R. KEITH SAWYER

Improvisation and the Creative Process:
Dewey, Collingwood, and the Aesthetics
of Spontaneity

Improvisational performance has been neglected
by many fields that study creativity and the arts,
including both philosophy and psychology. Psy-
chologists, for example, have focused on prod-
uct creativity: activities that result in objective,
ostensible products—paintings, sculptures, mu-
sical scores—which remain after the creative act
is complete. Product creativity generally involves
a long period of creative work leading up to the
creative product. In contrast, in improvisational
performance, the creative process is the product;
the audience is watching the creative process as
it occurs.

My primary research interest is everyday con-
versation, and I began to study aesthetics and the
psychology of creativity after I observed that
everyday conversation is creatively improvised—
there is no script that guides a conversation. My
empirical research has focused on three types of
improvised discourse: improvisational theater,
children’s fantasy play, and everyday conversa-
tion.! In my theoretical writings, I use these im-
provisational phenomena to address several issues
in contemporary psychology and social theory—
the tension between structure and practice, is-
sues of textuality, discourse, structure versus play,
and heteroglossia.2 Thus my theoretical frame-
work has evolved from the empirically grounded
attempt to identify and characterize specific in-
teractional mechanisms that are used to create a
collective improvisational performance.

In this paper, I will focus on some philosophical
implications of my evolving analyses of improvi-
sational group performance. In this discussion, I
will make explicit the relationships between im-
provisational performance and product-oriented
arts such as painting, writing, and music compo-
sition, by drawing on Dewey’s model of “art as
experience” and Collingwood’s model of “art as

language.” Improvisational performance is rele-
vant to the empirical study of all creative genres
for two central reasons. First, the creative process
that goes on in the mind of a creator is generally
inaccessible to the researcher, in part because it
occurs in fits and starts, over long time periods. But
an improvised performance is created in the mo-
ment, onstage, and can easily be observed by the
researcher. Second, many improvisational per-
formance genres are fundamentally collaborative.
Observing this collaboration onstage is relatively
straightforward, compared to the difficulties of
observing the many forms of collaboration that
contribute to the generation of a work of art.

1

In his studio, Picasso is painting free-form, with-
out preconceived image or composition; he is ex-
perimenting with colors, forms, and moods. He
starts with a figure of a reclining nude—but then
loses interest, and the curve of the woman’s leg
reminds him of a matador’s leg as he flies
through the air after being gored by a bull-—so
he paints over the nude and creates an image of
a bull and matador. But this leads him to yet an-
other idea; he paints over the bullfight image and
begins work on a Mediterranean harbor—with
water-skier, bathers in bikinis, and a picturesque
hilltop village.

The free-form inspiration continues. Five hours
later, Picasso stops and declares that he will have
to discard the canvas—it has not worked. But the
time was not wasted-—he has discovered some
new ideas, ideas that have emerged from his in-
teraction with the canvas, ideas that he can use in
his next painting. Picasso says, “Now that I
begin to see where I'm going with it, I’ll take a
new canvas and start again.”
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Improvisational creativity Product creativity
Type of Immediate Delayed
interaction (single reception) (multiple receptions)
Mediation Ephemeral signs Ostensible products
Creative process | Public, collective, coincident  Private, individual, distinct
with product from/generates product

Figure 1. Some differences between improvisational and product creativity.

This five-hour improvisation was captured in
the Claude Renoir film, The Mystery of Picasso,
using time-lapse photography3 I always show
the Picasso film to my students, because it helps
to dispel some common myths about artists—
that inspiration always precedes execution, that
artists never edit their work, that everything that
is painted is released to the world. Perhaps these
myths arise from our tendency to focus on the
products of creativity—the finished paintings,
sculptures, and musical scores that critics review,
that are left for future generations to analyze and
interpret. This film gives us a rare opportunity
to view, instead, the improvisational process of
creativity—the real, lived experience of the artist,
interacting and improvising in his studio.

Psychologists who study creativity have like-
wise focused on product creativity, creative do-
mains in which products are created over time,
with unlimited opportunities for revision by the
creator before the product is displayed.* Product
creativity is found in artistic domains such as
sculpture, painting, and musical compositions.
This focus in psychology is consistent with the
fields of aesthetics and art criticism, which have
also tended to focus more on artworks than on
the creative process.

Unlike product creativity—which involves a
long period of creative work leading up to the
creative product—in improvisational creativity,
the process is the product. For example, a small-
group jazz ensemble collaborates onstage spon-
taneously to create the performance. The per-
formance that results emerges from the musical
interactions among multiple band members; there
is no director to guide the performance, and no
script for the musicians to follow. And in im-

provisational theater, the actors collectively cre-
ate an emergent dialogue; like jazz, this process
is, in fact, the essence of improvised perform-
ance. The purpose is not to generate a product;
the performance is the product.’ In contrast, in
product creativity, the artist has an unlimited
period of time to contemplate, edit, and revise
the work. This creative process, which may be
largely invisible to the public, results in a cre-
ative product that is then displayed to the audience
(see figure 1).6

Improvisational performance genres include
both musical interaction, such as small-group
jazz, and most types of verbal interaction, from
loosely structured conversation to more ritualized
performance genres. Thus improvisational inter-
action can be mediated by both linguistic and mu-
sical symbols. In improvisational performance, a
collective creative process constitutes the creative
product: an ephemeral public performance.

