicians in which the appropriate response 
to a musician’s claim to be a jazz player is to agree to act as if she is im-
provising when she is supposed to be even though that fact cannot readily 
be verifi ed. The musician, in turn, presents a jazz player’s persona that is 

Fig. 6.
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identifi able by the audience and frames the improvisational moments of 
the performance differently from the non- improvisational ones.26

One virtue of this way of thinking about jazz improvisation is that it 
precludes the need for the kind of hairsplitting toward which at least some 
other approaches tend, particularly those emphasizing the uniqueness and 
spontaneity of improvisation. It is well known that “the jazz improviser 
reuses and reworks material from previous performances” of the same ma-
terial and sometimes transfers ideas from one improvisational context to 
another.27 This begs the question of spontaneity, since to reuse material 
developed earlier is not to act fully and exclusively in the present moment 
of performance. Insisting that uniqueness and spontaneity are necessary 
conditions for jazz improvisation leads inevitably to threshold questions: 
How much repetition is possible before something played ceases to qual-
ify as improvisation? If I play essentially the same solo tonight on “I Got 
Rhythm” as I played last night, perhaps because I want to explore certain 
musical ideas, but spontaneously alter one note, is that enough to consti-
tute my solo as a unique improvisation? Two notes? And so on. Gould and 
Keaton have challenged this concept of jazz by insisting that “improvisa-
tion is conceptually independent of spontaneity.”28 Whereas Brown and 
Alperson each emphasize the temporality of improvisation, its occurrence 
and existence only in the spontaneous present moment, Gould and Keaton 
defi ne improvisation in terms of its textuality: “One must view improvisa-
tion not in terms of the degree of spontaneity of a performance, but rather 
in terms of how closely a given performance conforms to the score,” un-
derstood broadly as any musical model that informs the performer.29 My 
argument, by contrast, foregrounds the social dimensions of jazz improvisa-
tion. As long as both performers and listeners agree to act as if improvisa-
tion is taking place, this agreement obviates both the ontological question 
of spontaneity and the philological question of the relationship between 
musical text and performance. The pertinent questions are not those con-
cerning spontaneity and uniqueness, nor those concerning the relationship 
between text and performance, but rather those concerning how musicians 
and audiences arrive at the necessary working consensus on any given oc-
casion.

With this analysis in mind, I return now to the question of recorded 
jazz. In at least one respect, live and recorded jazz are identical: one can 
no more determine whether or not the musician is actually improvising 
by listening to one than the other. But Brown’s concern stems specifi cally 
from the ability phonography gives us to repeat, ad infi nitum, music that 
is, in his view, meaningful qua improvisation only in the present moment of 
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its creation. When reduced to a repeatable form, whether a transcription or 
a recording, it loses its ontological specifi city as performance and becomes 
composition.

My argument that the fact of improvisation is phenomenally inacces-
sible from live performance and, therefore, that the perception of improvi-
sation arises from the social relationship between performers and audience 
rather than the formal or ontological characteristics of the music, invites 
the further supposition that our relationship as listeners to recorded per-
formances works in a similar fashion. In other words, if live jazz perfor-
mance obliges the audience to act as if the performers are improvising, 
perhaps recorded jazz imposes the further social obligation to act not only 
as if the music is the product of improvisation but also as if one is hearing 
it for the fi rst time each time one plays the recording.

In fact, Goffman specifi cally addresses the issue of repetition in his dis-
cussion of theatre. In his comments on our willingness as theatre spectators 
to operate as if we were in the information state required by the event, he 
notes that “those who have already read or seen the play carry this coop-
erativeness one step further; they put themselves as much as possible back 
into a state of ignorance, the ultimate triumph of onlooker over theater-
goer.”30 If theatre spectators who are already familiar with the material 
being performed can act as if they are not, for the sake of the integrity of 
the event, why could not listeners to jazz recordings do something similar? 
It is possible to view someone listening to a recording as a double entity 
like the theatregoer/onlooker or concertgoer/listener: in this case, the two 
roles might be called the disc jockey (the one who chooses which recording 
to listen to, sets up the playback, and so on) and the listener, which means 
the same thing in this context as it does in that of live performance. In 
parallel with Goffman’s account of theatre, acting as if one is hearing an 
improvisation for the fi rst time every time would represent the triumph of 
listener over disc jockey.

