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Abstract

The article aims to outline a framework for the study of experimental music. As a basis, I propose

an definition of experimental music derived from the ideals and values associated with experimen-

tal music, and existing definitions of experimental music. I propose that experimental music should

be defined as a music that is appreciated for the experimentation enacted in it. In the main part

of the article, I discuss characterizations of experimental music in the discourse of experimental

music. These characterizations are based on music sociality (culture, scene), practice (composi-

tion, performance, and listening) their means (instruments and techniques) and objects (musical

materials), and its historicity (genre and tradition). I discuss the role that these characterizations

play in a framework for the study of experimental music.

Introduction

This article aims to provide a framework for the study of experimental music that reflects the speci-

ficity of experimental music. Contemporary studies of experimental music avoided making as-

sumptions about the specificity of experimental music. Attempts to define experimental music

that aimed to distinguish it from other music practices1 have been criticized as an enactment of

discursive distinction between musical scenes, rather than providing a sufficient ground for differ-

1 Joaquim M. Benitez, “Avant-Garde or Experimental? Classifying Contemporary Music,” International
Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 9, no. 1 (1978): 53–77; William Brooks, “In Re: ‘Experi-
mental Music’,” Contemporary Music Review 31, no. 1 (2012): 37–62; John Cage, Silence: Lectures and
Writings, 50th anniversary edition (1961; Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2011); Catherine
M. Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts: The Rise of Experimentalism in American Music (Westport, CT:
Praeger, 1996); Frank X. Mauceri, “From Experimental Music to Musical Experiment,” Perspectives of
NewMusic 35, no. 1 (1997): 187–204; Michael Nyman, Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, 2nd ed.,
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entiation.2 Benjamin Piekut pointed out that attempts to define experimental music through a list

of qualities lump together a variety of ideas and practices that are not only incompatible with each

other, but also have no shared historical origin and might, therefore, be connected only through the

use of the notion.3 These lists do not point to what experimental music is or has been but are rather

a symptom of the problem to define experimental music.4 Because of this, most contemporary dis-

cussions do not aim towards a definition of experimental music, but rather try to understand it in its

social and historical context.5 Experimental music is in that case what the musicians declared as

such, with all the contradictions of their use of the term. Another way to deal with the situation is to

accept that a multiplicity of uses of the term experimental music can be traced.6 But the definitions

that have ben used seem to be partial in their distinctiveness,7 focus either on one aspect of the

term,8 or collect characteristics together without putting them into relation to each other.9 Such

definitions are not only unhelpful to distinguish experimental music from other musical practices,

but also do not help to inform a research frame adequate for experimental music.

In this article, I develop a definition of experimental music. The proposed definition is derived

from the ideas and ideals expressed in the primarily academic discourse experimental music. The

aim of revisiting this discourse is not to reiterate their interpretations of experimental music, but to

discuss and analyse how experimental music is framed as more or less specifically experimental.

I am particularly interested in what aspects of music and culture have been considered necessary

for an adequate description of experimental music and the limits of these descriptions.

Music in the 20th Century (1974; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Morag Josephine
Grant, “Experimental Music Semiotics,” International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music
34, no. 2 (2003): 173–191.

2 George E. Lewis, “Improvised Music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives,” Black Music
Research Journal 16, no. 1 (1996): 91–122; Benjamin Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise: The New
York Avant-Garde and Its Limits (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011).

3 Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise, 6.
4 Cameron derived a list of characterizations of experimental music from the discourse of experimental

musicians. Born derived a list of characterizations of experimental music as it is distinguished from
the European avant-garde. For this article, I used these lists to outline the scope of the discourse of
experimental music. Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83; Georgina Born, Rationalizing Culture IRCAM,
Boulez, and the Institutionalization of the Musical Avant-Garde (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1995), 63.

5 Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise; Ana R. Alonso-Minutti, Eduardo Herrera, and Alejandro L. Madrid,
eds., Experimentalisms in Practice: Music Perspectives from Latin America (Oxford University Press,
2018); Virginia Anderson, “British Experimental Music after Nyman,” in Tomorrow Is the Question: New
Directions in Experimental Music Studies, ed. Benjamin Piekut (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan
Press, 2014), 159–79.

6 Mauceri, “From Experimental Music”; Bob Gilmore, “Five Maps of the Experimental World,” in Artistic
Experimentation in Music: An Anthology, ed. Darla M. Crispin and Bob Gilmore, red. Bob Gilmore and
Darla M. Crispin (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2014), 23–30; Jennie Gottschalk, Experimental
Music since 1970 (New York, NY; London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016).

7 Nyman, Experimental Music.
8 Grant, “Experimental Music Semiotics.”
9 Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts.
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The construction of such a definition of experimental music can be described as the development

of an ideal-type in the sense of MaxWeber.10 Ideal-types are an explication of the ideas associated

with an object of research as they are cultivated within a society.11 For Weber, ideal-types are not

the result of research but an explication of the basis of research. This means that Ideal-types

help to develop frameworks for the study of a research subject.12 Ideal-types might challenge

existing research frames as they imply a shift in what must be considered the relevant actors. As

such an ideal-type of experimental music helps to understand the limitations of characterizations

of experimental music, nevertheless the existing discourse provides details to develop, from its

characterizations of experimental music, a research framework for the study of experimental music.

This means that I don’t aim for an a-historical, universal, or general definition of experimental music

that musicians have to aim for, or a simple measuring stick to evaluate whether some music is

experimental or not, but rather a definition that helps to formulate an adequate research scope.

Towards a definition of experimental music

In the following I discuss the ideas and values that have been associated with experimental music

and provide a initial definition of experimental music. This provides a basis for the further dis-

cussion of research frames of experimental music. Experimental music is often associated with

change and innovation,13 described as special and unconventional, differing and surprising, novel,

or as a practice of testing, and exploring.14 The characterization of experimental music as uncon-

ventional, special, differing from traditions and as a music15 that surprises, hints to the fact that

the listening to music is not limited to the immediate aesthetic experience of sound, but builds on

the framing of music in relation to other musical works. Such a characterization of experimental

10 Max Weber, “”Objectivity” in Social Science and Social Policy,” in The Methodology of the Social Sci-
ences, ed. Edward Shils and Henry A. Finch (1904; Free Press, 1949), 90.

11 Gertrude Hirsch Hadorn, “Webers Idealtypus Als Methode Zur Bestimmung Des Begriffsinhaltes The-
oretischer Begriffe in Den Kulturwissenschaften,” Journal for General Philosophy of Science 28, no. 2
(1997): 292.

12 This use of the concept ideal-type has to be distinguished from research that identifies how terms are
used as ideal-types within a discourse. Arved Ashby, “Schoenberg, Boulez, and Twelve-Tone Compo-
sition as “Ideal Type”,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 54, no. 3 (2001): 585–625.

13 Catherine M. Cameron, “Avant-Gardism as a Mode of Culture Change,” Cultural Anthropology 5, no. 2
(1990): 83.

14 Joanna Teresa Demers, Listening through the Noise: The Aesthetics of Experimental Electronic Music
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 7; Basile Zimmermann, “Expect the Unexpected: Experimental
Music, or the Ignorance of Sound Design,” in Routledge International Handbook of Ignorance Studies
(New York, NY; London: Routledge, 2015), 8; Pierre Schaeffer, “Vers Une Musique Expérimentale,”
La revue musicale, no. 236 (1957): 18–23; Pierre Schaeffer, Treatise on Musical Objects: An Essay
across Disciplines, 1st ed., trans. John Dack and Christine North (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 2017); Christian Wolff, “Experimental Music around 1950 and Some Consequences and Causes
(Social-Political and Musical),” American Music 27, no. 4 (2009): 424–440.

