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Abstract

This thesis uses the concept of group language to examine the bandleader’s role in creating
the sound world of an ensemble in jazz and improvised music. It contributes to existing
scholarship on jazz and improvisation, as well as to literature around leadership in jazz and

wider leadership theory to create a deeper understanding of the role of the bandleader.

Methodologically, the project combines the qualitative analysis of original interview
data, with creative practice research methods. Anthropods —an ensemble in its own right —
was established to run concurrently within and alongside the term of the doctoral project,
enabling enquiry into the creation of the group’s sound world and the bandleader’s role
from the very start through a four-year history. A body of creative musical practice was
generated systematically through the author’s own practice-led enquiry on the development
of group language within Anthropods. This original new body of creative output is presented
as a combination of recordings, films, and scores as an integral part of this PhD submission.
The material output of the portfolio exemplifies systematic, creative scrutiny of the process
of the ensemble’s emergent group language, including reflection on the role of the

bandleader.

Alongside this longitudinal creative practice, ten semi-structured interviews were
conducted with leading bandleaders. These were analysed through Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis to reveal how individual interviewees’ approaches to band-
leading enable them to generate trust and to develop deep understanding of a band’s
improvising language. Findings from the IPA interview study were integrated into the

longitudinal creative practice with Anthropods, providing further insights into leaders’



relationships with their group’s language development, and strategies used by bandleaders
of groups with mature shared musical group language. By connecting the emergent
understanding of each bandleader’s approach with their musical output, this thesis
illustrates how bandleaders’ working practices connect to their desired output, underlining
how the bandleader’s main role relates to the development of the ensemble’s group
language. It also highlights how bandleaders refine a personal, authentic approach to create

the clarity and trust required in a successful improvising ensemble.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Rationale

The purpose of this research is to examine the role of the bandleader in the creation of an
ensemble’s group improvising language in jazz and improvised music. This research began

its life as an artistic problem. Having run Led Bib (www.ledbib.com) for nearly 20 years, | had

a band that was working with free improvisation, but mostly very far from the “non-

idiomatic” style of improvisation often associated with that word.

Somewhere along the way, we had created not just a band sound together, but an
unspoken set of rules of what could and couldn’t happen in the process of improvising. The
language we used in our so-called free improvisation was somewhat fixed. Upon further
reflection, | felt that all the bands and playing situations | was in had a certain set of rules, a
certain set of boundaries of where they could go and where they could not, even in
seemingly free improvisation. These boundaries were for the most part unstated, just a

sense that one band played in one way, and one played in another.

Before starting this research, my original artistic goal was to try and find a way to
expand the language of Led Bib. My first impulse was to try and use the language that we
had formed as a band, place it somewhere else, and see where that would take us. This
resulted in our work with Sharron Fortnam and Jack Hues on our songs album, It’s Morning,

released in 2019 (https://ledbib.bandcamp.com/album/its-morning).

1
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This album was an attempt to find out what would happen to our established sound
if we needed to work in a completely different way and with different people. However,
when it came to recording the new music, we also ended up having to record the album
with a different keyboard player, meaning that as well as the new people we were working
with, the core band had changed. We were not just adapting to the new context of the
music, but we were also accommodating a new member of the core band. This meant that it
didn’t illuminate new ways forward for the original quintet, because with a new keyboard

player, the five founding members were not all involved.

Then came the COVID pandemic and this project with Led Bib was put on ice, as the
idea of working on a cross-border project was not going to be possible, but the underlying
guestions were still in my head. Namely, how does a band go about forming a “group
sound”, and is it possible to keep that sound something which is expanding rather than it

becoming more fixed?

This led me to think again about starting this research (which | had been
contemplating for several years), and with the free time afforded me by the pandemic, |
realised there would likely never be a better time than this to make a start on it. | began the
PhD with not such a clear idea about what the project would be, and with perhaps only a
vague idea about finding out a bit more about group language. With time, | realised that my
original perspective on group language was obvious, and that it was through my experience
as a long-standing bandleader. | then decided the project could be in two parts, one part
based on researching other bandleaders’ experiences, and the other part being artistic

research of my own, which turned into my new ensemble Anthropods.
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| had tried before in Vienna to start a local project as a leader but wasn’t successful in
getting it off the ground. The main stumbling block was, after so long with Led Bib, my de
facto language as a bandleader and composer became the language of Led Bib, so in some
way as a bandleader | was trying to recreate Led Bib, but in Vienna with different people.
With time, | realised that to start a new band, | had to divorce my ideas musically from Led
Bib and ask myself, “What are the musical choices that | want to make as a
bandleader/composer/drummer outside of that ensemble?” and “How much of that

ensemble was me, and how much of it was the band?”

These questions then became broader and beyond just my personal experience to
examining how other bandleaders work to create band improvising languages in the
ensembles that they are working in. When these other band languages become more set, do
the bandleaders have effective methods that they employ to negate the possible negative

impacts that | was dealing with in Led Bib of having an established language?

1.2 Terminology

1.2.1 Group Language

This thesis uses the term group language to explain a phenomenon which happens in
improvising ensembles, namely that the musicians are often “free” to play anything, but
their choices are influenced by their understanding of the common language of each

ensemble.
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Language and vocabulary are words used often in the context of the study of jazz
(Haerle 1980). Learning “vocabulary” on your instrument, having a lot of “language”
together. While these words are more often associated with spoken language, there is a
strong parallel here with the jazz musician’s working practices, particularly in more open
improvising contexts. Zack (2000, 232) explains, “...interactive conversation, as with less
structured genres of jazz, is spontaneously constituted based on a compromise between
future intention and past expression. Conversation is retrospective in the sense that what
one says creates a context for further communication.” Every time a band plays together, the
language they use gives shape to and affects the language they will also use in the future.

The role of group language is particularly relevant in the study of long-standing
ensembles, like the ones that feature in this study. In improvised music, first meetings are
often characterised by an element of trying to figure out what the ensemble “sounds” like.
Without knowing the various musicians ahead of time, a participant musician cannot always
be sure what sort of musical contribution will be appreciated by the assembled musicians.
While this is a setting that some improvisers enjoy, and one which brings with it a level of
spontaneity not easily possible in established ensembles, many improvisers prefer playing in

established ensembles where a level of trust and understanding has been built up.

In a long-standing ensemble, the “group language” of an ensemble is much more
defined. The established relationships between the musicians both musically and socially
have given the members a deeper understanding of the language of the band, where the

band “goes” musically, and where it does not.

The group language is however not something which can be easily quantified by the

members, and likely each member would have a contrasting idea of what the group
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language is. While each musician’s personal understanding of the group language differs and
affects their individual approach, their unique understanding of the group language does not
negate the fact that a band language exists. Just like in colour perception, while one
person’s red might be someone else’s blue, “our individual perceptions don't affect the way

the colour of blood, or that of the sky, make us feel” (Wolchover 2012).

The process of the creation of group language is a particularly interesting way to look
at the role of leadership in jazz and improvised music because it represents the meeting
point between the bandleader’s ensemble vision and the freedom inherent in improvised
music. In the poly-idiomatic world that many improvisers inhabit, the defining characteristics
of what makes a good performance must be defined within each ensemble. The implicitly
agreed group language enables ensembles to do that. The ensembles are only able to judge
the success of a performance in reference to the group language that the ensemble uses,
and how that performance did or did not measure up to their ideal version of that sound
world. This research project starts from the premise that the way the bandleader conceives
and dictates an ensemble’s understanding of the group’s language, both consciously and

unconsciously, is key to the ensemble’s identity and characteristic sound.

1.2.2 Jazz and Improvised Music

With any writing about jazz post-1960s, and perhaps even before, one can get into the
thorny topic of, “Is this really jazz?”. Some of the music which is part of this study might
raise some eyebrows about whether it is jazz or not, and that is exactly why it is interesting
for this study, because many of these bands are using an improvising language which is not

so easily connected to just one idiom. This “pan-idiomatic” approach has become the norm
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in the current jazz scene. Nate Chinen states in his book Playing Changes examining trends in

jazz and improvised music since the start of the twenty-first century,

The whole idea of a definition [of jazz], was beginning to feel outmoded. Whatever
you choose to call the music, ‘jazz’ is as volatile and generative now as any time since
its beginnings. Instead of stark binaries and opposing factions, we face a blur or
contingent alignments. Instead of a push for definition and one prevailing style, we
have boundless permutations without fixed parameters. That multiplicity lies
precisely at the heart of the new aesthetic —and is the engine of its greatest promise
(Chinen 2019, xi).

Chinen’s point is crucial to the understanding of the current scene. While there are
still certain factions who see a binary relationship between traditionalists and innovators,
real jazz and “something else”, to many current practitioners, this understanding has been
relegated to the past. The question for bandleaders/composers becomes not about setting
out either the band’s relationships to the tradition or the avant-garde, but rather its
relationship to any manner of influences and idioms. These influences and the members in

the band themselves then help to define what the band language actually is.

To capture the broad array of musical practices and outputs present in this research, |
use the term “jazz and improvised music” to represent the scope of the music explored in

this study.

1.2.3 Leader Focused Project / Band Focused Project

This thesis uses the terms “leader focused project” and “band focused project” to highlight
the differences between a bandleader who has come with a somewhat pre-conceived
concept about how an ensemble should sound, and a bandleader who wants to define the

band’s sound world in tandem with the musicians.
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If a bandleader has started a band already with a clear concept and they are forming
the band to realise their concept, this research calls this a “leader focused project”. If the
bandleader is starting a band with a more open concept, where the band is defining the
language collaboratively through playing together, this research calls this a “band focused

project”.

These concepts of leader focused and band focused projects will be revisited

throughout this thesis.

1.3 Justification for Research

There is an increasing amount of academic writing about jazz and improvisation, as well as a
wealth about leadership, some even looking to the jazz band as a model for business

leaders.

This research treads a slightly different path in several ways. In its relationship to
leadership studies, this thesis is interested in jazz and improvised music as it is practised
now, rather than the historical perspective that is drawn on in much of the research into
leadership in jazz (Newton 2004; F.J. Barrett 1998, 2012; Holbrook 2015). This research
contrasts with previous research into jazz leadership in that it views the key role of the
bandleader in contemporary jazz and improvised music not in the moment of playing, but

rather in their work in creating the band’s group language.

There is now a plethora of academic writing about improvisation which is particularly
focused on free improvisation (Canonne and Garnier 2015; Wilson and MacDonald 2016;

Hickey 2014). This research is somewhat concerned with this as well, but what is particularly
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important in this research is not the freedom involved in totally free improvisation, but
focusing on how group language defines the musicians’ understanding of freedom in each
individual setting, and the bandleader’s role in the creation of this language. This is

particularly relevant to the long-standing improvising groups that this research examines.

1.4 Thesis Overview

To answer the questions that this research poses around leadership and group improvisation
language, this research uses creative practice and artistic output as enquiry, alongside

contrasting external perspectives gathered and analysed from the original interview data.

Rehearsing /Performing : Creative Practice -
Analysis i : Anthropods

Composing /

Anthropods Writing 10 First tour and PS;?JPC};QS /
founding compositions first CD release
for Anthropods Abundant

Shores Suite

Analysis -
Interviews ™8  Write up
and Practice

Beginning of Interview Analysis

Interview Series

Interview Series

Figure 1 - Study Design
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As shown in Figure 1, Anthropods as an ensemble was founded at the beginning of
the study when the interviews were first beginning. As the results were coming in from the
interviews, | was continuing the work with Anthropods and the results from the interviews
were then affecting my practice with the ensemble. This process continued through the
recording of Anthropods’ first CD, first tours and then finished with the recording of the
Abundant Shores Suite, the final recorded piece which features in this research. While
working with Anthropods, all the rehearsals and performances were recorded, and | kept a
diary of my thoughts about the band and the process, allowing for constant analysis of the
process of working with the band. Following the recording of the Abundant Shores Suite and
the analysis of the overall process with Anthropods, the data taken from both the interviews
and the practice were analysed together, offering insights from both processes which helped
to illuminate the analysis of both sides of the study. This was then followed by the write-up

process for the thesis.

