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Preface

This book began as an extended critique of the dominant theories of the 
ontology of music from the analytic philosophical tradition, drawing on 
improvised music as a source of the critique. I wanted to show that much 
improvisatory music could not be accounted for by this family of theories, 
and that consideration of improvised music also suggested problems with 
these accounts internal to them. After writing some 500 pages on this topic, 
I realized that I was guilty of something akin, as I argue below, to what is 
wrong with much of the study of improvisation. That is, I was using improvi-
sations as counterexamples to theories concerned with European art music; I 
was theorizing improvisation as a purely critical tool. Just as the broad study 
of music tends to treat improvisation as a deviation from composition, as 
an alternative to the well- studied practice of composition, I was treating 
improvisation philosophically in the same way. I needed to use improvisa-
tions as exemplary of a practice with its own theories of what it is or may be, 
if improvisational studies were to avoid being mired in the theoretical and 
discursive hegemony of composition.

I began to see that instead of showing how improvised musics that have 
emerged from African diasporic musical traditions problematize ontolo-
gies of music, and their related aesthetics created to account for Western 
art music practices, it would be both more interesting and ultimately valu-
able to develop the ontological and aesthetic implications of this Afrologi-
cal tradition in and of itself, and to demonstrate where it differs from that 
better- studied tradition focused on Western art music. I will employ the 
terms “Afrological” and “Eurological” throughout this manuscript, as origi-
nally coined by George Lewis in his highly influential article, “Improvised 
Music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives,”1 to pick out a set 

1. Originally published in Black Music Research Journal 16, no. 1 (1996): 91– 122, repub-
lished, with an addendum, in The Other Side of Nowhere.
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of attitudes, characteristics, and practices associated with African diasporic 
art— particularly art grounded in the improvisatory, which, crucially, both 
suggests and includes a distinctive aesthetics, and can be seen to differ from 
a “Eurological” perspective toward improvisatory art practices. For Lewis, 
Afrological improvisation foregrounds history and memory and emphasizes 
“not only form and technique but individual life choices as well as cultural, 
ethnic, and personal location.”2 He talks about how Afrological improvi-
sations suggest the internalizing of alternative value systems and welcome 
“agency, social necessity, personality, and difference.”3 In a concise passage, 
Lewis states, “This emphasis on personal narrative is a clear sign of the 
strong influence of the Afrological on improvised music.”4 Lewis’s distinc-
tion opened up for me conceptual space to examine what happens when 
these distinct ontologies, and their associated differing aesthetics, clash, 
either in legal courts or courts of public opinion. Both are examined in the 
chapters that follow. I also decided to move from writing a highly technical 
philosophical work toward one more grounded and powered by case studies 
of particular recordings and performances, and the discourses surrounding 
them. One result, I hope, is a book of interest to a wider audience than it 
would otherwise be, and one that seeks to explain and understand more 
than criticize.

This shift was powered by some observations I made about my own 
teaching and listening practices. I would regularly lecture concerning John 
Coltrane’s performances of “My Favorite Things.” When I turned particu-
larly to his later performances, students familiar with standard philosophical 
accounts of the relationship of musical works to their performances based 
on Western classical music of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
would often deny that these were performances of “My Favorite Things” at 
all. They may have enjoyed them (although often they did not), but they 
would insist that these were not performances— that their relationship to 
the song, the musical work “My Favorite Things,” was not that of a perfor-
mance of it. I found (and continue to find) this to be an odd response— how 
could they hear what I take to be wonderfully rich and aesthetically exciting 
performances as not being performances at all? And stranger still, how could 
they conclude, seemingly cavalierly, and contrary to accepted discourse (let 
alone liner notes, and Coltrane’s own account of what he was doing), that 

2. Lewis, “Improvised Music after 1950,” 149.
3. Lewis, “Improvised Music after 1950,” 150.
4. Lewis, “Improvised Music after 1950,” 149– 50.
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these were not performances, invoking instead a host of seemingly new, and 
often concocted, relations?

The second observation was this— when lecturing on the Art Ensemble 
of Chicago, I would regularly find students telling me that they “got” what 
I was talking about, but still could not understand or appreciate the music. 
Then one day I showed them a video of an Art Ensemble performance, and 
they all sat in rapt attention, and afterwards claimed, almost to a student, 
that they now “got it.” What was it about the performativity, viewing the 
bodies making music, which contributed to their musical understanding? 
What is it that they claimed now “to get”?

The third observation was more personal. My family would often return 
home while I would be playing Afrological improvised music rather loudly, 
and exclaim, “Turn off that noise!” This they meant literally— they did not 
hear music, only noise. What accounted for this difference in hearing, such 
that they could not hear the music in the sounds? What modes of listening 
were they employing such that the musicality of what I was playing was 
inaccessible to them? What follows suggests answers to these questions, or at 
least places to look for such answers.

From the writing of W. E. B. Du Bois, through participants in the 
Harlem Renaissance, to Leroi Jones (later Amiri Baraka) and the works 
of Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (among many others), there has emerged since 
the turn of the twentieth century critical writing concerning what can be 
called an African- American or an Afrological aesthetics. Its features have 
been described, theorized, contested, modified, and scrutinized to the point 
where we can now pick out the characteristics of such an aesthetic as easily 
as we may debate it details (double- voicedness, use of signifyin’, emphasis 
on the voice, the importance of an individual sound, and so on). Important 
works on Afrological aesthetics have been written, many of them drawing 
our attention to the ways in which such an aesthetics both bears many of the 
hallmarks of the general tendencies of aesthetic theories that emerged out of 
European modernism, and crucially, the many ways in which such an aes-
thetics, and so the artworks created with such an aesthetics in mind, diverge 
from the expectations and norms of European aesthetics.5

Much work still needs to be done to foreground the distinct and distinc-
tive features of an Afrological aesthetics, let alone to map its assorted versions, 

5. See, for example, Gina Dent, ed., Black Popular Culture; Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., The Power 
of Black Music; LeRoi Jones, Blues People; Graham Lock, Blutopia; Fred Moten, In the Break; 
Scott Saul, Jazz and the Making of the Sixties; Alexander G. Weheliye, Phonographies. Most 
recently see Paul C. Taylor, Black Is Beautiful: A Philosophy of Black Aesthetics.
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movements, and microhistories (we need to avoid essentializing Afrological 
aesthetics as much as we need to avoid essentializing race more generally). Yet 
enough critical attention, from a sensitive and nonadversarial perspective, has 
finally been given to Afrological aesthetics that we can now fruitfully investi-
gate something that has been rather understudied— namely how an Afrologi-
cal aesthetics may both throw into question some of the basic philosophical 
assumptions of European aesthetics, and suggest solutions to long- standing 
aesthetic puzzles emerging out of the European tradition. That is to say, once 
we have identified the unique and characteristic features of Afrological aesthet-
ics (or at least some of these features for certain strands of the Afrological), 
we can investigate how such an aesthetics may suggest both problems with 
European philosophical aesthetics, and solutions to problems internal to such 
aesthetic investigations. This is what I undertake in what follows. I want to 
demonstrate how particular Afrological musical practices can be seen to both 
problematize five sets of issues in the ontology and aesthetics of music as com-
monly conceived in Western aesthetics, and suggest novel solutions to them:

 1.  What is a musical work? Where does originality in musical works 
lie?

 2.  What is a musical agent or performer? How does agency function 
in the production and reception of music?

 3.  What aesthetically relevant properties do musical works have, 
and why?

 4.  What is a musical genre? How do genre categories operate and 
enter into evaluative discourses? What is their function?