15 I use the term “amusic” to avoid specifying what makes experimental music distinctive from other musical
practices, to avoid to say for example a type of music, a music tradition or a music genre.
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music nevertheless points only at the idea that it is somehow new, i.e. that a music makes use of

‘novel elements’ as they emerge from musicians’ novel composition and performance practices or

use of novel technologies.16

Pierre Schaeffer described music made with novel techniques and novel sonic-materials as exper-

imental on the basis that they have to be experienced by an audience in order for their expressive

capacities to be fully understood. Novelty, in this case, is associated with some level of tentative-

ness.17 Thus, experimental music in this interpretation is a music where the composer is not in

control of the expressive capacities of the used materials. Such a definition of experimental music

is not only indistinctive but also diminishes the value of music described as such.18

Cameron states as a summary of the experimental music discourse that experimental music is

a ‘force towards cultural change’.19 This formulation summarizes experimental music as a social

practice that is valued for its capacity to change a culture. However, Cameron does not describe

in detail how cultural change is enabled by experimental music practices but elaborates on how it

is thought to be necessary. The problem of these ideas and ideals associated with experimental

music is that it is left unclear how they come into play in the music practice itself. Instead, these

ideas describe the experimental in music by the music’s assumed role in music history. Change

is not anymore the result of a specific practice and its experience by an audience but the force of

the scene of experimental musicians within a culture.

To differentiate howmusical culture changes in history, David Nicholls distinguishes between ‘three

contrary cultural forces’. Musical innovation takes place between ‘The burden of tradition (retro-

spection), the temptations of other traditions (extraspection), and an image of the future (prospec-

tion)’.20 Extraspection describes experimental music as a music which innovates by an opening

up to the multiple musical traditions.21 Practices of retrospection are associated by Nyman with

the European avant-garde from which experimental musicians like Cage want to distinguish them-

16 ‘The introduction of novel elements into one’s music’ Gilmore, “Five Maps,” 25; and Gottschalk, Exper-
imental Music since 1970, 2; in reference to John Cage, “History Of Experimental Music In The United
States,” in Silence, 73.

17 Schaeffer, “Vers Une Musique Expérimentale”; Carlos Palombini, “Pierre Schaeffer, 1953: Towards an
Experimental Music,” Music & Letters 74, no. 4 (1993): 542–557.

18 Heinz-Klaus Metzger, “Abortive Concepts in the Theory and Criticism of Music,” in Die Reihe 5, trans.
Leo Black (Bryn Mawr, PA: Theodore Presser Company, 1959), 21–29.

19 Cameron, “Avant-Gardism as a Mode of Culture Change,” 218f; Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts.
20 David Nicholls, “Brave New Worlds: Experimentalism between the Wars,” in The Cambridge History of

Twentieth-Century Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 212; David Nicholls, “Avant-
Garde and Experimental Music,” in The Cambridge History of American Music, ed. David Nicholls (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 517.

21 David Nicholls, “Transethnicism and the American Experimental Tradition,” The Musical Quarterly 80,
no. 4 (1996): 569–594; Alex J Lubet, “Indeterminate Origins: A Cultural Theory of American Experimental
Music,” in Perspectives on American Music since 1950, ed. James R. Heintze, Essays in American
Music, vol. 4 (New York, NY: Garland, 1999); a valorization of irrationalism and mysticism with reference
to ‘Asian’ culture Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63; and Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83, 72ff; and
practices from popular music Born, Rationalizing Culture, 57.
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selves.22 Nicholls uses the notion of prospection to conceptualize innovation as brought forward by

an imagination of the musician. On the contrary, Cage suggests that what makes the experimental

act – ‘an act the outcome of which is unknown’23 – specific is its dissociation from the imagination

of the composer.24 One can interpret Cage’s statement as a description of an additional specifically

experimental ‘cultural force’, one that is not driven by the composer’s imagination.

The notion of experimental is usually understood as somethingmade ‘for the sake of experiment’.25

The term ‘experiment’ refers to a procedure to gain knowledge. It is associated with the techniques

of ‘proof; a test, trial’.26 An experiment is then ‘an action or operation undertaken in order to dis-

cover something unknown, to test a hypothesis, or establish or illustrate some known truth’.27

‘Experimentation’ in this context is the practice of enacting specific procedures of knowledge pro-

duction. The use of the term ‘experimental science’ describes those fields of research that make

use of experiments to gain knowledge about their subject.28

The etymological link of the notion of experiment to experience – in French, the notion of expérience

refers to both experiment and experience29 – points at the basis of experiments as a practice of

making experiences possible by creating phenomena. It provided a ground for speculations about

the possibility of an experimental knowledge in music that is gained from a practice that differs from

scientific experimentation. The recent discussion on artistic research considers experimentation

as a specific form of the many practices of musicians’ research.30 Namely, experimentation is

especially conceptualized as shaping the genesis of musical works.31 A quote usually assigned to

Varèse points out the distinction between artistic research and experimental music. He stated: ‘I

22 Nyman, Experimental Music.
23 John Cage, “Experimental Music: Doctrine,” in Silence, 13.
24 This argument is discussed in detail in Benitez, “Avant-Garde or Experimental?,” who highlights that the

European avant-garde cannot be reduced to working with tradition and develops a detailed distinction
between avant-garde and experimental music based on Cage’s ideas.

25 Online Etymology Dictionary, s.v. “Experimental, Adj.”
26 Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford), s.v. “Experiment, N.”; Online Etymology Dictionary, s.v. “Ex-

periment.”
27 Oxford English Dictionary Online.
28 This can be linked to the etymology of the term ‘experimental’ as it changed its meaning to ‘based on

experiment’ from the 1560s. Online Etymology Dictionary.
29 In English from the mid-15c., ‘having experience’, from experiment (n.) + -al (1). ibid.
30 Michael Schwab, ed., Experimental Systems: Future Knowledge in Artistic Research (Leuven: Leuven

University Press, 2013); Paulo de Assis, Experimental Affinities in Music (Leuven: Leuven University
Press, 2015); Crispin and Gilmore, Artistic Experimentation in Music; Paulo de Assis, Logic of Experi-
mentation: Reshaping Music Performance in and through Artistic Research (Leuven: Leuven University
Press, 2018); Here, in particular, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger’s notion of experimental system sparked some
interest. Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, Toward a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesizing Proteins in the Test
Tube, Writing Science (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997).

31 James Saunders, The Ashgate Research Companion to Experimental Music (New York, NY; London:
Routledge, 2017), 3; Gottschalk, Experimental Music since 1970; Alvin Lucier, Eight Lectures on Exper-
imental Music (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2017), x; Lejaren A. Hiller and Leonard M.
Isaacson, Experimental Music: Composition with an Electronic Computer (1959; Westport, CT: Green-
wood, 1979); Mauceri, “From Experimental Music”; Crispin and Gilmore, Artistic Experimentation in
Music.
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do not write experimental music. My experimenting is done before I make the music. Afterwards,

it is the listener who must experiment’.32 On the one hand the experimentation of the musician is

thought to precede the musical work, while on the other hand, the results of experimentation shape

the experience of the music by the audience. But this assumed dissociation of the practice of the

composer from the experience of the audience through the musical work makes it impossible to

speak of specific experimental music. I suggest on the other hand that it is necessary for a definition

of experimental music to relate the practice of music-making to a specific way of listening.

Cage’s definition of the experimental act is a reaction to statements like those of Varèse. He defines

those acts as relevant experimental acts that introduce unforeseen outcomes, especially within the

performance of a piece.33 He claims that it introduces contingency into the listening experience

that would make it impossible to interpret a sound as the result of a composer’s intention. Cage’s

practice is not scientific and it can be criticized regarding the problem that he leaves open, i.e. in

what degree and in what regard his experimental acts lead to unknown results.34 Nevertheless the

important point Cagemakes is that experimental practices are structured around the aim to be open

to unforeseeable results, which is a common description of practices of scientific experimentation.

Nyman inspired by Cage suggests the notion of process to characterize experimental music. Ac-

cording to his understanding that the processes of experimental music are initiated not to generate

a musical work that can be performed and re-performed an infinite number of times, but to create

a unique moment.35 The questions that remain are what is the role of processual practices in the

music and what characterizes processes as specifically experimental.