1.4.1 Anthropods (Creative Practice Element)

The original conception of Anthropods was to allow the ensemble to develop a group
language as naturally as possible. The five musicians selected were not chosen because of
how | conceived they would sound together, but rather because of their individual

characteristics.

The work with Anthropods is presented here as a four-year history of working with
the ensemble, from a group of musicians who had never played together to a band two
albums in. This practice work offers a unique perspective into the growth of group language,

for two main reasons. The first is that the entire process is documented, from early
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rehearsals to the recording of the Abundant Shores Suite, offering insights both musically as
well as insights into the process from a bandleader perspective. Secondly, while the
interview series offers a historical perspective from all the bandleaders on the growth of
their ensemble’s group language, the creative practice work with Anthropods offers an in-

depth analysis of this process as it is happening.

Examples from the work with Anthropods, including scores and audio / video clips,
are presented throughout the research to illustrate the process and insights gained. The full
artistic results are presented as two full albums, which can be listened to on these links. The
remaining scores from the Anthropods project which are not presented within the thesis
appear in appendix G.

Anthropods — Self-Titled Album — https://discusmusic.bandcamp.com/album/anthropods-

117cd-2022

Anthropods — Abundant Shores — https://klanggalerie.bandcamp.com/album/abundant-

shores

(Mark Holub 2025b)

1.4.2 Interview Series

To contrast and inform the creative practice work in this thesis, it was crucial to get
perspectives beyond my own, as bandleading is very much a personal pursuit. The ten
bandleaders who feature in this study are some of the most respected bandleaders of their
respective generations and represent diverse approaches to improvisation and composition.
The presentation and analysis of these ten semi-structured interviews offers personal

insights from each bandleader into their role in the creation of group language, as well as an
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analysis of the relationship between their leadership approach and desired output. (Holub

and Moran 2025a)

1.4.3 Chapter Layout

The second chapter in this research examines existing literature on leadership, leadership in
jazz, and research into free improvisation and group language, framing and presenting the
research questions. It continues by explaining the research methodology and finishes with a

section on positionality.

The third chapter explains the methods involved in the study. It begins by setting out
the process of setting up and working with Anthropods and continues by discussing the

methods involved in collecting the interview research data and analysing it.

In chapter 4, | present my work with my ensemble Anthropods, charting the course
from the start of the ensemble to the recording of the Abundant Shores Suite. This chapter
features audio and video recordings as well as scores from throughout the progress of the

ensemble.

Chapter 5 presents and analyses the data from the interview series. It starts by
focusing on the bandleaders themselves and how and why they became leaders. It then
moves on to the beginnings of starting an ensemble, through to the actual creation of a
group language. It continues with case studies of five different band leaders from the study,
and finishes with a section on the bandleaders’ methods for dealing with an established

improvising language.

In chapter 6, | look at the insights that can be gained from looking at the whole

process of working with Anthropods alongside the insights that were gained through the
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interview series, delivering a deeper understanding of both sets of data. This includes the
development of a bandleader leadership spectrum, related to a bandleader’s desired

output, as well as further discoveries regarding the growth of group language.

In chapter 7, | conclude by answering the research questions and examining the

implications of the research and where further research is needed.
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Curiously, while bandleaders in contemporary jazz and improvised music haven’t studied
any particular style of leadership, and would mostly be completely unaware of the theories
of leadership discussed in the literature, many experts in leadership have used the jazz
ensemble as a model of what exemplary leadership could be outside of music (Williamson

2013; Cimino 2012; Napoli, Johansen, and Whiteley 2016; Newton 2004).

Education and training in music tends to be focused on instrumental technical skills,
or the theoretical skills involved in composition/improvisation. However, little to no time
within formal jazz training is spent on the actual skills of leadership, despite this being
something which almost all musicians working in the field of jazz and improvised music at

least occasionally do.

Bandleading in jazz and improvised music at its core is somewhat of a conundrum.
Working as a leader in this collaborative context means at once working in a space which by
its nature somewhat eschews the hierarchies common in the leader/follower relationship.
These leaders are also leading in what most leadership scholars would describe as some of
the most difficult circumstances to lead, (i.e. not knowing the future, embracing change,
improvisation etc) (F.J. Barrett 2012; Hatch 1997) while at the same time, these are leaders
with no formal leadership training.

When looking at various leadership theories, whatever their specific characteristics
may be, one thing they share in common is that leaders are leading towards a goal (Bass

1985; Stogdill 1974; Burns 1978; Daft and Lane 2018; Greenleaf 1970). This underlining

13
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tenet of leadership theories is somewhat thrown on its head by the practice of improvising
musicians. The bandleader is not moving towards a concrete goal like a traditional leader,
because the nature of improvised music is to leave an element of the “unknown” in
performance. Renowned saxophonist and composer Wayne Shorter was often quoted with
his thoughts on rehearsing, saying, “How can you rehearse the unknown?” (Sullivan 2013). If
the “goal” is the “unknown” in performance, it is hard to see this as a concrete goal at all.
The only goal for a bandleader is a successful performance, but the definition of
what success entails is variable, and often not even shared exactly throughout an ensemble.
There is no set place that a leader is trying to move an ensemble towards, but rather the
continuous journey is the goal itself. What is seen a successful concert today, might be seen
completely differently by the same ensemble in a few years, or viewed in a different

IlI

ensemble could be seen as a terrible performance. The “goal” of any ensemble is specific to
it and is changeable as the ensemble develops.

This challenging leadership setting is made rather more complicated by the nature of
the leaders themselves. The improvising musician is often by their nature somewhat
ambivalent about the idea of leadership. Working with musicians who are equally adept at
improvising without a leader or composition, the bandleader/composer can be viewed with
suspicion (Fell 2015). A question readily asked in this setting may be, “Why do we need a
leader when we can just as easily do this ourselves?”

The contemporary scene is particularly full of bandleaders who have worked with
bands long-term (Chinen 2019), something which was unheard of in jazz in earlier periods,

with even the now heroic bands of the past (Miles Davis, Charles Mingus, etc) lasting not

much more than a few years. Contemporary bandleaders are creating ensembles to be their
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main artistic output over long periods, and often their whole careers, embracing the
inherent collectively involved.

To understand the role of the bandleader, this review will begin by examining group
language in improvised music and the bandleader’s role in the creation of said language. It
will then continue by looking more specifically at the role of the bandleader in jazz and

leadership more broadly.

2.1 Group Language in Improvising Ensembles

Improvisation, particularly in the context of jazz and improvised music, can to the layperson
be a misunderstood term. Even the Oxford English Dictionary defines improvisation as, “the
action or fact of composing or performing music, poetry, drama, etc., spontaneously, or
without preparation” (Oxford English 2024). While this may be the dictionary definition, it
does not capture the reality of improvised music, because the improvising musician in any
genre/idiom is in no way going in without preparation. Their whole history of practising and
performing on their instrument informs their next playing experience and what they will

bring to it.

For jazz musicians, the time spent in the practice room before they reach the stage is
about developing a personal language (Corbett 1994). In earlier jazz practice (pre-free jazz),
this mostly meant soloists were improvising on set chord sequences and personal language
was about finding unigue ways to improvise around these. Free, or less structured
improvisation creates a further conundrum. While practitioners still go into any playing

situation with a personal language, the idea of using that language to then improvise on a
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set series of chords is mostly non-existent. The language that each improviser uses becomes

a melding of their personal language into the sound world that each ensemble inhabits.

Figure 2 illustrates that the connection between each musician’s personal
improvising language and an ensemble’s group improvising language is a two-way
conversation. The group improvising language is feeding back into the ensemble members'
personal improvising languages both inside and outside the ensemble. This formula makes
for a dynamic band language as well as meaning the individual musicians are gaining
something from working within an ensemble because the group language is feeding their

personal language.

Personal Improvising Group Improvising

Language Language

Figure 2 - Personal and Group Language Flow

2.1.1 Making Choices in Improvised Music

Musicians are clearly not coming to any playing situation with no preparation, but the

guestion then becomes, how musicians are making choices in improvised music settings and
what is informing their choice of language? There is a growing wealth of research looking at
improvised music and how musicians make choices in improvised music settings, examining

the various forces that impact improvisers' choices in musical settings, from ensemble
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interrelations and perceived preferences, to the spaces the concerts happen in (MacDonald

and Wilson 2020; Wilson and MacDonald 2016; Frost Fadnes 2020; Brand 2019).

In early improvised musical meetings, a lot of a musician’s understanding of how they
are being received by other musicians, as well the feeling of how it is going overall may be
picked up through body language (Wilson and MacDonald 2016; Moran et al. 2015). The
back channelling® that Moran et al. describe is a way for improvisers to mostly offer positive
encouragement to one another and is particularly useful in settings where the musicians are
less familiar with one another. However, in looking at longer standing ensembles, like this
research does, the body language becomes less important. Within a long-standing
ensemble, there is a greater understanding amongst the musicians about the language used
in that group, thus they are looking less to each other in the moment of performing to sense

how everything they are playing is landing.

This research is particularly interested in how the understanding of the people
involved in each playing situation represents both a “limit on choice and a resource for
improvising” (MacDonald and Wilson 2020, 103). The understanding within an ensemble of
each musician’s preferences and personal approach becomes more developed over time, as
assumptions become near certainties, and this understanding develops into band-specific

improvising languages.

L A concept from non-verbal interaction research
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2.1.2 Development of Group Language

The concept of group language from the listener's perspective is easy to understand. One
can hear recordings by all manner of artists and quickly understand who is playing by the
way the band sounds. From inside an improvising ensemble, each musician’s perception of
the group language affects their understanding of what can and cannot happen in any given
playing situation. This understanding is however not necessarily shared by each member of
the ensemble (MacDonald and Wilson 2020; Wilson and MacDonald 2016; Nunn 1998) and
is often unconscious. Each individual’s personal interpretation is what makes up the
language, rather than the language being something which everyone shares the same

perspective on.

Any band language is by its nature made up of the members’ personal languages. As
a member of an ensemble, each musician has a vocabulary as an improviser and in each

musical setting is deciding what elements of that personal language are appropriate. Figure

Personal Language |

used within group

Figure 3 - Personal and Group Improvisation Language Intersection
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3 illustrates how the language a musician uses within an ensemble is only a small portion of
their personal improvising language. This is particularly relevant in settings involving any
amount of “free improvisation”, where the improvising is somewhat dictated by the

musicians’ understanding of the band language.

Veteran improviser John Butcher explains in this anecdote,

...last February | played a concert in a quartet that included no-input mixing desk
expert Toshimaru Nakamura. The music was extremely quiet, and after a while |
stopped blowing into the instrument and worked instead with the sound of the pads
as they audibly unstuck and then leapt open under the spring action. This sonic
material seemed to interact satisfyingly with the other musicians’ input, and had a
surprising vitality. The previous week I'd played in the same venue, Cafe Oto in
Dalston, with Matthew Shipp, the American jazz (in the broadest sense) pianist.
Sticky pad sounds would have been a ridiculous contribution. Equally, most of what |
found myself playing in this duo would have sounded nonsensical in the Nakamura
quartet. So, what can the free in free-improvisation possibly mean? The choice of
how to play in each concert was up to me, and | decided upon what, at first glance,
might seem to be quite different approaches. | wasn’t, | hope, just being a
chameleon. Given a blindfold test, | think anyone who follows this scene would have
recognized that | was the saxophonist in both concerts. The freedom that comes
with improvisation is actually the freedom to recognize and respect the uniqueness
of each individual playing situation. Doing this entails making specific and restricting
choices, intimately connected to thoughts about whom you are playing with (and
what you do and don’t know about them), the acoustics of the environment and
your own personal history...Part of this means continually addressing the question of
how to keep your own musical personality without bringing too fixed an agenda to
each performance — how to get the right balance between playing what you know
and what you don’t yet know (Butcher 2011, 1).