Because improvisational creativity is ephem-
eral, and does not generate a permanent product,
it has perhaps been easy to neglect. Although im-
provisational creativity has not been a subject
for aesthetics, it may actually represent a more
common, more accessible form of creativity. If
one recognizes that all social interactions dis-
play improvisational elements, then everyday
activities such as conversation become relevant
to aesthetics, as both Dewey and Collingwood
claimed. Creativity in interactional domains, in-
cluding teaching, parenting, and mentoring, is
recognized to be important to our lives and our
culture. Yet in part because it does not generate
a product, these improvisational interactions are
resistant to aesthetic analysis.

Like psychology and aesthetics, many per-
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formance-oriented fields have neglected im-
provisation, including folkloristics, ethnomusi-
cology, and musicology. The few treatments that
exist have been ethnographic descriptions of
musical and verbal performance genres. In music,
in addition to a recent focus on jazz,” European
and American writers have written widely on the
Indian raga, the Javanese gamelan, the Arabic
and Turkish magam, the lranian dastgah, and
group African drumming. Studies of verbal im-
provisation are primarily found in the branch of
linguistic anthropology called the ethnography of
speaking.® These researchers focus on public
verbal performance in a variety of cultures; most
of these performance genres incorporate improv-
isational elements.’

In this paper, | will draw on several empirical
studies of group verbal improvisation, including
improvisational theater actors, ritual verbal per-
formance in a range of cultures, everyday small
talk, and children’s fantasy play dialogues.l® When
I began my study of creativity during improvisa-
tion, I was surprised to discover a complete ab-
sence of research on performance creativity—
neither improvisation nor scripted theater had
been studied by psychologists. So | expanded my
search to other disciplines, looking for theoreti-
cal models that might help me to understand
the process of group improvisation. In a range of
theoretical articles, I have drawn on semiotics,
folkloristics, sociolinguistics, and discourse analy-
sis.! Because of my focus on discourse, when 1
began to study the aesthetics literature, I was
drawn to theories that emphasize the communica-
tive, interactional properties of art—primarily
those of John Dewey and R. G. Collingwood.
Most aestheticians have the same implicit bias as
psychologists who study creativity: they focus on
culturally valued art forms—-the high arts like ab-
stract painting or orchestral composition—to the
almost complete neglect of performance.

I will argue here that at the core of both
Dewey’s and Collingwood’s theories is a theory
of art as improvisation. By focusing my discus-
sion on improvisation, I will bring out aspects of
both theorists that have been neglected in most
analyses. Of course, there is a lot in both theo-
rists that I will not be mentioning-—this is of ne-
cessity a selective reading. But I believe that this
focus on improvisation comes close to revealing
the essence of both men’s theories, and in any
case does not misrepresent either.
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I will begin by describing improvisational the-
ater performance, and | will identify five impor-
tant characteristics of improvisation. Then, I will
focus on each of these five characteristics in turn,
and for each, argue that both Dewey’s and Col-
lingwood’s theories emphasize exactly that as-
pect of the aesthetic experience. The focus on
improvisation reveals many similarities between
these very different philosophers; their theories
unite on all five characteristics. And by applying
each theory to the concrete case of improvisa-
tional theater, we will see where each theory
could benefit from elaboration, and suggest some
properties of an aesthetic theory that would ade-
quately address improvisational creativity.

There is no extant evidence that Dewey read
Collingwood’s work, or vice versa. However, the
exchange between Croce and Dewey in the late
1940s (in the pages of this journal) seems to sug-
gest a connection, since Collingwood’s theory is
often associated with Croce.!? But this debate
largely has to do with whether Dewey’s theory is
an idealist theory—rather than a pragmatist
one—and whether Croce has correctly under-
stood Dewey. By focusing on improvisation and
communication, my approach in the following
leads me down a different path from the tradi-
tional Croce-Dewey comparison.

14

In improvisational theater, an ensemble of actors
creates a scene onstage, without any prearranged
dialogue, with no character assignments, and no
plot outline. Everything about the performance
is created collectively by the actors, onstage, in
front of the audience. The following brief tran-
script of the first thirty seconds of an improvised
theater sketch, which lasted a total of about five
minutes, helps to demonstrate the collective and
contingent aspects of improvisation.

Four actors stand at the back of the stage.
Actor A begins the scene.

(1) (Actor A walks to center stage, pulls up a chair and
sits down, miming the action of driving by holding
an imaginary steering wheel)

(2) (Actor B walks to A, stands next to him, fishes in
pocket for something)

(3) A: On or off?

(4) B: I'm getting on, sir (continues fishing in his
pocket)
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(5) A: In or out?

(6) B: I'm getting in! I’'m getting in!

(7) A: Did I see you tryin’ to get in the back door a
couple of stops back?

(8)B: Uh ...

Actor A, taking the first turn, is able to act
without creative constraints. His initial nonver-
bal act is to sit in a chair and mime the act of
holding a steering wheel. This suggests that he is
the driver and is sitting in a vehicle. However,
this initial suggestion leaves many possible op-
tions for Actor B in turn (2). For example, B
could have pulled up a second chair and sat down
next to the “driver,” and she would have become
a passenger in a car. A’s initial act does not indi-
cate whether the vehicle is moving or not; it does
not indicate the type of vehicle; it does not indi-
cate the role of his character, nor the relationship
with any other character. B’s act in (2) also
leaves many options open for A in turn (3). In
(3), for example, A could have addressed B as
his friend searching for theater tickets. The range
of dramatic options available onstage is practi-
cally unlimited: for example, at (2), B could have
addressed A as Captain Kirk of Star Trek, initiat-
ing a television show parody. A’s utterance in (3)
begins to add more detail to the emerging dra-
matic frame. “On or off?” would not be an ap-
propriate statement for the driver of a car. It sug-
gests that A is a professional driver of a bus (but
also, note, is compatible with A driving a plane,
boat, or spaceship). Turn (3) also implies a rela-
tionship: B is a paying customer of A.