Lydia Goehr suggests that Cage’s rather open practice can be related to a long discourse that dis-

tinguishes the experimental from the experiment. She discussed Theodor W. Adorno’s historically

informed aesthetic theory regarding the question of the epistemological difference between the

experiment and the experimental.36 When Goehr summarizes the discourse of experiment and

experimental she lays the distinction between them in the role of technology in producing expe-

rienceable phenomena. The ideal of the scientific experiment defines one side of the extreme

where phenomena are created in a controlled environment. At the other extreme lies the empirical

ideal that a phenomenon can be observed in reality without interference by a researcher. Goehr

situates the experimental in the middle between these two ideals. We can say, whereas the exper-

32 Liner notes to The Varèse Album, in collab. with Edgard Varèse, Robert Craft, and Columbia Symphony
Orchestra (New York, NY: Columbia Masterworks, 1972); as cited in Lucier, Eight Lectures, x.

33 John Cage, “Indeterminacy,” in Silence, 35ff.
34 Brooks, “In Re: ‘Experimental Music’,” 42f; this can be linked to the discussion of open form Christian

Wolff, “Open to Whom and to What,” Interface 16, no. 3 (1987): 133–141; Thomas DeLio, “Circum-
scribing the Open Universe,” Perspectives of New Music 20, nos. 1/2 (1981): 357–362; Thomas DeLio,
Circumscribing the Open Universe (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1984).

35 Nyman, Experimental Music, 9.
36 Lydia Goehr, “Explosive Experiments and the Fragility of the Experimental,” in Assis, Experimental Affini-

ties in Music, 15–41.
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iment in its idealized form can be described as a technology, the experimental is associated with

practice.37 The practice of artistic experimentation is one that makes – parallel to the practices of

scientific experimentation – experiences possible.38

The implication of a loose interpretation of the idea that experimentation is a practice that facilitates

experiences is that all art and music are experimental. This would imply that the notion of experi-

mental art is a pleonasm.39 To develop a helpful distinction we have to consider experimentation

not only as a specific practice but also as a practice that is relevant for the experience of a musical

work. The practice of experimentation can only be relevant to the experience of the work if the

attention of the audience is not only on the sounding result of the musician’s experimental practice

but takes into consideration how the work is made.

Morag Josephine Grant discusses experimental music as a music that involves a specific kind of

indexical listening. She refers to Charles S. Peirce’s semiotic classification of the sign and his

definition of the indexical sign.40 From this perspective, the experience of experimental music is

shaped by an interpretation of sounds as traces. Sounds become traces of the tools and tech-

niques used to make those sounds. According to Grant, experimental music points at the material

conditions of music itself or, in other words, at the particular causal relations that bring forth sound

and music. She gives as an example, Alvin Lucier’s work The Queen of the South, where visual

patterns are formed in the sand as a result of vibrations of the sounds of instruments. According

to Grant, the audio-visual juxtaposition induces the audience to ponder the relation between these

patterns and the sounds, tracing their causal relationship. Her focus on the experience of sounds

as traces points at the important point that experiments are appreciated not only because of their

results but with a reflection of the conditions of their production.

I suggest that as a constitutive part of experimental music appreciation, one must not only trace

causes of sounds but rather trace practices of experimentation. The demands of such a con-

ceptualization of experimental music cannot be understood in terms of simplified reception- or

production-aesthetics. The specificity of experimental music can only be understood as a link be-

tween production and reception – as an appreciation of experimentation. Experimental music is

then defined as a music which is appreciated for the experimentation enacted in it. In the following

sections I will put this definition in relation to characterizations of experimental music that have

been prevalent in the academic discourse.

37 This idea is informed by Rheinberger’s conception of an experimental system that conceptualizes sci-
entific experimentation. Rheinberger, Toward a History of Epistemic Things.

38 Mauceri’s suggestion to paraphrase musical experimentation as a ‘heuristic’ practice points in a similar
direction Mauceri, “From Experimental Music,” 200.

39 Dieter Mersch, Epistemologies of Aesthetics, trans. Laura Radosh (Zürich: Diaphanes, 2015), 53f.
40 Grant, “Experimental Music Semiotics.”
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Appreciation

Defining experimental music, as appreciated in a specific way, points directly at the question, “How

is such an appreciation cultivated?” Experimental music has been discussed especially to charac-

terize (U.S.) Americanmusic.41 Henry Cowell describes experimental music as authentic American

music as an expression of the ‘American spirit’ that is to ‘honor difference, and to welcome the ex-

perimental, the fresh and the new, instead of trying to establish in advance the road our creative

life should follow’.42 He describes experimentation as the particularly appreciated practice of in-

novation within American culture. The experimental spirit of American culture is understood as

a way that cultural development is enacted that is contrasted with advanced planning. Cowell’s

description is helpful as it points at the need of a musical practice of innovation to be recognized

as such.

Christian Wolff points out that experimental music only challenges culture if it is based on unexam-

ined norms and routines.43 As such, the characterization of experimental music as a ‘force towards

cultural change’44 is misleading. Cameron derives her characterization from the discourse of mu-

sicians, shaped by the desire that experimental music is impactful. In my interpretation, it is the

specificity of experimental music that cultivates attention to experimental practices.

Christopher Shultis discussed how different forms of experimental musical innovation have been

cultivated in U.S. American culture. Shultis discusses differences within experimental music prac-

tices by linking them to different schools of thought – Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo

Emerson. This shifts the frame from a putative ‘authentic American music’ to an analysis of multi-

ple traditions of thought. Shultis is able to show that Cage can be seen in the tradition of Thoreau

41 Cowell is the only one who does refer to experimental music as a music of the American continent
Henry Cowell, American Composers on American Music: A Symposium (New York, NY: Ungar, 1962);
Cage, “History”; Wolfgang Edward Rebner, “Amerikanische Experimentalmusik,” in Im Zenit Der Mod-
erne: Geschichte Und Dokumentation in Vier Bänden - Die Internationalen Ferienkurse Für Neue Musik
Darmstadt, 1946-1966, vol. 3, Rombach Wissenschaften: Reihe Musicae 2 (1954; Freiburg: Rombach,
1997), 178–89; Rebner’s article was published in its English translation as an appendix to Amy C. Beal,
“Negotiating Cultural Allies: American Music in Darmstadt, 1946-1956,” Journal of the American Musico-
logical Society 53, no. 1 (2000): 105–139; Christopher Shultis, Silencing the Sounded Self: John Cage
and the American Experimental Tradition (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2013); David
Nicholls, American Experimental Music 1890-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991);
Lubet, “Indeterminate Origins.”

42 Cowell, American Composers on American Music, viii; Cowell first published American Composers on
American Music, a collection of articles written by American composers, in 1933 without using the notion
of experimental music. Henry Cowell, American Composers on American Music (Standord, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1933); as pointed out in Andrew Raffo Dewar, “Handmade Sounds: The Sonic Arts
Union and American Technoculture” (PhD diss., Wesleyan University, 2009), 54f; he brought composers
together that ‘have developed indigenous materials, or who are especially interested in expressing some
phase of the American spirit in their works’ Cowell, American Composers on American Music, 3.

43 Wolff, “Experimental Music,” 436.
44 Cameron, “Avant-Gardism as a Mode of Culture Change,” 218f; Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts.
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and Ives in the tradition of Emerson.45 To understand how different ideas become relevant, one

should not only look at individual actors, but rather at a network of influences that facilitate the

cultivation of different ideas.46

The description of an experimental culture that facilitates experimental music points at the need

to name concrete communities that enact the cultivation of music. The concept of musical scene

has been used to describe the specificity of the social realm in which music is cultivated.47 The

frame of scene helps different authors to discuss experimental music of specific places. It works

on various scales – of cities: San Francisco,48 Los Angeles,49 New York,50 Chicago;51 of nations:

Australia,52the U.K.,53 Japan,54 Indonesia,55 and the U.S.A.;56 of regions: South East Asia.57 and

continents: Latin America.58 Nevertheless, the most influential discourse about experimental mu-

sic concerns the scene of musicians around Cage in New York.59 Piekut uses the notion of ethics

45 Shultis, Silencing the Sounded Self .
46 A problem of the analysis of Shultis is that he does not recognize the multiplicity of influences on Cage

E. J. Crooks, “John Cage’s Entanglement with the Ideas of Coomaraswamy” (PhD diss., University of
York, 2011); this makes it difficult to discuss the practice of extraspective innovation that discusses
experimental music as emerging in the interaction between multiple traditions. Lubet, “Indeterminate
Origins”; Nicholls, “Transethnicism and the American Experimental Tradition.”