 5.  What is a performance, what is its relationship to musical works? 
What is an improvisation?

While these questions overlap with each other in varied ways, they will, 
in this order, be the focus of the five chapters to follow. I address each via 
case studies. Chapter One focuses on a lawsuit brought by James Newton 
against the Beastie Boys, concerning the Beastie Boys’s unlicensed use of 
part of a composition by Newton. Chapter Two considers the improvis-
ing software system designed by George Lewis entitled Voyager. Chapter 
Three considers the history of performances of “My Favorite Things” by 
John Coltrane. Chapter Four considers a series of recordings by members 
of the AACM,6 focusing on the album Blasé by Archie Shepp, and Mes-

6. The Association for Advancement of Creative Musicians, based since the late 1960s in 
Chicago, with an associated chapter in New York City.
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sage to Our Folks, by the Art Ensemble of Chicago. Chapter Five returns to 
John Coltrane’s performances of “My Favorite Things,” considering them as 
general examples for developing a theory of improvised work performance.

These questions are all ontological at their root. Chapter One considers 
that most ubiquitous, yet contested, musical entity, the musical work. Chap-
ter Two considers under what conditions musical entities are created. Chap-
ter Three examines what properties musical works have and why. Chapter 
Four considers the function of musical genres as ontological categories. The 
final chapter develops a general metaphysics of the relationship of works to 
performances. Yet issues ontological and aesthetic bleed into each other, since 
one’s ontological commitments with respect to music inform one’s aesthetic 
judgments, and vice versa. And so these ontological inquiries are conducted 
from the perspective of an Afrological aesthetics. I hope to show how:

 1.  An Afrological notion of the musical work can make better sense 
of highly improvised musical practices than those created to ac-
count for composed music.

 2.  Afrological accounts of musical agency can help make sense of 
the status of performers and musical expression, particularly in 
improvised contexts.

 3.  Afrological accounts of work- completion can account for and 
explain the changing nature of musical works, and the role per-
formance plays in this changing nature.

 4.  Afrological music both problematizes what a musical genre is and 
helps explain their highly contested status.

 5.  Afrological aesthetics suggests an alternative to the standard ac-
counts of the relationship of performances to works.

We will also see the damage that can be done when approaching Afrolog-
ical musics from the theoretical perspective of a Western aesthetics and its 
ontology, damage that not only yields a lack of understanding and (aes-
thetic) appreciation, but can have pernicious political and social results.
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Why an Ontology of Jazz?
Improvisation is more a notational than a philosophical challenge to 
traditional [musical] directions.

— David Cope, New Directions in Music

“You bring race into everything, even music”
“It is in everything,” said Simple.

— Langston Hughes, “Bop,” The Best of Simple

What excites me about jazz are the political possibilities. . . . I think 
that we really have to learn what it means to not only envision, but to 
engage in the practice of freedom.

— Angela Davis, “Jazz and Race: Black, White and Beyond”

Entering the club bristling with excitement, having heard much about the 
John Coltrane quartet, you can’t help but notice the cramped quarters and 
the rickety furnishings. The stage, if you can call it that, barely has room 
for the drum kit and the upright piano, which appears to have seen better 
days. Sitting down at a small table as the lights darken, you hear the cash 
register continue to ring, and some patrons at the bar seem rather oblivious 
to the fact that the music is about to begin. The band shuffles onto the stage, 
and the bass player Jimmy Garrison begins a lengthy solo. After a good fif-
teen minutes McCoy Tyner begins comping odd block chords on the piano, 
while Elvin Jones on drums plays polyrhythmic riffs and John Coltrane 
puts the soprano sax to his mouth and starts to blow. Commencing in the 
middle register, and at a medium pace, he soon makes an upward run and 
all sonic hell breaks loose. For the next forty minutes you witness a barrage 
of sounds, the musicians clearly straining in response to each other. When 
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it ends you, like the band, are drained, but also elated. The person sitting 
next to you comments: “That was one of the better versions I have heard of 
‘My Favorite Things.’” Knowing that Coltrane was famous for playing this 
Broadway tune, you do recall hearing brief passages in what was just played 
that sounded a bit like parts of “My Favorite Things,” but you wonder, “Was 
that a performance of ‘My Favorite Things’?” Recalling that after the piece 
Coltrane did come to the mic and say, “Thank you, that was ‘My Favorite 
Things,’ we will take a short break now,” you are puzzled, since you did not 
hear “My Favorite Things” in the band’s performance. You wonder what it 
would mean for this to have been a performance of “My Favorite Things,” 
and if it were not, was Coltrane simply lying, or mistaken about his own 
performance? And if it was a performance of “My Favorite Things,” by virtue 
of what was it so?

Some years later you attend an Anthony Braxton Ensemble concert, 
advertised as the world premiere of a number of new compositions by Brax-
ton. The setting this time is more familiar, a medium- sized concert hall with 
music stands on the stage. The ensemble enters, the room is quiet, and the 
musicians open sheet music, placing it on their music stands. What follows 
for the next hour is very confusing. There seems to be little, if any, coordi-
nation between the musicians; none of the hallmarks of a musical work are 
manifest in this performance. There is no melodic material per se. There 
are no subgroups of musicians playing the same lines. There is little if any 
harmonic development that you can discern, nor, often, any obvious time 
signatures or rhythms. While the band was clearly paying attention to their 
sheet music, flipping pages and the like, you wonder, “In what sense were 
musical works performed?” It sounded to you as if they were all improvising.

In the same festival where the Braxton Ensemble performed, you also 
attend a performance by a group led by Marilyn Crispell. Here the band 
appears on stage with no music, and with the slightest nod from Marilyn, 
begins playing. After about forty minutes they stop, smiling at each other. 
While there were passages where something like recognizable musical form 
emerged, this was what is called “free improvisation.” Here you wonder, 
“Just what is free improvisation?” Was it just a performance— and if so, a 
performance of what? Was a musical work created before your eyes and ears? 
You saw various members of the audience recording the concert; what did 
they record, and might certain uses of the recording determine what you 
witnessed? These questions are all clearly ontological, for they concern the 
nature of musical works and performance, their relationship, and the condi-
tions under which a work is realized in performance.
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The core subject of this book is an investigation into these questions. 
What makes this book different from others’ attempts to get to the heart 
of the musical work/score/performance relationship is that I shall concern 
myself with unpacking this relationship while considering musics that fore-
ground improvisation, particularly musics related to the jazz tradition. This 
has to date received scarcely any scrutiny, and certainly no extended treat-
ment by philosophers. This is unfortunate, since, as the above examples are 
intended to demonstrate, the issues surrounding the performance of highly 
improvisatory musical works, or even the existence of musical works in such 
contexts, seem somewhat different from those that naturally arise when 
considering the classical Western art- music tradition, that tradition usually 
considered when discussing questions in the ontology of music. For our 
audience member is far from merely imaginary— I have heard these very 
questions asked about these and similar performances, and the questions 
she fictionally posed are real ones with unclear answers. These are not the 
questions of someone who simply lacks a basic understanding of improvisa-
tory musical traditions, but valid questions for anyone to ask. Compared 
with Western art music, from which the common discourse of score/musical 
work/performance emerged, what is different when we turn our attention 
toward improvised musical traditions and what is the same? Are there per-
haps universal musical principles of what musical works and their perfor-
mances must be?

While what follows does focus on these questions, I also discuss issues 
seemingly farther afield. For, as the above examples are also intended to 
help demonstrate, one’s ontological beliefs influence, and often determine, 
a bevy of aesthetic and social beliefs one has about such improvised musics, 
and crucially, the converse also holds. Did Coltrane perhaps perform a very 
bad version of “My Favorite Things,” if he performed it at all?1 Does he fail 
to understand the musical work, “My Favorite Things,” if he thinks that 
his performance should count as a performance of “My Favorite Things”? 
Worse still, might he not really even know how to play his horn, or under-
stand standard musical notation, if he thinks that was a performance of “My 
Favorite Things”?2

If the Braxton Ensemble was performing a series of compositions by 

1. Leaving open the possibility that it was a bad performance of “My Favorite Things,” but 
perhaps a good performance of something else, or simply a good improvisation.