Butcher here is speaking about completely free improvisation, but the result is the
same in less free settings. With an ensemble with a bandleader, the challenge becomes two-
fold from a musician’s perspective. Not only does one have to imagine what fits in with the

other members of the ensemble, but also what fits in with each member’s personal

perception of the vision that the bandleader has for the ensemble.
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While all the bands in this research have different approaches, and different musical
styles, none of the bandleaders are dictating to the band exactly how they should be
improvising. There are no flip charts explaining the rules or secret notes being passed
around allowing certain things to happen. Even without the bandleader setting out how
exactly each band should play; each band has developed a unique approach to improvising

within their respective ensemble.

Tom Arthurs examines one way that established ensembles understand an
ensemble’s boundaries when he discusses a word that comes up often amongst Berlin
improvisers, the concept of “field”. “Field” describes how the group language of each

specific group is,

...defined by the tastes, materials and shared interests of its members, as well as by
the group's history and experience. This knowledge [makes] it possible to focus, limit
and predict musical outcomes, as well as to identify common ground for exploration
and development... For long-term groups and collaborations, knowledge of the
‘Field’ [allows] musicians to develop ever-deeper into specific areas (Arthurs 2016,
187).

Blake (2016) examines using composition to help form what he describes as an
“aesthetic agreement” within an ensemble, using the composition as an extra tool, beyond
the musicians’ knowledge of the other musicians involved, to help further steer an

ensemble towards a group language.

While there is no one doubting the existence of a “field”, “aesthetic agreement”, or a
group language inside longer-standing groups of improvising musicians, there are musicians
who have a certain ambivalence about them. This was particularly true at the beginning of

the free improvisation scene in the 1960s (Bailey 1992). Well-respected guitarist, improviser
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and organiser, Derek Bailey, stated that he felt the long-standing group limited musicians in a
free improvisation setting. Bailey ran a series of “Company” weeks over many years, where

he put improvisers together in different and new configurations, he explains,

| like that way of working in free improvisation; forming groups that can't last long....|
think of it as semi ad hoc playing, it's not totally ad hoc because these people after
five days are certainly not strangers, and they do have a chance to develop some
relationship - it just stops short of it turning into a kind of band, and | think that at
that point, for my tastes, a deterioration sets in. This is where maybe | wouldn't
agree with a lot of people involved in this thing. That development thing, | don't see
it as being, from the improvisation point of view, some kind of advance, or
improvement (Childs et al. 1982, 52).

Bailey’s assessment is intuitive to practitioner musicians. There is a difference
between playing with an ensemble for the first time and playing with an established band,
and there are still many settings where improvisers meet for the first time on the stage of a
festival or club. A first improvised music meeting has a high level of spontaneity because the
musicians do not have a developed understanding of the language the ensemble uses and
thus have nothing to fall back on, they can only respond in the moment to what they hear.
While this highly dynamic form of playing improvised music may still be preferred by some,
the majority of improvisers have embraced the idea of the longstanding ensemble and the

benefits that this sort of relationship gives.

George Lewis argues that the actual journey to becoming an accomplished
improviser is not just about personal growth, but specifically learning to work within
ensembles. He says, “In my own view, the development of the improviser in improvised
music is regarded as encompassing not only the formation of individual musical personality
but the harmonization of one's musical personality with social environments, both actual
and possible” (Lewis 2002, 150). The bandleader’s role becomes about developing an

ensemble where there is a harmonisation of each member’s musical personality within the



Chapter 2 Literature Review 22

ensemble to form an ensemble sound, as Lewis suggests, but the bandleader and the
musicians involved also want to maintain the freshness involved in Bailey’s approach, of not
allowing group language to become too static. On top of this, the bandleader is also having
to meld these somewhat contradictory concepts with their own musical vision going into the
project. The goal may be a somewhat impossible one, but the jazz and improvised music

bandleader is attempting to pull the best out of both approaches.

Examining two long-standing leaderless improvising ensembles, AMM and The Necks
provides an interesting reference for the development of group language. While both
ensembles have wildly different approaches, they both have an easily recognisable sound

world that they produce their band’s completely free improvisation within.

Jeremy Rose (2022) examines The Necks and their unique, slowly developing,
somewhat minimalist improvising language. Rose outlines how The Necks work together on
recordings, not discussing what to play, but how what ends up on the final record is always a
unanimous decision. This research argues that this listening and commenting on the
recordings is part of what in many ensembles helps to form the de facto language of the
band. The musicians become aware of each other’s preferences, and then in performance

react accordingly.

AMM, the long-standing leaderless improvising ensemble, known for its spacious
aesthetic, is easily recognisable to any fan of improvised music. Childs et al. (1982) explain
how, similar to The Necks, in the beginning, founding members Keith Rowe and Eddie
Prévost would record, meet up and listen to the recordings, and then discuss what they
thought. Then as time passed, there was no longer a need for discussion. Those early

experiments and discussions helped them to form what became the group language of the
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band. In both cases, no one in the band was saying, this is how it should go, but rather just
saying, | like this and | do not like that. This understanding of preferences then went on to
influence the group language of the band. This literature review will now continue by

looking into literature on leadership in jazz ensembles and leadership more widely.

2.2 Leadership in Jazz and Improvised Music

Numerous scholars (Furu 2006; Newton 2004; Hatch 1997; Dennis and Macaulay 2007; F.J.
Barrett 1998) have queried the way that jazz musicians work both within ensembles and as
leaders. While different authors have used different terms for the leadership style (group
leadership, shared leadership, quasi-autonomous leadership, etc), they tend to have a
similar concept, namely, that jazz musicians are working in a non-traditional leadership
structure where anyone can be a leader at any moment, and that the leadership is shared

throughout the ensemble.

Simon H Fell, bass player, composer and improviser and someone who worked often
as a bandleader amongst improvisers, shared this feeling of the importance of a somewhat
egalitarian approach as a leader and composer. He emphasised this concept of shared

leadership and that the leader could be any member of an ensemble at any moment.

The resulting music is understood to be a unique synthesis of the individual voices of
all participants, not just those with posts of ‘official’ responsibility. In my experience,
trying to reflect the ideals of this kind of rotating hierarchy in any kind of
performance project can generate a relationship of supportive mutual creativity and
considerable trust. In fact, by diligently acknowledging (and trying to incorporate)
the creative potential of all collaborators, it might be possible to erase two
centuries’-worth of drip-fed propaganda about musical geniuses and their
inalienable right to tell other people what to do. In the process, one can reassert a
musical environment where creativity and leadership are qualities possessed by all,
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to be exercised when necessary and as appropriate for the common good (Fell 2015,
194).

This research stresses however that while any ensemble member can ideally in
improvised music become a leader in the moment of performing, this is still in the context of
a band and sound world originally created through the bandleader’s work. One could
recognise Fell as the composer and bandleader of one of his groups, even though the
ensemble is working in a more egalitarian way. Any ensemble member can become a leader
in the moment of playing because the bandleader has set the groundwork for how the

ensemble works together.

The general focus of the research around leadership in jazz is based around a specific
period of jazz, 1940s-1960s, and working practices started in the bebop period. The
literature often references some of the great bandleaders of that period, with often a
particular focus on Miles Davis (F.J. Barrett 2012). Jazz is in a peculiar position in that while it
is a relatively young art form compared to Western classical music, the period often studied

is this 20-to-30-year period from the start of bebop to the beginnings of free jazz.

The way that jazz musicians worked in this period, working with “standards” that we
see in many studies, was a common practice. Someone from the band suggests or brings a
“standard” or an original composition, and the band suggests arrangement ideas or even
does the arrangement “on the fly” during the performance. This style of working fits
comfortably within the concept of shared leadership. The person bringing the tune is often
not acting like what one would naturally see as a leader, and any member of the band can
take a leadership role within the performance, shaping how the tune is crafted. This is

possible because the language used within the ensemble is defined by the idiom that they
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are working in. Each player and band is still using their individuality, but the overall shape of

the music is dictated by the norms of the idiom.

Zack (2000) criticises the scope of previous studies, expressing that when they are
looking at improvisation within jazz, it is often within these pre-determined structures
specified by the style of jazz being played, such as this approach to playing standards. He
singles out the early Miles Davis electric albums (In a Silent Way, Bitches Brew) because they
were challenging the understood “rules” of jazz, and thus the role of leader was different.
That is where this research starts, the leadership needed to create ensemble-specific rules,

to create a unique group language within an ensemble.

This research is focused on the role of leadership in creating an ensemble’s unique
language and setting the boundaries that an ensemble works within, both consciously and
unconsciously. The leader can borrow from various pre-existing traditions and make them
their own, or they can set out from the start to abandon tradition. The focus is on how they
are leading in the process of forming these structures within an ensemble, setting out the

language that is then played within that band.

2.2.1 Who Becomes a Bandleader?

The understanding of what sorts of people tend to become leaders is plotted out through
the research on leadership. Research on leadership discusses some of the traits of self-
selecting leaders which include both psychological and sociological factors such as
narcissism, authoritarianism, gender, socioeconomic status, biology, neuroticism,
extraversion, openness to experience, and conscientiousness (Ensari et al. 2011; Chan and

Drasgow 2001; Epitropaki 2018).
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Leadership in jazz presents however a somewhat unique scenario. In the realms of
business studies and the corporate workplace, leaders are mostly self-selecting, they are the
people who want to become leaders within their companies or communities and may have
had that in mind from the start of their careers. In jazz, every professional jazz musician is
very likely to be a leader at some point, and most of the more successful musicians will do it
regularly. Being a leader is the most effective way to put out into the music community who
one is as a musician, enabling a musician to get further work that suits the person that they
are, or want to become, as an artist. Regardless of the jazz musician’s desire to lead, or lack
thereof, leadership is something that they will have to deal with.

In the period that many researchers have looked at (1940s-1960s) the initial career
goal of the jazz musician was to get into an established band and build their career from
there. Established bandleaders offered at least somewhat steady employment, with many of
the established bandleaders providing a breeding ground for jazz greats of the future (Davis
and Troupe 1990). Musicians “paid their dues” working as side-people in established bands
before being given bigger opportunities (Berliner 1994).

The jazz and improvised music scene has radically altered since the 1960s. Both
musically, from the birth of free jazz till today, but also culturally, with a shifting
demographic playing the music, the growth of jazz education, and the shifting centre of
gravity of the music scene towards experimentation (Chinen 2019; Jeffri 2003; Jost 1981).
This research will now highlight some of the factors that have affected the contemporary

scene and the role of the bandleader.
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2.2.1.1 Changing Music / Changing Cultures

Through research into the history of jazz and improvised music, particularly since the 1960s,
we see how musical changes co-occurred with gradual changes in the social cultures within

jazz.

The music in jazz up until the start of the free jazz era (1960s) could be seen mostly
in the context of the leader/follower paradigm, the musical relationships within an ensemble
were mostly a relationship between a soloist and a rhythm section supporting the soloist.
Free jazz then discarded many of the hierarchies that were previously inherent in the small
groups of jazz (Borgo 2002). With the dawning of the free jazz era, a certain level of
democracy infiltrated the music. The relationship was now not always a soloist/accompanist
one, but one often favouring group improvisation and with the breakdown of the
leader/side-person, soloist/accompanist dichotomy, the hierarchies within jazz began to
change (Jost 1981).

As free jazz more firmly took root in Europe, the ethos of the free improviser
gradually became much closer to the concepts of the concurrently developing “community
music” scene. John Stevens, a crucial figure in the growing improvised and community music
scene in the UK, was highly active in running workshops where anyone could participate, the
only prerequisite was that the participating musicians had to “have an open-minded
enthusiasm for music” (Stevens 2007, 1). This approach was something carried on by a
mentee of Stevens, Maggie Nicols, with her regular meetings with “The Gathering”, a freely
improvised jam session, as well as her work with the Feminist Improvising Group. While
many of the male musicians at the time spoke negatively about the Feminist Improvising

Group (J.D. Smith 2015), their practice of a less hierarchical, anarchic and inclusive approach,
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infiltrated the improvised music scene, where now it is common to see technically trained
jazz musicians, playing alongside less technically trained musicians in long-running clubs like
London’s Klinker Club and Boat-Ting. The hierarchies inherent in earlier jazz of having to “pay

your dues” before you were allowed to express yourself were beginning to break down.