A few minutes of examination of any improv-
isational transcript indicates many plausible,
dramatically coherent utterances that the actors
could have performed at each turn. A combina-
torial explosion quickly results in hundreds of
potential performances, branching out from each
actor’s utterance. Improvisational interaction is
highly contingent from moment to moment. In
spite of this contingency, and the range of op-
tions available to the actors at each turn, by (8)
the actors have established a reasonably complex
drama, a collectively created dramatic frame that
will guide the subsequent dialogue. They know
that A is a bus driver and that B is a potential pas-
senger. A is getting a little impatient, and B may
be a little shifty, perhaps trying to sneak on the
bus. In the remainder of the sketch, the actors
must retain dramatic coherence with this frame.
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Of course, each actor’s turn will suggest addi-
tional details or plot twists; the dramatic frame is
always changing, emerging from the acts of all
actors.

An improvised scene is emergent, in both the
classic coinage of the nineteenth-century philoso-
pher George Henry Lewes, and in the contempo-
rary sense associated with connectionism and
distributed cognition.!? Lewes’s concept of “emer-
gence” was widely discussed in the 1920s, largely
by evolutionary biologists but also by the prag-
matists. In a series of lectures at Berkeley in 1930,
G. H. Mead elaborated a pragmatist theory of
emergence: “The emergent when it appears is al-
ways found to follow from the past, but before it
appears, it does not, by definition, follow from
the past.”!4 Mead was commenting on the con-
tingency of improvisational interaction: although
a retrospective examination reveals a coherent
interaction, each social act provides a range of
creative options, any one of which could have
resulted in a radically different performance. The
emergent was the fundamental analytic category
for Mead’s philosophy, and the paramount issue
for social science. Mead claimed, “It is the task
of the philosophy of today to bring into congru-
ence with each other this universality of deter-
mination which is the text of modern science,
and the emergence of the novel.”!3

111

In this section, 1 will use five characteristics of
improvisation to focus my comparisons between
Dewey and Collingwood. The five are: (i) An em-
phasis on creative process rather than creative
product; (ii) An emphasis on creative processes
that are problem-finding rather than problem-
solving; (iii) The comparison of art to everyday
language use; (iv) The importance of collabora-
tion, with fellow artists and with the audience;
(v) The role of the ready-made, or cliché, in art.

In the following, I will both introduce and in-
terpret Dewey and Collingwood within this five-
characteristic framework. Although in each case,
they are developing a theory of all art, and specif-
ically of product creativity, both base their aes-
thetics—even if only implicitly—on a theory of
the creative process as improvisation.

i. Emphasizing creative process over product.
Those who study the arts have historically tended
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to focus on art products, rather than on the pro-
cesses that generate them. This is true not only of
art historians and of psychologists, but also of
aestheticians and art critics. Some argue against
a consideration of creative process on principle;
for example, in arguing against one form of criti-
cal intentionalism, Monroe Beardsley argued that
understanding the creative process “makes no
difference at all,” and that he does “not see that
this has any bearing upon the value of what [the
artist] produces.”!¢

However, a few influential art critics have em-
phasized that artworks cannot be understood with-
out considering process. Clement Greenberg’s
influential position on modern abstract art was
that “the avant-garde imitates the processes of
art” rather than imitating nature.}” The subject of
the art is “the disciplines and processes of art and
literature themselves.”!® The processes of art of
a given stage in history are the proper subject of
art for the following stage.

The distinction between creative process and
resulting product was one of the central themes
of American pragmatism. Dewey based his aes-
thetic theory on the distinction between art prod-
uct and work of art: “The product of art ... is not
the work of art.”'® The work of art is a psycho-
logical process; it is “active and experienced. It
is what the product does, its working” (AE, p. 162).

Dewey’s theory of art as experience lends it-
self naturally to an extension to the performing
arts and to improvisation.

In seeing a picture or an edifice, there is the same
compression from accumulation in time that there is
in hearing music, reading a poem or novel, and seeing
a drama enacted. No work of art can be instantaneously
perceived because there is then no opportunity for con-
servation and increase of tension. ... It follows that the
separation of rhythm and symmetry from each other
and the division of the arts into temporal and spatial is
more than misapplied ingenuity. It is based on a prin-
ciple that is destructive ... of esthetic understanding.
(AE, pp. 182-183)

Collingwood also made a similar distinction
the core of his aesthetic theory: “The painted pic-
ture is not the work of art. ... [However,] its pro-
duction is somehow necessarily connected with
the aesthetic activity, that is, with the creation of
the imaginative experience which is the work of
art.”20 Collingwood also makes a strong claim
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that the visible, ostensible product is essentially
irrelevant to art proper: “A work of art may be
completely created when it has been created as a
thing whose only place is in the artist’s mind”
(PA, p. 130).