47 Benjamin Piekut, “Actor-Networks in Music History: Clarifications and Critiques,” Twentieth-Century Mu-
sic 11, no. 2 (2014): 484; Will Straw, “Some Things a Scene Might Be,” Cultural Studies 29, no. 3 (2015):
476–485; David Hesmondhalgh, “Subcultures, Scenes or Tribes? None of the Above,” Journal of Youth
Studies 8, no. 1 (2005): 21–40; Born by referring to Will Straw highlights that scenes should not be un-
derstood as a milieu that creates a unity of music in the social realm but rather as, what Born describes
as a dimension in the social musical assemblage, scenes not defining ‘a music’. Georgina Born, “Music
and the Social,” The cultural study of music: A critical introduction, 2012, 265f; Will Straw, “Music and
Material Culture,” in The Cultural Study of Music: A Critical Introduction, 2 edition (New York: Routledge,
November 11, 2011).

48 Cecilia Jian-Xuan Sun, “Experiments in Musical Performance: Historiography, Politics, and the Post-
Cagian Avant-Garde” (PhD diss., University of California, 2005).

49 Andrew John Kluth, “A Study of the Los Angeles DIY Experimental Music Scene: Reflections on the
Promise of the Possible” (PhD diss., UCLA, 2018).

50 Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise.
51 George Lewis, A Power Stronger than Itself: The AACM and American Experimental Music (Chicago,

IL: University of Chicago Press, 2008).
52 Warren Burt, “Australian Experimental Music 1963-1990,” Leonardo Music Journal 1, no. 1 (1991): 5–

10; Gail Priest, Experimental Music: Audio Explorations in Australia (Sydney: University of New South
Wales Press, 2009).

53 Anderson, “British Experimental Music after Nyman.”
54 David Novak, Japanoise: Music at the Edge of Circulation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013).
55 Andrew C. McGraw, “Balinese Experimentalism and the Intercultural Project,” in Piekut, Tomorrow Is the

Question, 139–158.
56 Nicholls, American Experimental Music 1890-1940; Lewis, A Power Stronger than Itself .
57 Cedrik Fermont and Dimitri Della Faille, Not Your World Music: Noise in South East Asia : Art, Poli-

tics, Identity, Gender and Global Capitalism (2016); Takuro Mizuta Lippit, “Ensembles Asia: Mapping
Experimental Practices in Music in Asia,” Organised Sound 21, no. 1 (2016): 72–82.

58 Alonso-Minutti, Herrera, and Madrid, Experimentalisms in Practice.
59 Nyman, Experimental Music; Amy C. Beal, New Music, New Allies: American Experimental Music in

West Germany from the Zero Hour to Reunification, vol. 4 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2006); Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise.
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to point at the not only musical aspects of experimental scenes but rather the specific subjectiva-

tion of musicians in experimental music scenes. He describes ethics as cultivation of capacities

‘to control, to manage, to cope with the self in its ’riskiness’.60 Experimental music is understood

as characterized by a practice of risk management.61 The notion of ethics points to the idea that

it shapes the musician’s way of life and suggests that there is a psychological rationale that holds

practices together. It allows Piekut to describe experimental music through the attitude of the prac-

titioners.62 In his study of the New York experimental music scene of 1964, this definition helps

him to frame the boundaries between the scenes based on how they engage in risk-taking. The

imagined tradition in which a scene locates itself becomes in this context a tradition of values,

which concretize as ethics, and define what risks are valuable to take.63

The proposed definition of experimental music, as a music that is appreciated for the experimen-

tation enacted in it, resonates especially with Cowell’s idea that American music is experimental

because it emerged within a culture that appreciates experimentation.64 The question that be-

comes constitutive for a framework for the study of experimental music is how this appreciation

is cultivated. The concept of scene understood as the concrete social realm in which a music is

cultivated, points at the need to not only focus on the musical practices and works but also dis-

cuss the actors that are involved in the creation, distribution, and consumption of music. Music

is often conceptualized as cultivated through how one listens to it.65 Christopher Smalls pointed

at the practices that shape live music cultures that are not directly involved in the performance of

music but shape how music is cultivated.66 Similarly, an appreciation of experimentation needs to

be informed about practices that are not self-evident within a performance. This means that exper-

imental music is not shared only through the shared listening space but needs as well a sharing

of knowledge. The question is, therefore: How is this knowledge about those practices shared?

The question is in which way and in how far are musicians, organizers, institutions, and audiences

involved in this sharing.

60 Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise, 19.
61 By locating cultural change in Foucault’s conceptualization of ethics and Judith Butler’s notion of perfor-

mativity he makes clear the premises of his research ibid.
62 Such framing of experimental music influenced research that focus on musicians from different context.

Alonso-Minutti, Herrera, and Madrid, Experimentalisms in Practice.
63 Piekut’s research shows what risks experimental musicians (in New York 1964) did not want to take.

Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise, 19; Cameron’s writing primarily points at the risks the musicians
want to take. In this way, she suggests that experimental music is valuable because it takes certain risks
Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 59ff; Piekut criticizes Cameron for only describing what the musicians
thought it would be. Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise, 201 n. 14.

64 Cowell, American Composers on American Music, viii.
65 Tia DeNora, Music in Everyday Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Antoine Hennion,

“Pragmatics of Taste,” in The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Culture, ed. Mark D. Jacobs and
Nancy Weiss Hanrahan, Blackwell Companions to Sociology 12 (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 131–
144.

66 Christopher Small, “Musicking— theMeanings of Performing and Listening. A Lecture,”Music Education
Research 1, no. 1 (1999): 9–22.
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Practices of experimentation

The notion of experimentation, in distinction to experimental and experiment, implies a focus on a

practice.67 It is outside the scope of this article to discuss precise definitions of experimentation.

Experimentation can preliminarily be described as a practice that makes use of technology to

investigate an object of interest.68 This definition points at the constitutive role of technologies – in

music, these are, in particular, instruments – and the practices that make use of these technologies.

In this preliminary definition it is not made explicit, that in the context of music one has to consider

listening a relevant practice of experimentation, a point that I discuss later.

In the discourse of scientific experimentation, experimentation is based on experimental setups

used to conduct experiments. In the discourse of experimental music the used technology is a

central point of discussion, paralleled by a discussion of experimental instruments. The notion of

experimental has been used for unusual instruments,69 novel instruments,70 D.I.Y. technologies,71

‘low-tech bricolages’,72 and instruments that are unpredictable.73 The journal Experimental Music

Instruments for example uses the notion of experimental instrument to describe unusual instru-

ments, focusing on acoustic instruments.74 Similarly, Harry Partch developed novel instruments

to be able to perform the micro-tonal music he envisioned.75 Nevertheless, it is not enough to

describe something as new or unusual to characterize it as experimental. Unusual or specialized

instruments as discussed by Partch76 and in the Experimental Music Instruments journal77 are

not intrinsically experimental. In both cases, experimental seems to correlate with the notion of

novelty. They are only experimental insofar as they are part of a practice of experimentation. Such

practices are not irrelevant for experimental music if the music is cultivated as one that appreciates

such preceding experimentation. The same applies if one frames instruments as experimental on

the basis of experimental practice in the development of the instruments themselves.78

67 Instead of a quality of being experimental and instead of being an experiment.
68 My thinking about the topic is shaped by Reinberger’s conceptualization of an experimental system that

he developed to describe experimental research in molecular biology Rheinberger, Toward a History of
Epistemic Things.