2.2.1.2 Financial Changes

Musicians’ accounts, as well as reports on new models of music distribution, show us that
the financial model that jazz was built on has completely altered in the last 60 years and has
been changing particularly quickly in the last 25 years. Musicians rarely make all of their

income from playing, and certainly not in just one ensemble (Rubie 2019).

These changes in the music and culture ran alongside a decrease in public interest in
jazz from the 1960s onwards, which continued decreasing over the following years. With the
much later advent of music downloads and pirating, followed by the dominance of
streaming services, the financial situation in the jazz and improvised music scene is miles
away from the working practices of musicians pre-free jazz. Making albums has become
almost a purely marketing exercise rather than something to generate revenue, contrasting
with the record label-supported budgets of the past (Iverson 2023).

These changes have also meant a change to the role of the bandleader. Being in a
band is certainly not seen as a way to secure a regular salary. Rather, the bandleader’s
primary enticement to be in their band is through delivering a positive musical and social
experience, and providing this within an ensemble is something that the aspiring leader

needs to do to have a band that wants to play together long term.
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2.2.1.3 Where are we now?

The current scene, one characterised by financial instability, a DIY mentality, and a
collaborative working style, requires a different style of working, and this is not something
which is necessarily seen as a negative thing by the contemporary bandleader. Nate Chinen
describes the 21st-century situation where musicians “[face] tougher conditions than any
previous generation: a broken infrastructure, an uncertain course, a distracted, if not
alienated, consumer base. But more than one wave of improvising artists has confronted
this tumult, seizing license to create freer and more self-reliant forms of art” (Chinen 2019,

X-Xi).

In the current scene, rarely would a musician enter into an ensemble and be treated
in the somewhat bullying, hierarchical way typical of previous bandleaders as described by
bandleaders like Miles Davis and Charles Mingus (Davis and Troupe 1990; Mingus and King
1980) because the musicians would not want to stay in that ensemble. The rewards of being
in a well-known musician’s ensemble do not bring the guaranteed work they once did.

Alongside a slow demographic change, including the increase of college-educated
musicians and the increase in women, the cultures of how jazz musicians work are changing
(Jeffri 2003). Leaders are mostly working much more collaboratively on projects; the
precarious financial situation has encouraged bandleaders to create a friendly social
environment where people want to be, and the change of demographics has begun to
dissipate the machismo which was often at the forefront of earlier jazz cultures. The scene is
dominated by long-standing bands, and the aesthetic centre of jazz has moved perceptively

in the direction of a more collectivist, band-driven, exploratory ideal (Chinen 2019).
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The jazz and improvised music scene of today is not just a binary between tradition
and innovation. Innovation runs much deeper in the scene, with journalist and critic Nate
Chinen saying that “avant-garde practice and formal invention have now insinuated
themselves into the mainstream” (Chinen 2019, xi).

To further illustrate the bandleader’s role in the contemporary jazz and improvised
music scene, this literature review will now continue by looking more broadly at the

research into leadership, offering further insights into the work of the bandleader.

2.2.2 Leadership Theories

The literature focusing specifically on leadership is broad and dynamic, which reflects how
our understanding of what constitutes good leadership is constantly developing. It was
perhaps put best by leadership scholar Ralph M. Stogdill when he concluded that “there are
almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define
the concept” (Stogdill 1974, 7). The literature around leadership is mostly focused on large
businesses, countries, etc., rather than the small group jazz ensembles this research is
looking at. Hence there is a certain amount of adaptation needed to fit leadership models

onto jazz and improvised music bandleading.

Much of the earlier research into leadership was less focused on interpersonal
relationships, but rather believed that leaders were born with certain traits that equipped
them for leadership, or the so-called “Great Man Theory” (Stogdill 1948; Mann 1959;
Stogdill 1974; Lord, de Vader, and Alliger 1986; Kirkpatick and Locke 1991). Modern
leadership theories have however mostly moved away from the born leader approach,

preferring an ego-less leader, and a structure where leaders and followers share many of the
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same traits (Daft and Lane 2018). Modern leadership scholars have created many different
leadership theories, often these are difficult to easily differentiate, with many new theories
often built on top of existing ones. This research, rather than trying to fit the bandleader

into a specific leadership theory, uses three leadership theories to help further understand

the role of the bandleader in relation to the bandleader’s desired output.

The following section of the literature review examines three different leadership
theories, transformational, servant and authentic leadership and explores some of their
traits and differences. However, it is worth noting that even within the academically firmly
established theories of transformational and servant leadership, there is still confusion
about how exactly they should be defined. Andersen (2018) in his critique of both theories
points out a distinct problem, namely that servant leadership as originally presented, and
not entirely defined by Greenleaf (1970), was developed and changed by so many scholars
that a clear definition is nearly impossible. Likewise with transformational leadership, not
only has recent scholarship differed greatly from the original theory, but the work of Burns
(1978) and Bass (1985), considered to be the originators of the theory, differ so much from
each other that the creation of a unified theory is futile. Despite these confusions, the
underlying concepts of these theories prove useful to illustrate the tendencies of the

contemporary bandleader.

These theories are thus not meant to define how bandleaders work but will rather
be utilised to highlight some of the different approaches of jazz and improvised music
bandleaders related to their desired outputs. To do this, leadership is looked at through a
different lens, looking at the leader’s main role as defining the boundaries an ensemble

works within, and examining how leaders do this without ever actually overtly defining
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them. The use of these theories helps to illustrate the spectrum of different approaches

related to the bandleader’s desired output.

2.2.2.1 Transformational Leadership

James MacGregor Burns defined transformational leadership as “leaders inducing followers
to act for certain goals that represent the values and motivations — the wants and needs,
the aspirations and expectations — of both leaders and followers” (Burns 1978, 19). Burns
was not just describing leadership as was previously understood, but what he named
transforming (later transformational) leadership. Leadership was not just about a “great
man” giving commands from up high, but was beginning to be thought about as an

interpersonal relationship between leaders and followers.

Burns set up the idea that there are transformational leaders, as described above,
and that there were transactional leaders, who worked more on a reward/penalty system.
Building on Burns’ research, Bass (1985), particularly expanded on Burns’ idea of the
transformational leader vs transactional leader, stating that rather than there being leaders

of either persuasion, that leaders exhibit patterns of both styles of leadership.

Stretching this out beyond the divide between transactional leadership and
transformational leadership, one can see in the jazz and improvised music world that
bandleaders are utilising at times both a transactional and transformational approach. The
transactional leader in music, i.e. someone who pays on time, makes sure the hotels are not
crawling with cockroaches, prints an extra copy of the scores, is valued by their
bandmembers, whilst so is the transformational leader who focuses more on being inspiring

musically. Ideally, the bandleader can have an element of both styles.
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Mumford et al. (2002) however suggest that the visionary characteristics of the
transformational leader may not be so useful in working with creative people, as the
members likely have their own visions, meaning that transformational leadership in the
context of working with creative people is more about creating a shared consensual vision
amongst the group. Van den Born, Mehra, and Kilduff (2022, 21) add, “When teams are
made up of musicians or other creative people, formal leadership may interfere with the

self-organization and coordination that help teams achieve creativity.”

These criticisms of transformational leadership in a creative context help to illustrate
how this approach alone will not satisfy either the bandleader or the band members. The
bandleader cannot exclusively inspire the musicians to fulfil their vision, but rather needs to
include the musicians in the creation of that vision. Where transformational leadership
however does draw a useful parallel with the bandleader is for the bandleader with a more

pre-conceived approach.

The transformational leader attempts to inspire their followers to higher levels of
performance for the sake of the organisation (Burns 1978; Yukl 1989). A bandleader who,
while still wanting the individual musicians involved, has an overarching concept that those
musicians should fit into. That type of leader is looking to get the best out of their musicians
by inspiring them with both their concept and the way they deliver it, rather than working
collaboratively on the concept itself. As in all improvised music, the approach is still
somewhat collaborative, but the overarching goal is fulfilling the bandleader’s vision, and
thus the bandleader’s biggest role is about inspiring the musician about their vision and the

role that each musician can play in that.
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2.2.2.2 Servant Leadership

Another leadership style which is connected to jazz and improvised music is servant
leadership, a concept first coined by Robert K Greenleaf in The Servant as Leader. Greenleaf
states that the way to determine if someone is a servant leader is to ask “Do those being
served grow as persons, do they become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous while
being served” (Greenleaf 1970, 37)? Greenleaf’s ideas about leadership break from earlier
concepts that felt the leader is endowed with special characteristics, and he makes clear
that a leader is not just someone who has the aforementioned characteristics that leaders
often possess. This is particularly relevant for the many reluctant leaders involved in jazz
and improvised music. Further research emphasises that the thing that sets servant leaders
apart is that the followers are the focus (Lubin 2001; Stone, Russell, and Patterson 2004).
This difference in focus means that while both transformational and servant leaders are
influential, servant leaders gain their influence through serving their followers (Russell and

Stone 2002).

Max De Pree’s (1992, 9) landmark book Leadership Jazz makes the case that the “jazz
band is an expression of servant leadership. The leader of a jazz band has the beautiful
opportunity to draw the best out of the other musicians. We have much to learn from jazz-
band leaders, for jazz, like leadership, combines the unpredictability of the future with the

gifts of individuals.”

In this research, servant leadership provides a model for the bandleader who, rather
than starting with a clear concept of what the band should sound like, allows the band to
develop their language together. The focus of the bandleader is on what the band members

can bring, rather than on what they have brought as a leader.
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Johan van ‘T Zet (2018) saw that self-reflection was the first step to becoming a
servant leader, and that a self-reflective leader was seen as more authentic by their
followers. This concept of being seen as authentic is crucial in building the trusting
relationship necessary in an improvising ensemble, which leads to another leadership

approach, namely, that of authentic leadership.

2.2.2.3 Authentic Leadership

The research around authentic leadership is still developing, but the generally understood

tenets of it are practised quite naturally by the jazz and improvised music bandleader.

The basic tenet of authentic leadership, namely that one brings their authentic self to
their leadership role (George 2003, 2007), is something which the musician/bandleader is
doing quite naturally. The general working style is amongst friends, or at the very least good
acquaintances and it would feel rather unnatural to come in acting like the “CEO of the

band”, and if someone did, they would likely not be a bandleader for very long.

The concept of utilising the authentic self sits quite comfortably with the tendencies
of the modern bandleader. If a bandleader is very naturally skilled in certain areas, those
areas come to the fore, rather than there being a one-size-fits-all approach to bandleading.
More importantly, by bringing the authentic whole selves, bandleaders are creating trust

and connection within the ensemble which is required for effective music making.

The Gardner et al. (2011) review of the existing research on authentic leadership
stated that the four components posited by Kernis and Goldman (2006) as making up

authenticity (awareness, unbiased processing, behaviour and relational orientation) are the
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components on which many further studies on authentic leadership are built. They argue
the authentic leader’s leadership style is an extension of who they are as people. By being
authentic as the leader of an ensemble, one can produce music which is both authentically
from the leader, but more importantly, authentically music made by the members of the

ensemble.

This research argues that while leaders have different styles, both related to their
personalities and their desired output, this authentic leadership approach helps to create
the required trust within an ensemble. It illustrates how the bandleaders are not working to
a specific formula but are emphasising their strengths and being open about their

weaknesses and using these to develop their leadership approach.

2.3 Gap In Literature

There is an increasing amount of literature about group improvisation, but very little dealing
with ensemble “group language”, particularly the issue of how this language is formed and
the ability of the ensemble to keep this language active rather than static. By focusing on
bandleader-led ensembles, and the role of the bandleader more widely in jazz and
improvised music ensembles, this research offers a unique perspective on the growth of
group language. In a bandleader-led ensemble, the project has to somehow conform to the
leader’s vision, thus offering a unique perspective into leadership in the often-collaborative
environment of improvised music, as well as the development of group language within a

bandleader-preconceived framework for an ensemble.
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While there have been several studies into improvised music looking at why
musicians make choices in the moment, this thesis takes a step back, rather than looking at
this micro level, it looks at how a musician makes choices of vocabulary for each different
ensemble situation, and the bandleader’s role in the development of the ensemble’s
understanding of this language. This research thus offers a new way of looking at how

improvisers are making choices musically based on the ensemble they are playing in.

