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STUDIES IN MUSICAL PERFORMANCE AS CREATIVE PRACTICE

About the series

Until recently, the notion of musical creativity was tied to composers and the works they produced, which later generations were taught to revere and to reproduce in performance. But the last few decades have witnessed a fundamental reassessment of the assumptions and values underlying musical and musicological thought and practice, thanks in part to the rise of musical performance studies. The five volumes in the series Studies in Musical Performance as Creative Practice embrace and expand the new understanding that has emerged. Internationally prominent researchers, performers, composers, music teachers and others explore a broad spectrum of topics including the creativity embodied in and projected through performance, how performances take shape over time, and how the understanding of musical performance as a creative practice varies across different global contexts, idioms and performance conditions. The series celebrates the diversity of musical performance studies, which has led to a rich and increasingly important literature while also providing the potential for further engagement and exploration in the future.

These books have their origins in the work of the AHRC Research Centre for Musical Performance as Creative Practice (www.cmpcp.ac.uk), which conducted an ambitious research programme from 2009 to 2014 focused on live musical performance and creative music-making. The Centre’s close interactions with musicians across a range of traditions and at varying levels of expertise ensured the musical vitality and viability of its activities and outputs.

Studies in Musical Performance as Creative Practice was itself broadly conceived, and the five volumes encompass a wealth of highly topical material. Musicians in the Making explores the creative development of musicians in formal and informal learning contexts, and it argues that creative learning is a complex, lifelong process. Distributed Creativity explores the ways in which collaboration and improvisation enable and constrain creative processes in contemporary music, focusing on the activities of composers, performers and improvisers. Music and Shape reveals why a spatial, gestural construct is so invaluable to work in sound, helping musicians in many genres to rehearse, teach and think about what they do. Global Perspectives on Orchestras considers large orchestral ensembles in diverse historical, intercultural and postcolonial contexts; in doing so, it generates enhanced appreciation of their creative, political and social dimensions. Finally, Music as Creative Practice describes music as a culture of the imagination and a real-time practice, and it reveals the critical insights that music affords into contemporary thinking about creativity.
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Music as Creative Practice


Introduction

CREATIVITY IN CONTEXT


Is there anything new to be said about the creative act—anything really new, I mean? I rather doubt it.

—Aaron Copland (1952: 40)



Whether it is a classical symphony or stadium rock, fascination with music is tied up with fascination about its creation. We hear a Beethoven symphony not just as sound but as the powerful voice of its long dead creator, and the sense of its createdness—that it was made by a particular person at a particular time and in a particular place—is an intrinsic part of the experience. In a review of Michael Jackson’s This is It—the documentary-concert film about a tour that never happened owing to Jackson’s unexpected death—the critic Kirk Honeycutt (2009) describes how it captures the artist ‘in the feverish grips of pure creativity’, and the sense that music is being created right in front of you is part of what makes concerts special. In a secular age, creativity is an emblematically human quality, and to think of music as creative practice is to think of it as human action. In the case of long-dead composers the traces of past actions are brought back to life on stage, while in recordings and live performance the actions of embodied agents are made palpable as sound. This book is a study of music as creative practice: it aims to convey the sense of people making music. In so doing, it figures creative practice as not just based on, but made out of human actions and interactions. And if creation and creativity are intrinsic to the experience of music in concert or on recordings, then they are intrinsic to musicology too. Musicologists study music as the work of its creator or creators, and their discussions of structure, intention and meaning can often be resolved into an engagement with the nature and processes of musical creativity. As Mark Reybrouck (2006: 54) says, issues of creativity lie at the heart of a great deal of musicology—and yet, he adds, few musicologists are well versed in it.

The word ‘creative’ and its cognate forms are long established, and up to the sixteenth century referred specifically to divine creation—the paradigm case of Honeycutt’s ‘pure creativity’, creativity ex nihilo, out of nothing. But then the idea was extended to humans. Following Plato, the fifteenth-century Italian philosopher, astrologer, musician and priest Marsilio Ficino saw poets as mediators or vessels through whom divine inspiration could be transmitted to the rest of humanity, and there is an eye-witness account of Ficino himself in the the feverish grips of pure creativity: ‘his eyes burn, he leaps to his feet, and he discovers music which he never learned by rote’ (Ruud 2000: 75). And the sixteenth-century English poet Philip Sidney took it a stage further: he spoke of God having ‘made man in his own likeness’, which included the ability to imagine and create things beyond nature (Williams 1983: 82). One might say that by this time the idea of artistic creation had become normalized. Yet the idea of artists giving voice to things that lie beyond them did not disappear. On the contrary, it was heavily reinforced in the eighteenth century by Immanuel Kant, for whom it was the mark of genius: in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s summary, as the product of genius, art ‘arises from an unconscious ability, directly inspired by nature, to create exemplary things of beauty without the conscious application of rules, so that even the artist cannot say exactly how he has accomplished his work’ (1986: 97). According to the Oxford English Dictionary the word ‘creativeness’ dates from 1805, but—apart from references to God and the almost divine Shakespeare—the standard modern term, ‘creativity’, goes back no further than the twentieth century. All the same, with Kant most of the connotations now associated with it were in place, including the crucial quality of mystery. Even artists—one might say especially artists—do not know what they do.

