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DAWN SMITH

Plovying like a Girl
The Queer Laughter of the
Feminist Improvising Group’
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simpie chaoric diagram of an outrageously manipulable female idendey.

The doubling and interchangeabiliry of mouth engenders a creature in
g 2 b

g
whom sex i cancelled our by sound and sound s cancclled out by sex”

According o the kegend, however, Baubo i i control of
the crasure. Her spontancous and excessive performance strategically uei-
lizes the confusion and murability associared with the fomale

(“Gendern,” 763,

mm 1 order
0 dismpt the :'cpz'cscnmti(m of woman as passzvc and stlent .xpccmuc.

Baubo’s gesture obscures her upper mouth 1o make it appear as though her

lower mouth 1s doing ail the ralking, enacting a strange ven “r?"muism that
throws the voree produced by her vocal folds inte the folds of her labia. The

shock of Baubo's aural/
HﬂﬁxpLCICCL ;ﬂl(.. V. '1} —3 STUter ”“'i::f'l‘[{t creaes a “Z()HC ()f UiSl’U}/f]()il GZ‘:(_.\ L:C‘
stabilizasion”

sual play ruptures the moment of viewing with ¢

" (Buckiey, 6o, Laughter and rhe sturrer are sonic twins in this
respect, dis threshold of sense and non-sensc.
I

ferishiza-

mpuo nis that un”cr at the

The stuerer shatrers the silent repetition of the female body, resis

tion, penetraies the car with the notse of resistance while i utters profan-

iies that trouble parriarchal space. Perhaps this s why public soundings by

wormen produce a grear deal of anxierv the femake body breaks the silent
fepetition of representation with its stutcering laughter.

Julia Knsteva writes that laughrer s
hibirions that is transgressive, ransformational, pleasurable, and produc-

tive: ™

a signifving practice, a li#ting of in-

Every practice which produces somet new device) s a

practice of laughrer: it obevs laughter’s

hing new (a
logic and provides the subject of

laughrer’s advantages™ { Revolurion, 2253, The practice of laughter destabi-
lizes the boundaries separating the conscious from the unconscious, jum-
bics the paramecters of interior and exterior space, ridicules the isolation of
bodv from mund, and defies the gravirational pull of predicrabibivy and vep-
etition. Inis a somic borderline state., a space of psychic excess that generares
& “constant calling into guestion of the psvche and the world” {(Kristeva,
Sensz, 191, In other words, faughrer 1s an improvisaton.

Baubo's improvisanional laugh cngenders a sonic and somatic outpour-
ing. an extemporaneous reversal thar muns the body inside/ous. Her ac
tions exceed specularity; her sounds confound vision and defy anaromuzcal
expectations. When Baubo laughs, sound becomes flesh, corporeal play be-
comes aural display and sexuality 15 intoned. Baubo's langhter challenges
the threshold of inrelitgibiliny and normaley; she utters the limie, the place
where the subject is both arnculated and annihslated: nside/wombylife
merges with outsidc,’ab]cction fdcath, Perhaps dus s why Demeter dou-
e joke.
Some might interpret this allegory as a

in public are in dang

bled over in laughrer. She gort

warng: women whe improvise

ger of surrendering to the visihility of their sexual
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difterence by making a speciac 5. Was 1t approvriate for De-

TICLCY O JQLLI“P U“\ s 1$ 4 rhetoricd C}d SL]()Q of

course; there s alwavs a sk invohed e a woman opens her
mouth(sy. Baubo's action suggests —as dovs Demeter’s {rejzction —chat if
i fe al 3 { her difference, then
the female body is alwavs already spectacle by virtue of het mfiL 1ce, then

nraking a spectacic of onesclf by improvising that difference is a crucial per

formance of ageney. As 2 csriticai reflection on the social order and a plea-
surable minterval of potendaliny” {Bucklew. 663, the laughter of Baubo and
Demerer confounds ;gpn.\,cmation. reconfigures spectacle, regunerares
ubjeetivity. and IMproviscs woman,

In s discussion of Baubo, Maurice Olender identt

;\

ey three aspects as

sociated with spcctad : gu,tuzu desire, and gaze {§9). Where and with

whom desire is tocared is key to interprenny the xpu‘tadn\ as destre medi-

ates the neowork of power relations Lim circulate acrass the positions of
spectacke and spectator. ftis Bauba's desire to make herselt & spectacie that
disrupts the one-way gaze of the spcc"?tor. a refusal to mirror the “specalar
logic of the same” thar defines the hererosexual voyeur { (Mo, 1333 Intarn
Baubo's distraction artracts Dcmc:u it reminds her of a know h,dU'L that
CNiSTS 11 excess of death, forgotzcn i hor moment of gricef—and her desice
2] u%oonﬁ 15 aroused.

The some exchange of desire berween 1 Baubo and Demeter undorscores
the possibility of an insurgent and noisy female improvisation. It points to
the pleasure and the power of transgre essive souiding, challenges the siitmc
of repenition and questions the amdery associated with u:malc “Hoise.”
Baubo's perverse vorce and Demcter's spontineous ng ey are sileanc-
cusly embaodied and disembodied: “Sounds thar are inrerstitial, defiane, pe-

cadlar at times . . . gueers i the most masical sense of the term™ (Mockus,

&
L

lesh/voice to the orher, a tlesh/voice is

L

1%, As one woman exposes ber
echoced back. The laughrer quels the pain of death and the ache of abjection

whilc it celebrares the sharp rongue, the promise of murability, the fux of

sound. This s an anwphonal exchange—
ter—that breaks Demerer’s silenee, ;Lciprocatcs Baubo’s laugh and reso-

arT CROCSSIVE ZeSTUre . a queer laugh-

NAtes vin both women., The story of Baubo is an improvisatiosal

sounding of 'hod\-‘ noiitifs tEm‘f as ;\«1;11'\' Rausso suggests, rranstorms thc spcc-
f the fema ¢ mnlivg icm oppositional play” (62}

g y wibo and Demeter csonates

with/in women npn sers. women who choose to make spec tacles of

dom,

free
ing, o shatrer the framework of mnstine-

themscelves by sounding ‘oom, sexuality, Know fedge, difference.
+

aned experience: Yo smash evervt
tivns, to blow up thc TEm\-:_ o break up the ‘oruth’ with laughter” (Cixous,

: 3 ; : [ - JUE S
"QJL’.STIX’.UOH.“ . Bep ?ﬁlﬂg i w77 this revoelution was SOLM;C’LL.Q Wit

C‘

particular energy in the queer laughter of the Femmist Improvising
Group (F1G).

