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The Canonisation of Recorded Improvisations 
and its Impact on Performance Practice

Improvised music has always had an uncomfortable relationship with the recording process: 
as an ephemeral activity, improvisation inherently resists and contradicts attempts to record 
and preserve it. This essay explores the incongruities of this situation, by discussing the 
effects of recording on the development of improvisation, as well as by examining questions 
that the latter raises about the nature and value of recorded music.
Contemporary improvisation has undoubtedly evolved as a result of being recorded and 
subsequently distributed, and yet the notion of a canon is still problematic: can iconic status 
truly be attached to any particular performances of such anti-hierarchical music?

Improvised music, in particular what is sometimes called ‘Free Improvisation’, has always 
had an uncomfortable relationship with the recording process. As a time-based, ephemeral 
entity, improvisation does not sit easily alongside recording, whose primary function is to 
preserve the lifespan of transient forms, seemingly indefinitely.
 At its root, recording is a pragmatic means of documenting and disseminating a musical 
occurrence. This presents us with two problems. Firstly, we must consider the simulacrum 
that arises from the relationship between a recording and a live performance, which leads 
us on, secondly, to question the assumptions that are made about the nature of experience 
itself, particularly of live music.

In the first instance, guitarist Derek Bailey discusses a possible cause of the issue: ‘unlike other 
recorded music, there is no apparent economic justification for [the recording of improvised 
music]’.1 Although it could equally be argued that there is little economic justification for the 
performance of improvised music either, Bailey’s questioning of the purpose of recording 
improvised music, beyond the purely economic, requires an answer. The work of many 
contemporary musicians will be heard far more frequently in recorded form than in live 
performance, and it is also arguable that most new music is first heard in this way, but can 
we therefore infer that performance largely functions as a confirmation of the ‘realness’ of 
live music? Does performance lend music an integrity that is lacking in the recorded work? 
This position suggests that a recording of a piece of music, particularly improvised music, is 
of secondary value in comparison to the original. Bailey sees live music as an objective, self-
contained experience: recording is either a poor example of documentation or a doomed 
attempt to exploit improvised music for some kind of financial gain. In Towards an Ethic of 
Improvisation, Cornelius Cardew discusses this further:

‘It is impossible to record with any fidelity a kind of music that is actually derived from 
the room in which it is taking place – its size, shape, acoustical properties, even the view 
from the window’.2

1 Bailey 1992, p. 104.

2 Cardew 1971.
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What this suggests is that, due to the fact that making a recording of an improvisation 
is a logical impossibility, any such attempt would be completely without value. Such an 
approach negates the purpose of any attempt to record improvisation, but this clearly 
does not address the fact that recordings of improvisation have proliferated exponentially, 
in both commercial and non-commercial networks. 
 As many have argued, from Benjamin through to Baudrillard, our perception of an 
original artwork or live performance is fundamentally altered by its being placed in relation 
to a copy or recording. We cannot naively assume that a live experience is inherently more 
authentic than a recording. Philip Auslander makes the following observation:

‘the live and the mediatised exist in a relation of mutual dependence and imbrication 
(…) Ancient Greek theatre, for example, was not live because there was no possibility of 
recording it (…) the “live” has always been defined as that which can be recorded’.3 

It is clear that our understanding and apprehension of a live performance must be 
radically re-evaluated in terms of recorded music: we can no longer naively interpret a 
live performance simply on its own terms, as a wholly self-determined concrete musical 
artefact, and instead we must acknowledge the connection to its recorded counterpart.

Our second concern is over what constitutes a ‘real’ or ‘true’ musical experience. Having 
discussed ideas arising from the opposition between a ‘real’ performance and a ‘fake’ 
recording, Cardew opens the debate:

‘what a recording produces is a separate phenomenon, something really much stranger 
than the playing itself, since what we hear on tape or disc is indeed the same playing but 
divorced from its natural context’.4