2. While few today would take these last questions seriously, at the time of Coltrane’s post– 
“Sheets of Sound” experimentations his competence was questioned, and it is still not difficult 
to find jazz students who question his technique and “proper” mastery of his instrument.
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Braxton, which “parts” of the sounds they collectively produced were parts 
of the musical works they performed, and which were not? This might mat-
ter if I were to use a bit of a recording of this performance in a multisampled 
work of my own. Did I take part of Braxton’s musical work in the sample 
I used, and if so, have I infringed on his musical work copyright? Were 
musical works actually performed at all? And concerning Marilyn Crispell’s 
performance, what sort of musical practice did I witness? If Crispell, a musi-
cian with many years of experience and quite a following, were to apply 
for grants to support her artistic practice, what sort of grants should she be 
eligible for? Grants for composers (which tend to be rather lucrative)? But 
there is no score, and if there are any composers on the scene at all it seems to 
be the collective, not any individual. Perhaps performance grants— but per-
formance is considered to be the performance of musical works— and that 
is what seems to be missing in her practice. We as a society treat composers, 
musicians, performers, and other agents in the world of music production 
differently— but where are improvisers slotted in, and where should they be?

Related to these questions is perhaps a more basic one: why improvise? 
In solo or, more often, group improvisation, what is one accomplishing? Is it 
only a musical gesture, or might the very act of improvising be both the site 
of socially, politically, and culturally important actions, and for the enact-
ment of these actions3 To varying degrees I address all of these questions in 
what follows, but crucially I will be concerned to show how these issues are 
often intermeshed with basic ontological questions, and so there is reason to 
be concerned with the ontology even if one is not predisposed to find ontol-
ogy interesting or important per se.

Consider the quotation from David Cope at the beginning of this intro-
duction. Here someone acutely aware of modern musical practices, includ-
ing jazz practices, claims that improvisation raises no philosophical chal-
lenges but only notational ones, as if Western music’s reliance on notation is 
a given for all musics. Improvisation is, for Cope, to be defined insofar as it 
differs from notation, but why prioritize notation? And why assume at the 
outset that improvisation and notation are somehow necessarily at odds with 
each other? The lack of philosophical import granted to improvisational 
practices is presumably due to the assumption that one needs only to tweak 
the account of notation to fit in improvisation as some sort of deviation 

3. Of course theorists unified under the banner of “new musicology” have convincingly 
argued that the composition, performance, and reception of scored traditional Western art 
music is not socially, culturally, or politically inert.
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from a compositional norm. Yet it is not merely a barren thought experi-
ment to ask, “What if we take improvisation and improvisational practices 
as a given, as well understood, and attempt to define, discuss, and analyze 
composition as a deviation from it?” How odd, anomalous, and perhaps 
uninteresting would composed music end up looking? For it is surely worth 
reminding ourselves that the vast majority of music- making ever undertaken 
has been essentially improvisational, with relatively little being composed or 
fully notated.4 Any analysis of improvisation will be strongly colored by, and 
indebted to, the sophisticated and historically long- lived basket of theories 
concerning composed music, but we should not fall prey to the easy assump-
tion that such theories can simply be tweaked to reveal all that is interesting 
about improvisation.

Even this thought experiment is of limited value5 if it assumes at the out-
set that different musical practices differ precisely, and only, insofar as their 
purely musical features differ (be they different techniques, nomenclatures, 
or what have you). For what now of Langston Hughes’s claim that race is 
omnipresent in music, particularly black music? Can issues of race (and, as 
we shall see, gender) “in” music be but notational issues? And Angela Davis 
sees in jazz the possibility of political action, perhaps a model for bringing 
about political freedom, surely a possibility that is not directly related to 
issues concerning notation per se. Are we to dismiss these views as merely 
ill- informed?

A more nuanced and historically and culturally accurate way of consid-
ering improvised music is slowly emerging in the new field of improvisa-
tional studies. Yet mainstream contemporary philosophy, much of which 
has developed contemporaneously with jazz, has been rather slow both 
to turn its attention toward jazz and to realize that with jazz and other 
improvised musics there exist challenges to many accepted theories in the 
philosophy of music. There is, or needs to be, a philosophy of jazz, or 
philosophies of jazz, if jazz is not to be continued to be seen, by philoso-
phers at least, as just a variant of other Western white- dominated musical 
practices, practices that assume at the outset that jazz is either aesthetically 
unimportant (and that is what one is trying to demonstrate), devoid of 
social or political significance (or perhaps of the same significance as other 

4. See Derek Bailey, Improvisation, for an articulation of this point.
5. As we shall see, one misses the point of many improvisational musical practices if one 

focuses only on their purely musical features and how they relate to notational practices. For 
such a focus ignores the crucial performative, social, and political aspects of much improvised 
music.
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white- dominated musical practices), or merely an offshoot of some dis-
tinct, usually European, practice.6

Perhaps (inevitably, I think), many similarities will emerge between what 
a philosophically informed investigation of jazz will say about jazz compared 
to other musical practices, but it is the differences that will be crucial. For, as 
I shall argue, the distinct history, techniques, functions, and cultural embed-
dedness of jazz demand that a philosophically responsible investigation of 
jazz in many ways be conducted differently than such an investigation of, 
say, Baroque figured bass. Don’t get me wrong— the philosophical arrows 
one wishes to employ are the same: careful logical analysis and arguments 
that are historically and culturally accurate, and a desire to probe beneath 
the surface of claims made in order to tease out the philosophical ramifica-
tions of positions taken. But they must be employed from a position that 
takes as possible, at least, views such as those of Hughes and Davis, let alone 
such jazz luminaries as Duke Ellington, John Coltrane, Cecil Taylor, and 
Wadada Leo Smith. One will inevitably disagree with some of the claims 
of insiders of the world of jazz (just as they disagree with each other), but 
the reasons for doing so should not simply be the inability of their views to 
square with a “one size fits all” philosophy of music; rather, they should be 
the result of the development of a philosophy of music ideally suited to jazz 
that examines what it is, and why it is what it is. This book is the beginning 
of such an attempt, and where I fail this is due largely, I hope, to the intrinsic 
difficulty in recognizing one’s own cultural and philosophical biases, and 
effectively ferreting such biases out in the views of others.

Much of the existing literature in the philosophy of music has its agenda 
set by the particular ontology of music being assumed or argued for. The 
centrality of the musical work concept in the philosophy of music deter-
mines, I will argue, so much else that is said about music that a place for it 
in the study of improvised musics is called for. I came to realize that genre 
theory, which is so crucial to determining the ways we chose to talk about 
various musics, is really just ontology with its hands dirty, ontology that 
considers the actual ways individuals and communities use, interrogate, and 
modify assorted musical concepts, and music itself. Yet genres are highly 
fluid, changing, and contested entities, and obviously configured, partially 
at least, around social and other nonmusical allegiances. In this sense they 
are opposed to the most long- lasting and most- studied ontological status 
something can have, that of being a changeless, eternal Platonic entity, mod-

6. For example, Theodor Adorno, clearly the most read and influential philosopher of 
music, holds all three of these positions. See, for instance, Adorno, Aesthetic Theory.
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eled most famously by Plato’s forms. Yet it is this Platonic model and its 
variants that dominate ontological theories of the musical work.

The term “jazz,” taken as being innocent by most philosophers of music, 
is already a highly politically charged genre term, one that comes with 
assorted ontological baggage, depending on how one chooses to employ the 
category. By viewing many of the most contentious debates in improvisa-
tional and jazz studies as being, at root, based essentially in ontological dif-
ferences, one sees the need for a philosophically sophisticated analysis of the 
underlying ontological assumptions. What follows is an attempt to tease a 
number of them out, and is intended to be not the last word on the subject, 
but, perhaps, one of the first.

