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Walter S. Gershon

Extended Abstract / Contextual Information

This extended abstract simultaneously serves as the contextual information for the
accompanying audio paper, a piece of fully sonic scholarship. This work articulates possible
trajectories for a political economy of critical improvising. Rather than conceptualizing systems
as top-down sociocultural constructions, this audio paper argues that, if everything is, on some
level, improvisational, it is our improvisations that combine to construct our systems of
understanding. From this perspective, how one can improvise is an expression of the kinds of
possibilities a given system can engender. Conversely, if everything is improvised, one can
improvise otherwise towards change. Such a position neither naively negates questions of
oppression nor suggests that individual actions alone are enough to make broader social and
cultural change. However, such improvisational inversion does provide a modicum of hope in
the reorientation of sociocultural structures in ways that reemphasize our individual and
collective everyday actions of improvisation.

The associated piece of sonic scholarship was constructed as follows. The piece was first
written, revised, and then read aloud (by the author) for this recording. Unlike the subsequent
instrumental contributions to the work, multiple takes of my reading aloud were used in the case
of textual omissions or misplacements. However, in keeping with the improvisational ethics of
this piece’s argument, mispronounced words, off-tempo reading, changes in microphone
placement, and the timing of the cuts (but not necessarily the audible moment of the splice) are
intentionally audible. These editing decisions amplify—or, from another perspective, do not
attenuate—the piece's constructed nature. Putting this work together was, in many ways, the
equivalent of writing an article and recording an EP, with the author serving as musician, sound
engineer, mixer, and editor.

Each instrumental contribution to this piece was freely improvised in one take. First, |
improvised a response to my voice on tenor seaxophone. | then added another layer, a second
tenor saxophone improvisation. This was followed by an improvisation on four congas to
accompany the two tenor saxophones and vocals. The exception to my single-take improvising
is a short bit at the end of the recording that uses a false start on both tenor saxophones. As can
be heard in the improvising, | liked the ideas present in these false starts, carrying that
foundational idea forward from the beginning of the recording.

In keeping with the theme, | worked to improvise otherwise. Although likely not audible to the
listener, | tried to walk a line between being in the moment—a way of “beingknowingdoing”
(Gershon, Sound Curriculum viii) where playing habits can sneak in—and being more thought-
full than | usually am, aiming to better listen for when habits arose and trying to interrupt myself
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with less habitual choices.

I used a ribbon microphone and a large condenser microphone to record the saxophones; the
same condenser mic with a dynamic mic to record my voice; and a single stereo pair of large
condenser mics to record the congas. | then added a touch of reverb and EQ to the dynamic
mic, and | ended up doing the same for each instrument. In each case, the purpose was not to
make an instrument or my voice sound qualitatively “better,” but rather to have them sound as
they did live in the room during the recording process.

The volume has been adjusted so that it remains at a constant level throughout the recording,
with three small adjustments of 3—5 seconds each. | made these volume adjustments to ensure
that none of the instruments nor my voice were too loud or soft in the overall balance, aiming for
my voice to be constantly audible with the instruments at nearly the same level of audibility. This
was a point on which the practicality of this piece was in a bit of tension with my theoretical
intentions. Although | wanted voice, saxophones, and congas at a similar volume level, doing so
meant the words were less audible. | therefore adjusted accordingly at the request of the journal
editors.

To these ends, the soundstage for the recording ended up being vocals and congas panned to
the left and both saxophones panned to the right. There was some trial and error before arriving
at this staging. For example, one series of iterations had saxophones panned left and right, with
vocals panned to the right and the congas panned to the left. | then moved each part around in
successive iterations (e.g., so that the vocals and congas flipped sides; vocals panned hard
right, congas panned centre-left; saxophones both hard-panned left then right).

Given the piece’s construction, it is recommended that you listen to the work on headphones
with a neutral sonic profile (e.g., no “bass boost” function). Listening through external speakers
might take a bit of recalibration for the work to sound as intended.

The Works Cited below serves as a reference list for this piece of sonic scholarship.
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