Such an argument stems from a belief that there is, in fact, an unquestionably ‘true’ 
or ‘real’ artefact that is being imitated or reproduced. However, when viewed from 
a poststructuralist perspective, this idea in itself becomes untenable, and the work of 
theorists such as Jacques Derrida has undermined such ‘common sense’ assumptions: 
Cardew’s description of the music’s ‘natural context’ can, at most, only highlight his own 
thoughts on what constitutes the ‘real’.
 It is essential to emphasise that although it may be convenient to regard a live 
improvisation as an irreducible ‘fact’ or ‘thing’ (to use Wittgensteinian terms), in other 
words, as something that cannot be copied or reproduced in another format, this position, 
in itself, is no longer sustainable. Not only must we take into consideration the practicalities 
of a live performance (where as many different interpretations of a piece of music exist 
as there are people in a room, and the experience of live music is radically different for a 
player than for a listener), but we must also acknowledge the deeper ontological issue that 
questions whether there is any inherent meaning in the live performance at all. As Derrida 
points out: ‘We (…) come to posit presence (…) no longer as the absolutely matrical form 
of being but as a “determination” and an “effect”.’5 We can never arrive at a wholly unified 
experience of music, what we consider to be present in fact consists of nothing but a reference 
to and a deferral of what is not being experienced. Although the diverse perspectives in a 
live performance throw up a multitude of possible interpretations for a piece of music, 
particularly a live improvisation, ultimately these perspectives lead to a negation of the ‘real’ 
musical object, since a final, conclusive interpretation is always elusive.

3 Auslander 2006, p. 86.

4 Cardew 1971.

5 Derrida 2004, p. 290.
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The Effects of Recording on the Development of Improvisation
In a number of practical ways, recording has had an entirely positive effect on improvised 
music, particularly in terms of aiding the proliferation of this form of music making, 
as well as acting as a developmental tool for musicians and for the genre as a whole. 
To take up this latter point generates two further important distinctions between live 
improvisation in a public performance and live improvisation in a recording studio. As an 
improvising musician myself, I would like to briefly talk anecdotally about my experiences 
in both situations.
 During a recent trio performance, of double bass, percussion and saxophone, I was 
able to make a number of choices about the music that was being generated based not 
only on an awareness of what I could hear around me, but also as a result of what I 
had gained from listening to recordings of the trio, which influenced my decisions about 
the overall texture of the music. This conceptual awareness also develops as a result of 
listening to and watching other improvised performances as well as from practicing and 
thinking about what is musically possible or appropriate. What is important here is that 
in terms of a musician’s improvisational process, there is very often no single factor that 
is influencing the decision making process during an improvisation, and that for many 
of us, an awareness of what the music may sound like after the event, or indeed what 
other ‘similar’ sounding music has sounded like before this particular improvisation took 
place, contributes to our shaping of musical form. This awareness and knowledge of the 
music we make ourselves, is clearly the result of listening to recordings of our own and 
others’ playing, and in this sense, recording proves to be an invaluable documentary, and 
a therefore self-reflexive, tool. 
 In this context however, it is also worth briefly discussing a possible pitfall: in responding to 
recordings of improvised music in place of live performance the question of influence should 
be addressed. To imagine a situation where music is solely heard in performance is clearly 
not productive, and yet, since improvised music has largely developed outside of a formal 
education system, the potential for musicians to unwittingly make duplicate versions of their 
favourite recordings is ever present. In response to this, we must recognise that not only have 
musicians been always subject to influence, whether from teachers, peers or more proficient 
players; but the thorough assimilation of both recorded and live music in order to develop an 
individual musical ‘voice’ is simply a fact of contemporary musical practice.
 In terms of a live performance in a recording studio, we are again launched into 
difficult philosophical territory. Such performances, in a sonically neutral environment are 
performances that, to once again quote Cardew (1971), ‘are fired off into the future’. There 
is no audience present, apart from the microphones, and therefore the music often takes on 
a very different character to that which is performed in public. Here we have a question of 
functionality: if public improvisation retains something of what Walter Benjamin (1999) has 
described as its ‘cult’ (217) aura or what Jacques Attali (1985) has redefined as a substitute 
for sacrifice (25), in that it involves both performer and audience in an albeit mediated 
religious or social ritual, then what use can we identify for a recorded improvisation?
 In a commodity-based market, the recording studio can be seen to operate as a site 
for the construction of musical products, and by viewing recorded improvisation in this 
way, we can identify Benjamin’s (1999) delineation between a music that is informed by 
a traditional or ‘ritual’ function (in other words live music) and a music that takes on a 
political or economic function (218).