It is as if old meanings are never lost but roll forward into the new. The artist of genius retains the divine connotations of the original usage, resulting in the image of a creator who is ‘larger than life, more brilliant than any individual could be’. That description comes from the creativity researcher and jazz pianist Keith Sawyer (2006: 272), and it refers to Nobel-winning scientists who become icons of the combined creative efforts of their teams. It applies just as much to iconic musical figures such as Beethoven and Jackson, the staging of whose music equally depends on the combined effort of creative teams. And to bring science and art together in this way is appropriate, for the idea of creativity embodied in Kant’s aesthetic theory was subsequently developed in such a way as to encompass both. In effect it took the form of what Sawyer refers to as a series of ‘creativity myths’, the first of which he lists as ‘Creativity comes from the unconscious’ (18)—an idea that, as we have seen, comes straight out of Kant. Linked closely to this is the myth that creative work is effortless, emerging fluently and requiring little or no revision: another creativity researcher, David Perkins, has investigated this proposition and finds no evidence for it (1981: 164–9). Also related to the idea of genius is the myth that creative prowess is bestowed rather than learned—an idea that yet another creativity researcher, Margaret Boden, calls ‘insidiously destructive’, because it implies that ‘Either one has got “it” or one hasn’t. Why bother to try?’ (2004: 271). Equally the stuff of myth is the idea of creation ex nihilo: the Chambers Twenty-First Century Dictionary (1999: 361) defines ‘to create’ as ‘to bring into being or form out of nothing’, but as Boden (2004: 11) says, this renders creativity ‘not only unintelligible but strictly impossible. No artist or engineer ever made an artefact out of nothing’. (For God, of course, it was different.) Just as much part of the mythology, but this time arising out of a belief that art and worldly success are incompatible, is the idea that geniuses are unrecognized in their own time—of which Sawyer comments that ‘there is almost no evidence for it’ (2006: 22). And implicit in all of this—indeed taken for granted in the very idea of genius—is the assumption that creativity is the achievement of individuals, and of very exceptional individuals at that.

As my repeated references to creativity researchers will suggest, the academic field of creativity studies has engaged in a systematic programme of testing and dismantling the myths. As a coherent field of study it can be said to have come into existence in the second half of the twentieth century, but that is not to say that scholars did not engage with issues of creativity before then. Music provides an early example. In the second half of the nineteenth century the pianist, composer and editor Gustav Nottebohm made detailed studies of Beethoven’s sketches (to which I will return in Chapter 2): they were motivated by his fascination with the process through which canonical works came into being, though he never brought his findings together into a coherent theory. Outside music, early studies of creativity were most often prompted by moments of insight that gave rise to important scientific discoveries. One famous example is the chemist August Kekulé’s discovery in 1865 of the molecular structure of benzene. As he later revealed, this was prompted by a fireside dream in which he saw atoms gambolling before his eyes, like snakes—and when one seized hold of its own tail he awoke ‘as if by a flash of lightning’, realizing that he had the solution (Boden 2004: 26). It is worth noting that the image of a snake biting its own tail, or ouroboros, is not as far-fetched as it might seem: it is a long-established symbol with generally esoteric connotations, favoured in particular by alchemists.

Another example is the mathematician Henri Poincaré’s account of a crucial insight about the theory of Fuchsian groups: he was just getting into a local train when the idea came to him, he recounted, ‘though nothing in my former thoughts seemed to have prepared me for it’ (Poincaré 1914: 53). He adds that he was instantly certain the idea was right, even though he did not have time to think about it just then (he was in the middle of an unrelated conversation which he resumed on taking his seat). What gives particular importance to Poincaré is that he did not just recount this and other moments of insight: he developed a theory of them. It is an early form of what later became known as ‘stage theory’, authoritatively formulated in 1926 by the social psychologist Graham Wallas, according to whom the essential stages in the act of creation are ‘preparation’, in which you become immersed in a problem or set of problems; ‘incubation’, during which thought churns away in the unconscious; ‘illumination’, the moment of insight (often referred to as the ‘eureka’ or ‘aha’ moment) when the product of unconscious thought breaks through into consciousness—as happened to Kekulé at the fireside and to Poincaré as he stepped onto the train; and ‘verification’, the working out of the insight, which is sometimes called ‘elaboration’ or divided into two phases of which elaboration is the second.1

These ideas were to feed into creativity studies, but the regime of behaviourist psychology, which dominated the first half of the twentieth century, was inimical to such unquantifiable approaches. Modern creativity studies began in 1950, when the eminent psychologist J. P. Guilford chose creativity as the topic of his keynote address at the annual meeting of the American Psychological Association. He was doing so in a post-war atmosphere of concern about the regimented conformism of American society, laced with worries about the developing nuclear arms race (Sawyer 2006: 41), and creativity research became a government priority. Behaviourism, however, was still highly influential, and the first phase of creativity research focused on developing a quantitative measure of creativity to set alongside IQ (intelligence quotient) tests: like intelligence, creativity was conceived as a mental faculty that individuals possessed to a greater or lesser degree. Nowadays IQ is looked on with suspicion, because of the way in which its apparent objectivity conceals social, economic and cultural inequalities, but even in its own time the attempt to construct an equivalent measure for creativity was not seen as a success. The problem was not that tests could not be created: they were. It was that there was no obvious correlation between them and creative achievement in real life.

By the 1970s creativity researchers were placing much more emphasis on ways in which creative practice involves the same mechanisms used in all mental work: as Boden puts it, ‘creativity draws crucially on our ordinary abilities’ (2004: 261), while for Perkins, ‘Any normal person can be creative in terms of whatever abilities he or she has or can acquire’ (1981: 287). Established ideas about creativity, such as stage theory, were subjected to empirical investigation, and new principles proposed. In a book originally published in 1983, Teresa Amabile (1996) took as her starting point the first-hand accounts of individuals generally acknowledged to be highly creative, treating these as hypotheses to be tested. At the same time Perkins investigated the reliability of such first-hand accounts, finding that they are often misleading even when there is no intention to deceive, and developing what he called a technique of retrospective reporting: immediately after a creative episode he asked people what they had been thinking, and he concluded that this yields far more reliable and complete accounts than recollections long after the event, such as Kekulé’s and Poincaré’s. Perkins argued that, while creators think their insights come unannounced, that is simply because they have forgotten the intervening stages of their thought. In particular he analysed Poincaré’s account, arguing that it appears mysterious because ‘he didn’t tell it rightly. I have never heard of a completely out-of-the-blue insight when a person had reviewed the thinking immediately afterward’ (Perkins 1981: 72). And he points out that, following the moment of insight, Poincaré stopped thinking about it: having taken his seat, he continued his conversation. He simply forgot what his train of thought had been.

