Was | Only Imagining It?
Pei Ann Yeoh

Improvisation gives form to imagination while
simultaneously, taking its form from imagination.
It is a strange feeling then, when reality confronts
imagination. After all, the best realities celebrate
imagination, but the best imaginations are rarely
found in realities. My experience of two
improvised music performances — as a performer
in one and an audience member in the other -
seem to reflect this phenomenon. While my
performance is a manifestation of imagination,
the performance | attended reflected a reality of
that imagination. This is not a comparative
analysis between two performances in the
manner of selecting one for another. Rather, it is to
delineate the spaces between the process and
product of improvisation. Its purpose is to test our
perceptions of improvisation and how we
conceive of musicianship in an improvised
performance. Crucially, my reflection forms the
third performance, asking myself: what am |
hearing when | listen to free improvisation?
What is real and what is imagined when |
consider my experience of noise or
music? | interrogate my first instinct to
free improvisation as a performer, which
is ‘music, with my first reactions to free
as a performer, which is ‘music, with my
first reactions to free improvisation as a
listener, which is 'noise’. Admittedly,

listening is very contextual, layered,
and temporal. Furthermore, in the

process of writing this reflection, my
listening has dissolved from reality
into degrees of memory and
imagination.
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As much as written text represents
reality to an extent, it is very much
based on an imagination of what
happened  sonically in both
performances. Thus, ‘reality’ and
‘imagination’ become loaded terms in
working through my intentions as a
musician and expectations as an
audience member. The writing of this
paper also interplays between reality
and imagination in trying to represent
the music in absolute terms:
improvisation or noise? Musical or
creative? There are no absolutes when
thinking about music, but there are
absolutes when writing about music.
Words do not float vaguely as
sentiments but set up particular
expressions. Here lurks'the basis of my
frustration when writing about music
and this paper indirectly examines the
tricky positions between
musician-listener-writer embodied in
one. Nevertheless, the purpose is not
to discuss the properties (or even
necessity) of written or recorded text
in capturing a music performance.
Rather, it is to wrestle with a musical
practice that has no musical text to
begin with and to put into textual
form its intention, content, and
impact. It can be at best, dynamic and
profound; at worst, contradictory and
debased. | hope to give rise to all these
perceptions at once - to hold words
accountable to a myriad of reactions,
just as improvisation does.

The first performance | reference is by
Veryan Weston (piano), Bei Bei Wang
(percussion), and myself (violin), titled
‘As You Hear’ at London’s Vortex Jazz
Club on 6th August 2018.The backstory
to this project provides a colourful
context: the ensemble was formed by
Weston after an invitation to perform at
the Warsaw Improvisation Festival
(1st-3rd December 2017). While the
project was led by Weston, he decided
against naming the group ‘Veryan
Weston Trio’ Instead, in discussion with
us, he decided to name the concert ‘As
You Hear’ with the implicit intention of
having the audience identify the
performance and ensemble for
themselves -"as they hear’ After all, we
had never performed together before

and naming the ensemble
eponymously would have been
presumptuous and perhaps,

misleading. For my part, | had only met
Weston once to have an informal jam. It
was, all in all, an untested and
unfamiliar ensemble that was invited to
perform at an international festival -
something that the organisers were
unaware of.

While these circumstances may serve to
induce an improvised performance,
listeners expect a degree of preparation
and rehearsal to frame a performance,
despite how farcical it may seem in the
context of free improvisation. The
presumption of those attending the
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in her suitcase. While we :had the
benefit of larger instruments like
marimba and timpani at the Warsaw
performance  (courtesy of the
organisers), we had no such luxury at
The Vortex and, therefore, had to
negotiate among ourselves what was
possible and desirable. While the
performance was certainly different to
the Warsaw concert by virtue of
instrumentation, | felt that the essence
of our performance lay in us, not our
tools - that in recapturing the
improvisation spirit of the Warsaw
performance, we should not feel
compromised by our instrument
selection.

| do not know what the motivations
were for Musson, Kjaer, and Marshall to
record their concert but’As You Hear’ at
the Vortex was picked up by the Polish
label Fundacja Sluchaj! to be recorded
after producer, Maciej Karlowski, heard
us in Warsaw. Hence, the desire (if not,
obligation) to deliver something similar
to what we had previously performed.
Weston was adamant that we try to get
a marimba for the gig, but Wang was
not keen on moving her 5-octave
marimba set to the venue as it would
take a huge effort and cost to
accomplish that safely. After much
deliberation, which even included
suggestions of alternate percussion
players (not that it resolved the
marimba issue), | reasoned with Weston
that surely Sluchaj! was interested in
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distinct to what the musicians have
conceived. So, how do we manage the
discrepancies between musician and
listener?

Perhaps, the best way to perceive
improvisation is not to reason with
spontaneous expression but rather to
listen with spontaneous engagement.
Even as we ask how one can improvise
spontaneously, we should also apply
the same values to our listening. That is,
how can we listen spontaneously?
Perhaps, Veryan Weston was on to the
right thing - listen ‘as you hear"
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The Vortex gig (6th August 2018) was recorded by Alex Bonney
and released on Fundacja Sluchaj! on 3rd June 2019.

https://sluchaj.bandcamp.com/album/four-seasonings
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Concert Reference:

Veryan Weston Trio ‘s You Hear' {3rd December 2017 -

httpz//iazz jazzarium.pl/kalendarzifestiwal-improwizacje-vervan-weston-trio

Veryan Weston's As You Hear (6th August 2018)

iPast Event)

Rt fwww.vortexjazz.co.uk/eventveryan-westons-as-you-hear/

Musson! Kjaer! Marshall (1%th August 2018) = httpsi/fiklectikartlab.com/mussonkjzermarshal |/
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