‘(technical reproduction) enables the original to meet the beholder halfway (…) the 
choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open air, resounds in the drawing 
room’.6 

6 Benjamin 1999, pp. 214-215.
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This shows us that in terms of our understanding of an original piece of art or music, 
our perceptions cannot help but be influenced by the fact that the original now stands in 
relation to its copy. The presence of recorded music informs the aesthetics of improvisation, 
whether by provoking resistance to durability or by conferring an awareness of sound 
that acknowledges the possibility of retrospective listening. David Wessel (2006) makes a 
clear statement of this latter point when he says:

‘I have been both pleasantly and unpleasantly surprised by listening at a later time to 
my improvising, and it has become clear to me that my assessments are not always in line 
with my judgements in later listening.’7 

Some (such as Adorno) have bemoaned this position, seeking instead to ever affirm the 
intrinsic value or essence of the original that stands in opposition to the tendency towards 
refinement or ‘standardisation’:8

‘The phonograph record is not good for much more than reproducing and storing a 
music deprived of its best dimension, a music, namely, that was already in existence before 
the phonograph record and is not significantly altered by it.’9 

The practical results of reproduction, as Benjamin argues are actually far more interesting 
than Adorno makes allowance for, and substantially question our assumptions about our 
perception of music.
 To further support the developmental usefulness of recording, I would briefly like to 
take a historical view of improvised music. As a working method and ultimately a musical 
genre in itself, improvisation became increasingly recognisable during the 1960s in the 
wake of Free Jazz and Indeterminate Composition practices in the 1950s. A comparison 
between recordings from the late 1960s and early 1970s, namely For Alto and The Music 
Improvisation Company and more contemporary work from the twenty-first century, 
such as the Meeting At Off Site series or Mark Wastell’s Vibra recordings, reveals that 
certain transformations have taken place as regards musical improvisation. Although 
not definable in terms of aesthetic style or instrumentation, there is unquestionably an 
approach to making music that has continued in what could be called the ‘improvised 
tradition’. To suggest that this has not been influenced by the availability of recorded 
improvisations would be simply nonsensical: it is demonstrably easier to obtain a 
recording of improvised music than it is to attend a live performance. Although it does not 
necessarily follow that recording has therefore influenced performance, a contemporary 
understanding of sound will undoubtedly include an awareness of recorded sound.

The Questions that Improvised Music raises about the Nature of Recorded 
Music
What is important to remember in our considerations of improvised music is that 
although contemporary thought may have robbed it of some of its power, meaning that it 
is reproducible, consumable and marketable and it does not have any intrinsic value that 
prioritises the live over the recorded version; there is still something that can be said about 
the questions improvisation raises about the recording process itself.
 Recorded music’s domination of the marketplace is easily explainable in terms of 
commercial viability, but less explainable in terms of aesthetic logic. Beyond the fact that 
it is easier to sell, listen to or otherwise use recorded music (for example for study or 

7 Wessel 2006, p. 425.

8 Adorno 2002, p. 441.

9 Adorno 2002, p. 278.
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to gain familiarity with a particular piece), there is no unassailable reason, other than 
individual taste, to favour it over live music. Improvisation enables us to consider the 
issue from an alternative perspective and thus is a useful tool in itself. It is important 
to guard against a reactionary slide into an Adorno-like derision of recording and its 
association with popular culture: this argument is well worn and has been overturned by 
theorists such as Neil Nehring:

‘To the [political] Left, “mass” culture has been a particular villain in the failure of 
revolutionary hope: supposedly it makes “masses” by pacifying people, and thereby 
preserves the status quo (…). To the Left (…) the loss of a distinct realm of high culture 
would be the loss of the only space posing an alternative to capitalism.’10 