Lgrovising Freedom

Within the European music community mie

pesimentation had developed more than 2 i ccad ‘al'hcr i1

piqued by the presence of American L\p’hl] fs ce jazzy musicians in Bu-

rope, the desire of local improvisers to strech bevond the structures of

idiomatic improvisation toward greater acsthcnc freedom, and the distlle-

sionment of improvisers with the growing commedification of music (Bai-
fey, wi-x1i; Prévost, 1o}, Percussionist Eddie Prédvost suggests thar although

for some European improvisers jazz was viewed as a “major artisiic and

wdeological foree within the development of a wider-ranging creative -
provised music”™ that continually soruggled to “escape the confinement of a
white-dominated capitalist cultare,” it too had begun to solidify “into con-
ventions thar became as hard to escape as the unfreedoms of classical or
popular musics™ (127,

The appeal of freedom 1 improvisational practices resonated with/in
the emerging political climate of the 1960s as improvisers began to discard
codified procedures, inchuding those found in jazz improvisation, i favor
of experimental pracrices. These practices were not only concerned with
acsthetics but with political, cconomic, and social matters as well. Irenc
Schweizer recounts that this pohma ly charged time influenced her dect-
ston to stop plaving “the cha v1ges ” and to leave improvisational structures
and systems behind: “For me, it was a natural development. We had abvays
played the music of the time. I 1968 2 lot of things were happening in Eu-
rope. Thore were student revolurions. Barriers were falling, It seemed nat-
ural to wanr to free vourself™ {Hale, 13}

Nathaniel Mackey observes a similar impulse in black music, paroculary
free jazz. thar challenged the domin
thenc, indnidual, and collective tre dom

v culture while soiving roward aes-

During the sixtics, assertions were often made to the offect thar jaze @ OUps pro-
vided ghmpsus into the future. Whar was meant by this was thar black m s —espe-
cially that of the sixtics, with 1zs heavy emphasis on individual freedon within 2 col-
lectively mmprovised conext— pmposcd a maodel social order, an ideal, even utopic
balance berween personal impulse and group demands. (34)

The parallel development of free jazz in the United States and free improv-
isation in Europe speaks of the ability of freely improvised music to cur
across aesthetic boundaries of containment and catcgorization. James
Sncad describes this common acsthenc impulse:

Piaving like o Givl 7 227



The extension of © mcc i = i the 1poos, inte dw rechmical pracuce of
using the “material” quakities of sound —on the horns, Tor msance, using over-

=
rones, harmonics and subiones— became AHmost ,nﬁm‘la:(*
musium and paralicled a sl

pranchinge our of the Cass
£

- for thg ‘&LZ"K)U'S ian

Although the sinuilraneous
hnked the pracrices of 1§
sometimes obscured

sgwwmgd 1z i 3 and commumiies. Jodlie Léandre

k=

chnces from a le()i: FCALY '{)C‘.'SPQ‘CU‘.’CI

e when Ornette C munan arnd all the other
L

T ot free music, free azz s @ Black music wo.
< 1 mm:\ dcﬁnizc_:\' a Buropean music, \\L have a long hist ory o% the
music, we have Monteverdi, we have Bartok, we ha Suxkhamu it's a long

G, ... T ohink that this Kind of music, free nusic, is very much a Bar om,:m music,
and where different Dcopic come from Lh(_\ iz 12 thelr OWn Ways to il You know,
we have very wonderful 3.// musicians W France, but they play the American
music, they don't p Ea_\ the Euvopcan music {Lwghst but what fike is all this mix-
e, \C‘:_dOLLC' in Vickery, 183

ree jazz nov free Improvisation existed

[y

The suggestion here Is that nekther
in avacuum: neither, however, were they completely interchangeable. Tris

=1
IMPOFTANT (¢ recognize that the hybridiny and mixing of the practices did
ersecnion of acs-

1ot obscure the differences, especially in regard o the i

thetic frecdom with race and class,
For example, i free improv isarion —exercised withun a pr -cdomuacely

white, male m p "oVISIng community existing on the marging of avant-
garde and mainstream misic~the Mmove tow ard aesthetic freedom was 2
;"itia‘,tlc of class structures and power nerworks embedded in European

ausic and socierv. Renewed interest in improvisation challenges the margl-
n ahf:.auon of improvisational practices 1 European art music thar culmi-
nared in the nincreenth cenrury, by destabilizing the “dominant procedures
through which music is made and consumed, especially in challenging es-
rablished roles for composers, musicians, and audiences” (Durant, 276).
Free improvisation questions how music functions in socicty, especially 1n
relation o power, o become “a point of counter-identification against
systems of control, hierarchy and subordination” (Durani, 270).

