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THE RELEVANCE OF CONTEMPORARY IMPROVISED MUSIC TO THE

VISUAL ARTIST.

I think that it is no coincidence that my developing

interest of modern improvised (jazz) music has grown in

direct relation to my tendency to seek
"improvised"

alternatives to or progressions from 2 -dimensional

tradional modes of art making. Improvised music, I think,

is based on the attitudes of its creators. It is

temporal, abstract thought based on strong historical

precedents and structures. Music is primarily an

accumulation of raw sound, organized and constructed into

a pattern. Improvisation is for me that most complete

intelligent organization of that sound, offering a linear

train of thought that is comparable to the dialectic that

I use in my visual work. The fact that sound is fleeting

and not tangiable acts as a catalyst to my visual work.

When experiencing an improvisation there is no personality

behind those sounds. They are simply noise that has

probably always existed in the universe harnessed and

pushed into a particular direction for a relatively short

period of time- The poetics of this spontaneous manipula

tion are relevant to all of the arts.

To grasp and understand an improvised piece of music is a

puzzle or an adventure. Its elements are only with us for
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a moment, to disappear and resurface later depending on

which characteristics we are focusing on. It presents

us with a labyrinth, of textures, emotions and an intricate

geometry that is even more exciting with the knowledge that

it can never be exactly reproduced.

Though the best forum for improvised music is the live

concert, most of our experience with it comes from

recorded versions. In a way this is a handicap. If an

improvisation is an example of elusive abstract thought

its ultimate effect must be in the live concert, when the

relationship between musician and audience is immediate

and unique. The musician, Steve Lacy, had this to say

about the improviser's interaction with his audience:

You feel the people in your body and

you can't ignore all of that stuff.

It's like driving a car you feel

the road and you are adjusting every

movement you make to the conditions

of the road. An audience is like

that in the way you can feel it in your

body and everywhere.
9

When an improvisation is recorded it becomes, like visual

art, an object. Perhaps the most rewarding part of visual

art is not the object but the making of that object.

9
Steve Lacy, Interview by Chuck France, Cadence,

December 1978.
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If an analogy can be drawn it would be the taping of

sound and the filming of an artist at work. After this,

the art object and an improvised sound. . .nothing.

Thus the appeal this music has to me as a visual artist.

I could never relate what I do directly to the improvising

musician; however, my behavior in the studio and my

manipulation of matter follows directly the improviser's

involvement with sound. What is most important is not

a product but the experience. An object is only

documentation .



Fl

CONCLUSION:

The art that I have made as a graduate student addresses all

the issues that I hav^ discussed in this paper.

The dialectic between making and doing, the relationship

between words and the art object, the importance of the

exhibition space to the art object and the relationship

between the arts (in this case, improvised music), are all

issues that I have to address before, during and after

the making of an art piece.

Of course the conceiving and making of art objects is an

extremely complex phenomena. For any statement made about

art there are numerous contradictions possible. I felt

the need to seek out and examine the main topics affecting

my work as a visual artist. The "back to
basics"

attitude

that I take in my art and writing should not be confused with

a reductive attitude. I have no intention of reducing

my art out of existence. However, restating the obvious

is important to me. So much of the art that I have seen

simply passes over the obvious, takes it for granted without

an understanding of the complexities involved.

The restating of the obvious and the manipulation of

materials without drastically altering their original
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form does not produce tautological art. I have found that

the possibilities for growth and change in this attitude are

infinite. Hundreds of years of art history have examined the

same topics I have written about in this paper. I believe

it is necessary to keep the obvious in mind and hopefully

evolve toward a new set of ideas on what it means to

make an art object.
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