The different things that impact musicians’ understanding of a group’s improvising
language are numerous and difficult to fully quantify. Building on the research into group
improvising language and its development, this research will more categorically look at how

different leadership approaches are helping to create an ensemble’s improvising language.

Referencing the research into leadership in jazz, what is lacking in the literature is the
clarity of how and why jazz musicians can do something quite naturally which is seen as
difficult or counter-intuitive to leaders outside of jazz. Much of the previous literature on
leadership in jazz is focused on using jazz as a metaphor to inspire exemplary leadership
outside of jazz, and thus is not focused on the relationship between leadership in jazz and
musical output. This research fills this gap by exploring divergent approaches across the
current jazz and improvised music scene, not focusing on leadership in the moment of
performance, but rather the role of leadership one step before performance, and specifically
how the bandleader is creating the barriers for the sound world that the band improvises
within. This research then provides a valuable resource, both within the previous research
on leadership and leadership in jazz, which exists more in the realm of business studies, and
also for the scholars involved in jazz studies, looking at leadership in jazz ensembles from a

musician/leader perspective.
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Looking more broadly into leadership studies outside of jazz, this research sees
leadership through a different lens. This research builds on existing leadership theories to
help illustrate different approaches of bandleaders. Rather than looking at the leader’s role
as the C.E.O of an ensemble, it investigates the leader’s main role as defining boundaries,
and how leaders do this without often actually overtly defining boundaries. This then offers
a unique perspective on what leadership can be, looking at leadership as a trailblazing

activity specific to each leader, rather than a set of strategies that a leader must employ.

2.4 Research Objectives

This research examines how bandleaders work to enact their vision on an ensemble to
develop an ensemble’s group improvising language. The bandleader’s vision for the
ensemble can be either a highly pre-conceived vision, a concept that the band itself will
form, or something in between the two. This focus on marrying a leader’s vision with the
individual improvisers they work with presents a different perspective into the study of
improvised music. Rather than looking on the micro level of how improvisers make decisions
in the moment, this research zooms out, exploring how the group language that the
members of an improvising ensemble work within is formed, and how bandleaders affect
that language, as well as the many influences on group language which are either outside

the bandleader’s control or unconscious.

This research interrogates the specific role of leadership within the collaborative
environment of jazz and improvised music. It examines in detail the role of the bandleader in
the contemporary jazz and improvised music scene, how the bandleader differs from

traditional leaders, and how these differences affect their approaches. It uses the models of
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transformational, servant and authentic leadership to illustrate the differing roles of the
bandleader related to the bandleader’s desired output. It uses these models to illustrate the
role that the bandleader has in the creation of a band’s group language, and how the
bandleader’s role in the creation of group language is the most musically significant part of

their role.

2.5 Research Questions

2.5.1 Main Research Question

How do bandleaders in jazz and improvised music practice leadership to support the growth
and development of an improvised musical language within an ensemble, and how are

these approaches connected to each individual bandleader and their musical output?

2.5.2 Sub Questions

Do bandleaders who have a more collaborative ensemble form a group language truly as a

collective, and if so, how is this achieved from a leadership perspective?

What do the bandleaders report as methods for dealing with the negative aspects of

improvising within an established band language?
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2.6 Research Methodology

This research uses a mixed methods qualitative analytical methodology. A qualitative
approach is best suited to answer the above questions because qualitative methods help to
define the details of the phenomena at the core of bandleading and the growth of group
language. “Qualitative research not only serves the desire to describe; it also helps move

inquiry toward more meaningful explanations” (Sofaer 1999, 1102).

1.Supporting CREATIVE
INTERVIEW growth and PRACTICE -
SERIES developmentof ANTHROPODS
language
4. Dealing with an 3. Forming
established band 5 pooroaches tied language as a
language to each individual collective

bandleader
and their output

Figure 4 - Utilising the Mixed Methods

Figure 4 illustrates the two qualitative methods utilised in this thesis which are the
interview series and the creative practice work with Anthropods. This study's main research
guestion about how bandleaders work to support the growth and development of group
language will be answered through both the creative practice work and the interview series.

Using both methods will enable a broad set of insights, with the interview series exploring
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multiple contrasting approaches as the bandleaders retrospectively look at their work, and
the creative practice allowing an in-depth review at each stage of development from my

perspective as the bandleader.

The second research question, addressing the ability of a bandleader-led ensemble
to form a language collectively will be answered through creative practice. To deal with the
guestion of the possibility of truly forming a language collectively, using the medium of
creative practice allows a full examination of this process from the start. It enables the
reader to examine the musical development alongside the changes of approach that each

stage of the band’s development enacted on my bandleading approach.

The third research question about bandleaders’ approaches to dealing with an
ensemble with an established language will be answered through the interview series. By
interviewing many bandleaders with contrasting backgrounds and approaches, the interview
series offers many different perspectives on the challenges of working with an improvising
ensemble long term. This research is not hoping to posit that there is a correct way to work
with an ensemble with a developed language, but rather to offer up different perspectives
about ways to work with an ensemble long-term and the broad range of interview

participants offers up several different and useful viewpoints.

Through this mixed methods design, the artistic research and the interview series can
directly inform one another (Leavy 2015), enabling a broader perspective that addresses
both retrospective and active aspects of the research questions. Alongside the interview
series, the creative practice research “creates conditions for the emergence of new
analogies, metaphors and models for understanding objects of enquiry” (E. Barrett and Bolt

2007, 7). The interview series allows a deeper understanding of the creative practice of
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others, and the artistic research deepens my own personal understanding, while also
deepening my understanding of the other bandleaders’ experiences. “There is no better way
to understand a particular aspect of creative practice than to research it in this direct way”
(Knowles and Cole 2008, 31). The methodological integration of these two approaches
extends the field knowledge beyond what is accessible in each individual approach, as well
as helping to verify the results created through the different studies by “ensuring that the
precise nature of the new knowledge is articulated through different lenses, and that the
field can be assured that it has been challenged through the investigation process” (Vear

2022, 230).

This study uses Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to analyse the
interviews because it specifically looks at how the bandleaders work, and IPA is well suited
to studying each bandleader’s specific experience with their creative practice. “IPAis a
method designed to understand people’s lived experience and how they make sense of it in

the context of their personal and social worlds” (J.A. Smith and Nizza 2022, 3).

The creative practice element, the creation of the ensemble Anthropods, offers a
unique perspective on not only the question that will only be answered by creative practice,
but also on the question which will be answered by both. By going into the project with
these questions in mind, rather than looking at it retrospectively as in the interview series,
the project offers deeper insights which can only be gained through active music-making and
a constant assessment of each stage of the process in the creation of a group language. In
using artistic practice as research, this thesis “offers an account of the search trajectories in
artistic practices...the results present themselves as possibilities” (Coessens, Crispin, and

Douglas 2009, 24). This approach depends significantly on my own subjective relationship
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with the creative process and output, and therefore demands some inspection to
understand what limitations and insights are brought about through my research

positionality.

2.6.1 Positionality /Reflexivity

My positionality as a researcher is one of a practitioner. This positionality means that this
thesis is not just an ethnography about bandleaders in improvised music, but rather is
“knowing from the inside”, a concept taken from the anthropologist Tim Ingold, where my
experience as a practitioner is enriching the interviews, and the interview data is providing a
transformational effect on my own practice based work (Ingold 2013). | have worked as a
bandleader intermittently since starting playing the drums in the early 1990s, and | have
worked professionally as a bandleader since roughly 2003. My experience as a practitioner
offers me both a unique and strong perspective to analyse the data, (A. Barrett, Kajamaa,
and Johnston 2020) as well as collegial access to the interviewees. In the interview series, |
was mostly treated like a peer/colleague, rather than a researcher or journalist, and thus

was able to gain insights which likely would not have been possible otherwise.

Having worked as a bandleader for the entirety of my professional career, the idea of
removing myself completely from the research is neither realistic nor advantageous. Rather |
am using my understanding of the bandleader experience to further understand the
interviewees' experience. As British psychologist lan Parker wrote on researcher subjectivity,
“We can consider the text as a dream...but we need to be aware of ourselves as the
dreamers...unlike instances of other people telling us their dreams, we understand and

share, partially at least, at some level, the story” (Parker 1997, 488).
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Through using the iterative analysis process inherent in IPA, | am better able to
recognise my reflexivity in the process of analysis, reflect on where my experience is useful
in the analysis process, while also gaining insights into each interviewee’s lived experience of
being a bandleader separate from my own experience (J.A. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin

2022a).

My positionality to the different interviewees was quite varying, some | knew as
colleagues, some | knew as people on the “scene”, and some | did not know at all. Some
would have been aware of the music | make, while others would likely have little to no
knowledge of my music at all. My position within the scene could have affected the way the
interviews ran from both my perspective and the interviewee’s perspective. The participants
varied in age, experience and notoriety within the music scene, and their perception of my
level of notoriety/importance to them could affect the way they responded in interview, and

likewise their relation to me in age.

Being a white middle-class American man will have shaped the way that some
participants responded to me, and this is particularly relevant in this study when speaking to
women or people of colour, acknowledging the effect my race and background could have

on the weight of the questions and addressing this in the analysis process.

The challenge within this study becomes about being aware of my positionality in
both the delivery of the interviews and the analysis process and using my experience as a
bandleader to help to understand the interviewees’ experience while attempting to not
prejudice their experience through the lens of my own experience. As Willig (2013, 25)
explains, “Reflexivity...means more than acknowledging personal ‘biases’; reflexivity invites

us to think about how our own reactions to the research context and the data actually make
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possible certain insights and understandings.” Reflexivity is however not just a set process,
but is tailored to each project and “based on [the] research aims, values and the logic of the

methodology involved” (Finlay and Gough 2003, 17).

To address the challenges inherent in this project, before the interviews, | attempted
to listen through each bandleader’s musical back catalogue with an as unbiased ear as
possible. Listening not to whether | liked the music or not, but rather attempting to listen to
it from a researcher’s perspective, and how their work as a bandleader was influencing the
group sound. During the interviews | attempted to create a comfortable and relaxed feeling,
to diffuse any potential tensions between myself and the interviewee. In the analysis, the
IPA process is particularly designed to pull oneself outside of a subjective understanding as
the interviewer to enable a deeper understanding of the interviewee’s personal experience

(J.A. Smith and Nizza 2022).

One particular problem during the analysis then became again about my own
musical taste. As previously stated, the interviewees | chose were mostly around my own
musical taste, but this pertained to some more than others. When | was less enamoured
with the music that we discussed as the band sound, it was then more challenging to not let
too much of my own preferences move into the analysis. In these cases, | had to take a step
back once again and look at the music as purely as possible as a researcher and not from my
personal perspective as a listener. Thus the process of reflexivity is a constant one, informed
by reflection at each stage of the process and with the aim to consider my “understanding of
culture, social realities and position” (A. Barrett, Kajamaa, and Johnston 2020, 10). While

overall my positionality in this research creates challenges, these are far outweighed by the



Chapter 2 Literature Review 46

positives inherent in my closeness to the subject at hand and the insights gained by being an

insider.



Chapter 3 Methods

This thesis uses a mixed methods approach, beginning with creative practice with the
ensemble Anthropods. The second section is an interview series with ten bandleaders that
was analysed with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. This chapter first discusses the
process and analysis of the Anthropods project. This is followed by the interview series,
presenting the method for selecting the interviewees, the interview design and the process

of transcribing and analysing the interviews.

3.1 Creative Practice — Anthropods

Anthropods was an ongoing project throughout the data collection process for this research.
The compositions and the working style were not a direct result or directly connected to any
specific research data, but rather an ongoing communication with the interview study. The
insights gained through the interview process filtered into the rehearsal process and
composition process. In line with the ethics approval given to this project by the University
of Edinburgh, the members of Anthropods were informed about the project (see appendix

D) and gave permission for their names to be identified within the research (see appendix E).