Afri ‘m—%ﬂcricm explorations of freedom in free jazz similarly cii-
uqma the function of music in relation to power, but did so 1 the con-
text of racal nppu,ssum Free jazz actively critiqued and vesisted racial
oppression of the dominant culrure within a hustorical continuum that
connected black music to the resistance of slavery and traced its musical

roots to Africa:

[l
[
=)
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The music irself describes the polisical position of Blacks in America just as their po-
sition dicrates thetr day-ro-dav life. the instraments they play and the places where
their music can be heard. In the case of African-American music, the fact that the
creators are the u)k)msad i a cofonialist sociery, has a vital bearing on the way the

.

music has evolved, how it s regarded by the w ‘orkd at | farge, and the way 1 which
the artises are weared, (Wilmer, As Serionr14)

Neither free improvisation nor free jazz, however, extended thelr crigues
to include the acsthetic, economic, or political liberation of women. For
the most part, a practice of freedom thar resisted gender oppression and
oppression on the basis of sexual difference was L.\CiUL:Ld from the bera-
tory impulses of male-dominated improvising communities. The opportu-
nity for freedom in reletion to sexual difference, gender, and sexualicy for
wommen improvisers was strangely absent from the discourses and pracrices
of both free jazz and free improvisation,

Thus, 1t is difficule 1o describe accurarcly just how mtegral women’s con-
tributions o the dev Liopmmt of free i mlprox isation and free fagz were in
the early davs, as women’s participation was limired and remains underdoc-
umented. Chronicles of free improvisation and free jazz from a varicty of
sources —incliuding Derek Baileys Improvisation: lis Navuve and Practice
in Mussic,® John Litweiler's classic book on free jazz, The Freodom Principle:
Jazz After 1958; the more recent work of Kevin Whitchead i New Durch
Swing, documenting the scene in Holland; as well as John Corbet’s pro-
vocative article, “Ephemera Underscored: Wriring Around Free Improv-
saton” pay Lietde or 0o arention to the music’s female consttuenss. Per-
haps because improvisationally based music suruggled from the beginning
for recognition, its practices and documents have not alwavs been libera-
tory, often reduplicaring the marginalization and exclusion women face(d}
in more mainstream musical structures and in patriarchal sociery ar large.

The partzcular challenges encountered by women improvisers due to the
effects of gender and sex oppression, including the gendering of women’s
performances and audicnces as feminine and/or lacking, are rarcly ac-
knowledged. In Swing Shift: “All-Girl” Bands of the 19205, Sherric Tucker
discusses how “stortes of devaluation and absence are woven into the fammi-
far rhythms of the popular history books abour the Swing Era” (3). As with
the majority of women musicians i a variety of genres throughout history,
all-women swing bands were cither omurzed from historical accounts,
treated as noveltics, or considered inauthentic because they were assumed
1o lack ability by virmue of their sexual difference. Angela Davis notes a sim-
ilar masculinist bias i historical and crirical accounts of the blues thart fail
“to tzke seriously the efforts of women blues musicians and the female re-
ception of their work. As a consequence, the central part plaved by women

Playing like a Gid /
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both in the blues and in dhe history of African-Amcrican cultural con-
sciousniess is often ignored” (44250,
in relanion to free improvisation Iréne Schweizer often acknowledges
thar aithough she was the onlv female instrumentalist on the European
scene throughout the weos and the carly 1ros her contribuzions are cop-
spicuously absent from historical accou

I had heen taking part in the FMP festival durﬂg 1rs developrment in the "6os and

wos, being the (mi\ woan on every fostival, There was a photo exhibition
abouralis hL javz musicians from F MY fesrivals from 1968 10 1978, and 110t OnRe sin-
gle photo of me even though I took part every second vear. (Les Diaboliques)

i contrast, Val Wilmeaers classic book As Seriens as Tour Life—as one of the
first documents of womar's expericnces W and around the “new jazz” in
At

exchusion. Wilmer's s approach is Tw ofold: she writes of women’s experi-

can-American copununines—is an exception o the masculinise rule of

ences as support systems for their male musician parmers and of their
struggles as plavers rving to cope with a male-dominated scene. She pays

CD
particular artenton to the intersecrions of race and class with gender and
sexual difference, unearthimg differences in the experiences and artitudes of
both white and black women. Although i focus on women is net the
core of Wilmers PEOJECE, 1T 1% extensive enough fo DAINT 47 accurate, vet
somewhat bicak portrait of women’s position i relation to men and im-
provisation. Wilmer reports that many women gave up their own arsistic

1

ambitions to support their men. When they did venture out to play 1 clubs

I't
the reception was often lukewarm, and as Wilmer poinrs out, the skepti-
cism that scruzinized and devalued women's plaving is summed up ia the
commicnt, “You sound good—for a woman!™ '704-‘}‘

jazz, Wilmer also uncarthed

By raising the issuc of sexual politics i fre
the sexual politics of music eritcism. She recounts that afrer wriring these
passages on women in her book, male eridies erinicized her for being insuffi-

1
1!

crently “fermnist.” She describes her difermma:

iv was true that T had dwelt on women's supporive role rather than participatory
contribution, but as someone pointed out, jazz wasi't exaceh a ferminist arca of en-
deavor. Many’s the time T have wished that T eould rewrite E““n particular part of the
book with a more thorough analvsis of women's position. It was an interventon,
though, and by and large, the response o s Serdons was positive. (Aama, 287-288)

This reflection 2 ‘1’1}')C31'¢& iy W subsequent book Maima Said There'd Be

Davs Lifer This: My Life iz the ]z,:.: Worid, a Ju! ersonal history centering ona
voung girl’s passion for jazz that develops into a fifelong commitment to the
music. Writt

photo;mu‘nafmt Wilmer details the complex negotiations required of her to

M

from her perspective as & white, keshian, working-class

navigare the world of jazz. The resulr is a superb deseriptive journcy that

TULIE DAWN SMITH [ 230

moves the reader through 3 number of seemingly mcommensurable com-
munitics simultancously. The exploration of her complex, shifting sclves
consistently questions whirte, heterosexual, middie-class notions of identity,
community, and music and demonstrates alternative possibilities of com-
munity and care. Similar to Minnic Bruce Prare’s “Idenniry: Skin Blood
Hearr,” Wilmer rewrites herself “in refation to shifting interpersonal and
pohitical contexts” that enable her to construcr “a notion of community as
mherently unstable and contextual, not based on sameness or cssential con-
nections, but offering agency instead of passiviny” {de Lauretis, 12133, This
is the vision and possibility of community when the struggle toward free-
dom recognizes the intersections of sexual difference, gender, and sexualiny
in .1dd:t10n to race and class, as the basis for improvisational pracrices.