Collingwood’s theory is not quite adequate to
the phenomenon of staged improvisation, because
of his insistence that the real work of art occurs
only in the head of the artist. When he mentions
live improvisation (in passing), he insists that it
is only incidental to real art: “When a man makes
up a tune, he may and very often does at the same
time hum it or sing it or play it on an instrument.
... he may do these things in public, so that the
tune at its very birth becomes public property. ...
But all these are accessories of the real work. ...
The actual making of the tune is something that
goes on in his head, and nowhere else” (FPA,
p- 134). In this insistence, Collingwood is mak-
ing the same error that he later attributes to “in-
dividualistic psychology” (see below); in im-
provisational theater, the essence of the creative
process is social and interactional, and cannot
be reduced to the inspiration or mental process
of any single actor.

In contrast, Dewey’s pragmatist framework
leads him to emphasize action in the world, and
the practical effects of that action, and for these
reasons he does not focus on what is “in the head”
of the artist.

ii. Problem-finding and problem-solving. The
film of Picasso improvising at his canvas is particu-
larly striking, because most of us never see an artist
in action—we only see finished paintings in gal-
leries and museums. But Picasso is not unusual—
this improvisational style, called problem-finding
by creativity researchers, is used by most success-
ful painters, as the psychologists Getzels and
Csikszentmihalyi discovered in a ten-year study
of Master of Fine Arts students at one of the
country’s top art schools, the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago.?! A “problem-finding” painter
is constantly searching for her or his visual prob-
lem while painting—improvising a painting rather
than executing one. In contrast, a problem-solving
style involves starting with a relatively detailed
plan for a composition and then simply painting
it; “problem-solving” because the painter defines
a visual problem for herself or himself before
starting, with the execution of the painting con-
sisting of “solving” the problem.
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An improvisational theater performance is also,
of necessity, a problem-finding process—albeit
a collective one, akin to a brainstorming session.
For comparison, consider a traditional theater per-
formance, perhaps a play by Shakespeare, where
the actors start with a script, with memories of
past performances by other companies—a long
tradition of Shakespearean theater. This type of
performance would be at the problem-solving end
of the spectrum; whereas in improvisation, the
actors have to create everything; the dramatic el-
ements emerge from the dialogue, in a problem-
finding process that is collaborative and emergent.

The modern psychological distinction between
problem-finding and problem-solving is strikingly
similar to Collingwood’s distinction between art
and craft. In so many words, Collingwood states
that a craftsman is problem-solving, whereas an
artist is problem-finding;:

[Craft] involves a distinction between planning and
execution. The result to be obtained is preconceived
or thought out before being arrived at. (PA, p. 15)

In contrast:

Art as such does not imply the distinction between
planning and execution (p. 22). ... [The work of art] is
something made by the artist, but not made ... by car-
rying out a preconceived plan, nor by way of realizing
the means to a preconceived end. (PA, p. 125)

This kind of “making” that is not craft is cre-
ating. “To create something means to make it
non-technically, but yet consciously and volun-
tarily” (PA, p. 128). And creation does not have
to be physical or ostensible: “a work of art may
be completely created when it has been created
as a thing whose only place is in the artist’s mind”
(PA, p. 130); although it is hard to imagine Pi-
casso’s beach scene emerging without his inter-
action with the paints and the canvas.

Dewey also agrees that real art is problem-
finding, and that a problem-solving approach will
not lead to real art, although this is not so central
to his theory: “A rigid predetermination of an
end-product ... leads to the turning out of a me-
chanical or academic product” (AE, p. 138). An
artwork will only be great if the artist finds a prob-
lem during the process of creation: “The unex-
pected turn, something which the artist himself
does not definitely foresee, is a condition of the
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felicitous quality of a work of art; it saves it from
being mechanical” (AE, p. 139).

It is not surprising that two very different phil-
osophers would develop a problem-finding the-
ory of art in the 1930s, after several decades of
abstract, nonrepresentational painting. As Clement
Greenberg observed of artists in the Middle Ages,
“Precisely because his content was determined
in advance [by commission of a patron] ... the
artist was relieved of the necessity to be original
and inventive in his ‘matter’ and could devote all
his energy to formal problems.”22 Perhaps only
in Greenberg’s avant-garde could a problem-
finding painter like Picasso become one of the
greatest painters; before the onset of abstract art,
problem-solving artists were almost certainly
more dominant.

Art critics have debated the role of spontaneity
in modern art, in part because of this historical
and cultural locatedness. The abstract expression-
ists were famous for their supposedly improvi-
sational painting styles. Harold Rosenberg called
them “The American Action Painters” to describe
their nondeliberate approach to the canvas—yet
Leo Steinberg criticized this term, noting that
Kline and de Kooning made their paintings with
deliberation, carefully working them toward the
appearance of spontaneity. Steinberg hints that
there is something distinctly American about this
valorization of the problem-finding style: “It ap-
pealed once again to the American disdain for art
conceived as something too carefully plotted, too
cosmetic, too French.”23 In the 1998 book The
Culture of Spontaneity, Daniel Belgrad also ex-
plores and elaborates the cultural and historical
locatedness of the post-World War II “impulse to
valorize spontaneous improvisation.”2* In this era
of cultural studies, no one should be surprised
that not only our art, but also our aesthetic theo-
ries, are consistent with and emerge from broader
cultural values.

iti. Art is like everyday language use. It is im-
portant to emphasize that for both Dewey and
Collingwood, art is like language only in a cer-
tain sense. It is like language as used in everyday
social settings—the pragmatics, rather than the
syntax, of language. Collingwood, in particular,
goes to great lengths to criticize views of lan-
guage that, if anything, became more dominant
in the ensuing decades. Collingwood argues that
art is not like the language of the grammarians,
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whom he criticizes for focusing on the product,
rather than the activity, of speaking, and for di-
viding language into words and grammatical re-
lations. Collingwood also argues that art is not
like the language of the logical positivists, whom
he criticizes for analyzing sentences as proposi-
tional statements, and analyzing their truth value.
Instead, by focusing on language as activity,
Collingwood focuses on everyday conversation
in social contexts.?