The members of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musi-
cians (AACM) have tended to shun the term “jazz,” in favor of “Great Black 
Music.” A general unhappiness with the term “jazz” goes far back, at least to 
early Ellington. What many have realized is that the term itself is a form of 
segregation imposed from the outside, for it serves often to demarcate this 
music from so- called serious music.7 This ghettoization continues to have 
profound ramifications. It is easy to still find the reflexive equation of seri-
ous music with classical music; jazz programs are segregated in the academy, 
and are often little more than training facilities for wedding bands; granting 
agencies have separate grants and smaller budgets for jazz; and its status as a 
kind of popular music has, I think, led to its relative invisibility to philoso-
phers.8 Even among critics who view jazz as an important art form and lion-
ize many of its creators, the category “jazz” often tends to corral these artists 
into a pen not necessarily of their own choosing. I am very sympathetic 
with those who shun the word “jazz”; indeed I am not certain there is such a 
thing.9 For reasons having little to do with anything other than orthographic 
ease, I will employ the term, but I urge you to consider the subject of my 

7. Other important musicians have shunned the use of the term “jazz,” such as Charles 
Mingus and Miles Davis. See, for example, Miles Davis’s 1982 interview with Bryant Gumbel 
on the Today Show (1:55; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHeYG9SNaS0).

8. Actually jazz often falls between the cracks in philosophically informed musical dis-
courses. Those who work on “serious” music simply ignore it, while those philosophers who 
work on popular music often find jazz to be too “fine” an art to fit into their discourses. Nei-
ther fish nor fowl, it is “too rich” a morsel for a philosophy of popular music, while too “lean” 
for those who attend to “art music.”

9. The claim is not, of course, that most would deny that many examples of music are 
to be thought of as examples of jazz, but that attempts to define jazz are not just ultimately 
fruitless, but useless. For jazz scholarship and criticism has, from its inception, focused on 
strongly essentializing accounts of jazz. In Chapter Four we will look at the AACM’s reasons 
for postulating the category “Great Black Music,” as opposed to “jazz.”
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study to be what I think it actually is: Great Black Music and the constella-
tion of musics influenced by it.10

Here is a brief summary of what follows. The introduction argues, in 
rather general terms, why an ontology of improvised music might be both of 
interest and importance. Given that ontology is a rather daunting endeavor, 
coupled with the fact that assorted strands of postmodernist theorizing have 
questioned the need for, or possibility of, ontological enquiry, such an argu-
ment is called for. Here I both rehearse and develop arguments as to why we 
employ the musical work concept, and how improvisation may problema-
tize its use. I discuss the dominant ontological theories of the musical work, 
and the notion of hybrid artworks, with an eye toward both establishing the 
ontological lay of the land, and questioning the “pure” art status of much 
improvised music. I also argue that there is good reason to examine in par-
ticular avant- garde improvised music and its accompanying discourses, for 
both their ontological commitments and content.

Chapter One is a sustained argument for recognition of the aesthetic 
and political ramifications that follow from the employment of a musical 
work concept. This is accomplished by examining intellectual property law 
concerning musical works, performance, and improvisation. In particular, I 
examine in detail a case involving the improviser and composer James New-
ton and the popular rap group the Beastie Boys. This chapter’s broad pur-
pose is to demonstrate the embeddedness of ontology in the aesthetics and 
politics of music, while its narrow purpose is to critique existing intellectual 
property law concerning the musical work and to suggest modifications. 
Often those who do not see the connections between ontology, aesthetics, 
and politics in music will do so on considering intellectual property law. 
With this case we will see that the conflict surrounds alternative, and here 
opposing, conceptions of the musical work— the dominant view drawing 
on the discourses surrounding European art music, and an Afrological view 
drawing on a variety of black musics, many highly improvisatory, including 
those that draw from and intersect with European art music.

Chapter Two begins with a general discussion of music and inten-
tionalism, and argues for the importance of a detailed examination of 

10. This term too, demands interrogation as to what sort of genre assumptions it is mak-
ing. What this term seems to (rightly) lack, which most attempts at defining jazz search 
for, is some sort of set of auditory features definitive of such music. While the expression 
“Great Black Music” may, under certain interpretations, fall prey to questionable essentialist 
theorizing, it seems grounded in contingent histories of music production in a manner that 
may actually assist those who wish to talk about such musics. See Chapter Four for a further 
discussion of this expression.
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the intentions behind acts of work creation, performance, and improvi-
sation. In an attempt to distinguish the intentions behind acts of work 
performance vs. improvisations, I consider the case of improvising robots 
and what they may tell us about the differences and similarities between 
work performance and improvisation. In particular, this chapter sets up a 
series of philosophical challenges regarding the possibility of improvising 
machines, and then offers a solution to them, with the perhaps surpris-
ing conclusion that the attitude we take to improvising with machines is 
in fact the same that we take toward our human fellow improvisers— an 
attitude strongly grounded in a particular use of our imagination. Here 
too the positive conclusion will be shown to be both in keeping with and 
suggested by an Afrological aesthetics.

Chapter Three focuses on the relationship of a performance to the musi-
cal work it is a performance of, and, crucially, to other such performances. 
Here I argue that the improvised performances of musical works change the 
work itself, and that a particular modal logic can help make sense of this— 
one that is somewhat nonstandard, as possibilities are not eternally fixed. I 
relate this both to recent work in music cognition and work in mediation 
theory as applied to digitally mediated music. I also consider discussions 
by sociologists, art historians, and philosophers concerning the question of 
when an artwork is completed, and suggest that many improvisations based 
on (pre)existing tunes are best seen as acts of the continued creation of a 
musical work. Again, a model that allows for the continued alteration of 
musical works via their performance history will be shown to be in keeping 
with an Afrological aesthetic, in particular the emphasis on revision and 
performance that such an aesthetic endorses.

Chapter Four considers some precise case studies to show how genre 
theory affects our ontological thinking about music generally and impro-
vised music in particular. Here I develop a theory of what I call “aesthetic 
denseness,” namely that musical performances that positively invite consid-
eration from numerous genre positions take on thicker aesthetic properties, 
and that these properties have ontological ramifications. I go on to show that 
many avant- garde improvised musical movements grounded in an Afrologi-
cal aesthetics have as their goal such aesthetic thickening. I conclude with 
a discussion of the highly influential theory called relational aesthetics, and 
its relationship to improvised music and the discourses many improvisers 
employ. I also place a particular school of improvisation, that practiced by 
the AACM, within the context of modernist and postmodernist debates in 
music. Here we see, in great detail, the interweaving of the political, aes-
thetic, and ontological.
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Chapter Five ties everything together by developing a positive theory of 
improvised musical works and performances that is both representational, 
fallibilist, and epistemic. That is to say, improvised performances of musical 
works are shown to be ways of representing the work performed, open to 
failures of representational fidelity, which manifest an improviser’s under-
standing of the work at hand. The kinds of representations at play will be 
shown to bear striking similarities with pictorial depictions. This entirely 
new theory allows us to make sense of the differences between free impro-
visations, the improvised performances of pre- existing musical works, and 
traditional musical work performances without doing damage to the varied 
discourses music makers employ. I will show how literary theory, and the 
notions of paraphrase and signifying, can help us make sense of the rela-
tionships improvised performances may stand in with respect to the song 
or tune they are based on. In other words, the representational theory of 
performance developed here will be shown to be an Afrological theory, and 
so an alternative to those theories of performance that have emerged out of 
consideration of European art music.

There are two “practical” guiding principles of this book. The first is that 
the thoughts of musicians concerning their own creative activities must be 
taken very seriously. The world of jazz scholarship, criticism, and journalism 
has a history of silencing musicians when their accounts of their practices 
did not fit with what some critic, theorist, or other thought.11 Assumptions 
are made about the motivations and nature behind them and evidence is 
then selectively chosen, or ignored. Complex practices, which often spring 
from a diversity of motivations and interests, are simplified and reduced in 
the critic’s alembic, resulting in a version of fool’s gold, accounts that make 
sweeping pronouncements about whole swaths of cultural practices but are 
ultimately of little value. Philosophical discussions of jazz, particularly those 
emerging out of analytic aesthetics, have been particularly guilty of this.