FPlaying tie Personagl fs Polivical

The mpetus to gather 2 group of women improvisers together into a
collective was galvanized by the glaring absence of women improvisers en
masse in pcri’ol mance sitiations. AT a musician’s unon meeting in Lon-
don. vocalist Maggie Nicols expressed to multi-instrumentalisy/composer
Lindsay Cooper (Nicols} her desire to explore improvisation with other
women. Even with the emcergence of a burgeoning “women’s music”
scene, Cooper and Nicols recognized the glaring absence of women inpro-
visers. As Cooper recounts: “We gort talldng and we agreed that improvisa-
tion had become very important and no women were doing it. And sud-
denly we thought, well, let’s do n! Let’s get women rogether and do it
ourseives!” (personal interview).

Involvement in the feminst movement coupled with a strong commit-

ment to class politics and lesbian activism encouraged Nicols and Cooper
to commingie the personal and the political within an improvisational con-
text. Although both women performed extensively with men, thelir experi-
ence plaving with other women was very limited. Nicols wondered out
loud what the experience of plaving with women would be like:
We recognized that women were being excluded and we wanted ©o just experience
what 1t was like to play with other women. One of the strongese things for me thar
came out of the Women's Liberation Movement was the recogaition of the connec-
tion berween the personal and the political. So to say for me thar it was a personal
thing was also political. I wanted to fecl the intimacy musically thae I felt with
women. You know when you hang out with women, thar guality of shared experi-
eance. How would thar translate artistically? (personal interview)

Already an accomplished player by the late r97os, Lindsay Cooper contn-
ues o look back on her choice to play with other women as 2 crucial move
that gave her confidence in her ability as an ardist:

Playing like 2 Givl | 231



‘i"\‘ Fard to adimit it bur ity ondv now that | realise there were searswhen I elr intnim-
wdated by men and the asxumpnom concerning their abilities, It's actually tantast-
cally Il‘vc:.ztmcr o realise ve been thmugh ali of that and recovered. This is not o
sav that onc’s mternal appression is the only thing to be faced because men can be
difficuis to work with, bur what working with women has done for me is to give me
a much stro flger sensc of mvsel as a musician. This means that now when I work
with men 1 feei much more centred. {Wikmer, “Halll™ 4

it was Nicols’s approach to improvisation —an openness to inclusiviry i
sprred by the philosophy and practice of her mentor and friend, drummer
John Stevens——that initiallv shaped the Feminist Improvising Group. Nic-
ols envisioned an open and changing pool of women musicians that would
bring @ wide range of approaches w improvisation, varied experience to
technical facility, and stvlistic diversity to spontancous performances. The
initial pool of musicians consisted of Cooper, Nicols, Corine Licnsol,
Georgie Born, and Cathy Williams. Iréne Schweizer and Sallv Porter
joined the Femmist Improvising Group in the spring of 1978, and Annem-
aric Roclofs, Frankie Armstrong, Angele Velumedjer, and Frangoise Dupety
participated mtermirrently to form a variery of combinations of up to eight
WOmCen Improvising together in any given pe 'rbrmancc.“i

Nicols arranged the first public performance of an entirely female group
of improvisers during a Music for Socialism concert at LhL‘ Admose Free in
London (Wilmer, Masme, 234}, When the leaticr advertising the concert
appeared, the name of the group was lsted as the Feminist Improvising

Group, 2 name netther Nicols nor Cooper had chosen:

We didn™t call ourselves the Fenunist Ty provising Group. We were going o call
oursclves the Women's Im ;. OV mvw L.nmp bur the promoters of the ML.&.L for So-
ciafism event gave us that na ! Sowe grew into 1. We actaaliy ook it on board., Tt
WS VCEY st*"m' o thar men gave us the name. (Jos i;n"}oln‘mu

\ 3

1
&t

cols’s suspicion of the feminist label was well founded as in the carhy days

of the movement feminism was, i the words of Teresa d L:.’. wetis, tan-
wored 1o the single axis of gender as sexual difference™ (3o} Second-wave
feminism tended o present ¢

P> i

f 'Lz\_m.u; tha

aew of “woan” that 1g-

.
for]
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'cd fetweest women On the basis of scx‘uni'“'-‘,
race, and class. As \ILOL SUECesE wal i regard to the femins

fabel Nor r‘nat T don't conside bur more because of the

associanion with dogmas™ (Meder and Landolz.,

The feminist label haq the potential to Jc,imuc the sexual pobtcs already

cmbedded inimprovisation and 10 SUEMANZe Women ITprovisers even

O N S i A A
rarther. Clanung a space for w

H1 improvised music way contentious

1 .
CIOUEN, but how much more contentous w (;‘LLJLs it be for women o claim

a femanst space within improvised music? Sg

IE DAWN §MTY

charm. It was a subversive and powertul moniker that was, as Nicols shvly
recoutits, eventually adopred by the group: “We took on the challenge and
we thought okay, so be it. You want fermanism, we'll give vou feminism.
Asnd we certainiy md scissors and ajti”™ {Les Draboliques).

D provising Consciousness

The first '} crivrmance of FIG was preceded by 3 sort of consciousness-
raising rehearsal/workshop in which the plavers discussed among them-
selves their teclmgs and experiences as women. The discussion was a cata-
Iyst for the pastiche of sounds and images that found thar way into the
HNPTOVISALon:

I Spoiu abour l‘mm._, & mother. ( UG 8t mi\L abour oul e ated hike a chuld becaus
of her disabilivy, se “i‘md\ we had a mo&m, chikd sccnm 10 which we staried m::,(
with. The mhus spoke of their r srricular pu\onaé‘p rical ISSUCS 28 WOomen —ay
pearance, image, crc. We bmugm‘ kirchen props. Tr was a sort of prepared sponta-
aeity that was a very powertul, anarchic, humorous beginning, {Nicolsy

W 3

S
¥

On stage the women appeared 1 drag. engaged in role-plaving, performed

&
S 1

domuestic chores, peeled onlons, and spraved perfume. It was a pertor-

mance Nicols desensbes as “absolute anarchy™

The people were shocked, because they felt the power thay was emerging from the
women. e did notdo that on purposc. We didn’t even realize ourselves what was
happening. We improvised, but we improvised our own lives and our biographies.
We parodied our simation, perverted our dependencies and threw everything high
mnto the ain (Meier and Landolt 17-18)

Throwing evervthing high into the air was, for the Feminist Improvising
£ b 2 s b &
Group. the improvisation of a “critical method.” To use a common chichd
of the carly feminist movement, it was 2 way of ma‘\u rgr thedr volees heard.