Dewey often compares aesthetic experience
to everyday conversation: “Acts of social inter-
course are works of art” (AE, p. 63). They each
are interactional, and have a temporal dimension.
Dewey writes, “Moliere’s character did not know
he had been talking prose all his life. So men in
general are not aware that they have been exer-
cising an art as long as they have engaged in spo-
ken intercourse with others” (AE, p. 240).

Thus the connection with improvisation: In
many ways, everyday conversations are also im-
provised. Especially in casual small talk, we do
not speak from a script; our conversation is col-
lectively created, and emerges from the actions
of everyone present. In every conversation, we ne-
gotiate all of the properties of the dramatic frame—
where the conversation will go, what kind of
conversation we are having, what our social re-
lationship is, when it will end.2¢ In fact, improv-
isational theater dialogue can best be understood
as a special case of everyday conversation.

Collingwood presents a pragmatist, socially
contextualized theory of language as utterance,
as gesture, as act. His presentation prefigures an
important tradition in the late-twentieth-century
study of language—the analysis of language use
and language function that today includes con-
versation analysis, sociolinguistics, and the study
of language use in cultural context. These con-
temporary approaches were indirectly influenced
by American pragmatism through its social psy-
chological descendant, symbolic interactionism,
which took as its object of study social improvi-
sation: “the larger collective form of action that
is constituted by the fitting together of the lines
of behavior of the separate participants.”?’

When everyday conversation is improvisa-
tional, it shares many properties with Dewey’s
notion of experience. Dewey’s theory of the aes-
thetic experience depends on his characterization
of experience as improvisational and yet struc-
tured. Dewey defines experience as interaction
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with people or the physical environment: “expe-
rience is the result, the sign, and the reward of
that interaction of organism and environment
which ... is a transformation of interaction into
participation and communication” (AE, p. 22).28

This is where Dewey meets Collingwood: they
both share a communication theory of art. Dewey
repeatedly states that communication is the es-
sential property of art: “Because the objects of
art are expressive, they communicate. I do not
say that communication to others is the intent of
an artist. But it is the consequence of his work”
(AE, p. 104).

Collingwood’s theory of art is generally known
as an “‘expression” theory of art. But I think it is
more accurately called a communication theory
of art, because for Collingwood, art proper is that
art which “produces in [the audience] ... sensuous-
emotional or psychical experiences which, when
raised from impressions to ideas by the activity
of the spectator’s consciousness, are transmuted
into a total imaginative experience identical with
that of the painter” (PA, p. 308). This usage of
“experience” is quite compatible with Dewey’s.

Both Dewey and Coilingwood point out that
by calling art a language, they do not want us to
make the mistake of privileging verbal or linguis-
tic communication as any kind of ultimate lan-
guage. Dewey argues that it is a mistake to priv-
ilege spoken language, and to think that because
art expresses things, those things can be trans-
lated into words. “In fact, each art speaks an idiom
that conveys what cannot be said in another lan-
guage and yet remains the same” (AE, p. 106).
Dewey writes, “Because objects of art are expres-
sive, they are a language. Rather, they are many
languages™ (AE, p. 106). Each art has its own
medium, and each one is like a different lan-
guage, with our spoken language being just an-
other one of the modes of communication.
Nonetheless, “Art is the most universal form of
language ... it is the most universal and freest
form of communication” (AE, p. 270).

Collingwood and Dewey both make explicit
the implications of their theories: that all lan-
guage (as they have defined it) is aesthetic.
Collingwood emphatically states, “Every utter-
ance and every gesture that each one of us makes
is a work of art” (PA, p. 285). And Collingwood
acknowledges that his theory of art entails that
many everyday activities—not only the “high
arts”—are aesthetic. As Alan Donagan writes:
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“Collingwood’s definition entails that you must
recognize as works of art, on the one hand, every
racy and lively contribution to conversation ...
and on the other, every scientific and philosophi-
cal treatise.”? And as Peter Ingram recently ob-
served in this journal, “In engaging in linguistic
activities in a creative way, we are all artists.
There is no distinction between the ‘artist’ and
the ordinary man.”30

iv. The importance of collaboration. In improvi-
sational theater, collaboration between actors is
an essential aspect of the creative process—no
one actor can generate a performance alone; in-
stead, the actors have to rely on the group col-
lectively to generate the scene through dialogue.
And a defining feature of improvisational the-
ater is the involvement of the audience—the ac-
tors always ask the audience members to shout
out suggestions to start each scene, and many
groups pause scenes in the middle to ask for au-
dience direction. More fundamentally, like all
humor, the actors assume that the audience
shares a large body of cultural knowledge and
references. In this sense, the audience guides
their improvisation.