It has been particularly difficult for philosophical models of jazz prac-
tice to move outside of the paradigms that have been applied to Western 
art music. Jazz is often either seen as squarely in opposition to European 
high- art music, or viewed with critical and analytic lenses developed for 
and by art- music practices. Jazz is either a wholly opposed other or a poor 
stepchild to the European art- music tradition. That jazz might be a product 

11. For example, see Don De Michael’s interview with John Coltrane and Eric Dolphy, 
which appeared in Down Beat, April 12, 1962, pp. 20– 23. A unifying characteristic of new 
musicology and improvisational studies is a sensitivity toward, and a reliance on, ethno-
graphic evidence.
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of a hybrid basket of concerns, techniques, influences, and motivations is 
often ignored.12 Far too many binary oppositions are set up contrasting jazz 
practices with other musical practices, like old- fashioned taxonomic charts 
contrasting, say, mammals and reptiles, and with the implied essentialism 
that such charts suggest. We need to interrogate what musicians themselves 
think about their practices.

There is, I think, the related need that one must be an improviser to inter-
rogate the performative, phenomenological, and social aspects of improvi-
sation.13 For these aspects of improvisation are performed, experienced, or 
both by the improvisers themselves, and not transparently open to external 
scrutiny, at least not totally. Actually, I believe, perhaps controversially, that 
this is true of anyone: to write about the arts, one must practice them.14 
The historical failure of this to be the case is partially responsible for an odd 
and often overlooked aspect of much philosophical art discourse— that it 
concentrates on the perspective of perceivers, viewers, and audiences, over 
that of creators and participants. This is a rather grave problem for arts that 
are highly participatory and collaborative, as improvisational musical arts 
are. For this reason my initial decision to work on improvised music cor-
responded with a return to improvising myself. I am deeply indebted to the 
many musicians I have improvised with and who have allowed me to enter 
their community. Their voices are very much built into the fabric of this 
book. The title of this book draws on the title of a 1966 recording by the Bill 
Dixon Orchestra. This album manifests most effectively and beautifully the 
continuum between improvisation and composition, while Bill Dixon’s own 

12. The hybrid nature of jazz is now well entrenched in jazz studies, but has yet to have had 
much influence on the philosophy of jazz.

13. There is this need if one is to be able to understand properly the comments of impro-
visers about their own practices. Improvisers often talk about improvising in a way that may 
very well be obscure to those who do not improvise themselves. And why should this be 
otherwise? It is only if you assume at the start that improvisation is simply a practice for the 
production of music that lacks certain features of score- driven musical production, that you 
might think it can be understood without having the specialist’s knowledge that we think is 
necessary to understand virtually all other cultural or artistic practices. This need also follows 
from the fact that there is little agreement concerning the nature of improvisation, and so 
there is no commonly accepted set of assumptions that one can learn as a nonimproviser.

14. I do not mean to assert that nothing can be known about a given art by someone who 
does not practice it, if for no other reason than there may well be widely accepted accounts of 
individual art practices, and widely accepted agreement about a given art’s features and func-
tion. However, it is often very difficult to discern when and how the knowledge that comes 
with knowing how to practice a given art might affect what else one might believe about that 
art.
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artistic practices, writings, and life reveal the intertwining of the ontologi-
cal, aesthetic, and political in improvised music. Mr. Dixon passed while I 
was writing this manuscript, and it is humbly dedicated to his memory. I 
suspect he would find much to fault in it, and propose alternative views and 
theories. Yet I hope there is also much here that he would consider to take 
the debate forward.

When the moving party has carried its burden under rule 56, its oppo-
nent must do more than simply show that there is some metaphysical 
doubt as to the material facts.

—  U.S. Supreme Court, in Matsushita Electrical Company v. 
Zenith Radio Corp, 475 U.S. 586- 87, 106S. Ct. at 1356, cited 
Newton v. Diamond, 204 F. Supp. 2d 1244; 202 U.S. Dist. 
LEXIS 10247

A musical composition consists of rhythm, harmony, and melody, and 
it is from these elements that originality is to be determined.

—  Newton v. Diamond, 204 F. Supp. 2d 1244; 202 U.S. Dist. 
LEXIS 10247

There is never any end, there are always new sounds to imagine, new 
feelings to get at. And always, there is the need to keep purifying these 
feelings and sounds so that we can really see what we’ve discovered in 
its pure state. So that we can see more and more clearly what we are. 
In that way, we can give to those who listen the essence, the best of 
what we are. But to do that at each stage, we have to keep on cleaning 
the mirror.

— John Coltrane, Meditations liner notes, Impulse A- 9110, 1966

The parts of philosophy are inseparable from one another. . . . Posido-
nius said he preferred to compare philosophy to a living being— 
physics to the blood and flesh, logic to the bones and sinews, and ethics 
to the soul.

— Sextus Empiricus, AP 7.19

The Stoics, both under their founder Zeno of Citium and through their 
flowering under the leadership of Chrysippus, agreed about the unity and 
interrelationships between the parts of philosophy. Concerning the parts of 
philosophy, “no part is given preference over another, but they are mixed 
together, and [the Stoics] transmit them in mixed form.”15 Whatever one 

15. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, vol. II, 7.40.



Revised Pages

Introduction • 13

may think of the details of Stoic philosophy (and there is much to admire), 
and in general of such systematic philosophical systems, one thing the Sto-
ics were well aware of is the interconnectedness of one’s metaphysical views 
with one’s ethical and political views. The Stoics chose to ground their moral 
and political theory on an account of nature in general, and human nature 
in particular. Many now find fault with such essentialist theorizing, but the 
Stoics, to their credit, were well aware that their metaphysics not only colors 
their moral theorizing, but both motivates and grounds it. Yet the rejection 
of such unified philosophical programs does not, in and of itself, cleave the 
connections between metaphysics and politics. Indeed, often all that hap-
pens is that the connections become hidden, with, as I hope to demonstrate, 
a negative political impact on those who find themselves and their cultural 
products on the metaphysical outside looking in.16

I will explore the manner in which questions in the ontology of music 
have had and continue to have perhaps unexpected political ramifications. 
The focus will be on the notion of a musical work, and its application to 
improvisational musical traditions, particularly jazz. For as we shall see, what 
one takes a musical work to be is hardly a value- neutral enterprise. For fixing 
what a musical work is affects what one takes to be the aesthetically relevant 
features of such works, determines when and how such works are created, 
and drastically affects precisely what roles composers, performers, and oth-
ers have in the creation of music.17 But most generally, a particular ontology 
of music tells one when music has been created and what it is that has been 
created; it determines when an act of artistic creation has taken place. More 
specifically, the endorsement of a particular ontology of music can make it 
difficult to discern the social and political role that music- making may have 
for certain communities, since certain ontologies of music rule out even 
the possibility of music discharging certain social or political functions.18 

16. It is also worth noting that the Stoics would have made no distinction between philo-
sophical inquiries and those that we might now consider to fall under the purview of other 
disciplines. The desired unity of their thought encompassed what we would now consider to 
be sociology, anthropology, assorted exact sciences, and cultural theory broadly construed. 
What follows is a plea to strive for something like this Stoic unity by endeavoring to develop 
an ontology of music that is in accord with a sociology and anthropology of music— an 
ontology that fits with a detailed account of how music fits into a given community’s assorted 
communicative practices.

17. For a related point see Lydia Goehr, “‘Music has no meaning to speak of.’” But note 
that the question of whether or not “pure” instrumental music can have meaning, political or 
otherwise, is related to, yet distinct from, the question of whether what one takes a musical 
work in general to be is already a political question.

