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Abstract

[T]he measure of a living thing’s potential interactions is its ability to transform the 
effects of one sensory mode into those of another.

- Brian Massumi1

This paper focuses on the role played by listening in solo improvised music.  Specifically, it 

is concerned with accounting for the processes of reflection-in-action and creative decision-

making in the practice-as-research of its author,2 and the models of intelligibility that apply. 

As researchers, how are we to articulate ‘a sense of’ the experience of solo 

improvised performance, from the position of an improvising performer his/herself?  In what 

ways is the practice of listening different for such an artist, compared with that of the 

members of their audience?  And how does that listening figure in terms of the ‘bigger 

picture’ of an artist’s ‘embodied’ performance practice?  What role, or roles, does listening 

play in an improvising musician’s expert practice, and how does it ‘interact’ with the artist’s 

other senses, also necessarily involved in the event of performance – for example, the visual 

and the tactile senses?

The philosophical writings of Gilles Deleuze and Brian Massumi, I will argue, 

provide us with a useful means of accounting for the processes at work in the event of 

performance.  Deleuze’s (Spinozan) late-20th-Century concept of affect, as developed in 

certain of his key texts,3 (and extended by Massumi),4 provides us with a way of 

understanding the relational and affective dynamics of live performance practice more 

particularly.  If listening has historically been considered by music researchers to be an 

essentially ‘passive’ act, this paper will introduce a new, dynamic, dimension of listening as 

it applies to a performance practitioner: that of listening’s affective potential, where listening 

is considered as one ‘element’ in the complex ‘composition’ of expert performance practice.



1 Massumi, Brian Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), p. 35. 

2 Specifically, a solo piano concert I gave in Paris in 2010.

3 For the purposes of this paper, these are: Spinoza: Practical Philosophy; A Thousand Plateaus (with Felix Guattari); 
and Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation.  All were published in the early-1980s in the original French.

4 Parables for the Virtual.