In a 1968 lecture, Leo Steinberg emphasized
the role of the audience in saying, “I suspect that
all works of art or stylistic cycles are definable
by their built-in idea of the spectator.”3! Colling-
wood makes a fairly extreme statement that the
audience is not only an influence, but should be
considered to be a collaborator with the artist:

The work of artistic creation is not a work performed in
any exclusive or complete fashion in the mind of the
person whom we call the artist. That idea is a delusion
bred of individualistic psychology. ... This activity is a
corporate activity belonging not to any one human
being but to a community. It is performed not only by
the man whom we individualistically call the artist, but
partly by all the other artists of whom we speak as “in-
fluencing” him, where we really mean collaborating
with him. It is performed not only by this corporate
body of artists, but (in the case of the arts of perform-
ance) by executants ... and ... there must be an audience,
whose function is therefore not a merely receptive one,
but collaborative too. The artist stands thus in collabo-
rative relations with an entire community. (PA, p. 324)

Dewey makes much the same point, claiming
that even when an artist is alone, there is a pub-
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lic and social aspect to his creativity: “Even the
composition conceived in the head and, there-
fore, physically private, is public in its signifi-
cant content, since it is conceived with reference
to execution in a product that is perceptible and
hence belongs to the common world” (AE, p. 51).
And Dewey draws on the language metaphor to
emphasize this point: “Language exists only
when it is listened to as well as spoken. ... Even
when the artist works in solitude ... the artist has
to become vicariously the receiving audience”
(AE, p. 106).

For both Dewey and Collingwood, the artist’s
creation can only be interpreted by reference to
the community for which he creates. Collingwood
argues that in art proper, the artist is playing a
special role for his community: “[The artist] takes
it as his business to express not his own private
emotions ... but the emotions he shares with his
audience. ... What he says will be something that
his audience says through his mouth. ... There will
thus be something more than mere communica-
tion from artist to audience, there will be collab-
oration between audience and artist” (PA, p. 312).
This is why Collingwood feels that artistic activ-
ity is the property of an entire community, not of
an individual creator. “[The artist] undertakes his
artistic labor not as a personal effort on his own
private behalf, but as a public labor on behalf of
the community to which he belongs™ (PA, p. 315).
Dewey also emphasizes that art is a communal
process, not an individual or psychological one:
“[Art] is not an isolated event confined to the
artist and to a person here and there who happens
to enjoy the work. In the degree in which art ex-
ercises its office, it is also a remaking of the ex-
perience of the community in the direction of
greater order and unity” (AE, p. 81).

Both Dewey and Collingwood emphasize the
collaborations between the artist and their audi-
ences, rather than the collaborations between art-
ists that are the essence of improvisational the-
ater. However, Collingwood does acknowledge
the importance of collaboration among a com-
munity of artists, criticizing the “individualistic
theory of authorship” and even recommending
that copyright law be changed (PA, p. 325), writ-
ing, “All artists have modeled their style upon that
of others, used subjects that others have used, and
treated them as others have treated them already.
A work of art so constructed is a work of collab-
oration” (PA, p. 318).32
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In improvisational theater, collaboration is es-
sential to the performance-—it defines the genre.
And unlike the rather more abstract form of col-
laboration discussed by Dewey and Collingwood,
improvisational collaboration is undeniably a fun-
damental part of the creative process, and it can
be observed and analyzed.

v. The role of the ready-made in improvisation.
All improvisers know that improvisation does not
mean that anything goes—improvisation always
occurs within a structure, and all improvisers draw
on ready-mades—short motifs or clichés—as they
create their novel performance. Even in the above
theater transcript, at line (8) a dramatic frame
constrains the future performance, aithough, of
course, the frame was created by the actors
rather than imposed by a predetermined plot or
script. And the scene requires a great deal of
shared cultural knowledge—the two actors use
well-known clichés, whether visual (hands on
steering wheel) or verbal (“On or off?”).

Ready-mades are even more important in jazz
improvisation. Some of the most famous jazz
improvisers relied on a large repertoire of stock
phrases; one of the most creative improvisers of
all time, Charlie Parker, drew on a personal reper-
toire of 100 motifs, each of them between four
and ten notes in length.33 Jazz musicians fre-
quently discuss an internal tension between their
own personally developed patterns—called licks—
and the need to continually innovate at a personal
level. Musicians practice and perform the same
songs repeatedly, and can often express them-
selves more effectively when they have a prede-
veloped set of musical ideas available. However,
if this process is carried too far, the improvisa-
tional nature of the performance is compromised.
Jazz musicians are aware of the tension between
the need to develop ideas in advance and the po-
tential for a gradual evolution toward patterned
rigidity.>

The role of ready-mades is discussed—
pejoratively—by both Dewey and Collingwood.
Collingwood’s contrast between “art proper” and
“false art” is based largely on the presence or ab-
sence of clichés or ready-mades. These ready-
mades already exist: They were created by real
artists as part of art proper. But if they are re-used,
it becomes false art: “artistic activity does not ‘use’
a ‘ready-made language,’ it ‘creates’ language as
it goes along” (PA, p. 275). False art simulates
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art by borrowing and recombining clichés from
formerly created real art: “The dead body ... of
the aesthetic activity becomes a repertory of ma-
terials out of which an activity of a different kind
can find means adaptable to its own ends. This
non-aesthetic activity ... uses means which were
once the living body of art. ... It is not art, but it
simulates art” (PA, p. 276). Art is false when the
creator uses a “ready-made ‘language’ which con-
sists of a repertoire of clichés to produce states
of mind in the persons upon whom these clichés
are used” (FA, p. 276).