It is too easy to merely rain down abuse on the products of popular culture, and if improvised 
music is to continue to have any relevance, it must go beyond knee-jerk responses. Improvised 
music suffers from being in the unfortunate position of holding worthy musical and 
political ideals (such as the democratic approach to group composition, the non-hierarchical 
relationship between instruments, as well as the assertion of equality between improvised 
performance and written composition) whilst simultaneously remaining a marginal musical 
activity. The recording of improvised music in fact enables such philosophies to feed into the 
mainstream, whereas an approach that negates the value of the recorded artefact would prevent 
this invaluable interaction from taking place. Improvised music is not external to contemporary 
culture and therefore its practitioners must actively engage in the discourse of recording. 
 It is tempting to interpret this position as a form of Cultural Populism, in that the 
production of recordings of improvised music merely panders to the demands of the 
marketplace, thus distorting the above-mentioned political and musical ideals through the 
music’s transformation into commodity. However, as with my earlier comments about our 
perception of performance and the impossibility of absolute interpretation, performance 
offers no more of a pure version of these ideals than does recording: it is in the space 
between these two cultural manifestations of improvised music that we are able to make 
our interpretations of what this music means, one without the other would lead to an 
incomplete, and therefore incorrect, conclusion. To imagine and discuss a time when live 
performance had no commodity value is beyond the bounds of this paper, but I would 
predict that the quest for an ultimate interpretation of live performance, and by abstraction 
improvisation, would be fruitless. In a time before recording, the interpretation and 
understanding of music would clearly have been different, although no more authoritative 
than in our contemporary climate, which offers a multitude of different modes of listening; 
all relevant and all essential to our current understanding of music.
 Aesthetically, one of the principal philosophic concepts that informs improvised 
music making can offer insights into ways of reading recorded music. Since by its very 
nature, the process of improvising accepts any eventuality and is able to re-contextualise 
any intentional or non-intentional musical or sonic action, it is in fact poststructuralist 
in its very nature: there is no identifiable reason to elevate one event over another. Again, 
although improvised music is at best a peripheral musical form, it is possible to bring this 
mode of thinking into other discourses: since improvising functions as a practical process 
rather than as an abstract musical ideology, it is a working method that can destabilise 
otherwise unconscious musical behaviour.
 The problematic relationship that improvised music has with recording, has in fact 
been neatly summarised by Derek Bailey: ‘Records simply supply a different listening 
experience to listening “live”.’11 

10 Nehring 1998, p. 33.

11 Bailey 1992, p. 104.
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As Chris Cutler argues, ‘recording is memory of sound’. He goes on to say that as a result 
of this, ‘the actuality of performance is not lost, but is freed from time’.12 A recording 
allows for a detailed aesthetic analysis, which can be useful to the musicians themselves 
for practical reasons; to the student for the purposes of development and understanding; 
and to other listeners in terms of the pleasures offered by repeated listening and familiarity 
with music as well as the establishment of a musical genre. This last point cannot be 
overemphasised: recording has greatly enabled improvised music to develop as a field of 
practice, distinct from jazz and other musics that contain elements of improvisation.
 Bailey, however, as with Cornelius Cardew, is unable to avoid the temptation of 
suggesting the lack of authenticity offered by the recording of improvised music, in his 
discussion of the recordings made by The Music Improvisation Company:

 
‘in common with other recordings of free improvisation – possibly any improvisation 

– what it [recording] does not do is present a piece of the group’s music. Too little of 
improvised music survives recording’.13 

Again, this argument really is counter-intuitive, since although a recording would only 
render one audio version of an improvisation with all of the visual and other environmental 
factors removed, to see a group of musicians perform would no more present ‘a piece 
of the group’s music’14 than would a recording, as already discussed above in relation 
to Derrida’s theories. In practical terms, a recording allows for greater clarity in terms 
of highlighting what each musician was actually playing and provides suitable remove 
to consider the success of the music outside of a time limited framework. Of course, 
this latter point instantly calls to mind the question over intent and what constitutes an 
‘appropriate’ mode of listening – whether the music should live and die in the moment or 
whether it should have a much longer lifespan.
 As regards the ‘purpose’ of improvisation, it is important to remember that Benjamin’s 
assertion concerning the fundamental alteration of an original by the presence of a 
facsimile, looms over the work of both Derek Bailey and Cornelius Cardew. This again 
only emphasises a certain, possibly, wilful ignorance on their part as to their own and an 
audience’s understanding of what is ‘real’.

The Notion of a Canon
If we further explore the anti-hierarchical stance that is posited by the act of improvising, 
then we can quickly see that in terms of establishing a ‘canon’ there are clearly issues that 
need to be addressed. Foremost amongst these is the idea that a canon by its very nature 
implies some kind of measurement or judgement whilst improvised music, by its very 
nature, resists such notions.
 There is clearly a body of work that constitutes the musical genre we identify as 
‘improvised’, but is this like Alice’s map of Wonderland in that it simply consists of 
every piece of musical improvisation that has ever taken place? Such a conclusion 
would not be very useful, owing to the vast quantity of music involved and its general 
unavailability. Music is clearly not like other artforms where texts or images can be stored: 
live performances have a residual lifespan but only in the memories, re-imaginings and 
re-interpretations of those attending a performance. Although no doubt an interesting 
prospect, it would also clearly not be practical to try to attempt to construct the definitive 
catalogue of every recorded improvisation.