69 “Experimental Musical Instruments (EMI) Archive,” accessed July 17, 2021, http://archive.org/details/
emi_archive.

70 Harry Partch, Genesis of a Music: An Account of a Creative Work, Its Roots and Its Fulfillments, 2nd,
enlarged ed, A Da Capo Paperback (New York, NY: Da Capo, 1979).

71 Reed Ghazala, Circuit-Bending: Build Your Own Alien Instruments (John Wiley and Sons, 2005), 6.
72 Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63, 60.
73 James Pritchett, “David Tudor as Composer/Performer in Cage’s Variations II,” Leonardo Music Journal,

2004, 11–16; John Fullemann, Interview with David Tudor, 1984.
74 “Experimental Musical Instruments (EMI) Archive.”
75 Partch, Genesis of a Music.
76 Ibid.
77 “Experimental Musical Instruments (EMI) Archive.”
78 Experimental instrument development is sometimes subsumed under the term tinkering, Dewar, “Hand-

made Sounds”; Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63, 60; Ghazala, Circuit-Bending.
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One can distinguish between an optimistic and pessimistic view of novel technologies and their

role in experimental music. Thom Holmes optimistically attributes an agency to technology and

the tendency to encourage experimentation: ‘Technology naturally leads to experimentation and

eventual acceptance of new sounds, styles, and techniques for making music.’79 Experimental

music is innovative because it is a reaction to new technologies, while at the same time shaping

the development of these technologies. His way of presenting the history of electronic music

implies not only a valorization of stylistic change but rather an interest in the relation of those

changes with technical conditions that lead to their emergence. Schaeffer used the notion of

musique expérimentale to describemusic that makes use of novel technologies.80 Schaeffer’s view

on technology is pessimistic because he describes novel technologies as experimental because of

the limited control over them. Schaeffer’s use of the notion ofmusique expérimentale suggests that

the practice of developing novel audio and music technologies could be considered experimental

not because the instruments themselves are technically in the testing stage, but because their

expressive capacities are not yet understood or in other words, the use of the instrument is still in

an experimental stage.81 However, for Schaeffer, the term ‘experimental’ can be applied only to

describe the development of music practice, but he is reluctant to interpret it as aesthetic value of

music itself. Schaeffer, after all, aims towards a music that is not experimental, since he tries to

reduce the tentative use of technologies in favour of a full mastering of their newly found expressive

capacities.82

Nyman suggests that experimental music can be distinguished from other musical practices

through the types of processes that are set up by the musicians. Electronic instruments are

one form through which semi-autonomous processes became introduced into experimental

music.83 They are singled out from other instruments’ practices because they have an agency

over the result that might exceed the imagination of any participating musician. To think about

instruments in this way one is not listening to the sounds resulting from the “electronic” processes

of the instruments but rather relating the sounds to the processes that produced them. That the

electronic instruments have an agency over the result and might exceed the imagination of the

musician points not only at the unpredictability of experiments but also at the aim to create results.

This can be related to the cultivation of unpredictable instruments. An example of this practice is

79 Thom Holmes, Electronic and Experimental Music: Technology, Music, and Culture, 3rd (New York, NY;
London: Routledge, 2008), 335.

80 He refers with this term to both the electronic music of Karlheinz Stockhausen and Gottfried Michael
Koenig and his own use of recording media in his practice of musique concrete. Palombini, “Pierre
Schaeffer, 1953.”

81 Carlos Palombini, “Technology and Pierre Schaeffer: Pierre Schaeffer’s Arts-Relais, Walter Benjamin’s
Technische Reproduzierbarkeit andMartin Heidegger’s Ge-Stell,”Organised Sound 3, no. 1 (1998): 35f.

82 Carlos Palombini, “Machine Songs V: Pierre Schaeffer: From Research into Noises to Experimental
Music,” Computer Music Journal 17, no. 3 (1993): 14–19; Palombini, “Pierre Schaeffer, 1953”; Pierre
Schaeffer, In Search of a Concrete Music, trans. Christine North and John Dack (Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 2012); Tim Hodgkinson, “An Interview with Pierre Schaeffer–Pioneer of Musique
Concrète,” ReR Quarterly 2, no. 1 (1987).

83 Nyman, Experimental Music, 89ff.
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Tudor. Tudor deviated from the idea that instruments should stabilize in a specific controllable

and predictable shape and worked with technologies that were rather sources of unpredictable

effects.84 Tudor’s play with unpredictable instruments can be read concerning Cage’s claim that

experimental acts lead to unknown results.85

Practices of music composition and performance have been central to the discourse of experimen-

tal music. Composition techniques associated with American music are often seen as characteriz-

ing experimental music. They have been summarized as ‘Cyclical, repetitive and static’, ‘Physical,

performative, simple’, ‘Practice-centered’, and ‘Reference, transformation of pop music’86 as well

as ‘Musical form and structure: Liberate sounds from hierarchical forms; Stress timbre and rhythm

over melody; Replace equal temperament with a natural acoustical basis for scales’, ‘The domain

called music: Music needs to be expanded conceptually to include a larger universe of sound:

street sounds, animal calls, jet airplanes, silence, and electronic sounds’, and ‘Value of the sym-

phonic tradition: Replace the symphonic form with music theatre. Take music out of the concert

hall. Create participatory (ritual) music’.87 Cage’s influential definition of the experimental act is

used by him primarily to describe his composition techniques that introduce indeterminacy into the

practices of composition and performance.88 They bring forth unpredictable results in various ways

both on structural and sonic levels.89 Cage’s practice developed from introducing indeterminacy

into the composition process only, to strategies of indeterminacy in both composition and per-

formance.90 Common composition techniques used by Cage and others to create indeterminacy

84 Fullemann, Interview with David Tudor .
85 Cage, “History,” 69; Tudor’s practice had a strong impact on Cage’s composition practice when Cage

realized that Tudor found ways to introduce unpredictability into the performance that is unpredictable
even for the performer. In this sense, we could say that Tudor introduced another type of experimental
act, thus enhancing Cage’s practice. Pritchett, “David Tudor”; When one observers Tudor’s electronic
musical practice over his oeuvre one can see that that he found a realm in which he is comfortable to
perform. A stylistic stabilization that Piekut described for performances of Cage “manifesting its char-
acteristic soundworld from the inside out in a manner agreeable to the composer”. The unpredictability
of Tudors instruments similarly create sounds within a specific realm. To understand to what degree
such stylistic stabilization thwart musical experimentation can only be understood when one looks at
experimental music within a social context Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise, 48f.

86 Because Born discusses American experimental music in distinction to the European avant-garde, she
describes only those characteristics that are distinct Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63; her statements
seem to be framed by the repertoire Nyman discussed Nyman, Experimental Music.

87 Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83.
88 Cage, “History,” 69; Gilmore, “Five Maps,” 25; Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63, 59f; Gottschalk, Exper-

imental Music since 1970, 1.
89 For a detailed analysis of Cage’s composition techniques, see James Pritchett, The Music of John Cage,

Music in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Liz Kotz, “Post-Cagean
Aesthetics and the ”Event” Score,” October 95 (2001): 55–89; and Ron Kuivila, “Open Sources: Words,
Circuits and the Notation-Realization Relation in the Music of David Tudor,” Leonardo Music Journal
14 (2004): 17–23; such practices are not specific to Cage’s practice but are shared among various
musicians. An overview is provided in Nyman, Experimental Music; and Gottschalk, Experimental Music
since 1970.