This is an example of the systematic testing and dismantling of the creativity myths to which I referred. It gave rise to what is at present the dominant paradigm of creativity studies, variously called the sociocultural or systems approach. Associated primarily with Amabile and Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, the tag ‘sociocultural’ reflects the significance attached to a variety of contextual factors, among the most of important of which are the ideas of ‘domain’ and ‘field’. The domain is the broad sphere of creative practice involved, such as particle physics or musical composition, and domains are defined in terms of a repertoire of exemplary works together with the accepted conventions and resources that underlie them. The thinking behind this is that domain-specific knowledge plays a critical role in creativity; one of the reasons early creativity researchers were unsuccessful was that they were looking for creative attributes that would apply across all the different domains of creative practice. As for the field, this refers to the set of mechanisms by which creative work is selected to enter the domain: in science it encompasses the roles of such gatekeepers as academic institutions, funding agencies and journal editors, while in composition it includes publishers, performers, promoters and critics.

The tag ‘systems’ can be explained by saying that, rather than being something that simply goes on in an individual’s head, creativity is a property of the entire system—the domain and the field as much as the individual. Fundamental to this is the premise that—in the words of Amabile’s colleague Howard Gardner—‘nothing is, or is not, creative in and of itself. Creativity is inherently a communal or cultural judgement’ (1993: 36). Amabile herself expressed it more bluntly: ‘a product is creative when experts in the domain agree it is creative’ (1996: 33). And the same principle informs the general definition of a creative idea or product that researchers working within the sociocultural approach share, though the words they use to express it vary. For Csikszentmihalyi (1997: 25), for example, it must be ‘new’ but also ‘valued enough to be added to the culture’, for Sawyer (2006: 27) ‘novel’ but also ‘appropriate, recognized as socially valuable’. The point is that these terms are meaningful only insofar as a particular society attaches meaning to them; as Todd Lubart (2010: 267) writes, ‘What is novel in one society may not be novel in another’, and this applies all the more to appropriateness and value.

All this is not to say that personality traits or genes play no role in creativity, but it is to severely delimit their role. Fifty pages into one of his books, Csikszentmihalyi asks rhetorically ‘when are we going to deal with the real characteristics of creative persons?’ And he answers: ‘the reason I hesitate to write about the deep personality of creative individuals is that I am not sure there is much to write about’ (1997: 55–6). Far more important, he says, are things like access to the domain, which is largely a matter of luck (for example having the right parents), and being motivated to explore the domain from an early age. Indeed motivation plays a crucial role in the sociocultural approach. Csikszentmihalyi coined the term ‘flow’ to refer to the intensively positive, almost dream-like experience that results from the combination of a challenging real-time task and the ability to meet that challenge, and the term has become part of musicians’ vernacular. Like sex, flow is a form of intrinsic motivation, making creative practice rewarding in and of itself. In contrast, one of Amabile’s most striking findings is that extrinsic motivation—for example financial incentivization—can actually be counter-productive.

If there was a political dimension to the establishment of modern creativity studies in post-war America, that was also the case when the public profile of creativity reached its apogee fifty years later. It is a story I tell in Chapter 3: in the UK in particular, the ‘creative industries’—a rather disjointed assemblage of sectors including music but centred on the digital economy—became a cornerstone of neo-liberal policy-making. The thinking that informed new policy, however, was based on old conceptions of creativity. Policies were designed to incentivize individual entrepreneurs conceived in the heroic mould of the creativity myths, rather than to foster the social infrastructure for a wider creative culture: Robert Hewison’s account of the years around the turn of the millennium makes it very clear that ‘the politicians failed to understand creativity’ (2014: 55). Sawyer makes a similar argument about the United States, where ‘innovation has become more and more dependent on collaborative webs’, and yet ‘copyright and patent law has shifted towards the greater protection of individual ownership of ideas’ (2007: 221). And why should this be? ‘U.S. government policy remains based on the myth of the solitary genius’, Sawyer says. Public policy, in short, continues to reflects the myths that creativity researchers have dismantled.

Music studies, too, was slow to take on board the new thinking about creativity. Around the year 2000 the phrase ‘creativity in music’ still evoked hackneyed images of Beethoven and artists in garrets. Indeed at that time the field of classical music was still largely in the grip of its own distinctive subset of the creativity myths, additional to the general ones I have already mentioned, and they can be expressed as a series of binaries: the focus was on the individual rather than the group, on the producer rather than the receiver, on composition rather than performance, on text rather than context, on mind rather than body, on men rather than women, and on the exceptional rather than the everyday.2 A particularly far-fetched aspect of this traditional thinking was the idea of a creative moment in which the composition presents itself to its composer complete in every detail: the once highly influential American philosopher Suzanne Langer spoke of a ‘process of conception, that takes place entirely within the composer’s mind . . . and issues in a more or less sudden recognition of the total form to be achieved’ (1953: 121). This myth, to which—and to whose source—I return in Chapter 2, has had a particularly broad legacy that encompasses both the theory and the practice of music. The supposed moment of inspiration in which an entire work is revealed, much as a landscape is revealed by a flash of lighning, lies behind the sometimes almost obsessive attempts of analysts to demonstrate the organic unity of musical works, and of editors to strip away the accretions of subsequent history in order to recapture the composer’s original vision. It also lies behind the emphasis on historical authenticity in performance, and the bias against adaptations made by someone other than the composer, that are still reflected in the classical concert hall.