On this level FIG approached improvisation as a pracrice of sc!i‘—dlscovcz"\'
and a process of collective negotiation. politically motivated praceices

linked o the consciousness-raising groups of the 19708 thar endeavore i £G
express women's hved experiences. Although now debunked as ineffectual
and essennialist (2 marker of white, middle-class, radical fennn *sm) pri-
oritization of gender 1ssues i fOmMInist CONSCICUSNCSS-TAISING Groups was
both producrive —

Consciousness-raising groups affirmed the most dramatic insight of the cardy
women's iberation movement: the personal is polivical. Individual women shared
personal experiences with the aim of rendering explicic the underying politics shap-
ing women's hves. {Davis, 33

—anid exclusionary:

%
o
[SE)

Plaving like o Girl



Because of the complac:.& < racial politics of the 1960s, which defined the women’s
movement as white, and because of 11 gmphms ui personal m,uopom-a {often
seen as a retreat from the macropolitics of racel., black women wcnuah\ found it
difficult to identity with the strategy Of Consciousness- m.smu Dan.s, 35

e

teresa de Laurctis poines two the substantive contributions of women of

color and leshians 1o consciousness raising that shifted the emphasis away

transformation

T gy Thas

rony the narrowness of “personal micropolitics”™ toward a

.

of i'cuumsm as a “pursuit of consciousness and political practice

:Eppi'()i{(:h O CONSCIOLISICSS i‘:‘ti%ill“ L’CQU%"CL} EI ()0'1"1 tion of and sm gglC

with mu differcnce, a str unmia thar moved bevond the

o0

hiple dimensions of

notion of x\h‘i,.,j_" the self roward a rewriting of the self! *a process of

. in relation 1o & new unsderstanding of com-
. Consctousness-raising
Zroups cotild ¢reate a space for women to uncarth knowledge that was sub-
it guuﬁ a$ a result of appression on the basis of gender and sexual differ-
2 form of
women to experiment with a variery of power-sharing arrangements, o

straggle and Hwerpretation .

mupiy, of history, of cubure” (de Laurctis, 18)

ence. Pracocis )0' I:‘.‘ip! OVISATION a5 4 T COTISCIOUSAESS T EISng cnabled

EIC‘)'OUL ¢ lcadershi D2 a0l to i(.lllxdqlil(‘ a POI]{L(.QJ pr actice in w h}(.h women

controlled their own artistic destinics by drawing directly from thelr lived
EXPCFIEnees.”

Although
fesbian and working-class, thus the inte

FIGTs members were pre ‘Eominanti_\' white, s0 100 were they
cerions of gender with race, class,
and sexuality were important aspects of its improvisations, For Nicols a

comprchensive knowledge of these intersections has abways informed her

IMpProvisatons;
T. S0C MY RGSIC 1 Conneciion to my political attdtude. T am a woman and T idensfy
myscit wih the workers movernseni. Thar s y social background. In addition I
have kearned abour social mix'ilcgcs and recogaize 1 have privileges as a white
woman in our soaety. | think I wanted to eross boundaries in many ways: social,
cmotional and i music. Thar s difficuk to convey apendy to an andience. That’s
why vou have to be commiteed 10 the social environment you are a part of. [ mean
the pohitical coviromument as well, You need 1o know what's going on around vou,
which politicel discussions are taking place. {Meter and Landol. :8)

Being aware of the political environment also meant thar the straight mem-

16, i uninitiared in the politics of fesbian sexuality, were soon po-

hricized by dheir leshian comrades:

aking madern music—but
an and 1 think that makes a difference. Taliing to Lindsav and Maggie
helped me afor in forming my thinking at that dme. And of course that is what was
happening when we were touring and domg concerts, they were telling me what
was happening, or r'h,c'_.r Were \.n!\mw Ve things 1n London. In znt Case 1t was
much more mh i then any mwen'’s group who were just interested in plaving

TUsic. | {Roclofs)

I was not 3o polivically ivolved i Holland — besides s
;

wasn’t lest
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FIG performances staged numerous parodics thar commented on the acs-
thetic, political, economic, and sodal position of women on a number of
fevels. The mother/child scenario staged between Nicods (2 whize woman)
anrd Liensol (a black womanj in the inaugural F1G performance {deseribed
by Nicols above)—*T was an insane mother while Corine behaved Hke 2
child”—can be read nor onlv as a parody of the infantilization of a woman
with a disabiliry, bur as an indicument of the racial politics of the carly fem-
st movement performed as the oppression of a black woman by an au-
thoritarive white woman.”

FIG also critiqued whiteness in humorous parodics of middle-class do-
mesticity. The incorporation of evervday domestic “found” objecrs such as
vacuum cleaners, brooms, dustpans, pots and pans, and cgg shicers—in

il

Lindsay Cooper’s words transforming “the sound’s of women's work into

a work of women’s sounds”—highlighted women’s work in the privawe
spherc as well as the submdmam(m of working-class women as domestics
(Wilmer, Mamra, 285). Throughout the performances one or more plavers

3

could be found sweeping the stage, while others ¢ cathered i small ensem-
bles to explore the sonic possibilities of houschold ire
FIG used drag to criique and parody the institution of compulsory

heterosexuality that existed in socicty and in various forms of music as weil:
“To concentrate while singing [Nicols] usually puts her hands over her

broken fly. . .. Sally 15 “sweer” and “demure” in 2 well-known herero Iove

song” (Jankowski). This set the stage for role-plaving and mteractions
between members of the group that challenged hercronormative rofes
causing one reviewer to comment: “Oun stage, they often touch cach other.
Alot of ‘acts.” *fights” and hugs ended up on the stage floor ronight” {Jan-

kowski). By violating raboos of musical propriety and masculinist c<m1pctz»
tion that prohibited musicians from rouching one another, FIG more than
hinted ar the possibility of sensuous and sexual refationships borween
women. The mtegration of fesbian sexuality into the improvisational text
cnabled the Feminist Improvising Group to ask, “whart gets lost when {a
“and what 1s re-
T {Mockus, 2).
Following this trajectory Iréne Schweizer continues to question the as-

woman | aind her music are studied in the "compamf of men,
cuperated when [2 womsan | joins ‘the company of women?’