The Anthropods project is a response to the research questions through the means
of artistic research and is an auto-ethnographic case study on how | as a bandleader work in
the context of creating group language. As auto-ethnographic artistic research, it is by its

nature “non-linear and involves cycles of creation, reflection, [and] refinement...” (Bartleet

47
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2022, 138). While this element of the study is about my personal artistic work, an auto-
ethnographic work also sheds light on the work around it because, “the reading and writing
of self-narratives provides a window through which self and others can be examined and
understood... autoethnography is an excellent instructional tool to help...gain profound

understanding of self and others” (Chang 2016, 13).

The process of composing the first compositions for the band coincided with the
beginning of the interview series. | attempted, as much as possible, to go into these first
rehearsals without a clear idea of what the band sound should be, but rather to go in with a
few compositions and then develop more compositions as the band sound became clearer
in my head. All the rehearsals were recorded, and | wrote reflective notes both after the
rehearsals and after hearing the recordings. As the interviews developed, ideas gained from
the interviews fed into a style of working with the ensemble and this led to more
compositions and eventually the recording of our first aloum. After recording our first album,
and doing our first tour, the data collection for the interviews was mostly finished and the

process with Anthropods continued.

The final part of the project was the composition and recording of the Abundant
Shores Suite. After taking a full assessment of the music and data that was generated in the
study, this suite represents something that, while still being a product of my own approach,
is a greater reflection of the group language of the band. While the band is bound to
develop further, this suite represents what | will describe in the research as “closing the
circle”, finding a way as a bandleader to bring all of the musicians together, utilising their
distinct voices, while at the same time fitting them within a sound world that | feel

comfortable in as a bandleader.
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This piece was first premiered in Vienna, Austria at Echoraum in November 2022. It
was professionally recorded in September 2023 at the Janka Industries Studio in Vienna,
Austria. Like the rehearsals, all the concerts and studio sessions were recorded, and
reflective notes were written both before and after listening to them. The journey from the
start of Anthropods to our second album is a personal reflection and inquiry into the
research questions, the themes explored in the interviews, and the connections between

these things.

3.2 Interview Series and Analysis

The interview series began with the process of selecting bandleaders. My initial
requirements for the interviewees were that they were long-standing bandleaders working
in jazz and improvised music, and | wanted to try to get at least 50% non-male identifying
bandleaders. This research project was given ethics approval by the University of Edinburgh
(see appendix B), and the interviewees were informed about the project and gave

permission to have their names appear within the research (see appendix C and E).

Consistent with an IPA approach, the interviewees were selected through my
contacts within the jazz and improvised music scene, as well as my knowledge of different
bandleaders currently active (J.A. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022b). The interviewees are

presented throughout with their preferred pronouns.

3.2.1 First Five Interviewees

Cath Roberts (Sloth Racket) — Saxophone — Born 1983 — Lives in London, UK
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Cath Roberts is someone | have known for many years as part of the jazz and improvised
music scene. Several criteria led to my selection of Roberts as a research participant. Having
known Roberts and their music for many years, | knew that they were an interesting
composer and musician, and that Sloth Racket was quite a long-standing band. | also was
aware that Roberts was very involved in the public funding side of things, which is not so
common with everyone | talked to. | wanted to see how different Roberts would view their
role as someone who is often applying for funding to help support her project. | contacted
Roberts via email to ask them if they would like to take part in the study. The interview was
a semi-structured interview, and it took place on January 6%, 2022 online via Zoom and was

recorded with OBS studio.

Jan Kopinski (Pinski Zoo) — Saxophone — Born 1948 — Lives in Nottingham, UK

Jan Kopinski is someone who | have known for many years, having first encountered his
music when | was a student in Leeds around 2001-2002 when he was the artist in residence.
| have been a fan ever since and have been lucky to play with Kopinski in several different
improvised configurations and have guested with a few of his projects. | thought he would
be a good interview candidate because Pinski Zoo is a long-running band, and having worked
with him, | was aware of his quite hands-off approach as a bandleader, just bringing the
music and letting it go. | also thought it would be interesting to look at a band that, despite it
being long-standing, had quite a lot of personnel changes over the years, and wanted to
know what that would mean to the overall way of working and output. Kopinski is also the
only musician | spoke to that always did music as a side job, his money was always coming

from somewhere else, so | was interested in how this affected his approach. | contacted
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Kopinski by email to ask if he would want to be involved in the study. The interview was a
semi-structured interview and was held online via Zoom on October 28, 2021 and recorded

with OBS studio.

Faye MacCalman (Archipelago) - Saxophone — Born 1991 - Lives in Newcastle, UK

| had never met Faye MacCalman personally before and was familiar with her music through
her bass player John Pope. | met Pope several times when | was up playing in Newcastle, and
some friends told me about MacCalman’s band Archipelago, and | thought it would be an
interesting band for this project because it seemed much more like a “band”, rather than a
bandleader and side musicians, and was located fairly far away from the more traditional
jazz world. | felt before the interview that it seemed like more of a collaborative ensemble
with a leader, and | wanted to get some perspective on that. | contacted MacCalman via
email to ask if she would want to be part of the study. The interview was a semi-structured
interview and was held online via Zoom on December 3™, 2021 and recorded with OBS

studio.

Peter van Huffel (Gorilla Mask) — Saxophone - Born 1978 - Lives in Berlin, DE

| have known Peter van Huffel for quite a few years and have played a few double bills with
Gorilla Mask and my group Led Bib as well as with other projects. | thought he would be a
good candidate, because Gorilla Mask, somewhat similarly to Led Bib, is a “free-improvising”
band that is improvising within a very specific sound world/idiom much of the time. |

wanted to see how this was implemented as a bandleader, and how this was enabled to
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develop. | contacted van Huffel via email to arrange the interview. It was a semi-structured
interview, and was held online on December 14, 2021 via Zoom and recorded with OBS

studio.

Laura Jurd (Dinosaur) — Trumpet - Born 1990 — Lives in Frome, UK

| was familiar with Laura Jurd’s music through the London jazz scene, and playing a festival
together once in Germany, but | did not know it so well, outside of casual listening. We know
each other personally a bit, and | play with her husband, Elliot Galvin, who plays keyboards
in Dinosaur, but outside of a few meetings, we do not have a personal relationship. | thought
she would be an interesting candidate because | wondered how being a bit closer to the jazz
tradition and a bit more accepted by the jazz establishment would affect her approach, and
how having success at an early point in her career would have affected her. | contacted her
via email to arrange the interview. The interview was held online via Zoom on January 20,

2022 and recorded with OBS studio.

3.2.2 Second Five Interviewees

Having finished these five interviews | paused to reflect on what | had so far and what |
wanted to get out of the following interviews. Drawing on the data that was coming back
from the first 5 interviews, it was clear that age, background and geography were big factors
in how bandleaders were working and perceiving themselves and their bands. For the

following interviews, | wanted to make sure that | spread the net a little wider, outside of my
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personal acquaintances, to take in people from different places, backgrounds and ages to

expand the perspective of the study.

The data from the first five interviews showed that the processes involved in forming
a group language were more relevant to this study in bands that featured a larger amount of
open improvisation. In these second five interviews, | aimed to find bandleaders where the
majority of the band sound was made in the moment of performing the music, rather than

in the composition.

As much of jazz and improvised music in the current scene owes its roots to the
original free jazz pioneers of the 1960s, another factor in the recruitment of these final
interviewees was getting some people as close to the original wave of free jazz in the 1960s
as possible. All these factors meant that this next group of 5 interviews leaned more towards
North America and included BAME musicians, as well as older musicians. To accommodate
some of these recruitment aims, as well as to reflect where interesting data was coming
back from in the first set of interviews, this second set of interviews features bandleaders
who have not just led one band for a long time, but people who were active leading various
ensembles. This group was more of a mix of people who | had a personal connection with

and people who | had no personal connection with at all.

Mary Halvorson (Various Bands) — Guitar - Born 1980 — Lives in New York, USA

| have been familiar with Mary Halvorson’s music since sharing a festival bill many years ago.
We had never actually previously spoken to each other before, and | doubt that she was

aware of my music, but we shared a record label, and the label (Cuneiform Records) kindly
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put me in touch with her. | thought she would be an interesting candidate as she has led
many different projects and the band we spoke about grew from trio to nonet, but somehow
still seemed like one band, which was an interesting concept, and | was interested in how
this worked. She also represents musically perhaps the clearest link between free
improvisation and the jazz tradition of the interviewees, so it was interesting to get her
perspective. Steve Feigenbaum from Cuneiform Records contacted her on my behalf, and
she agreed to do the interview. The interview was a semi-structured interview and it took

place on March 10, 2022 online via Zoom and was recorded with OBS studio.

Lina Allemano (Lina Allemano Four) — Trumpet — Born 1973 — Lives in Berlin, DE and

Toronto, CA

Lina Allemano is someone | met perhaps seven years ago when doing a double bill with a
band of mine in Vienna and her touring improv band from Canada, Titanium Riot. | really
enjoyed her concert and subsequently sought out more of her composed music and felt that
her quartet, which she has been leading for many years, could be a great ensemble for this
research because of its development over the years from something more resembling
“modern jazz”, to a much more open improvising ensemble. The band | had seen her with
previously was a completely improvised ensemble, so the thing that interested me here was
finding out what it means to be a bandleader more in the context of what is generally
understood as “free improvisation”. | contacted Allemano via email about doing the
interview. The interview was a semi-structured interview and took place on March 17,

2022 online via Zoom and | recorded it with OBS studio.
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Orphy Robinson (Various Bands) - Vibraphone/Percussion - Born 1960 - Lives in London,

UK

| first met Orphy Robinson perhaps fifteen or so years ago, while playing on the same bill,
where he was playing in a band with Charles Hayward, Hugh Hopper and Lol Coxhill. We
have seen each other here and there on gigs and have played together a bit over the years,
but do not have a close personal relationship. | was interested in interviewing him because
while he has worked as a bandleader, his role stretched also into being an MD and being a
mentor and | was interested in the connections here. | also wanted to be more
representative of the non-white section of the jazz and improvised music community, which
is where it all started, and | felt that an original member of the Jazz Warriors was a good
place to start. | contacted Robinson via email about doing the interview. The interview was a
semi-structured interview and took place on May 5%, 2022 online via Zoom and | recorded it

with OBS studio.

Tim Berne (Various Bands) - Saxophone - Born 1954 - Lives in New York, USA

| have been familiar with Tim Berne’s music since seeing a few of his concerts while at
university in 2000-2003 and have been a fan since. The difference in Berne’s case compared
to many of the other interviewees is he is not focused on just one band but has been the
leader of many different long-standing ensembles. This felt somehow closest to the jazz
tradition of people like Art Blakey and Miles Davis, having a band be a sort of training ground
for young musicians, with each iteration of Berne’s band being a new exploration of his
fascinating language. | had no personal connection with Berne and contacted him via email

about whether he would want to take part in the study. The interview was a semi-structured
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interview, and it took place on May 4", 2022 online via Zoom and was recorded with OBS

studio.

William Parker (Various Bands) - Bass - Born 1952 - Lives in New York, USA

| have been familiar with William Parker both as a player and bandleader for many years, but
had no personal connection with him, following a series of enquiries, | was very pleased that
he wanted to take part in the interview. Parker for me represents the closest | could get to
the original innovations of the 1960s free jazz pioneers, and he felt like a really important
perspective to have. His generation, ethnicity, and relation to many early pioneers, gives him
a perspective on improvised music that | would not be able to attain through any of the
other interviews. The interview was a semi-structured interview and it took place on May

3rd 2022 online via Zoom and was recorded with OBS studio.