In a short article entitled ‘Mozart as a working stiff’, Neal Zaslaw quotes a passage from Alfred Einstein’s 1946 book Mozart, His Character, His Work that—as Zaslaw says—has become widely disseminated through quotation or paraphrase in programme and liner notes. In it Einstein noted that there is no record of performances of Mozart’s last three symphonies, even though they were composed three years before he died, and suggested this was because they were conceived for ‘no occasion, no immediate purpose’, but rather as ‘an appeal to eternity’: in creating them, Mozart followed ‘an inner impulse’ (Zaslaw 1994: 104–5). As Zaslaw says, this is a typically Romantic interpretation that embodies all of the mythical features I mentioned. Zaslaw demonstrates that the G minor Symphony, at least, was almost certainly performed shortly after its composition, and—in the absence of any solid evidence—constructs a plausible account of the circumstances under which these symphonies may have come into being, turning on Austria’s economic problems during the late 1780s and their known impact on Mozart’s personal finances. But what is most significant about this article is its origins and its date. As Zaslaw explains, it was prompted by his remarks, at a conference sponsored by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra in 1990, to the effect that Mozart never composed except with a specific occasion and purpose in mind, the purpose more often than not being monetary. He found himself being denounced for saying this, in particular by germanophone delegates, and was astonished at the vehemence with which they defended the Romantic idea that a genius like Mozart composes only—as Einstein put it—out of inner impulse. By the standards of other disciplines in the creative arts, 1990 was extraordinarily late to be having such quarrels. And while things have changed a good deal since then, as recently as 2014 Sawyer called the field of classical music ‘the one remaining bastion of the solitary lone genius myth’ (2014: 285).

An edited book based on a conference that took place in 2003 (Deliège and Wiggins: 2006) offers a snapshot of musical creativity studies at that time: it included then new fields such as computational creativity and neuroscience, but focused entirely on individual creativity, and mainly on composition (though a few contributions broached issues of creativity in performance). By contrast, another edited book that was published six years later and was similarly comprehensive in its scope (Hargreaves et al. 2012) presented a completely different picture. Again there is a group of chapters on neuroscientific approaches, which conceive creativity as something that goes on within people’s heads, but otherwise the picture of musical creativity that emerges is overwhelmingly collaborative and performative. One contributor writes that ‘music-making is . . . always a collective activity regardless of whether it is done individually or in a group’, while another refers to ‘the most creative forms of musical activities, namely, musical performance’ (Folkestad 2012: 203; Tervaniemi 2012: 285).

All this impinges directly on my book, the basic premise of which is that the social dimension is fundamental to music as creative practice. As I explain in Chapter 3, the book was first conceived in 2005—at the height of the creative industries frenzy—as my contribution to the AHRC Research Centre for Musical Performance as Creative Practice (CMPCP). This was a five-year project in which four UK universities collaborated: it focused on creativity in live performance, and its outputs included four large collaborative volumes organized around different aspects of the topic. As described in the original funding application, the purpose of my book was to pull together this research, together with research from outside CMPCP, in such a way as to push the understanding of musical creativity firmly in the directions of performance and collaboration. But things didn’t turn out quite as planned. CMPCP came into being only in 2009, and completed its programme of research in 2015, meaning that ten years had passed by the time I was in a position to begin serious work on the book. But by then the shift towards collaborative and performative approaches to creativity in music was already a fait accompli. What I originally saw as the position I would advocate instead became the starting point from which I developed my approach to the subject: in a nutshell, I see creativity as ultimately residing in social interaction, bring the distinct creativities of performance and composition together within a single overarching framework, and argue for an understanding of musical creativity that places it at the centre of everyday life rather than in some remote domain of exceptionality.

The rapid changes in the field of musical creativity studies over the last decade have been reflected in—and achieved through—a major development of the literature, and my book is designed both to engage this literature and to develop my own take on the subject. In addition to the edited books I have already mentioned, and a number of others focusing on specific areas of musical creativity (such as Collins 2012 on composition, Odena 2012 on education and Barrett 2014 on collaboration), there has been an outpouring of articles across the field. Attempts to bring this scattered area of study together in the form of monographs are however thinner on the ground. Perhaps the most direct expression of the new thinking—and the first monograph to appear—was Pamela Burnard’s Musical Creativities in Practice (2012). It attacks the myths, sets out a social and collaborative approach to creativity, and reports on a wide range of ethnographic studies that demonstrate the radical dependence of creative practices on specific social contexts: hence ‘creativities’ rather than ‘creativity’, which Burnard sees as an ‘empty outmoded category’ (2012: 37).

Another monograph, Composing Processes and Artistic Agency by Tasos Zembylas and Martin Niederauer (2017), appeared only after my book had been copy edited. Based on an interdisciplinary research project at the University of Music and Performing Arts Vienna, this more specialist study focuses specifically on contemporary ‘art’ composers. At its heart is an ethnography based on interviews, diaries, working documents, and workshops or rehearsals, but this is developed through theoretically informed interpretation that resonates at several points with my own approach: these points include a concept of composition as a fundamentally social practice based on tacit knowledge, the ideas of distributed cognition and of networks of human and nonhuman agents, and a suspicion of ‘creativity’ as traditionally construed. Finally there is Juniper Hill’s Becoming Creative: Insights from Musicians in a Diverse World: forthcoming at the time of writing, this is based on multisited fieldwork and focuses on the sociocultural factors that enable or inhibit the development of creative musicality. What there is not—and what my book is intended to be—is a more general study of the whole field as it stands after a decade of change, embodying and extending the new thinking but at same time bringing it into dialogue with the the longer established concerns of musical creativity studies. If, as Burnard writes, ‘creativity is not the product of single individuals’ (2012: 24), then what are we meant to think about Beethoven and the rest? Just how might we develop a way of thinking about creativity that links performance and composition, or classical and popular music? Does the idea of novelty or originality make sense in music, or do we need to think about musical creativity in a different way? Or musical creativites? And what light might that cast on creativity or creativities in other spheres? These are just some of the questions my book attempts to answer.