Dewey is equally pejorative about clichés: “No
genuine work has ever been a repetition of any-
thing that previously existed. There are indeed
works that tend to be mere recombinations of el-
ements selected from prior works. But they are
academic—that is to say, mechanical-—rather than
esthetic” (AE, p. 288). For Dewey, perception of art
only occurs when the perceiver actively, aesthet-
ically, creates her or his own experience. “Other-
wisg, there is not perception but recognition” (AE,
p. 52). Recognition usually results from clichés:
“In recognition we fall back, as upon a stereo-
type, upon some previously formed scheme.” 33

The problem here is that, like improvisation,
all art relies on ready-mades of one sort or an-
other. The sociologist Howard Becker pointed out
that shared conventions are always used by artists
to aid in communicating with their audience.3¢
The creativity researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
makes much the same point when he argues that
all creators rely on a domain, a shared body of con-
ventions, techniques, and historical knowledge,
as they create novel works.3” Thus Collingwood’s
standard for art proper is unrealistically high; no
one can ever be 100 percent original.

In fact, Collingwood acknowledges this later,
saying that all artists have to speak in a language
that they learn from the community: “The musi-
cian did not invent his scale or his instruments.
... The painter did not invent the idea of painting
pictures or the pigments and brushes with which
he paints them. ... [Artists] become poets or paint-
ers or musicians ... by living in a society where these
languages are current” (PA, pp. 316-317). The
problem is that Collingwood never makes clear
where the line is: What counts as using language
aesthetically, and what counts as using too much
cliché? Still later, Collingwood seems to say that
artists should use more ready-mades, and should
be free to borrow from other artists: “We must
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get rid of the conception of artistic ownership. ...
If an artist may say nothing except what he has
invented by his own sole efforts, it stands to rea-
son he will be poor in ideas” (PA, p. 325).

Dewey also acknowledges that every period
and culture has conventions, that the shared com-
munal experience of a people is always in the
work of art: “Every culture has its own collec-
tive individuality. ... this collective individuality
leaves its indelible imprint upon the art that is
produced” (AE, p. 330). And “The subject-matter
is charged with meanings that issue from inter-
course with a common world. The artist in the
freest expression of his own responses is under
weighty objective compulsions” (AE, p. 306).

Collingwood’s distinction between art proper
and false art is essentially a distinction between
more improvisational art and less improvisational
art. False art is less improvisational because it
relies on ready-mades—clichés—as an economic
shortcut. Collingwood’s theory can thus be ex-
tended, by analogy with performance. Perfor-
mances cannot be dichotomized into “improvi-
sational” and “scripted”; all improvisers draw on
ready-mades—-short riffs or clichés—as they
create their novel performance. Does the re-
peated use of 100 personal riffs suggest that
Charlie Parker’s performances were “false art,”
as Collingwood implies? If we have to exclude
Parker—one of the most creative and talented
improvisers of this century—from art proper,
then what improvisational performance would
qualify?

This is an unresolved tension in both Dewey’s
and Collingwood’s aesthetic theories—what is
the role of conventions, clichés, and ready-mades?
How original is original enough, and how much
can be borrowed? A version of either theory that
relied on a black-and-white distinction would be
brittle and internally inconsistent. Aesthetic the-
ory needs to acknowledge that all art relies on
ready-mades to some extent; that, in fact, we
should think in terms of a continuum between art
proper and false art—between art that relies on
no conventions whatsoever, and art that relies on
a relatively large number of conventions. This
continuum parallels that in performance—the
continuum from fully improvised performance,
through partially embellished performance, to
highly ritualized and scripted performance.
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v

By focusing on improvisational performance, we
have identified five common themes in the aes-
thetic theories of Dewey and Collingwood. Essen-
tially, both philosophers have developed theories
of art as improvisation by focusing on crea-
tive process, problem-finding, collaboration,
and communication. And by identifying the com-
mon themes of these two philosophers, we have
begun to develop a more elaborate theory of im-
provisational creativity, or at least we have begun
to see how such a theory would have to look.
At the same time, our textual comparison
leaves us with several areas that need elabora-
tion, that are not sufficiently addressed by either
philosopher, and that the phenomenon of improv-
isational performance makes especially clear.

i. Process versus product. Despite these many
similarities, product creativity is not identical to
improvisational performance-—after all, it does
result in a product. The artist has to interact with
physical materials and has many opportunities to
revise the work, even to discard it entirely upon
completion. A theory of product creativity would
have to build onto the theory of improvisation, in
this direction: To explore if, and how, this edit-
and-revise process changes the nature of the
work—the “experience,” in Dewey’s terms. Al-
though the core creative processes may be the
same, there are sure to be some differences.

ii. Problem-finding versus problem-solving. At
the beginning of an improvisational scene, there
is no dramatic frame whatsoever; but within a
minute or so, many parameters are already es-
tablished. At this point, the actors have created a
problem for themselves, and they have to spend
the rest of the scene solving that problem. In
fact, in most creative genres, the creative process
is a constant balance between finding a problem
and solving that problem, and then finding a new
problem during the solving of the last one; Pi-
casso’s film is a good example of this constant
tension. The theories of Dewey and Collingwood
make too sharp a division between the two, seem-
ing to claim that if any degree of planning or pre-
determination is involved, then it is not real art.

iii. Collaboration. The theories of Dewey and
Collingwood focus on collaboration between the

Copyright © 2000. All rights reserved.



Sawyer [Improvisation and the Creative Process

artist and the audience, rather than collaboration
among a community of artists. Of course, both
men believe that all members of a community
are artists, and both make explicit claims to this
effect—that in truly perceiving a work of art, the
perceiver becomes just as much of an artist as the
creator of the work.