18. For instance, if one’s ontology of music has it that music cannot have propositional 
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The ontology of music that one accepts therefore affects both the politics of 
music reception (criticism, aesthetics, value) and the political instrumental-
ity that one believes music may have.19

I hope to demonstrate that the ontologies of music currently most in 
favor have serious, and often pernicious, ramifications when they are applied 
to many improvisational musics, particularly Afrological musics such as jazz. 
This may suggest, as a remedy, jettisoning the musical work concept alto-
gether, particularly once one realizes the often- pernicious effects of its appli-
cation outside of the Western art- music tradition from which it issued. One 
might also take solace in the magisterial work of Lydia Goehr, who argues 
convincingly for the socially and historically constructed nature of the musi-
cal work concept.20 Acceptance of Goehr’s thesis might suggest an answer to 
the question on the status of the musical work concept in improvised musics 
such as jazz— that there is none. I am strongly tempted (for reasons that will 
become clear) by this option, however it is too quick.

First, many of those who wish to jettison the work concept really mean 
to argue that there should not or need not be a work concept when con-
sidering improvised music, not that there is not. The claim, in effect, is 
something like this: “Would it not be better if we rid ourselves of the work 
concept, and so its history and associated metaphysics?” Now even if one is 
sympathetic to this claim, as I am, it does not speak to the fact that the work 
concept is employed in many discourses concerning improvised music. For 
this concept is so embedded in our discourse concerning music, including 
music largely improvised, that there are reasons to attempt to find a work 
concept (or a family of concepts) appropriate for improvised and jazz music. 
The main reason is the fact that many improvisers do employ the work con-
cept when discussing their own practices, and we need to make sense of 
this. For crucially, improvisation should not be considered merely to be the 
polar opposite of composition. Many improviser composers, often taken 
by the public to be “mere” improvisers who are not in any sense compos-
ers, employ a range of methods and techniques, both predetermined and 
otherwise, using both traditional and alternative forms of notation, or non-
notational performance instructions, or none at all, to realize their music 

content, then it cannot function in any manner that demands such content.
19. One might, as many have, err in the other direction by viewing certain improvising 

musics (such as free jazz) as intending to be merely a form of political speech, like so many 
placards in bold fonts, and so fail to interrogate how such musics might be intended, among 
other things, to enter into dialogue with “high art music” histories, practices and criticism.

20. Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works.
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in performance. To think that one is either improvising or playing a pre-
composed notated work is to endorse a false dichotomy, and is but one of 
the many binary ontological assumptions that we need to question. What 
follows from this is that it is unwarranted to simply assume that nothing like 
a musical work is on the scene if one is faced with an improvisational musi-
cal act.21 For example, such a move would make it perhaps impossible to 
explain many highly improvisatory performances of preexisting songs. With 
Coltrane’s performances of “My Favorite Things,” for instance, we have both 
performances of a preexisting musical work and improvisations.22 The the-
ory of musical works developed here recognizes that the work is not so much 
a fixed bit of the furniture of reality, but a highly contextual and fluid entity. 
When trying to identify a musical work, we will see that no univocal set of 
identity conditions can, or should, be given.

An additional reason, closely related to the first, is highly contextual: 
much musical discourse, including that of musical analysis, history, intellec-
tual property law, philosophy, criticism, journalism, and so on, often takes 
the musical work for granted.23 While there may be little agreement between 
these overlapping yet distinct discourses concerning what the musical work 
is, or little cognizance even of the problems surrounding the concept, such 
discourses do employ the musical work concept.24 We valorize creators of 
musical works as the geniuses of the musical arts, we offer legal protections 
to musical works and their creators (of crucial social, cultural, and economic 
importance), and, by taking the score/work/performance trilogy as given 

21. For example, see the recent musicological study of the Art Ensemble of Chicago, by 
Paul Steinbeck, Message to Our Folks: The Art Ensemble of Chicago, for a technical analysis of 
the manners in which composition and improvisation may be intertwined.

22. As we shall see, such improvised performances might be creations of new musical 
works at the same time that they are performances of preexisting musical works.

23. A key difference between the first and the third reasons is this: the third reason consid-
ers the perspective of the dominant Western discourse concerning music, which takes as its 
target Western classical music. The first considers the perspective of the class of improvisers, 
whose practices, and theories concerning them, are often disparaged if recognized at all by the 
dominant discourse.

24. Of course these discourses themselves need to be relativized to particular communi-
ties or families of communities. To think that the musical work concept as embedded in the 
intellectual property theory at play in, say, US jurisprudence might be the same as found in 
the Blackfoot’s account of the ownership of communal songs, is obviously mistaken. There is 
no reason to believe that interrogating a particular community will yield a single static work 
concept at play. What follows is in many ways an extended argument for the need to consider 
the sociology, history, and anthropology of music when interrogating the musical work con-
cept, a project that others have advocated (see, for example, Goehr, The Imaginary Museum).
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and fundamental, we develop theories of aesthetics, metaphysics, and other 
philosophical and evaluative musical theories from this perspective. When 
musical traditions seen as “nonstandard” are considered at all, existing theo-
ries are tweaked with little interrogation of the theories themselves. We are, 
in a sense, “stuck” with the discourse of the musical work, and to jettison it 
would be seen, not so much as the development of an alternative in which 
the musical work concept as normally understood is inappropriate, but as 
the development of a theory to account for music where the musical work is, 
as a matter of fact, absent. We need to come to grips with the work concept 
in improvisation.

This is a powerful reason not to disavow it completely, but not a reason 
to refrain from interrogating the use of the concept, to see why, and if, it fits 
with our intuitions and practices concerning music in general and specific 
genres of music in particular.25 Even if we end up with reason to employ 
the concept when discussing improvised music and jazz, it may well not be 
that the work concept we might fruitfully employ when considering such 
musics is the very same as competing accounts of the musical work that 
have been developed taking a subset of European art music as their model. 
In fact, the model(s) found most fruitful for discussing improvised and jazz 
musics may differ radically from these models, so much so that someone 
wed to the work concept as found in discourses indexed to Western classi-
cal music plausibly might wonder whether it is still the musical work that 
is being discussed at all.

There are two main reasons to interrogate the work concept in impro-
vised/jazz musics that suggest that its employment differs from how it is 
employed in discussions of Western classical music. The first focuses on the 
notion of the musical work itself. Here the main source of such question-
ing will be the fluidity of the identity of the musical work when discussing 
improvised musics. One feature that the dominant models of the musical 
work that are applied to classical music share is the fixity of the musical 
work. That is to say, the work itself is thought to be changeless throughout 
its existence (whether it is eternal, timeless, or created), and performances 
are thought either to instance a work or not, as the case may be, and to 
instance (apart from extremely ad hoc and artificial examples) at best one 
work only. The world of musical works is thought to be a static world, while 

25. Precisely whose intuitions we might want to consider, and even if this were decided, 
determining whether or not we are necessarily left with a single set of nonconflicting intu-
itions, will be important considerations in what follows.
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with improvised music we will see that it may well be best thought of as a 
fluid world. Such fluidity is inconsistent with a metaphysics grounded in 
fixed identity based on necessary and sufficient conditions. The challenge, 
and it is a daunting one, is to develop a coherent metaphysics of works and 
performances that can capture in a revealing fashion the fluid identity of 
such musical works. What follows takes steps in the direction of developing 
such a metaphysics.