3.2.3 Interview Design and Pre-Interview Preparation

| decided that the best design for this study would be to do a series of semi-structured
interviews because | wanted to ask “probing, open-ended questions and want[ed] to know
the independent thoughts of each individual in a group” (Adams 2015, 494). | set a series of
draft questions informed by Adams’ guidance on how to conduct semi-structured interviews,
which | then refined with the help of colleagues and my supervisory team. | then proceeded
to do a practice interview with bass player/composer/bandleader Liran Donin, which helped

me to further refine both the interview questions and my interview style.
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As the main focus of the interviews was to gain further insight into the creation of
group language, a good place to start with each interview was to ask the interviewees to
send a track beforehand that they felt either represented best the group sound of the band,
or felt like the turning point for the band where it was clear what the group sound was. In
preparation for the interviews, | listened through the back catalogue of all the interviewees
and tried to pinpoint myself where it felt like the group language was formed. While
listening through the back catalogue, | took notes on all the albumes, reflecting on the
development of the ensemble, and took a step back to look reflexively at how | was hearing
the music. Asking for the interviewee to bring a track offered a counterbalance to see if the
bandleader’s opinion about the development was similar to my own, and in most of the
cases where the bandleader picked a track, we had similar opinions of where the band

language became clearer.

Requesting the track was however not always fully successful, some interviewees
brought the track to the interview, some were not able to pick anything, and in the case of a
few bandleaders who had a broader output, it did not make sense to start with just one
track. However the preparation with the track went, the interview started by discussing

group language.

The interviews were roughly split into three sections (see appendix A), ‘Bandleading
Style’, ‘Reflections on the Band’, and ‘Practical Realities of Running a Band’. While each
section had a series of questions, the interviews were somewhat tailored to each
interviewee’s particular experience, and the interviews were allowed to wander into
discussions beyond the written questions. The questions followed the guidance set out by

J.A. Smith and Nizza (2022) specifically tailored to conducting semi-structured interviews for
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an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) study. This meant ensuring that the
guestions were open-ended without assumptions to not steer the interviewees to give a
particular answer. The interviews were structured in a funnel structure (Brinkmann and
Kvale 2015), where the start of the interviews were broader questions about group sound
and as the interview went on, the questions became more specific about personal
relationships within the ensemble. The interviews varied somewhat in length but generally

were around one hour long.

3.2.4 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

As | wanted to “understand people’s lived experience and how they make sense of it in the
context of their personal and social worlds” (J.A. Smith and Nizza 2022, 3), Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was an excellent method for analysing this study. Smith and

Nizza elaborate,

With IPA the objective is to get as close as possible to the lived experience of
participants so that it can be examined in details. Accordingly IPA researchers aim for
insight into what it is like to have an experience from the point of view of the person
who has had it to elicit rich descriptions, trying to capture the emotions surrounding
the experience and how people understand it and make sense of it (J.A. Smith and
Nizza 2022, 4).

IPA is suited to a smaller sample size and a somewhat homogenous group. However,
with the role of the bandleader in jazz and improvised being somewhat rare amongst the
general population, IPA also accounts for the shared experience of being a bandleader to
create the necessary homogeneity in the sample (J.A. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022a).

With a relatively small sample size, this study itself is not aspiring to be reflective of the
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differences in approaches based on age, gender, race, etc., rather it highlights the individual
approaches of these bandleaders. Bandleading is an artistic and personal activity, and thus

IPA highlights each individual’s approach and the effect that their background has on it.

While IPA is looking at the individual’s experience, it also describes the convergence
in accounts by the participants (J.A. Smith and Nizza 2022). Through the analysis of each
bandleader’s individual approach, this research then seeks to gain insight into convergences
and divergences among the bandleaders, as well as connecting the bandleaders’ experiences

to their musical output.

3.2.5 Individual Interview Analysis Process

The analysis process followed the process set out by J.A. Smith and Nizza (2022) in Essentials
of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Each interview was held online over Zoom and
recorded directly into the computer with OBS studio. The first part of the process was the
transcription of the interview. | began by playing through the recording of the interview at a
slower speed to enable me to more accurately transcribe the interview. When this was
completed, | then went back through the interview at normal speed several times to check
for any mistakes and note down any significant events in the interview | may have missed in
the slower version (i.e. long pauses, laughs, connection issues, etc.). In a standard IPA study,
this would also be the time to anonymise the data, but as this study was not just about the
bandleader’s experience, but the relationship between their experience and their musical

output, it was not possible to anonymise the data in this case.

| then formatted the transcript with large margins on either side and line numbers

and listened back to the interview along with the transcript and made notes in the right
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margin of my initial reactions and made a set of exploratory notes about the interview. This
was followed by going through the interview once more with the notes and formulating in
the left column a series of experiential statements, creating at least one statement for each
time the interviewee spoke, trying to capture what the meaning of the experience to the

interviewee was. These were then collated in the left column of the transcript.

This was followed by making a new document with all the experiential statements
and printing them out. | then cut out each experiential statement and arranged them
randomly on the floor or table (see appendix F). This process is done to enable the analyst to
approach the experiential statements with a clean slate rather than be affected by when
they happened. In the next phase, | then put together which experiential statements fit with
which other ones and attempted to make the statements into three or four clustered

personal experiential themes.

After the clustered personal experiential themes were created for each interview, |
made another document separating the original experiential statements into the clustered
personal experiential themes. | then went back to the transcript to include illustrative quotes
alongside their line numbers on the new document. As IPA is meant to be an iterative
process, the process of creating the document of these clustered personal themes often
meant going back to the original text and realising some things were connected that were
not immediately clear. Following the completion of this process on all ten interviews | began

to do the cross-case analysis.
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3.2.5.1 Cross-Case Analysis

The beginning of this process involved looking through all the personal experiential themes
and “highlighting the shared and unique features of the experience across the contributing
participants” (J.A. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022b). Once points of connection were
determined, then the process began to determine whether, when experiencing a similar

experience, each bandleader reacted in the same way.

In the process of the cross-case analysis, | printed out all the analyses of the
interviews and began to highlight different experiential themes and clustered experiential
themes and connected them across the studies. Since this group had quite diverse
backgrounds, experiences and unique interview styles, this sometimes meant a further layer
of analysis was required. For example, sometimes this could be as simple as connecting one
bandleader’s discussion of the effect that their formal jazz education had on their approach,
to another bandleader’s discussion of their lack of formal education, and its impact on their
approach. However, as the interviewees were given space to explore different themes,
sometimes wider philosophies came into focus in the interviews, and then the analysis
process involved determining whether these philosophies fit into their bandleading
approach or their wider life approach, and how to connect these to other interviewees’

experiences.

As | went through the different interviews, the amount of different group experiential
themes got smaller. It was clear through the process that the connections from one topic to
another often fit closer together than | realised as | read through more accounts. By the end

of this process, | ended up with 4 group experiential themes:

e Bandleading Philosophy
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e Musical Philosophy
e Social/Emotional

e Logistics/Business

Some individual interview themes fit quite neatly in these categories, but with the
ones that did not, | went through each printed analysis transcript one by one and marked
them for placement in the best corresponding theme. When necessary, | also went back to

the original interview transcript.

While the interview study used IPA to do the analysis, the overall thesis does not
follow a typical IPA design. Firstly because it’s a mixed methods study, but also because it is
interested in the relationship between the experiences of the participants and the resulting
music. The generalisations made in the study are then a further level of analysis related to
each bandleader’s experiences connected to their musical output. Due to the mixed
methods approach and the connection of the findings from the interviews and the musical
output, the clearest way to present the output is through the merging of the discussion and
analysis sections of the IPA study. While this is an atypical design for an IPA study, it is
accepted within the realms of IPA analysis (J.A. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022b). Likewise
while combining an IPA study with an auto-ethnographic approach is not common, J.A.
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009, 132) offer up the suggestion that “it is unusual to see this
in IPA work, but it is possible to imagine that IPA could be used as an approach alongside

such a strategy.”
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3.3 Presentation of Findings

The creative practice and interview studies are presented concurrently to show how they are
complementary and are both involved in answering the main research question from
different perspectives, as well as offering perspectives on the sub-questions that only each
specific method can bring. Chapter 4 presents the artist research with Anthropods and the
interview study features in chapter 5. Chapter 6 offers an analysis of the results of both the
studies and what they offer together in answering the research questions. This is followed by

the conclusion in chapter 7.
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4.1 Anthropods Project Overview

| set up the Anthropods project as a new start for me as a bandleader. After running Led Bib
for twenty years, a project which very much took on a life of its own musically, | wanted to

reassess what | wanted to do as a bandleader starting again twenty years later.

The Anthropods project provides a detailed account of how the band’s language
developed from the first rehearsals to two albums in (across a four-year period). My goal as
a bandleader was to develop a band focused project, allowing the project as much as
possible to run itself, and examining how the project would develop without too strong an
influence as a bandleader. The project was running concurrently alongside the interview
process, and as a bandleader, | was using insights gained through the interview process in

my leadership of the ensemble.

Throughout this chapter, there are audio and video recordings from rehearsals,
concerts and studio recordings. The recordings document how the ensemble developed
from a band with no established language, to a band with a developed group language four
years later. Alongside the musical examples, the scores for the pieces are included. The
scores are provided to offer a clearer picture of what the ensemble was working from when
they performed together, but the focus is on what is contained within the recordings, and
what the band did with those compositions, rather than the scores themselves. This chapter
will now present the Anthropods project chronologically, beginning with the founding of the

ensemble and moving through the first rehearsals, album recording sessions and touring.

64
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4.1.1 Anthropods Formation / Band Members

When | began searching for members for the ensemble, | knew | wanted the instrumentation
to be somewhat non-traditional, an ensemble which by its instrumentation already had to
think differently about group sound, rather than being able to fall back on traditional
instrument roles. | did not have any specific instrumentation in mind but knew that | wanted

to avoid a front-line horns and rhythm section situation.

The people | chose have somewhat mixed musical backgrounds, Irene Kepl (violin —

www.irenekepl.at) was someone who | have worked with often in improvised music

projects, as well as other projects, and was the first person | thought to ask. Kepl did study
jazz and classical music, but her main focus as a player is in contemporary and improvised

music.

The next person | thought of was Susanna Gartmayer (bass clarinet -

http://gartmayer.klingt.org). | knew Gartmayer from a few projects, and she also played

some clarinet on the last Led Bib album, but we had not played extensively. She has a fine
art background, having not studied clarinet at university, and has no experience that | am
aware of playing in more traditional jazz contexts. In terms of her projects, they range from

improvised music to experimental rock music, to contemporary music.

| then thought of Jakob Gnigler (tenor sax - http://jakobgnigler.com), who | had

played one concert with and heard him play a small amount with different people. | did not

know his playing so well, but enjoyed our one concert together and thought it could work
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out. Gnigler studied jazz at university and is involved in some more jazz-leaning projects but

is mostly involved in improvised music.

The last chair to fill was that of the cello, in this case, | did think that | wanted
specifically to have the cello as an instrument in the band, but | did not know who would be

right. | did not know Clemens Sainitzer (cello - http://www.clemenssainitzer.com/), aside

from sharing a bill on a gig together. In that gig, | enjoyed his playing, but | knew very little
about him aside from that, so | took a chance and asked him. Sainitzer studied musicology at
university and the projects he is involved with are more on the “song” end of the spectrum,

although also jazz and improvised music.

My own role within the ensemble is not just as the bandleader but as the drummer.
As a drummer, | am involved in many different projects ranging from avant-rock music to
free improvisation to more jazz focused projects.? While | enjoy playing with new musicians
and do often play in new configurations, my career has been characterised by working within
bands long-term, and | particularly enjoy improvising within different bands’ developed

languages.

The age range is a little wider with Anthropods than with my other project Led Bib,

with Gartmayer being 48 in 2024 and Sainitzer the band’s youngest at 33.

2 For further information - https://www.allaboutjazz.com/take-five-with-mark-holub
- https://www.classical-music.com/features/artists/led-bibs-mark-holub - http://www.markholub.com
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4.2 Ensemble Founding

The start of Anthropods was complicated in some ways by the fact that we were not all
coming out of the same training or background. | needed to find a way to communicate and
relate to these players in a way that | did not have to be so conscious about with my other
project Led Bib, where all the players had a jazz background. The beginning of Anthropods
saw me bring tunes to a band that did not have a developed sound yet. Without a developed
language, | was hoping to not have any further influence on the band’s language beyond my

compositions.