I spoke of conveying the sense of people making music, and so the book’s focus is on the social. But when I say that I mean the same as Tim Ingold and Elizabeth Hallam (2007: 6): ‘not . . . some hypostatized, superorganic entity—namely ‘ “society” ’, but rather ‘those mutually constitutive relationships through which, as they grow older together, [people] continually participate in each other’s coming-into-being’. In other words, the perspective is that of the action and interaction of individuals, and in terms of creativity studies, this maps onto the symbolic-interactionist take on the sociocultural approach that is particularly associated with Sawyer (who completed his doctoral studies with Csikszentmihalyi). Following the influential Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, Sawyer sees creativity as fundamentally social, with collaboration the norm and performance the paradigm: ‘we can’t explain creativity if we persist in thinking it’s a trait of individuals’, he writes, and again, ‘performance is the creative process made visible’ (Sawyer 2006: 134, 256). But while Sawyer’s work belongs firmly within the sociocultural approach—whose engagement with performance, as he says, goes back to the 1980s and 1990s—there is one feature of that approach that does not translate productively to the context of performance, and that is stage theory: in real-time creative practice the sequential model cannot really apply (231). As we shall see, it does not apply very well to other aspects of musical creativity either.

All this explains why the first of the book’s three chapters centres on real-time collaboration, primarily in the context of performance, though also including rehearsal and the working together of performers, composers and/or producers. I present music as a relational practice in which musicians interact with one another and with their listeners. But the particular focus of the chapter is on how creativity is distributed among the participants in musical events, and how it emerges from the interactions between them. I draw on Sawyer’s (2003) model of group creativity in jazz: each musician responds to the others in a process of real-time interaction, giving rise to a musical outcome that is jointly owned and could not be predicted by any one of them. At each moment multiple possible continuations are possible, each in turn branching off into further possibilities, and I see what Sawyer calls the resulting ‘combinatorial explosion’ as lying at the very core of musical creativity. In the second half of the chapter I show how Sawyer’s model can be developed beyond jazz improvisation to a wide range of other creative practices of music: these include collaborative songwriting, rock bands creating their music in rehearsal, producers working with performers in the studio, and performers collaborating with composers in the creation of contemporary ‘art’ music. As with Sawyer the emphasis is on creative networks of social interaction, but it is crucial to my argument that these social networks can also embrace such material agents as instruments and scores: instruments and scores ‘talk back’ just as human agents do. It is through these heterogeneous networks, or assemblages, that a social and collaborative concept of creativity can be extended to a tradition—that of western classical music—that was long seen as the epitome of solo creativity.

The surge of interest in social and collaborative creativity, in particular as focused around improvisation and performance more generally, has transformed the traditional object of studies of musical creativity—the composer working at his (sic) desk—into an almost neglected topic (though Zembylas and Niederauer’s recent book helps redress the balance). In all sorts of obvious ways—not just the fact that they do not take place in real time—the creative practices involved in lone composition are different from those involved in collective performance. It might be tempting to simply say that composition and performance represent different creativities and leave it at that (though it would be better to say that they represent different clusters of creativities, since the message of Burnard’s book is that every culture, genre or situation gives rise to distinct creativities). In Chapter 2, however, I suggest that a social approach to creativity—an approach that sees interaction between people as the core of creative practice—can bring a new understanding to composition. It is not just that you cannot be a composer without being embedded in social structures involving performers, publishers, agents, and so forth. Through a series of case studies I show how sixteenth- and seventeenth-century composers’ methods reflect an essentially social concept of music that is very different from the concept that has dominated the tradition of western classical music during the last two centuries or so. Central to this newer and still current concept is the idea that music is moulded in the individual composer’s imagination, and I illustrate this through the example of Beethoven, who occupies a prominent place in the myths that have impeded understanding of creativity. I draw comparisons with other areas of creative practice—particularly architecture and perfumery—in order to develop new ways of thinking about this kind of creative imagination. I invoke Andy Clark’s extended mind thesis to explain the role played by instruments, scores and other material objects as tools for musical thinking, and illustrate the operation of such musical thinking through examples drawn from the last fifty years or so. And I emphasize how the materials with which composers work ‘talk back’ to them: in this way I show how we can understand composition in terms of the same social, network-based models that I developed in the previous chapter. Seen this way, compositions represent another form of assemblage.