The second primary locus of difference between the use of the work con-
cept by improvising communities and its use by those concerned primar-
ily with Western art music concerns notions of normativity surrounding 
the creation of a musical work. When discussing classical music, a standard 
claim is that scores indicate musical works by making normative certain fea-
tures of the musical work— those features that collectively form the work’s 
essence (or at least part of this essence). As we shall see, such norm- making 
instructions, and the associated intentions that accompany the composer’s 
creation of such norms, may well be lacking in much improvised music, or 
when present, may be employed in a radically different fashion. The view to 
be developed here concerning what distinguishes acts of composition from 
both the performance of preexisting works and acts of improvisation will 
focus on the assorted participants’ intentions, with these intentions often 
being of a communicative and social nature as opposed to norm- establishing 
intentions. I will therefore foreground intentions more than some do, and 
often consider a different set of intentions than philosophers have tended 
to examine. The model that will finally emerge will see the relationship 
between performance and work as being more like the relationship between 
a representational painting and the object being represented than that of a 
token to its type.

What follows is in many ways a plea to consider closely the actual history 
of the musical communities whose musical work concepts one wishes to 
understand. I reject wholeheartedly the assumption made by some that there 
is a single musical work concept appropriate for all musics. Such a claim 
appears to be simply wishful thinking, a metaphysician’s desire to be able to 
investigate the musical work as she might the nature of a prime number or 
an electron. Yet if we need to engage in serious cultural history to reveal the 
musical work concept as it is actually employed, as opposed to some ideal 
and idealized version of it, why not simply engage in cultural history?

To object to metaphysicians’ role as judge and jury is not to undermine 
their role as expert witnesses. We do need cultural history if our account 
of the musical work is not to be simply a fiction or an idealization, if it is 
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to help us in any way understand the work concept and how it relates to a 
vast constellation of associated concepts.26 For this reason I will tend not to 
defer to certain standard operating principles employed by metaphysicians. 
I will not assume that a simpler theory is, in and of itself, better than a more 
complicated one, but will prefer those theories that track some actual dis-
course concerning the musical work. I also do not assume that the musical 
work, for all communities that employ the concept, must fit ontologically 
into some preexisting category for that community (a form of ontological 
simplicity). We may discover that musical works are, for a given community, 
ontologically distinct and interesting beasts.27 In other words, I hope to sup-
ply the cultural historian with some new tools with which to interrogate the 
work concept when it is encountered.

In this sense my work is very much in the spirit of Lydia Goehr’s, for I 
hope to tease out the musical work concept or concepts at play in actual his-
torically situated musical communities and see what metaphysical assump-
tions are being made. This task is complicated by what I see as an ontological 
ramification of what Ingrid Monson has called jazz musicians’ “situational” 
attitude toward political allegiances, particularly during and with respect 
to the civil rights movement in the United States.28 If the ontological and 
the political are intimately entwined, then a willingness, or even a need, to 
take varied, perhaps even at times contradictory, political stances may well 
also yield a commitment to varied and perhaps contradictory ontological 
positions concerning the status of the musical work. One may, for example, 
hold one position when facing an issue surrounding intellectual property 
and another when considering one’s own performance practices taken as 
a whole. We shall see how this is the case, and it complicates even further 
attempts to glean a single ontology of improvised works emerging from the 
jazz tradition. I hope to demonstrate that such “ontological/political plural-
ism,” far from being a refusal to engage in robust ontological theorizing, is 
actually required by the improvisational musical practices one is hoping to 
understand, and the varied ways they reflect themselves in diverse discourses 
and social contexts.

26. While there are certainly metaphysicians of music who recognize that their accounts of 
the musical work must closely track some particular history of the work concept, this meth-
odological principle is sometimes simply ignored, or, more strangely, forgotten, particularly 
when turning to improvised music in general, and jazz in particular. For example, Julian 
Dodd is guilty of the former while Stephen Davies is guilty of the latter.

27. I do not therefore take it as a prima facie objection to a given conception of the musical 
work that musical works come out as ontologically unique.

28. See Monson, Freedom Sounds.
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The precise work concept one employs affects in ways that are not always ap-
parent a nexus of other issues concerning music. For what one thinks music 
in general is, and musical works in particular are, affects the kinds of proper-
ties both music and musical works can manifest. For example, what kinds of 
expressive, aesthetic, and semantic features (to pick out three important and 
highly contested sets of properties often considered when discussing music) 
music, musical works, and musical performances have, or fail to have, de-
pends not just on what one takes these properties to be, but on what one 
takes that which they are said to be properties of to be. This fact makes it 
doubly important to interrogate the concepts of music and the musical work 
as philosophers of music have developed them. For precisely which onto-
logical concept one endorses may very well determine to a great extent the 
kinds of properties one plausibly sees music, musical works, performances, 
and scores as capable of having.

The last thirty or so years of scholarship in the philosophy of music 
has seen considerable effort undertaken to uncover the nature of musical 
works.29 Much light has been shed on this knotty problem in the ontology 
of music, and some of the most insightful and philosophically sophisticated 
writings in the philosophy of music have focused on this subject. To pick out 
but four prominent examples, Peter Kivy and Jerrold Levinson have done 
much to set many of the terms of the contemporary debate, while, as men-
tioned previously, Lydia Goehr has raised assorted challenges to their posi-
tions via both an examination of the history of Western art- music practices 
and a “metacritique” of what she sees as the shortcomings of their analytic 
method. These three are all concerned with accounting for Western classi-
cal music. Stephen Davies has developed a “third way,” conceived to take 
into account a wider collection of musical practices that seem to employ 
the work concept, than the previously mentioned authors consider. More 

29. For example, see: Wolterstorff, “Toward an Ontology of Art Works”; Kivy, The Fine 
Art of Repetition; Thom, For an Audience; Levinson, “Hybrid Art Forms”; Margolis, Art and 
Philosophy; Ingarden, The Work of Music; Scruton, The Aesthetics of Music; Goodman, Lan-
guages of Art; Goehr, The Imaginary Museum; Dodd, Works of Music; S. Davies, Musical Works; 
D. Davies, Art as Performance. I focus on philosophers engaged, broadly speaking, in debates 
concerning the nature of music and the musical work from the analytic tradition. Such think-
ers do not have a monopoly on theorizing about the musical work (far from it), but they 
have explored, more than others, how the musical work concept might fit into more general 
discourses on ontology, and, as we shall see, aspects of the general tenor of such theorizing 
seem to have entered assorted non- philosophic discourses. Others in this tradition have begun 
to question the methods and conclusions of analytic ontology of music. See, for example, 
Thomasson, “The Ontology of Art,” “Debates About the Ontology of Art”; and Ridley, The 
Philosophy of Music.
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recently still, Julian Dodd has defended a robustly Platonic conception of 
the musical work, employing a “simple” type/token model based on what 
he sees as “our” most fundamental intuitions concerning the musical work, 
intended, interestingly, to cover jazz works.30

I am clearly indebted to all of these authors. However, my focus on jazz 
music in particular, and improvised musics more generally, will point toward 
shortcomings in these accounts, at least when attempting to generalize them 
to cover such improvising musical traditions. These authors would, I think, 
cheerfully recognize many of these shortcomings, since their accounts were, 
for the most part, never intended to explain all musical traditions. I will 
discuss only those that reveal what is distinctive of the work concept in 
improvised music and that point toward a model that can account for this 
distinctiveness. While I am not concerned here to directly critique these 
theories, those familiar with the family of theories concerning the status of 
the musical work that have emerged out of the analytic tradition should find 
ample material here to formulate such critiques.