90 Cage formulated the idea that a piece of experimental music must be indeterminate not only in the
composition techniques but also in its performance as an explicit self-critique of his earlier piece music
of changes John Cage, “Composition as Process,” in Silence, 36.
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in the performance are open forms, graphical scores, and textual scores.91 They imply that the

performer has to make a wide range of decisions to bring the musical piece to life.92 Nyman gener-

alizes Cage’s notion of indeterminacy. For Nyman, indeterminacy is one of many process-based

composition techniques. According to his understanding,93 processes of experimental music are

initiated not to generate a musical work that can be performed and re-performed an infinite number

of times, but to create a unique moment.94 The effect of the generalization is that he describes a

wide range of music as experimental music. Tenney describes his practice of experimental music

as similar to scientific research.95 Tenney’s compositions are often developed from a specific idea

and the realization of this idea in composition and performance are understood as a test of these

ideas.96 Lejaren A. Hiller and Leonard M. Isaacson describe their computer-assisted composition

Illiac Suite as experimental music.97 As experimental research, their music explores the possibility

of simulating the composition practice of score writing by using digital algorithms.

Listening to experimentation

How musicians and audiences listen to experimental music is rarely explicitly defined. Ballantine

points at the active role of listeners of experimental music as stated by Cage and links it to Brecht’s

ideal of the epical theatre that demands a reflexive audience.98 Schaeffer discusses experimental

music as the result of tentative techniques that have to be evaluated through listening. He assumes

91 Kuivila, “Open Sources”; Pritchett, “David Tudor.”
92 It is a matter of discussion to what extent composition techniques of experimental music extend the

agency of the performer. David Behrman, “What Indeterminate Notation Determines,” Perspectives of
NewMusic 3, no. 2 (1965): 58–73; Philip Thomas, “Determining the Indeterminate,”ContemporaryMusic
Review 26, no. 2 (2007): 129–140; DeLio, “Circumscribing the Open Universe”; John Holzaepfel, “David
Tudor and the Performance of American Experimental Music, 1950-1959” (PhD diss., City University of
New York, 1994); Pritchett, “David Tudor”; Martin Iddon, John Cage and David Tudor: Correspondence
on Interpretation and Performance, Music since 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

93 He distinguishes processes, which generate scores, processes of sound creation with instruments or
by instruments, processes of actions following a score, processes of interpreting a score, processes of
interaction between musicians, processes of improvisation, processes between the performers and their
audience, processes of listening Nyman, Experimental Music, 4ff; Similarly Benitez tried to develop a
distinction between processes which are merely stochastic and truly indeterminate processes to support
Cage’s idea Benitez, “Avant-Garde or Experimental?”

94 Nyman, Experimental Music, 9.
95 James Tenney, From Scratch: Writings in Music Theory, ed. Larry Polansky (Urbana, IL: University of

Illinois Press, 2015), 361.
96 Ibid., 86, 111, 226.
97 Hiller and Isaacson, Experimental Music.
98 Ballantine quotes a statement of Cage quoted by Nyman “I believe, so that people real-

ize that they themselves are doing it [the music], and not that something is being done to
them”.@nyman_experimental_1999, 23; and links it to the “detached eye” described by Brecht
Christopher Ballantine, “Towards an Aesthetic of Experimental Music,” The Musical Quarterly 63, no.
2 (1977): 242.
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that music is something which has to attune to the conditions of listening.99 The conception of ex-

perimental music as amusic in which practices of composition and performance are experimentally

tested, gains some stability by his phenomenological premise, that the experience is grounded in

a stable human condition.100 Nyman discusses the freedom of the listener to focus on the various

events happening in an experimental music concert. He makes a variety of suggestions about the

specificity of listening to experimental music. He suggests that ‘you should listen from moment to

moment’101 whilst being open to the events emerging from the processes.102 or focus on gradual

changes like those ‘arising out of the repetition process in Steve Reich’s music’.103 With this he

describes a listening that focuses in different ways on the differences emerging in a performance.

He describes an active listening attitude.104 Eno suggests that experimental music accesses what

music could be. This question is addressed by him from the position of the listener. According to

him, the result of musical experiments should lead to the realization that ‘music is something your

mind does’. Thus, the removal of traditional musical elements, like ‘rhythms, melodies, harmonies,

structures, […] notes, […] instruments, musicians and special venues’105 from the musical prac-

tice would lead to the insight that music has to be conceptualized as a purely internal experiential

entity, in other words, music-as-heard. In such context, experimental music is understood not as a

practice that brings forth change and novelty, but rather as a specific practice that cultivates music

as a subjective experiential entity.106

Another way to link experimental music to the practice of listening is to think that listening has

to attune to music. Even so, Varèse rejects the notion of experimental music, he nevertheless

suggests that ‘it is the listener who must experiment’ when confronted with new music.107 This can

be interpreted as a demand to change one’s listening habits. The focus on a listening practice as

constitutive for experimental music merges two lines of thinking: a relational conception of music

constituted in its relation to listening and the ideal of change associated with the “experimental”.

Thus, changes in musical practices are thought to change listening habits. An appreciation of

experimentation explicates this attitude.

The reflexive attitude that we assume for experimental music listening has substantial implications

regarding the role of the social cultivation of music, the role of practices of music-making, and

role of things the music is made with and made of. An appreciation of experimentation is impos-

99 In an interview when Tim Hodgkinson asks him ‘So new music is impossible?’ Schaeffer answers ‘Yes,
a music which is new because it comes from new instruments, new theories, new languages’. Tim
Hodgkinson, Interview with Pierre Schaeffer, in collab. with Pierre Schaeffer, 1987.

100Schaeffer, Treatise on Musical Objects, 73ff.
101Nyman, Experimental Music, 28.
102 Ibid., 25.
103 Ibid.
104 Ibid., 24.
105Brian Eno, “Foreword,” in Nyman, Experimental Music, xii.
106A point described as a focus on experience in Gottschalk, Experimental Music since 1970, 4.
107The Varèse Album; as cited in Lucier, Eight Lectures, x.
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sible when the processes that lead to a sound are opaque to the listener. Grant points at the

importance of the multi-modality of Lucier’s music that provides a ground for interpretation of the

processes set into motion by Lucier. Grant discusses one specific expression of experimental

music and the conditions to appreciate the related production of acoustic and visual phenomena.

Her example seems to suggest that an appreciation of practices of experimentation would always

be a multi-modal experience. Live performances can provide insights into the processes involved

in the realization of a piece. However, experimental music practices cannot be limited to those

that are fully understood through an interpretation of a live performance. Information about the

experimental practices in music-making can also be mediated in other ways. As discussed before,

also Nyman suggests that a listener can focus on the differences emerging in a performance. His

discussion is limited because he does not describe how such a listening attitude is cultivated – the

problem of cultivation points to the sociality of music. One needs to study how a reflexive listening

attitude is cultivated, and interpretations of music are shared.

Things under scrutiny

The preliminary definition of experimentation points at the thing that is under scrutiny in experimen-

tation. In the scientific discourse, objects of interest are often described by describing the results

of experiments. Similarly, experimental music has been portrayed through the results of practices

of experimentation, the novel musical materials and forms, the novel technologies, changes in

musical practice, and the changes of a genre. This focus on results of experiments sidelines the

act of experimentation. Consequently, it becomes unclear how experimental music differs from

other practices of musical innovation. The object of interest is nevertheless a constitutive part of

experimentation.

The diversity of the discourse of experimental music suggests that all aspects of music-making and

consumption can become an object under scrutiny that is re-evaluated by experimentation. This

object shapes the experimentation, and along the way, it shapes the conditions of appreciation. It

has been noted that Cage does not specify an object of interest.108 Cage’s statement that experi-

mental music is such music that provides an ‘experience not burdened by psychological intentions

on the part of the composer’109 can be understood to mean that experimental music does not have

an object of interest. When we read Cage’s statement in this way, Cage’s own understanding of

his music is not experimental within the proposed definition. However, he makes claims regarding

what his music is about. He claims that ‘in this new music nothing takes place but sounds’.110 He

therefore thwarts such a reading of his music. One could claim that his music experiments with

the conditions to hear just sound.