Chapter 3 reflects the importance that sociocultural approaches attribute to the contexts of creative practice. I begin with a creative phenomenon particularly associated with music: the child prodigy, of whom Mozart forms the historical prototype, and Michael Jackson a more recent and almost as famous example. Among the problems posed by prodigies are the respective roles of nature and nurture in their development, and their apparent ability to communicate qualities of maturity and personal experience they cannot in real life possess. (A similar conundrum is posed by computational creativity.) I also explore the boundary between creative collaboration and intimate personal relationship, focusing on Sir Edward Elgar and the two significant others who played an indispensable role in his creative ecology: his wife Alice, and his publisher August Jaeger. Another key context for creative development is education, where I trace a transition from premodern patterns of social learning that emphasized tacit knowledge to institutionalized pedagogical regimes based on explicit knowledge and academic conceptions of research. This is the background against which teaching initiatives have developed to foster creativity in performance, but there is a problem: in today’s neo-liberal society, dominant models of creativity revolve around individual innovation, a model that is poorly adapted for performance and for music in general. I make the point by exploring some of the contradictions and controversies surrounding copyright, which is touted by governments and the creative industries as enabling and incentivizing creativity, but seen by many practitioners as inhibiting it. In his book Remix the lawyer Lawrence Lessig shows how hip hop depends on repetition, adaptation and recirculation—aspects of creative practice disowned by the law—but his arguments apply to music quite generally. And so, in the Conclusion, I build on the idea of creativity as improvisation, which Ingold and Hallam oppose to the ‘creativity of innovation’, in order to develop an approach to creativity that makes more sense in relation to music than either the discredited myths or the commercial and legal thinking that recycles them.

While the book is grounded in sociocultural approaches to creativity, emphasizing the extent to which creativity is something that emerges from social action and interaction rather than just happening within people’s heads, the fact that music is a performance culture—that it takes place in real time and the most vivid experiences if it are evanescent—means that it draws only to a limited degree on the explanatory approaches of established creativity studies. As I said, stage theory in particular contributes relatively little to the study of music as creative practice, although it is occasionally invoked as an analytical framework (for example in Shira Katz’s and Howard Gardner’s [2012] typology of composers based on whether their initial ideas take a musical or extra-musical form). The phrase ‘the compositional process’ is frequently encountered in writing about composition, especially sketch studies, and might suggest a stage-based approach. But it is not obvious that there is in reality any general process that corresponds to the phrase, and I can make the point in two ways.

On the one hand, writing music has attributes in common with writing just about anything else. In writing this book, for example, I worried about what I was really trying to do; invested a lot of time in gathering and organizing my materials so that when the time came I could could write as freely as possible; spent further time trying to plan both the whole and the parts in a top-down manner, while being ready to trash these plans as soon as they didn’t work; and in practice worked in a mainly bottom-up manner, with themes emerging from the particularities of the material and with the final text coming together in sometimes unforeseen ways. All this could be easily paralleled in composition. For example, in Chapter 2 we see Dan Welcher trying to figure out what his Night Watchers is really about, and Roger Reynolds sorting and structuring his materials so that he can freely improvise his Symphony[Myths] into existence, while in interview Ellen Taaffe Zwilich told Robert Raines (2015: 9) that ‘If I have a plan for a piece, and then as I’m writing, the piece wants to do something different, I will always go with the piece and throw away the plan’. In fact, in another book of composer interviews, Bruce Adolphe told Ann McCutchan (1999: 93) that ‘I don’t think writing words is any different from writing music’.3

But on the other hand, the actual process of composition—what is done, the order in which it is done, and how—can vary wildly, and not just from one composer to another but from one work to another. On the basis of historical sketch studies, Friedemann Sallis writes that ‘the sheer diversity of working methods should make us sceptical of attempts to define stages of this activity all too precisely’ (2015: 7). Contemporary composers concur. Glenn Branca told Raines (2015: 266) that the way he writes is ‘different for almost every piece’. Sebastian Currier explained to McCutchan that he sometimes works top-down and sometimes bottom-up. And he added that in the end it makes little difference: ‘the problems . . . are complementary. In each case the difficulty is to reconcile the large-scale structure with the smaller-scale details’ (1999: 231). As with Burnard’s creativities, then, there are any number of creative processes.

Creativity researchers acknowledge that creative processes can be less linear than stage theory would suggest; in Perkins’ words, the stages may be ‘better thought of as aspects of creative process that may occur many times in different mixes and orders during the course of creating’ (1981: 185). In other words they are not so much stages in a linear process as different things that people do during the course of creation. That is the approach that Zembylas and Niederauer take in relation to composition, speaking instead of ‘activity clusters’ (exploring, understanding, valuing and making)—and they add that the nearest you can get to a general model of the compositional process is that all composers do these things (2017: 75). But there is a broader issue here. True to its origins in the analysis of scientific thought, stage theory makes most sense in relation to single, well-defined problems such as the molecular structure of benzene. Kekulé knew what his problem was; what he didn’t know was the solution. Speaking of Poincaré’s model, Boden makes the same point: stage theory is ‘especially well suited to mathematical and scientific creativity, where it is usual for a specific problem to be explicitly identified and explored during preparation . . . This is not always so where artistic creativity is concerned, for the artist may have no clear goal in mind’ (2004: 30). There is then a sense in which composing is a bit like building your bicycle as you ride it. And we can push this thinking a little further. To the extent that composing involves ‘aha’ moments, they are less likely to be associated with solving problems than with finding or defining them. While Kekulé’s visual image of intertwined snakes enabled him to solve the problem of benzene, for composers it is the stage of problem definition that is sometimes encapsulated in an image that embodies key elements of the composition in nuce. (Zwilich commented on that too [Raines 2015: 9].) It follows that this is more the beginning than the end of the process, giving rise an an indefinite number of ramifying sub-problems. The whole process is highly iterative—and that is another reason why, as with the real-time creativity of performance, stage theory is not very helpful.