Brown entertains similar possibilities but rejects them. Discussing the 
work of the psychologist David Swinney, he examines aspects of memory 
that may enable listeners to experience afresh things they have experienced 
before.

Even though we may know at a higher cognitive level what’s com-
ing in the music, at a lower cognitive level we can still experience 
musical options as open ones. Obviously, these options will be ruled 
out by the direction the music actually takes as we listen. For an 
instant, however, we will be kept guessing— at the lower cognitive 
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level, that is. We are able to savor quasi- suspense, so to say. . . . But 
the theory doesn’t rule out the likelihood of boredom setting in for 
any music subjected to long- term repetition. The problem is that 
by the nth time around, the mechanism that kicks in to help make 
familiar music sound fresh would fi nally become stale. One would 
have learned the drill.31

Brown identifi es another issue specifi c to recorded improvisation.

The problem is that the Swinney response only has application 
to our experience of preformed structures to which we have been 
previously exposed. But improvised music possesses no preformed 
structure that we could have learned and anticipated. With such 
music, we’re not content with the quasi- suspense described earlier. 
Rather, we are always on the alert for real surprises. .  .  . With the 
repetition that phonography makes possible, we can clearly antici-
pate the choices a performer is going to make.32

Even though Brown provides a good description of the listener’s active en-
gagement with the unfolding drama of jazz improvisation, it is clear that he 
conceives the listener as a fundamentally passive entity whose experience 
is driven by forces over which she has no control, such as the workings of 
memory and the inevitability of boredom. This listener yearns for authen-
tic experience— “real surprise” rather than “quasi- suspense”— but has no 
power to bring it about.33

Goffman, by contrast, describes the audience as an active collabora-
tor with the performers in the construction of the event according to a 
mutually agreed- upon set of subjunctive behaviors— the “as ifs” embedded 
in their interaction. Summarizing this view, he states, “In the theater, if 
the cast, the critics, and the audience all play according to the rules, real 
suspense and real disclosure can result” even when the material performed 
constitutes an experience of sheer repetition for some of those involved, 
including members of the audience.34 Real suspense or surprise, therefore, 
is not something performers create for audiences to experience; rather, it 
results from the collaboration between performers and audience, each of 
whom plays multiple roles within mutually recognized social frames. I ex-
tend this argument not only to musical performances but also to recorded 
music, to which we assume a listener’s role that entails, in the case of jazz, 
acting as if we are hearing a recorded improvisation for the fi rst time each 
and every time we listen to it.
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This model of listening differs signifi cantly from Alperson’s account 
of the relationship between improvisation and recording. Alperson argues 
elegantly that, with improvisation, “the object of our attention is not an 
artifact but the creation of one” and points out that any artifact left behind 
by an improvisation is “a record of a (unique) action .  .  . from which we 
read off, as it were, the original action.”35 Drawing on Goffman’s idea that 
successful participation in a performance as an audience requires acting as 
if we are in a specifi c information state even when it differs from our actual 
one, I am suggesting that listening to recorded jazz requires the assump-
tion of an information state that makes it possible to hear the recording as 
an improvisation taking place in the present moment of listening, not as a doc-
ument that refers us to an original (past) action. The relationship between 
listener and recording I have in mind is implied in Walter Benjamin’s anal-
ysis of “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” where 
he states, “in permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener 
in his own particular situation, [the reproduction] reactivates the object 
reproduced” (my emphasis).36 In other words, the recording allows us to 
restage the performance where we are, so to speak, rather than to travel 
imaginatively back to its original circumstances. This reactivation results 
not just from the accessibility of the performance in a reproduced form but 
also from the audience’s willingness to play a socially defi ned role in rela-
tion to it. From my perspective, the crucial point that Brown overlooks is 
that it is not just the musicians who are performing: the audience, too, per-
forms, and its performance is crucial to the constitution of music— whether 
live or recorded— as improvised.
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