108Brooks, “In Re: ‘Experimental Music’,” 39.
109Cage, “History,” 71.
110 John Cage, “Experimental Music,” in Silence, 7–12.
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The discourse of experimental music often points at specific innovations in sound, structure, and

style. Cameron’s indication of a shift towards ‘a larger universe of sound’111 captures this idea.

Cage refers, for example, to Edgard Varèse and Italian futurists’ use of noises.112 Cage himself

shifted his focus to the use of silence.113 These novel musical materials change the conditions

under which sounds are musically organized. Following these changes in the material, at least

three paradigmatic ways to organize music have been described: (1) A shift in focus from harmony

to timbre as the leading factor for the organization of musical material;114 (2) The use of cyclical,

repetitive, and static forms as in minimal and drone music;115 and (3) Chaotic forms as they are

produced by chance procedures and indeterminacy.116

The characterizations of experimental music that point at specific musical materials refer only in-

sofar to experimentation as musical materials are used in an experiment or are the things under

scrutiny. In the former case they are used to show the specificity of other aspects of music-making.

In the latter case, musical materials are specific to experimental music because they are changed.

This changing should not be framed in terms like noise and silence but rather in relation to the

musical culture in which the music is developed. One way to recognize the role of experimental

composition and performance practices is to highlight their effects on the musical materials and

forms, and the challenges these pose for the listener. Experimental music is characterized as such

when it challenges habits of listening. Varèses claim that ‘it is the listener who must experiment’117

which points at the idea that music can change musical aesthetics – it changes how one under-

stands and conceptualizes music. In this case, the audience’s practices of listening are under

scrutiny. One searches for ways to approach the music. Such listening implies that one is not only

listening to the music itself, but also reflecting one’s preconceptions – a reflexive mode of listening.

Historicity

That practices of experimentation are practices that change our knowledge about things, that they

change how music is made and experienced points at the specific temporality of experimental

music — a music that is appreciated for its practices that change it.

111 Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83.
112 But we have to remember that they did not use the notion of experimental music themselves. Edgard

Varèse, “The Liberation of Sound,” trans. Chou Wen-chung, Perspectives of New Music 5, no. 1 (1966):
11–19; Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noises (New York, NY: Pendragon Press, 1986); John Cage, “The
Future Of Music: Credo,” in Silence, 3–6.

113 Cage, “Experimental Music”; and Cage, “Experimental Music: Doctrine.”
114 Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83.
115 Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63, 57; Nyman, Experimental Music, 23; Demers, Listening through the

Noise; Riccardo Wanke, “A Cross-Genre Study of the (Ec)Static Perspective of Today’s Music,” Organ-
ised Sound 20, no. 3 (2015): 331–339.

116Gottschalk, Experimental Music since 1970, 1; Born, Rationalizing Culture, 63, 56; in reference to
Cage, Silence.

117 The Varèse Album; as cited in Lucier, Eight Lectures, x.
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Nicholls’ historical approach to describe the American experimental music tradition subsumes the

notion of experimental under the idea of musical innovation as it is brought forward in composition

practices.118 Though it is part of the self-understanding of experimental musicians to reject tradition,

this has found concrete expression in the rejection of musical styles or idioms.119 Cage claims

that American music is a music which makes use of Americans’ capacity ‘to easily break with

tradition, to move easily into the air’.120 Experimental music would be a music which is not bound

to a specific musical tradition, in either affirmation or rejection, but rather a music which is free

from tradition.121 To characterize music as experimental because it emerged from an experimental

music tradition appears problematic. Tenney, on the other hand, makes explicit references to

composers of ‘experimental music’ in titles, dedications, and statements.122 This can be interpreted

as an evocation of an ‘ecology of ideas’.123 Tradition becomes a ground from which to proceed.124

Genre situates music in its historical context where musical works are put in relation to each other

to form a network that subsumes different works and performances under a name.125 Music has

been characterized as “experimental” based on genre in two ways. On the one hand, the notion of

experimental music as a genre is associated with the idea that it is possible to define experimental

music by associating it with the practices of the 60s – with the historical moment in which the notion

of experimental music emerged.126 And following this it is used to describe a music which is asso-

ciated with the specific musical materials, composition techniques, and performance practices as

they have been established in that historical moment. However, this definition of an experimental

music genre is problematic. In the case, the notion of genre is associated with a musical style and

at the same time with the ideal of musical change. An experimental music genre in this sense is

an oxymoron. In this sense a genre of experimental music expresses a reification of the dynamics

within experimental music to a fixed state.127 Another mention of the qualifier ‘experimental’ in the

context of musical genres is found in the journalistic discourse on pop music, where it is employed

to describe the use of unusual sounds, noises and musical forms in a piece associated with a

118 Nicholls, American Experimental Music 1890-1940.
119 Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83, 75ff.
120Cage, “History,” 74.
121Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 65ff.
122Gilmore, “Five Maps,” 25.
123BobGilmore, “James Tenney and the Poetics of Homage,”ContemporaryMusic Review 27, no. 1 (2008):

7–21.
124 James Tenney, Udo Kasemets, and Tina Pearson, “A Tradition of Experimentation: James Tenney in

Conversation with Udo Kasemets and Tina Pearson,” Musicworks 27 (1984): 4; Eric de Visscher, “Con-
tinuing the Experimental Tradition...,” Perspectives of New Music 25, nos. 1/2 (1987): 490–492.

125For a more differentiated view on genre see Georgina Born and Christopher Haworth, “FromMicrosound
to Vaporwave: Internet-Mediated Musics, Online Methods, and Genre,” Music and Letters 98, no. 4
(2017): 601–647.

126Mauceri, “From Experimental Music,” 188ff; Gilmore, “Five Maps,” 26.
127As discussed before, experimental music can be conceptualized as a practice of innovation and change

Gottschalk, Experimental Music since 1970, 2; which is defined by its rejection of musical styles, idioms
Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83, 75ff; and traditions Cameron, Dialectics in the Arts, 83, 65ff.
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specific genre.128 In this case musical experimentation is situated in the social conditions of the

reception of music. Genre as a conceptualization of the historicity of music helps to describe the

conditions of the experience of change as one that deals with historically and socially stabilized

forms and materials. The description of musical materials and forms as novel and unusual is here

based on the codes and standards of a specific genre. Such a relational interpretation of novelty

points at the need for an explicit context to experience musical change. In this case, experimental

music could be described as experimentation in music based on genre. Not musical materials

or forms in general, but specific aspects that are considered constitutive of a genre, become the

object of experimentation.

The problem of a discourse that refers to a tradition of experimental music is that it often refers to

the results of practices of experimentation and not to the experimentation itself. On the other hand,

tradition could be a discursive tool that reminds the listener of the experimental dimension of music.

If one does not reduce the notion of genre as the name for a musical style, it is helpful to study

experimental music. Genre helps to describe the specificity of music listening framed in its social

temporality,129 a temporality in which musical materials are understood as framed in a historically

changing discursive and experiential field. A study of the use of genre in experimental music helps

one especially to understand how values are associated with experimental music that cannot be

located in individual pieces or performances, like the rejection of the Western music tradition, the

rejection of musical styles or idioms in general, and the valorization of change and innovation. As

discussed before, the notion of genre has been used to give a music of a certain style a name.

In this sense the notion is not helpful to describe the specificity of experimental music as music

would be in this case reduced to a set of stylistic features. On the other hand, it is helpful to take

genre as the frame, that points at the cultivation of a plurality of distinguishable types of music is

cultivated, is helpful.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

From the previous discussion, we can summarize the following framework. The assumption that

experimental music is a music that is based on experimental practices implies a study that asks:

What practices of experimentation are appreciated? This question can already be split into four

dimensions:

128Demers, Listening through the Noise, 7; specifically on experimental pop music Bill Martin, Avant Rock:
Experimental Music from the Beatles to Björk, Feedback v. 3 (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 2002); Jennifer
Shryane, Blixa Bargeld and Einstürzende Neubauten: German Experimental Music: ’Evading Do-Re-
Mi’ (New York, NY; London: Routledge, 2016); the fusion of different genres can be described as ex-
perimental in the sense of Nicholls’ concept of extraspection Nicholls, “Brave New Worlds”; Nicholls,
“Avant-Garde and Experimental Music.”