swmptions that construcied the world of jazz and improvised music as
beterosexual:

Why are so fow jazz musicians gay? This guestion has never been asked. The janz
musician has a rotally different image. He has to act macho: to read the nores with
one eye and to peck around i the audience for nice women, With improvised
music the consciousiess of musicians has changed a little bir, There are some eman-
cipated mien: George Lowis, Maarten Alrena, Tol Coxhill, bur eav musicians? Even
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i they wouldin™s
.
I

for, but there are n(*t Ay .i\}.g.m and Lan

e exceptions ke Cecit

VOWREC Za.

The decentering of hererosexual interacrjons that are assumed 1o exist
and around musical swcffmnmmmmd refusal to “pass” as s mwi “oocned

passibilizies for the improvisation o'f é""‘ma?.c sc\;u:dit}'. in effect FIG
e, As Nicols explains, “We are not
. Thar has something o do with
§

GUCTrCG Ri“-&CC % ““Pl visa

Tooaiyimie § = . M ~
lesbians jor the music sgo

AUTONOMY. . . . Thc icsbians were proneers and had to be lesbian™ {Meier

Fmeprovising Antipbony

£

Improvisation served as a site éi;r the ne ‘gmmdon of individualiny and
coliecn: \'ii\-‘ through the multiplicitous interacoons of IMProviser [ IMpro-

VISCE, nnpro\:isu. o audience. as wci_} as audhences w one another. FIG per-
formances improvised self and community as a feminist consaousness “at-
rained chrough practices of pobrical and personal displacement across
boundaries bemween sociosexual 1dennines and comnmnitiea berween bod-
wes and discourses” {de Laurets, 18}, Part of FIGTs polincal and acsthetic

program was o instituee opportunities for anuphonal exchange between
performers and audiences by conscioush dismantling the dwmons that

st“L wed them, a power- -sharing ractic that extended well bevond the stage.
For F1G member Sallv Potter, breaking down the division berween the au-

dience and f)" G Was & 001‘11{,.:. ’QTl'STCg_\" that Cﬂ]{f’[:._’,’(.d from an

Both the speaainess asarbed toindividual pcrfor: ers and the performer/audience
di ‘mc ‘tsd’r are seen as unheakthy sy mpmq 1 of a class divided socteny, the putozmc,r

» honorary position of power. The STLATCEY then becomes to break down the
.

divide aixd em :‘)11 asize P Ell.lp«ﬂl)l] a8 4 way of Say Ul:_’, ANYVONC ¢l do it \291 H

The idea thar “anyone can do 1t™ was often unpalatable to improvisers and
audience members who valued the display of technical virmosiey as the
marker of imorovisational competence above ali else, Improvising percus-
sionist BEddic Prévost caurions against the rendency hc‘ calls “rechnelogical
chimism,” insisting that improvisation L}UII'(.\ “dexterity of all kinds (soctal
i hw eols © amhu To integrare dL\tcrm of all

For me social virtosity —social skifls realiv—is part of fwhar it takes| to conmmuni-
care with an audience and with other musicians. It aiso involves the social siills used
o five vour life, How vou are in the community and those sorts of things. Being
able to have that kind of creative ¢ sponrandity in every aspect of vour hie. (telephone

MECrvIeW) ¥
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For Irene Schwezer, reading rechnical virtnostey through secial virtuos-
iy provided an oppormunity to redefine improvisation and {re)mvent
standards:

Iris very important that we all gor the chance to Dh‘\' toge cther. But there are
mobkms Which musicians are YOU going o invite? Which are the standards vou
demand? Technical brilliance? Pe <>Fus1<ntnlzsm Enthusiasm? Invention? Imagina-
ton? [ would prefer a mixture ot all. That's an important gain of FIG. It m_fmcd

new standards. Uneil then these were defined by men. {Meier and Landole, 183
Inn part, mventing new standards meant dispensing wads the nouon that
“mern are destined to be the keepers of the musical flame.” Val Wilmer de-
scribes this reinvention as “moving from toral immersion in the lives of
men who structured the music” toward an awareness of the “prejudices”™
wornen have internalized about their own abilities in an effore “to support
women’s right ta an cqual share of the bandstand™ (Wilmer, Hah ER)
Nicols remembers thar FIG™s chalienge o u,c:moiozzul firism™ and
fixed notons of “musical competency” was often dismissed by male musi-
ciang: “Whether 1t was the jazz community that said o Irene and me, ‘vou
and Irence are really grear bur evervbody else is crap’ or the more progres-
stve tock “Henry Cow” people who] would like what Lindsay and Georgie
were doing and all that. So, divide and rule.” Schweizer came up agamst
similar sentimoenrs:

S

Some people asked me: “Why do vou play with those women? They can't play and
thev're no good and vou don’t have to do that, Why do vou play with those
women:” It was always difficult for me 1o explain why, because for me it was just
important o play like this in a group of women and o support them

For Roelofs, the lack of support from men was disheartening but also
SUSPECL:

We were eight people, some of whom were good plavers and some of whom
weren't 5o experienced but were politicaily very right and in terms of improvising
picked up nice things. [FIG] was more like a sort of workshop where people of all
different kinds of levels arrended. That could certainly be heard bue, I don’t know,
)

mavbe we could have hoped for more support from the men’s side. [They could
have said] well, just keep on going. Bur mostly the men said ir's no good. I defi-
nitely think it's not only the mu:ma] level they were talking abour, I think i was felr
asa Eh!’LJ.[ f()]' a4 i()t {)f men o ]Ugt $CC 50 mam WOINCT 01 SY‘lgC

Nicols, Schweizer, and Roclofs agree thar the criticism received from men
{often communicated mndirectdy) was frequently imbalanced and rarely
constructive:

The critics were never medium. it was alwavs high calling our work verv interesting
stuff or it was absolurely Jow. the deepest saymg, how can a festival have these
women? . . . I think Lindsay and Maggic wouid cerraindy agree that the feeling we
sometimes felt when the coritics were eriticizing us was very denigraung. TﬂC}
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would \d\, g!‘L\" wanici, not those ‘(‘.".LE\:LI".I“%, Lﬂ(.\i. ”!}nffﬁk arail, Cight women on
stage, obh god what’s happorung, get some men out there! (Roelofs)
= & .