12 Cutler 1991, pp. 33-34.

13 Bailey 1992, p. 103.

14 Bailey 1992, p. 103.
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Where does this then leave us? If the canon of improvised music is not simply every 
performance (recorded or otherwise) that has ever taken place, how else can we attempt 
to engage with such an overwhelming amount of material? As with jazz or composed 
classical music, there are clearly musical personalities involved in such a canon, and 
whether we identify them through their innovation (for example AMM and Ornette 
Coleman), as a result of their commitment to instrumental technique (in the case of players 
such as Evan Parker or Keith Tippett), or by their conceptual approach to improvisation 
(including those such as Toshimaru Nakamura, Taku Sugimoto and Mark Wastell), there 
are obviously certain musicians that have moved improvised music-making in certain 
directions. The question is, is it the music or the ideas of these musicians that represent 
a canon?
 It could be argued that by conferring repeatability onto a piece of music, it therefore 
automatically acquires canonic status. However, we must then ask ourselves ‘What is the 
mode of this repetition?’ We could discuss both recordings and scores as examples of the 
attempt to give music corporeal form, but still be left with an unsatisfactory answer. If we 
are to allow our definition of a canon to be anchored to such specific cultural products, 
then we are in danger of obscuring a more far-reaching concept. As a music fundamentally 
based on process rather than on specific outcome, it is in the continued improvised musical 
processes and ideas in which the performers engage that we are able to discern anything 
that resembles a ‘canon’. Inasmuch as there are some recordings that document certain 
occasions where the musicians have been able to fully realise their ideas, then a canon of 
sorts could be said to exist, although equally, a canon of key performances or performers 
would be equally as relevant (or indeed irrelevant). What is of primary concern here is 
that there are a number of recordings that demonstrate an improvising process at work, 
but beyond mere individual preference or historical analysis, the constantly developing 
field of improvised music continues to resist any attempts to confer special status on one 
recording or performance over another. 
 Without doubt, recording has been useful in the development of improvised music. 
It has allowed a critical mass of work to be developed which in turn has not only enabled 
practitioners to assess their own and others’ work, but has also given a listening audience 
the opportunity to access an acknowledgedly marginal musical form. These factors have 
led to developments within improvised music-making in terms of playing, musical 
construction and aesthetics, and have also enhanced our conceptual understanding of 
the nature and function of improvisation itself.
 The process of improvisation continues to celebrate immediacy and informed 
spontaneous thought, and traces of these ideas in sonic form are still discernable in 
recorded improvisation, even if the original experience has gone. The fact that we never 
really experience an improvisation at ‘first hand’, since our experiences are always mediated 
in some way, even by our own senses, can only further emphasise the vitality of both the 
live and recorded form, and the invaluable nature of their differences.
 Through a series of albums, Evan Parker’s Electroacoustic Ensemble has explored 
the relationships between traditional acoustic instruments (including saxophone, violin 
and double bass) and computer based instruments that make use of digital processing. 
Recording features heavily within the working method of the ensemble, in that the 
processing of an acoustic instrument involves recording and manipulating a given sound 
before introducing the results back into the real-time improvisation. These actions may 
be momentary, but nevertheless this situation usefully spotlights the now intertwined 
nature of recording and performance and leads us on to ask what we can make of the 
conclusions arising from this study.
 Improvisation is a process. More than this, improvisation is an idea; it is an idea 
that can be applied to any number of musical situations, as demonstrated in, among 
others, classical, ethnic and jazz-based musics. Improvisation is not measurable in terms 
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of lazy distinctions between right and wrong or good and bad. It can be manifested in 
a musician’s ability to call upon instrumental technique or to understand the musical 
context within which he or she is operating and we can judge its application within a set 
of compositional rules or strategies. However, qualitative assessment in these situations is 
not linked simply to the act of improvising in itself, but to the situation within which the 
improvisation is made. As already discussed, if there are specific conditions that operate 
in order to confer canonisation, then these are not directly related to the act or thought of 
improvising. It is not improvisation that is canonised, but the particular manifestation of 
the improvising impulse.
 If this seems evasive, then the purpose of this is to separate improvisation as an 
approach or ideology from a set of specific and circumstantial occurrences, such as 
instrumental technique or musical experience. Within this conclusion, the difference 
between recorded and live improvisations becomes almost irrelevant, since both can at 
best offer incomplete versions of a musical experience.
 A more attractive prospect is that we as listeners are able to act on these uncertainties 
and shifting musical realisations in order to construct an ongoing improvisational 
relationship with what we hear. By accepting a multi-perspective interpretation of an 
improvised performance, we can only gain from the richness of the experience and as 
musicians we can only benefit from the challenges such modes of listening and playing 
demand.
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