129Born conceptualizes genre as a dimension of music’s temporality that reflects the nature of music ex-
perience that requires music to be conceptualized as an “assemblage of mediations of musical sound
of heterogeneous kinds: discursive, corporeal, social, visual, technological, spatial, and temporal” Born
and Haworth, “From Microsound to Vaporwave.”
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1) What is under scrutiny? What is the object of interest for audiences and musicians? What

is thought to be possible to be changed?

2) What is taken for granted? What are the technologies and techniques that are assumed to

be reliable? What are the ideas and theories of the nature of music, and what is understood

as the constitutive entities of the music?

3) How are the practices of experimentation cultivated? How are the practices shared? What

is the role of multi-modality of performances, writings like programme-notes, and orally

through conversations among musicians and audiences?

4) What are the conditions for an appreciation of experimentation (in a specific performance

or work)? Is the experimentation enacted in the composition interpretation or performance?

Is the experimentation explicitly communicated to the audience? What hints towards the

experimentation in a performance? What is shared knowledge of audiences andmusicians?

What is common sense within a scene?

This outlined frame for the study of experimental music is not entirely new; let’s put the questions

into context.

The question “What is under scrutiny?” mirrors questions about the meaning of music. One angle

is by asking about the intention of musicians: What is under the scrutiny of the composer or per-

former? For example, Hiller and Isaacson stated that they investigated the potential of computer-

assisted composition.130 Another angle from which to look at experimental music starts from the

assumption that an appreciation of music is less shaped by the intentions of a composer. In this

case, one asks about the content of experimental music: What is the experiment about? For exam-

ple, Brian Eno suggested that experimental music is about what music can be. He points primarily

at a shift from a more traditional vocabulary towards a phenomenological framing of music.131 As

experimentation is a practice that changes knowledge about something, it implies the question:

“What is thought to be possible to be changed?” However, this question is not concerned with the

meaning of the music, but with the ontology of experimental music,132 a question that links to the

next dimension that is concerned with the ground of experimentation.

All scrutiny takes place in a context that is taken for granted. This context itself is either implicitly

the context and background of experimentation or explicitly the techniques and technologies that

are used within experimentation. The question “What are the technologies and techniques that are

assumed to be reliable?” points at the discussions of practices of composition and performance.

The discussion of technologies is so influential in the discourse of experimental music because

130Brooks, “In Re: ‘Experimental Music’”; Hiller and Isaacson, Experimental Music.
131Eno, “Foreword.”
132Ontology of music in the sense of Philip V. Bohlman, “Ontologies of Music,” in Rethinking Music, ed.

Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 17–34.
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they shape what can be controlled. The reliability of technology is taken for granted if one de-

scribes how technologies shape music. This can lead to the image of technological determinism

in music.133 How difficult it is to create reliable technologies is vividly described by Schaeffer.134

Practices of composition, performance, and listening might also provide a stable ground of ex-

perimentation. For the study of experimental music, the embodied character of these techniques

poses problems. These have been partly addressed in experimental practices that address the

embodied practices of instrument play.135 It has been pointed out that embodied knowledge about

music-making might be relevant for the experience of music.136 Because the embodied practices

are difficult to observed within a performance, one must ask how they are shared, which points to

the third dimension.

The question “How are the practices of experimentation cultivated?” points to the social dimen-

sion of music-making. It points to the question of how knowledge about practices is shared. One

has to take into account the plurality influences that shape the cultivation of music137 – from in-

stitutions,138 imagined communities,139 and identities,140 to the direct interaction with music in

performances141 and potentially other listening situations. One has to look precisely, which role

information is given, that informs about how the music is made. The discourse of creative practices

of experimental musicians and how they develop composition techniques, instruments, and perfor-

mance practices,142 are the basis for a study of how information about these practices is shared.

An example of this is Matthew Rogalsky’s doctoral thesis on the development of Tudor’s Rainfor-

est.143 It shows that details of musical practices are often not shared through language, but rather

through tacit ways of sharing and the cultivation of an ethics within a scene. Grant pointed at the

role of multi-modality in the performances of Lucier.144 As such one can see a variety of possible

means to share knowledge about experimental practices from the embodied knowledge of prac-

titioners, over the multi-modality of performances, and writings like programme-notes, to the oral

133Michael Hamman, “From Technical to Technological: The Imperative of Technology in Experimental Mu-
sic Composition,” Perspectives of New Music 40, no. 1 (2002): 92–120.

134Schaeffer, In Search of a Concrete Music.
135Maria Cizmic, “Embodied Experimentalism and Henry Cowell’s The Banshee,” American Music 28, no.

4 (2010): 436–458.
136Arnie Cox, “Embodying Music: Principles of the Mimetic Hypothesis,” Music Theory Online 17, no. 2

(2011).
137Born, “Music and the Social.”
138Louise E. Chernosky, “Imagining Listeners through American Experimental Music: NPR’s RadioVisions,”

in Piekut, Tomorrow Is the Question, 229–253.
139Nyman, Experimental Music.
140Lewis, A Power Stronger than Itself ; Piekut, Experimentalism Otherwise.
141Eno, “Foreword”; Novak, Japanoise.
142Nicholls, American Experimental Music 1890-1940; John Driscoll and Matt Rogalsky, “David Tudor’s

Rainforest: An Evolving Exploration of Resonance,” Leonardo Music Journal - (December 1, 2004): 25–
30; Pritchett, “David Tudor.”

143M. R. Rogalsky, “Idea and Community : The Growth of David Tudor’s Rainforest, 1965-2006” (PhD diss.,
City University London, 2006).

144Grant, “Experimental Music Semiotics.”
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sharing through conversations among musicians and audiences. The discussion of the ideas that

musicians use to express their views, either the history of ideas in which their views developed,145

or the transformation that these ideas have undergone in their appropriation,146 is insofar relevant

as it enframes practices of experimentation and has shaped the cultivation of experimental music.

One has to study how this knowledge is shared because it shapes how experimentation can be

appreciated. The assumption of reflexive listeners – a listener who is expecting experimentation –

implies a listening that is concerned with the practices of music-making.

The conditions for the appreciation of experimentation is the last dimension for a study of experi-

mental music. It points at the specificity of the proposed – rather narrow – definition of experimental

music. Unlike the previous dimensions, it is not thoroughly studied. However, the claim that experi-

mental music is a music that aims for change points at the need to study a culture that cultivates the

same. Framing experimentation as a practice in which change can be traced provides a ground

for this belief and points to a culture that exceeds an aesthetic appreciation of music. In addi-

tion to studying how the audience knows about experimental practices, one has to study how the

experiment is enacted. One has to study how the experimentation is enacted in the composition,

interpretation, or performance.147 And last but not least, one has to discuss how far can one speak

of the audience as a scene that has shared knowledge and common sense.

The main argument that could be made against the proposed framework is that it takes as its basis

what it wants to find out. The framework assumes that musicians experiment and that audiences

are interested in them. However, the question I ask is not if this is the case or not, but rather

what are the concrete conditions for an appreciation of experimentation. The proposed framework

broadens the frame away frommusical works as made, performed, and experienced, to include the

role of shared knowledge about the experimental practices of the musicians for the appreciation of

this music. This must be distinguished from a musicology that focuses on musicians (composers

and performers) practices. The question is not how practices shape the historical development

of music but in how far practices are part of the appreciation of music. One could even go so far

to ask: In how far music is not simply listened to, but cultivated as something that can fail or go

wrong and is interesting exactly for that reason. The heuristic power of the proposed framework

is not to identify definitively what an experiment was in a particular situation, but rather point at

the need to search for it because it shows how the culture of experimental music becomes more

vividly understood if one leaves narrow assumptions of music appreciation behind.
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