Returning to Reybrouck’s observation that issues of creativity lie at the heart of musicology, we might then say that the principal contribution of creativity studies to the understanding of music as creative practice lies in its systematic and sustained dismantling of the myths that have attached to creativity in general, but have clustered especially thickly around the practitioner, critical and academic discourses of music. In order to advance this understanding musicologists have drawn eclectically and even promiscuously on a wide range of related approaches: as much as creativity studies they have embraced evolutionary studies, the psychology of empathy, aspects of sociology, new materialism, distributed cognition and the extended mind, all of which leave their mark on this book. My hope is that, having long been a backwater, the study of creative practice in music is now poised to contribute to the understanding and appreciation of creative practice more generally, and in this way help to rebalance ways of thinking that are skewed towards the creativity of innovation and the legal and political values that inform it. True to its adaptive origins in infant‒carer relationships, music is an instrument of unparalleled sensitivity to interpersonal and social relationships, a means of sonifying and so disclosing socialities. It is the sound of social interaction. If creativity is a fundamentally social phenomenon, then music provides both a stage on which human relationship is acted out, and a laboratory in which it can be studied.

So is there anything new to be said about the creative act? I hope I can show that Aaron Copland’s doubts were misplaced.


1

Making music together


Marx was right: The smallest indivisible unit is two people, not one.

—Tony Kushner (1996: 64)

We are primarily relational and social beings from the start.

—Gary Ansdell (2014: 154)



Listening together

Piano rolls are creepy. Early listeners to the disembodied sounds of cylinder recordings and 78s sometimes commented on the uncanny quality of music experienced in the performer’s absence, and the effect is most intense when you watch a roll being played on a reproducing piano: the keys move up and down as the roll unwinds, as if touched by spectral fingers. But the sense of music speaking from a long vanished past—from the other side, as it were—comes from what you hear as well as what you see. I take as my example a roll made some seven years before the First World War by the composer, conductor and pianist Carl Reinecke (Figure 1.1), who was born a few months after Beethoven completed his Ninth Symphony, and who became a close associate of Brahms. The music in question is the first movement of Mozart’s Sonata in F major K 322, and the most obvious feature of Reinecke’s playing is what sound to modern ears like wildly erratic tempos: sometimes he accelerates frantically, at other times he slams on the brakes for a new phrase or a particularly expressive or otherwise remarkable moment.1 Since the middle of the twentieth century recordings of the same movement have been far more consistent in timing, with tempo modification limited to expressive inflections within a more or less constant tempo. Almost without exception they have focused on articulating the design rather than heightening the expressiveness of individual moments, bringing out what we see as the ‘classical’ dimensions of the music. Only in more recent recordings by fortepianists such as Geoffrey Lancaster and Bart van Oort do we hear anything like the flexibility of Reinecke’s playing, and even then the effect is much more controlled, one might say calculated. In saying this I do not mean that Mozart’s music should be played in one way or another. My point is that performance styles have changed continuously and drastically during the little over a century of recorded music—as they no doubt did in the days before recording—and that how the music is played contributes massively to how it is experienced, indeed what it means.



[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 Carl Reinecke (1824–1910)



This apparently obvious point needs making because musicology has traditionally focused on scores rather than performances, which means that it has attributed creativity to composers and their works rather than what performers do with them. Yet, as Carolyn Abbate has written, ‘the experience of listening to a live performance solicits attention more for the performers and the event and far less for the work than is perhaps generally admitted’ (2004: 512). In ‘Cortot’s Berceuse’, a pointedly named article about the recordings of Alfred Cortot—one of the most influential pianists from the first half of the twentieth century—Daniel Leech-Wilkinson spells out just how little musical works amount to if you abstract them from their performances (2015: 344–5). What might Chopin’s Berceuse be, he asks; in other words what is the unchanging core of Chopin’s piece? He replies:

To be strict about it one might need to say that only the pitches, their intervallic relationships, and their metrical positions remain stable; and if performers change notes, which they not infrequently did before modern times, then even those may partly come into the domain of performance style. I think we have to question whether that is enough of a core for us to think sensibly about the music made with one of his scores as substantially Chopin’s. He has provided a starting point, but most of the musical work is done later.

And his conclusion echoes Abbate: ‘There is much less work being done by the score and much more by the performer than is implied by the way we habitually talk about scores’.

Watching film footage of the Jimi Hendrix Experience in concert is quite different, even though—incredibly—it is nearly half as old as Reinecke’s roll. Brought to life through moving images, the experience is vivid, dominated by Hendrix’s presence. You hear the music as one dimension of a multimodal experience that is equally conditioned by what you see—by Hendrix’s larger-than-life hair, by his sometimes disturbingly golliwog-like clothes, by the way he moves. He emotes through all available sensory channels, and perhaps most of all through physical gesture. When he played the long, introspective solos for which he was especially famous he would often close his eyes, staying rooted in the same spot but moving his upper body and head—and also his guitar, in effect an extension of his body—in line with the ebb and flow of the music; in the audience shots that are sometimes included in these films you can see the same introspective posture in his listeners, who sometimes shut their eyes too (Figure 1.2a, b). By contrast, the theatrical stage business for which Hendrix was also famous—the paradigm case is the guitar burning episode at the end of his Monterey performance of ‘Wild Thing’ in 1967—elicited a quite different listening attitude: in his film Monterey Pop Donn Pennebaker included shots of audience members during this episode, eyes now wide open, ashen faced, wondering what Hendrix is going to do next (Figure 1.2c). Sound, sight, physical action and audience experience form an integrated network, each dependent on the others, and each occurring in the moment. Hendrix’s creativity is not, or at least not just, something you deduce from such things as the technical and artistic influence of his guitar playing on later rock musicians. In the Introduction I cited Kirk Honeycutt’s description of Jackson ‘in the feverish grip of pure creativity’, and it is the same with Hendrix: creativity is constantly made and remade in the act of performance, something you experience directly even through the technological mediation of film. Here Abbate’s and Leech-Wilkinson’s points about the role of the work—the songs with which Hendrix made his music, to adapt Leech-Wilkinson’s phrase—become so self-evident that it would seem rather silly to spell them out.
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FIGURE 1.2 Jimi Hendrix and his audiences, from (a) the live album Blue Wild Angel (MCA/Experience Hendrix, 2002) and (b, c) Donn Pennebaker’s film Jimi Plays Monterey (Pennebaker Hegedus Films, 1985)