Ome incident that stands our in the minds of all of the FIG members 1
inzerviewed was their performance at the Total Music Meeting in Berlin in
1979 and the response of the well-known avane-garde musician Alexander
vor Schlippenbach. Nicols deseribes what happened as she remembers it

He came up o us before the gig and he wag kissing our hands. Now. we did a phe-
nomenal s;m there. I mean 1t was ons.nm.lmai It was mad. it was anarchic. It wasa
m\:cu of grace and clamst ms\wz'u audicncee loved it. Then we found our trom
Ithe organizer’s p‘u mer} that Alex bhad gone to him end complained abour us being
there, sayving that he Lou*u have found loads of men thar would have plaved a fot
et °E, thar we couldn’t t play our inscruments. T mean this incladed Irene and An-

emaric and Lindsay and mvself? And it was the hvpoorisy of that. [Later] Lindsay
aind Dwenti 1o a women's festival 1n the same place and we went into the c-mts roilers
and wrote gratfitd all over the gents wilets: “Watch our Alex von Schl h?pmmd .
we've got our sassors readv.” You know, we graffiried the gents toilets fanghs).
And it was only just recentdy that T started spga}qn" 0 him again because I mucrh'
Tve gorto et ir go. He plobahﬁ\ doesit even realize this.

The extent to which readings of FIG performances were effected by gender
and sexual difference 1s difficult to assess or dissect. Was there a masculinist
musical gaze/car operar
lated to the specracle of so many unsupervised and unpredicrable women
on the stage—~ireisurface in the accusations of rechnical incompetence,
fack of qpu_& nd flueney? Guitarist Eugene Chadbourne, who also plaved
at the 1979 Toral Music Meeting, spec iaue that gendered stvle as well as
sexual difference nctorcd into the critical assessment of F1G's perfor-

¢ here? Did the disavowed gender anxiety —re-

Mances, ailimu(ri ¢ were not the sole criteria:

My impression ar the tme was that the cool, in-crowa dique at the Tozal Music
Meeting in Berdin wasn’t into anvthing that was ousside of what they were
domg. ... This was my main experience with FIG because the fostival went on over
four '110’111'5 and I think cach group played three or four times. T was plaving with the
;a} anese rrumpeter Toshinon Kondo and our mmasic was not well liked 1 by cither
thas in-crowd nt alder plavers or the audience. The lack of support for FIG st
obvicushy extend bevond the boundarics of that group into the entire area of
WONKn 1"')L:Szu... 1s. ... Dam sure the fack of men on stage made some men feel ex-
cluded. Then T guess the nexe step is they histen to the muszg or warch whar s going
on with an attirade, ke lets see them prove themselves.®

At the most fundamental level, male improvisers regudarly excluded womer
from thelir groups, and cven if the exclusion was inadvertent, it was also bla-
zant. This meant that the mere presence of FIG as an exclusively female
group stirred controversy in the improvising community. The extreme reac-
tions o FIG performances raised questons about the level of anxiery at-
tached to the “exclusion™ of men from FIG, the general lack of support for

women improvisers, the heteronormatve reading of improvisation, and the
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men tended o overshadow the improvisatnons themselves and obscure
how the performances were recerved:

It's amazing the number of men that were saying, “Why are there no men?™ And ve
nobody had ever dreamed to think of asking w Ew there were men only {1 groups |,
Thev'd sav, well, there are just no women around. There's 2 kind of weird, rwisted
logic whereby men think it's not deliberate, we haven't deliberatchy excluded
womert. And that’s even more insidious because they just haven’t thought abour it
At least we thought about it {Nicols, personal interview)

FIG demonstrated dhat free improvisation was not frec of masculunst weo-
dencies, hererosexual expecrations, or immune to gender anxictics. Al-
though not all practices in improvisation reinforced the normatve perfor-
mance of gender, sexual difference, and sexuality it is cdear that the position
and parucipation of queer and straighs women in the development and de-
ployment of improvisational practices and codes was, and to a greag extent
still 15, wenrative at best.

Nor was FIG immunc o criacisms from feminst andiences purportedly
supportive of “women’s music.” The dogmatic feminist gaze that ot
cized FIG for being roo virtuosic and abstract—1interpreted as macho pos-
turing and clitism-—ar times plagued them. Val Wilmer recalls onc of sev-
cral frustrating incidents when the collective was performing at Drill Halk
in London as part of a newly organized Women’s Festival:

The Drill Hall concert left many women at a loss. I was a freewheeling, improvised
picce, played by forthright musicians whe obviously knew their instruments, Buz
the “free music” idiom was unknown to most of the audience, and the uncase and
uncertainty were expressed about whether, being so “inaccessible,” theirs was an
chitist concept. It was bitterly frustrating for the musicians involved to be rejecred in
this wav. Most of them had 2 histor v of struggle against male refusal ro allow them
a place on the bandstand. Now, having shown “that not on ty could they play thewr
struments but were equipped handlc the most demanding of concepts, they weic
under attack from the quarter where they most needed friends. (Masna, 285)

There were, of course, many favorable reactions w FIG improvisations by
both women and men thar artended the congerrs. FIG was able o intro-
duce fenunist politics to a largely unimitiated group of men as well as inwro-
duce free improvisation 1o a largely uninitiated group of women. Nicols
cites FIG as an mfluence on the mprovisational group “Alrerations,” wihile
Cooper recalls reactions from a woman artist working in another medium:
“F remember one gig FIG did and a friend of mine that T was working o a
T And

film with said: ‘T don't know what on earth you're doing but I Iike it.
I thought well, thar really is all vou need o sav.”

