Improvisation and Undoing
Just over one year ago, two prominent musicians, pianists Robert Glasper and Ethan Iverson, inadvertently and infamously drew considerable attention to the deep-seated sexism that continues to pervade the jazz world. Iverson published – but has since withdrawn – an interview with Glasper in which the latter made the following reductive (to say the least) comment concerning women jazz listeners:
I've seen what that does to the audience, playing that groove. I love making the audience feel that way. Getting back to women: women love that. They don't love a whole lot of soloing. When you hit that one groove and stay there, it's like musical clitoris. You're there, you stay on that groove, and the women's eyes close and they start to sway, going into a trance.

Jazz researcher, author, and NPR contributor Michelle Mercer, in her commentary published on NPR.org, points out that “there's no agency in Glasper's one-sided construction of female eroticism; asserting that women in general prefer groove to solos essentializes them as creatures of pure instinct. Conflating a musical mood with female anatomy makes women into passive vessels for male sounds. And how do female musicians figure in this gendered construction of improvisation?”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.npr.org/sections/therecord/2017/03/09/519482385/sexism-from-two-leading-jazz-artists-draws-anger-and-presents-an-opportunity] 

While Mercer’s phrase ‘gendered construction of improvisation’ highlights the ideologies and assumptions that are at work in theorizing improvisation, it’s worth asking, also, how gendering might be at work in improvisational practices themselves, and how it might be subverted.
In short, can improvisation be a feminist practice, and if so, how?  
This essay considers ways in which improvisation has been constructed as gendered and proposes that improvisation can indeed be a feminist practice – and, furthermore, that the practice itself can be a way of undoing that construction. It outlines a theoretical framework that addresses improvisation from ethical and aesthetic perspectives, and gives an account of how that framework can be tested in jazz improvisation and applied in a feminist practice. The theoretical framework draws primarily on the thought of Emmanuel Levinas, whose work is relevant to theorizing improvisation because it takes up questions relevant to encountering the unknown – the nature of relating and opening to strangers; the obligation, responsibility, and loss of freedom imposed by the face of the Other; and the impossibility of preparing fully for the unforeseen. Always to some extent, choosing to improvise means choosing to encounter the unknown.
But, to borrow from Judith Butler, the identity of the self who encounters the unknown is called into question by that encounter. Though jazz improvisation is easily and often thought of as a process of creation, of doing, it must also – and in many ways – be thought of as a process of undoing. If jazz improvisation can undo melody, harmony, rhythm, and form, why couldn’t it also undo gender? In his history of jazz trumpet, Krin Gabbard – shortly after making the generalization that “the young people most drawn to the jazz trumpet are male” – credits Art Farmer’s playing with showing him “how to be masculine and authoritative without being an athlete or a bully” through “a gentleness and a playfulness that transcended the macho self-presentation of so many men who are not musicians.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Gabbard, Krin. Hotter Than That: The Trumpet, Jazz, and American Culture. New York: Faber and Faber, Inc., 2008. xiv-xv.] 

Improvisation thus destabilizes identity and endlessly opens it to revision, reinvention, and reassertion, and it does so even for the improviser improvising alone. Jazz improvisation provides a structure within which the improviser can become a stranger to herself, encounter herself as Other, and choose the impossible challenge of preparing fully. It does so in a variety of ways: preparing to improvise can include practices like transcribing and playing other improvisers’ solos – in a sense, trying on their identities –, deliberately imposing or eliminating musical parameters for particular melodies and exercises, experimenting with instrumental techniques, and so on. The final section of this essay offers, as a case study, an account and analysis of this jazz improviser’s attempt to encounter herself as a particular, gendered Other by preparing for and performing two works by Miles Davis, on a program mainly comprising original works, during a reunion tour with her quintet. On one work, the I performed the notes of Davis’s recorded solo – that is, played a transcription – and on the other, I improvised my own solo. The essay concludes with a consideration of the value of doing and undoing gender in the context of this attempt, and what implications that may have for the implementation of feminist improvisation practice.
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