Live performance brings performer and listener into co-presence and establishes a relationship that works in both directions, even if it is highly asymmetrical (in a classical concert, at least, you could always stand up in the middle of the performance, start shouting and bring it to a stop). I cannot refer you to a live performance happening as you read, so will draw one from my own memory. It was in a Lisbon fado bar several years ago. The bar was small and nearly empty; the female singer, accompanied by a male guitarist, was so close as almost to impinge upon my personal space. It was a complex if familiar situation. You cannot hold a conversation with someone who is singing. They exist in a different register, close to you but situated within another space that is constructed by the music, the genre and the cultural history wrapped up in it. At the same time it seemed that the singer was not just close to me but singing to me, as if her song was addressed to me alone. That is a characteristic feature of the genre, and taken literally, the idea of music as address is familiar from the southern European practice of serenading or the musicians who stop at tables in tourist restaurants. But taken more figuratively, it is something much more widespread. A watercolour by Eugène Lami (Figure 1.3) shows seven semi-caricatured listeners listening to a Beethoven symphony: one looks stern, one alert, one dreamy, while another has dozed off, and there is a curious lack of spatial coordination between them. They are as disconnected from one another as iPod listeners in an underground train. The difference is that Lami’s subjects are all listening to the same music—but Lami makes it obvious that each is wrapped up in his own experience (they are all men), hearing the music as if it was addressed to him alone. It is as if each is being called by the music in the same way that, in the Old Testament, God calls Samuel. The sense of personal interaction between music and listener, then, is not restricted to face-to-face presence in a fado bar; it may equally well be experienced when Beethoven is heard in a concert hall or a rock ballad in a stadium, or when the experience is not live but electronically mediated.
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FIGURE 1.3 Eugène Lami, The Andante from the Symphony in A (1840), watercolour (present whereabouts unknown). This is the artist’s title, visible at the bottom left and referring to Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, but the painting is usually referred to as Upon Hearing a Beethoven Symphony. (Supplied by Courtauld Image Libraries)



I hope to have established two things so far. First, the creativity of music is most immediately a phenomenon of its performance; that is not to deny the creativity of composers, but to set their contribution into context, and to point out that most people—who do not read scores—experience music only in the form of performance. (You cannot hear Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, only performances of it.) Second, there is a social dimension to the experience of music that goes beyond being part of the crowd at Monterey: there is a sense of personal relationship, whether with performer, composer or (in a puzzling though familiar formulation) the music itself, and this persists even under the circumstances of phonographic listening. The principal argument of this book is that all music is in some sense social, and that this social dimension is fundamental to the creative practice of music, whether in the form of composing, performing, producing or listening. To put it another way, to engage with music is in some sense to be part of a community, whether in the literal circumstances of social listening or in some more symbolic form. And once more the dimension of embodiment is essential. As the Jackson and Hendrix films make clear, listening is an embodied experience, and not just when people gesture or dance. We do not just listen but listen together, and this becomes palpable in the patterns of both literal and affective motion that ripple like waves through audiences. The ethnomusicologist John Blacking (1987: 75) spoke of waves of feeling being generated ‘in the body and between bodies’: it is a matter not just of embodiment but of interbodiment, not just of the corporeal but the intercorporeal. In the same way that we listen together, so we move and feel together. Sound, motion and feeling are dimensions of musical community.

These compressed claims need unpacking. There is a widely held belief that music is an evolutionary adaptation for physical and emotional coordination: as Ian Cross writes, ‘music has all the attributes of a communicative system that is highly adapted to facilitate the management of the uncertainties of social interaction’ (2009: 190). In other words music is a tool for forging social relationship, and the paradigmatic example of this is motherese, the kind of half-talking, half-singing vocalization characteristic of carer–infant interaction. The music therapist Gary Ansdell emphasizes the conversational quality of these interactions, describing them as ‘a genuine duet . . . Both partners show an equal natural skill in receiving the other’s part, for producing their own in response, and for mutually creating something new between them’ (2014: 146). Among the sonic dimensions of such interactions are entrainment (where both infant and carer lock into a more or less regular pulse) and patterned shapings of pitch, intensity and timbre that—as the psychologist Colwyn Trevarthen puts it—‘mimic the transient “vitality affects” generated within the human mind’ (2012: 267). By vitality affects, a term borrowed from Daniel Stern, Trevarthen means the dynamic shaping of everyday experience, sensations of tension and release that range from private episodes—Stern (2004: 12–16) offers the example of someone preparing some bread and honey while listening to the radio—to conversations and other social transactions.

When Trevarthen writes that music ‘creates dynamic events that hold communities in emotional fellowship’ (2012: 263), he is in effect attributing music’s power to construct community to the vivid way in which it embodies vitality affects and so creates a shared framework for moment-to-moment experience.
OEBPS/img/oso-9780199347803-graphic-005.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Acknowledgements



		List of illustrations



		Introduction: creativity in context



		1 Making music together



		Listening together













































		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/img/oso-9780199347803-graphic-004.jpg





OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
MUSIC AS
CREATIVE
PRACTICE

NICHOLAS COOK





OEBPS/img/oso-9780199347803-graphic-003.jpg





OEBPS/img/logo.jpg
OXFORD \w





OEBPS/img/logo1.jpg
OXEFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





OEBPS/img/logo2.jpg