Overall, the Feminist Improvising Group did play in a number of
women’s festivals—the Stockholm Women's Music Fesuval, the Copen-
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hagen Internarional Women's Music Festival—and to & majority of all-

wome audenees:

Waomen, who did come hecause we were wWomesn., rrusted us because we were
WO, a1 1d through that started listening to the music. T know that because of that
CXPCTICnee for of Woizen Went on listen to the whole speetrum of improvised
i Slk\ RO ST WOMEeD's MUsic. 50 10 3 way W were ambassadors for the music as
well. And T love the way—Pim being iromic ere - WOMen are not Seen as an impor-
tant audience. {;\Qicois,'pcr:mna; HRErVIew)

1

in these per formances F1G applicd s i1 skifls of social and technical virou-
osity, IMprovising issucs pa wrricular to women from L()Iﬂpil,\ sociopolit-
cal, economic, and aestheric DErSPECTIves: “By treating improv isanion not
as an isolated artifac
cricnce. the musicians drew women into their music who might not

bur as Q()l’}(,fhh'iﬂ Spi]ﬁb ‘IU dir U.'C]\ from WOmen's

XD
: ; leatiesn” Filey
otherwise bt concerned with rhe concept of free improvisation * (Wikmer,
“Pcmimst”‘}.

The oooo*umit}f o play for women audiences b CAMIC &l ()ppormnit\f
o }.LC()ﬂilgL re the relarionsiup bonween spec tacle and speCtator apart from
ehe typical scenario of masculine desire thar constructed imiprovised music
as hCLL 1osc,\ua1\ positioncd women musicians as spectacles for the mascu-
line gaze and/or assumed that women on cmd off the bandstand were either
wi\'eus\ girlfniends, or grou pies. Iistead, | 1pr<)ns1“n on their own erms
was a chance for women to foreground theer + hodics and #heir sounds for
the pleasure of other women. If women 1n zhc audience were ROL particu-
farky fluent in deciphering the codes of free improvisation, thcir fluency
with the all-too-familiar ropes of the female body and w omers’ p cCarious
position @ sound and spuctacie was indeed proficient. FIG's improvisa-
tions were attuned to the facility of the aw sdience to play with and against

the pnhnmi codes of race, gender, sexuality, an v class as well as therr iac.lm
to play with the sesthetic codes of improvisation. For F1G plaving was a
sonic negotiation of croticism, resistance, liberation, jov, pleasure, pOWwCE,

and ageney, a muiitlayered cail and response benween individual improvis-
ers and a community of listeners.

FIG was instrumental in encouraging listeners; jingerpreters negotiate
the work from a gueer pmp cctive, opening a space for the listener who re-
sponds o the laughter of women with her own improvised laughter. in
other words, the spu,tack of the Feminist Improvising Group was & queer
sounding that demanded queer fistening, an antip} umal and crotic plaving

by car that heard pleasure and desire in the strange rCsonances and sonic ex-

changes of w omen’s embodied. fived experien ¢, There is 2 moment dur-

ine a FIG ver \‘orm’mu recorded live atr the SL sekholm Women's Music
Festival, i which the audicnee spontancou esponds o the screams,
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wails, and insrrumental flurrics of the plavers on stage with their own
shricks and uhiarions. The plavers pay attenrion to this response and recip-
rocare with/in a utcop wny of sound: the fleshyvoice of Baubo cchoee iin
Demeter’s laugh. The picasure and pain heard n the disruptive stuttess o

Baubo and Demeter arce heard again in the performances of the Feminis

=y

Improvising Group. The insurgent, noisy, female spectacle pcrf‘ormcd in
ancient Greece s {re)plaved in the queer laughrer of women improvisers,
the improvised laughzer of gueer women.

Notes

. See Young and Poynton.

. For a comprehensive discussion of Baubo that includes the datin e
icm we of the statues atmributed to this story, see Clender, “Aspects of Baubo™ and
acc<>mpunying plares.

A number of women | ingerviewed were bewildered by Bailey’s onussion of
womern: improvisers from this project.

4. Instrumentation was as follows: Lindsay Cooper {bassoon, obog, soprano
sax); Maggie Nicols (voice, piano): Corine Licasol (rrunipet): s Georgic Born (bass,
celioy; (,aLh\' Williams {voice); Iréne Schweizer { \pmao,. Sally Poter {voice, alo
saxy; Annemarie Roclofs {rrombone, violin); Frankic Armstrong {votee}: Angele
\’c}mxciicr tflute, tenor, soprano and alto sax); Francoise Dupery {guitar},

. The source of this C\ar;)r is an informal written coz'rcspondcncc with Nicols

L}t was not Pdfr ()f th fol"l'} 3] INTEryv: IC'\\ 81 U.Scd \V}tl" ptll“l’%%](?l]

Thanks re Becki Ross for this insight and for providing a perspective on the
h{'tcz'oscxism and racisim that pervaded many conscousness-raising groups of the
tine.

7. The scenario described to me by Nicols also appears in Meier and Landol: 1

ras 2 mother and on stage there was a gap berween me as @ mother and as & per-
former. Corine was in 2 pu,am.r sirnarion, she wanted 1o work on her music—she
had plaved the plane and the violin since she was four vears old— buz she lost the
fanction of her arm in a car acadent. So she started to play the trumper. She
changed so much and threw evervthing she knew about composed nusic over
board. In addition she wenr through constant pain. .. . All of this was raw material
for our show™ (18).

8. Elsewhere in the interview Chadbourne refers to the provailing EMY stvic as
“old-school macho.” '

9. See Tucker for a discussion of the differences berween the political and acs-
thetic attitudes of women who playved in the “all-girl” swing bands of the 19408 and
sceond-wave feminists who discovered their music m the late 1970s.
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