The methods I employ are at times somewhat different from those 
employed by many of the theorists just mentioned. For instance, I find 
little value in thought experiments when applied to the ontology of music. 
I do not think that a particular theory should fall or garner endorsement 
depending on what it might say about cases of simultaneous composition 
of the same sound structure by two distinct composers, odd substitutions 
of identical scores with mislabeled composers, Martian compositions, and 
the like.31 For my intuitions about such cases, when I even have them, are 
highly colored, as they should be, by some community’s actual use of the 
musical work concept. Existing usage determines intuitions, and we cannot 
escape, nor should we try to, the history of the musical work concept. It is 

30. In fact, Dodd’s account is intended to cover all music.
31. Such thought experiments might push us to think hard about the musical work con-

cept, and perhaps reveal inconsistencies among our beliefs. I simply do not prioritize our intu-
itions about such cases over our actual practices involving the work concept. It appears to me 
that more weight and intellectual attention are often given to these puzzles than to an inter-
rogation of how the work concept is actually employed by some community or other. Perhaps 
I simply suffer from a failure of imagination, but I often do not know what to say when asked, 
“Well, what are your intuitions about this rather odd case?” Such thought experiments often 
suffer from an additional “modal” problem. They tend to ask you to consider a counterfactual 
situation that appears to be logically possible, but in fact demands a far more robust species 
of possibility for them to do their work. Often to assume that the counterfactual at play is 
more robustly possible is simply to beg the question at issue. What we can imagine as (merely) 
logically possible tells us little about concepts as embedded in contingent cultural histories as 
the musical work concept is.
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a sham to claim that one has intuitions about a concept that is so much a 
product of a particular contingent history of music production, apart from 
how one receives and conceives of this history. So I am worried if one’s 
favored account cannot explain the use of the work concept by the members 
of an actual musical community. I would like an account of the musical 
work to reflect usage— for example, the “fact” (I do take it to be a fact) that 
each of John Coltrane’s performances of “My Favorite Things” is just that, 
as are performances of Roscoe Mitchell’s “The Maze.” If a theory tells me 
otherwise it is as problematic as the general ontology of music works Nelson 
Goodman developed, which has it that we are almost always incorrect in 
claiming that a given performance of a symphony is just that.32 If one is wor-
ried about which metaphysics might best capture usage, you need to tweak 
your metaphysics to account for usage, not decree from on high that a given 
usage is wrong. One’s metaphysics of music must serve to explain usage, not 
explain it away.

In this sense I am strongly committed to a version of what is called “the 
pragmatic constraint” in the ontology of art as employed by theorists such 
as David Davies. Crudely put, epistemology must trump ontology when 
discussing art objects. What we think about musical works, and in particu-
lar the properties we ascribe to them that we take to be of crucial aesthetic 
importance, must be sustainable by our ontology of musical works. Our 
ontology of music should tell us what sorts of things musical works are 
if they are to have the properties and play the roles that a given commu-
nity claims they do. True, such ontological inquiries might reveal unsettling 
problems with a given community’s set of beliefs concerning musical works, 
but the role of the ontology of music is to try to make sense of, and system-
atize when possible, our judgments concerning musical works, not decree 
what they must be.33

In very general terms, to be made clearer later, I will question some 
basic assumptions that the aforementioned authors make concerning 
music in general, assumptions that seem to be ill grounded when one 
considers jazz and many other improvised musics, particularly if one fore-
grounds the accounts many practitioners of these arts give of their own 
practices. Perhaps the most fundamental of these assumptions concerns 
what sort of thing music itself actually is, or, to put the point another way 

32. Goodman, Languages of Art, 210.
33. See D. Davies, Art as Performance, Chapter One, for a clear statement and discussion 

of this principle. An extended debate on the application of this principle to the ontology of 
music ensued; see Dodd’s Works of Music, Davies’s response in “The Primacy of Practice in the 
Ontology of Art,” and Dodd’s rebuttal in “Adventures in the Metaontology of Art.”
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(following here, among others, Levinson), whether or not music, or some 
music, is a hybrid art.

This is a question worth considering at this time. To put the point most 
simply (and therefore, in some ways misleadingly), is music just sound?34 
When one interrogates a particular instance of music to discern its meaning 
(if it has any), its expressiveness (if any is present), its aesthetic properties 
(if it exemplifies any), etc., is one considering only sounds (even if they are 
considered as sounds embedded in a particular history and culture)? I will 
argue that for many improvised musics the answer to this question should 
be no— the “art object” that one is intended to consider is essentially hybrid, 
often including far more than just sounds, even more than historically con-
textualized sounds, but also gesture, discursive stories, and perhaps elements 
of dance and other performative features. Social features of such music mak-
ing will also be shown to be “cleaved off” from the artistic features only with 
great difficulty, and at the risk of yielding a crucial misunderstanding of the 
practice itself. Recognizing this will allow such music to embody meanings, 
expressions and, more generally, content that many have rightly seen as diffi-
cult to account for if music is just some sort of pure sound structure. Impro-
vised music is a kind of practice, and this practice often essentially involves 
actions that are far more than just the production of sound.35

History and Hybridity

There are two basic contexts in which a work of art may be placed: 
either in the history of its nation . . . or else in the supranational his-
tory of its art.

— Milan Kundera, “Die Weltliteratur,” The New Yorker, Jan. 8, 2007

You have heard the his- tory, now hear my- story.
— Sun Ra36

34. Sonicism is sometimes taken to be the principle that all that enters into the identity 
conditions of a musical work is its “pure” sonic properties. Closely related to this is the ques-
tion of whether or not, when forming judgments (aesthetic and other) about a work of music, 
it is proper to consider nonsonic features of the work. A whole nexus of questions get quickly 
entwined, some of which will be discussed below.

35. The fact that most of our encounters with music these days are mediated by various 
electronic recording and transmission methods masks the obvious fact that music almost 
always involves bodies in motion.

36. Transcribed from the film, Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise, a 1980 documentary directed by 
Robert Mugge.
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The musical work concept goes hand in hand with a basic assumption con-
cerning what music is, since the musical work concept, an ontological con-
cept at root, developed out of a particular history of music production and 
a particular history of the relationship of music to other arts.37 For consider, 
we are faced with what we take to be music (these days, at least) in at least 
three overlapping situations. First, we may be sitting before a score, and 
then we may ask, what, or where, is the music? “Is music a literary art, or a 
graphic art?” is a question suggested by fixating on scores.38 Second, we may 
be witnessing a performance and so ask, quite naturally, if music is a perfor-
mance art. Third, we may be interacting with a recording in some form and 
so ask whether music is an industrial art, a kind of manufacturing process.39 
Each way we may interact with music suggests distinct answers to the ques-
tion, “What is music?” Does music somehow essentially involve marks or 
symbols (fixating on scores), or bodies and bodily movements (fixating on 
performances), or machines and manufacturing (fixating on recordings)?40 
Additionally, we may focus on the contexts and settings in which music- 
making and consumption take place, and conclude that music is essentially 
a social interaction.41 What, if anything, we decide to ignore when actually 
consuming music— thinking about it, enjoying it, judging it— and what 
we decide is part of “the music itself,” the object of our contemplation and 
enjoyment, is not naturally or neutrally given but is the product of our par-
ticular account of music and its relation to other arts.

What you decide music is, at the broadest ontological level, affects almost 
everything else you will say about it. Is music, in some sense or other, “just 

37. For an insightful extended discussion of this see Goehr, The Imaginary Museum. Even 
if one is not convinced that the musical work itself is a cultural construction, it is clear that 
particular accounts of the musical work need to be indexed to particular genres of music and 
their histories.

38. It is worth pondering the fact that much musicology involves careful analysis of scores, 
with the goal of revealing features of the associated music. Here a form of literary analysis is 
used to indirectly reveal features of a musical object, not a literary object.

39. We also encounter music in a variety of functional settings, and so may ponder, for 
example, its political, military, and religious nature. When faced with any case of music- 
making, it is a nontrivial task to identify what parts of the complex series of events one is 
witnessing are the “musical” ones. That is to say, we operate with a tacit ontology of what 
music is even when we form a judgment as simple as “there is music here.”

40. To generalize, traditional musicology tends toward the first position, new musicology 
toward the second, and popular music studies toward the third.

41. An influential attempt to both recognize these assorted contexts and incorporate 
them into a single governing concept is that by Christopher Small and his coinage of the 
term “musicking” in his work of the same name (Musicking: The Meanings of Performing 
and Listening).