But this aspect of the theories is not sufficient
to explain the constant, spontaneous, immediate
communication that results in the collaborative
emergence of an improvisational performance. A
painter may have an image of the eventual audi-
ence while she works, but this is quite different
from having a fellow actor saying a line that you
never would have expected, and using that line
to find new inspiration for where to go next.

The problem is that neither Dewey nor Colling-
wood has developed an adequate theory of com-
munication. Such a theory would include de-
scriptions of how intersubjectivity is achieved
through communication, how group behaviors
are emergent from individual actions, and the in-
teractional semiotic mechanisms of situated lan-
guage use. Once such a theory is in place, then
perhaps one could make an argument that the na-
ture of the communication between a painter and
the museum-goer is the same as that between
improvisational actors—and say exactly how it
is similar in some ways, and different in others.
A sufficient communication theory of art would
need to be capable of making these distinctions.

iv. The role of ready-mades. Collingwood, in par-
ticular, is overly simplistic on this point. Most
jazz musicians cannot imagine the possibility of
never playing a phrase or motif that had ever
been played before—that is not the way jazz
works. Jazz is heavily motif-based, but that does
not diminish the creativity of the performers.

In fact, the most overused verbal clichés can
still require creativity in use. In the early 1990s,
a common cliché was to add the single word
“NOT?” after a friend’s utterance that you thought
was patently false. But you cannot insert “NOT”
just anywhere; it takes creativity to know when
an utterance can appropriately be followed by
this single word, and we all recognize it (by
laughing) when there has been a particularly cre-
ative usage of the cliché. Collingwood’s distinc-
tion between art and craft cannot be maintained
without resolution of this issue.

The focus on improvisational performance sug-
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gests some fruitful areas for further study. While
not prevalent in Western cultures, cross-cultural
study indicates that performance genres employ-
ing elements of improvisation are quite common
worldwide.38 The focus in aesthetics and creativ-
ity research on product creativity is not surpris-
ing, given that our purposes are often to under-
stand the histories of our own creative genres, and
to identify and encourage creativity in our own
societies. However, aesthetic theories that are re-
stricted to product-oriented domains may be Eu-
rocentric, and seem to imply that oral cultures
are somehow less creative, or less respectable, or
less deserving of analysis. Theories that claim to
be directed at underlying universals in the psy-
chological and social processes of creativity must
be cognizant of all manifestations of creativity,
including both products and performance.

Both Dewey’s and Collingwood’s theories sug-
gest that the psychological and social processes
operating in improvisational performance and
product creativity may be more than superficially
similar. Both authors were writing in the same time
period in which the Russian psychologist Vygotsky
developed his now-influential theories of mind
as internalized social interaction (although Vygot-
sky was not widely available in English until the
1960s). Vygotsky’s model of thought as internal-
ized interaction® also suggests that the individual
artist or scientist always works with an internal
mental mode! of the field and domain pro-
cesses.*0 Dewey and Collingwood both argue that
artists who do not internalize such a model are not
likely to generate products judged to be creative.

In addition to its usefulness to aesthetic theory,
a focus on improvisation helps us to elaborate on
the claim that everyday life is aesthetic—a claim
made by both Dewey and Collingwood. Every-
day small talk is, of course, a group improvisa-
tion, perhaps accounting for Dewey’s many con-
versation metaphors. We all know that many
everyday settings involve improvisational inter-
action and creativity, including teaching, collab-
orating, parenting, and leadership. In spite of
Dewey’s strong claims for the aesthetic value of
everyday experience, neither psychology nor aes-
thetics has had much to say about the creativity
of everyday life. Many of us have intuitive no-
tions that one teacher may be more creative than
another; but how can we explain creative teach-
ing by focusing on products? A view of creative
teaching as a set of recorded techniques—prod-
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ucts such as curriculum, lesson plans, or weekly
goals—is not coincident with our memories of
creative teachers, or for that matter creative par-
ents, leaders, or managers. A teacher or a man-
ager who sticks to a predetermined script will be
unable to respond effectively to the unique needs
of each situation.

In 1940 Clement Greenberg wrote that litera-
ture was the “dominant art” of the time, and that
avant-garde painting, the “chief victim of litera-
ture,” was defined by its “revolt against the dom-
inance of literature”—in practice a turn to for-
malism and away from propositional content.*! In
Greenberg’s analysis, the avant-garde turned to
music as its model, viewing music as a purely
formal art that would allow an escape from liter-
ature. If Greenberg were writing today, he would
perhaps observe that performance is the domi-
nant art of our time. The visual arts have been
heavily influenced by the creative potential of per-
formance art, resulting in installation-specific
pieces, or multimedia works that integrate video
images or taped sounds. In fact, the critic Michael
Kimmelman wrote in 1998, “Art today often
seems to aspire to the conditions of theater and
film.”4?

Could these two books by Dewey and Colling-
wood-—published four years apart in the 1930s—
be partly responsibie for the postwar “culture of
spontaneity”—Black Mountain and beat poets,
bebop musicians, abstract expressionists, mod-
ern dance, installation art, the emphasis on com-
position as process in poetry and prose writing?
In fact, the very existence of this special issue is
evidence that performance may be taking over
the role of “dominant art” that Greenberg once
assigned to literature, and I view this as a wel-
come development, because it suggests that aes-
thetics will continue to focus on process in addi-
tion to product.
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