4.2.1 Early Recordings

4.2.1.1 Rehearsal-20/10/2020

When | first started working with the ensemble, | brought along a few compositions to use
as a starting point. While | did somewhat have the musicians and the instrumentation in
mind, without having played together previously, any active knowledge of the band sound

was not possible. In this early rehearsal, my comments at the time were:

It feels at least in the moment that it sits most comfortably with more of a ‘free
improv’ language, but it also seems to work based more in tonality and time...so,
somewhere in between(!) But it definitely doesn’t sit where Led Bib naturally sat,
and | sometimes feel that the pieces which are more ‘groove’ based, seem to get a
tiny bit lost somehow, like they are pieces written for the wrong band.

However, even at this early juncture in the band’s history, one can hear the

beginnings of the band’s language which continued developing, even though | was not
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aware of it at the time. This first composition, Forest Capers, was written before | had any
real idea of what the band might sound like, and certainly, a composition like this, with some
variation could have found a home in Led Bib’s repertoire. However, the approach
compositionally was also slightly different to a Led Bib piece because there is so little
composed material and no real groove to call on in the improvising in the traditional way
that Led Bib would have. | wrote the composition using language that | was accustomed to,
hoping this could offer inspiration for the improvisers, without dictating what should
happen.

Forest Capers / Rehearsal Audio - https://on.soundcloud.com/3CRxfrEtd5YjmQSX8(Mark

Holub 2025a)

Forest Capers

Mark Holub
J=150
” () | | .. |
Violin 1 | tfbe ——— ‘ e
(o fibe— | ba—— e 5 o r o
o o  fe ¥ . \ b‘--l
. ) [l"'|= i JZF_. F — 17 b\. be O
Violoncello ||I=/* ! ; ! . — ~
s
e ) ;
o } I 3
Tenor Saxophone |y ] ] — T o= P
\._)V ] — I —— T\L I = = # b_d‘. 9# 1 —
LI ==
Bass Clarinet ,J"n 2 = = | : K —
in By |E5Hr— ] ——— e e B
e e S S e o
2 e *

Figure 5 - Forest Capers Score

Even in the more traditional “free jazz” language at the beginning of the

improvisation (0:20 - 1:50), one can hear a strong connection to tonality, repetitive figures,
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and melody, approaches that the band would continue to develop. Particularly later in the
improvisation (2:50 — end) one can hear the role that Susanna Gartmayer went on to further
develop within the ensemble, creating drones, tonal colours and areas that the band then
improvised around. Having Gartmayer, someone who was not bringing the traditional “free
jazz” approach, helped to colour what would become the ensemble’s sound world. While
this was an early meeting, one can already hear some directions that the band continued to
explore, even though | was not able at the time to spell out where it felt like the band might

be going musically.

4.2.1.2 First Concert- 2/2/2021 — Porgy and Bess, Vienna

This felt like a big moment for the band, even though it was a streaming-only concert due to

the COVID pandemic. In my notes on the concert, | say,

The concert went by rather fast. | think this is a combination of factors, one being
that it has been a long time since the last time | played a concert, but the general
nervous energy that | had about the whole thing made it zip by rather quickly. In the
moment of playing and afterwards, | felt it was quite a strong performance, and | felt
like it was an ensemble which definitely is beginning to find its voice. But, now 2 days
later, | am really not so sure. | don’t actually have much of a memory of moments of
the concert which | usually would have.

Perhaps my uncertainty could be attributed to the “newness” of the whole thing, |
was somehow too in the moment to have the time to get such an objective picture of how
the performance went. Coming off the stage there was quite a mixed reaction from the
band, and | think my own exuberance and nervous energy meant that | overplayed on the
gig, which did not allow the music to develop in such an organic way. The improvisations

ended up somewhat one-dimensional, leaning towards a more comfortable place, namely a
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more typical free jazz language, with little time or space given for deviations from this
language. This concert snippet features the aforementioned Forest Capers as well as Messy
to Me. Messy to Me was another early composition for the band, and leans more towards
language that | had developed with my band Led Bib. This is not to completely say that the
compositional language does not suit the band, but rather that the composition was not
written with the developed band sound in mind.

Forest Capers / Messy To Me Live Video Link -

https://youtu.be/ZtGylxbjhM0?si=60Ctft 1BvNTKN4v6(Mark Holub 2025a)




71

Chapter 4 Creative Practice - Anthropods

Messy To Me

Mark Holub
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4.2.2 Unconscious Influencing

Despite my efforts to allow the band to develop without my influence as much as possible,
listening back to the rehearsal recordings around this period, | often share my views about
what | think could happen. My comments were never instructions before playing, but rather
comments on what happened in the playing, and they were often positive reinforcement of
things that went on in the improvising that | liked. While it may not be that all these
characteristics that | was advocating for found their way into the music, | was setting out my
preferences, which in different ways would have filtered into each musician’s understanding

of what the music could sound like.

Sometimes however, there was a more concrete impact of our discussions. For
example, outside of rehearsal, in an informal meeting with the band, | mentioned that | did
not really like bands doing musical “swells” in improvised music. This became a bit of an
ongoing joke and Clemens Sainitzer even wrote on his Anthropods music folder “No Swells
Band”. While the whole thing was seen somewhat as a joke, “swelling” became something

that the band rarely does, a clear connection to this discussion.

| will continue with quotes from within rehearsals where | directly commented on
what had happened, offering directions of what could happen musically in the future.
Alongside the quotes, | will offer explanations of what | feel | was trying to communicate

more broadly about musical possibilities within the ensemble.
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4.2.2.1 Rehearsal Quotes

MH - “It was cool in beginning of the improvising, you were playing a bit of the tune and it

sounded sort of demented.”

Here | was attempting to push the idea that using the tunes in the improvising is a
good idea, and that we do not need to always start completely afresh when we get to the
improvising sections. This was happening a lot anyway, so rather than trying to shape the

sound, this was a reinforcement of what was already happening.

MH - “I think having the feeling of not being scared when | don’t play, but the feeling that we

can make a quick change into something else instead of going oh shit”

Here | was trying to develop a sense that the music is adaptable to people coming in
and out, and particularly that when | stop playing it does not need to mean that the
improvising is finished. This was a theme which came up in quite a few different quotes from
the rehearsal recordings. Early in the life of Anthropods, it often felt like when we finished
one idea, rather than going to another one, we would just play some “filler” material until

either the tune came or we stopped, so | was also trying to stop us from doing that.

MH - “It’s like when Jakob is playing a lot, or whoever is playing a lot, when we get to the
notes, the written notes, don’t go just right into the notes, then it has this sort of, we are

doing this and then we are doing that...so it has this sort of hangover between the sections”



Chapter 4 Creative Practice - Anthropods 75

The improvising and tunes should be connected and flow into each other, rather than
being two separate things. This is always a challenge in any band which mixes composed and

improvised material, and it was no different in this band.

MH - “I think if you’re out, don’t be afraid to be like, | am out, it’s done...I think it’s better to

not let it drag on, like | am maybe out...either | am going to go or I’'m not”

This is a characteristic that has always been important to me as a leader, namely the

idea that it is better to be concise than to let things drag on too long.

MH “Don’t be afraid to jump out as a soloist, | feel like it’s a lot of group texture...”

This was something that | talked about a lot in the beginning, and struggled with,
because having a jazz background, | am used to often having soloist/accompanist
relationships within an ensemble, something which was happening infrequently in this band.
With time, however, | embraced the sound that the band naturally made, which was

generally much more of a group improvisation texture.

MH - “In concert, | think it will be clearer, do we want to do the tune again...”

Here | am attempting to leave open the idea of whether we will play the tune at the
start and end of the piece — “jazz style”. This ended up being a point of discussion,
particularly with Gartmayer, who wanted to understand more about how the pieces are

meant to work as a whole programme. Because of the pandemic, although we had been
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playing a while by this point, we still had not played in public, so my feeling was that some of
these things would sort themselves out in actual performance. The conversation continued

later in the rehearsal.

CS - Since we’ve never played live before, is it like, we can play the tune again at the end?

MH — Yeah, probably we play live and we play every tune at the end. No...we definitely

could...

CS - We say it’s possible, but it never happens, even in rehearsal.

MH - No, we definitely can do it..

SG - Maybe it’s good to have a plan

IK - I think it makes it clear what it can be like as a programme

CS - Or it makes it clear like this is an impro part and then into another tune

These sorts of conversations, as well as my perspective on how the music was
developing, led me to believe as a composer that | should work with more through-
composed compositions, with the improvising composed inside them, rather than my jazz-
based approach of “composition — improvisation — composition”. These conversations also
gave me a better understanding of what the band felt like was working well, further

influencing my compositions for the ensemble.

It is however impossible to effectively quantify exactly what the impact of these
statements and discussions were, and how they were received and acted on by each
member. Some may have been ignored, some may have been realised, and likely the things

that were absorbed were not necessarily realised in the way that | had envisaged them.
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Likewise, comments from the band on the music may have landed differently with me than
they meant them. However, while it may not be that everyone’s perspective on the
discussions were the same, whatever each person took from the discussions informed the
way that we all thought about the language of the band. Each interaction helped the band
members have a deeper understanding of how they perceived my vision for the ensemble
and their role within that. From my perspective as the bandleader, all these discussions
furthered my understanding of how the music | was bringing was sitting with the band,

helping me to find better ways to work with the ensemble.

4.3 Early Development of Group Language

While in retrospect one can hear in the early Anthropods recordings where the group
language developed from, the recording of the first album and our first tour mark the start
of when it began to feel clearer to the ensemble and myself how the language was
developing. Entering the recording studio and taking the material on tour meant that the
playing situations were different from the rehearsals. The added pressure of knowing that
the music is for public consumption and that we need to perform it in real time makes an
ensemble dig deeper to find out ways to make things work. This develops everyone’s
understanding of where each ensemble can go. This section examines music from the first
album as well as the band'’s first tour and finishes with a section extracting the language

components of the band up until this point.



Chapter 4 Creative Practice - Anthropods 78

4.3.1 First Album Recording Session - 8/2/22 —9/2/22

The band’s first recording session saw me bring nine compositions which we recorded over
two days. It was all recorded in one room, and while the compositions themselves offered
inspiration to the improvisations, no formal directions were given beforehand as to what

might happen in the improvisations.

In the run-up to the recording, we were having a band discussion about how we
were going to set up and Sainitzer made an interesting point that if we had played together
for years, it would probably be easier to do everything with headphones and in separate
rooms because we could somewhat “fake it”. “Faking it” gives the concept a slightly negative
connotation which it does not necessarily need to have. The process of recording improvised
music in the studio is often done with an element of “faking” the real live moment of
playing. But, the crux of his point was that we do not really know how this band sounds, so
we cannot fake it. We have to all be able to respond in the moment to what is happening,

and as improvisers, the best way to do that is to be in the room with the other musicians.

The session itself, like pretty much any session of improvised music, was challenging.
The attempt to recreate what happens in concert in the recording studio is always
challenging. This session was no different, but the thing | reflected on in my notes that

perhaps was special to this session was my understanding of what good was.

| need to change my expectations of what it should sound like. In my head, | hear the
sound that Led Bib made when it was working well and think that is sort of the
pinnacle of what ‘my’ band can do. But this is a completely different ensemble and |
need to rethink what it can be and what a ‘good sound’ for this band is. | think that
with some space from the session and then listening back, | should have a better feel
for what this band really sounds like.
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Particularly after leading Led Bib for so long, my understanding of what “good”
meant was what Led Bib sounded like when they were playing well, but that was a
completely different ensemble with a completely different frame of reference. My notes at

the time say,

| have never gone into something as a bandleader with less of a sense of what it
should/could sound like. And also less of a sense of whether | think it’s good...l am
really going into it, and presenting it, though not overtly, as a work in progress. |
don’t know if this is what the band should do, but we are doing it, so here it is! It
actually is somehow quite liberating to not have the feeling that it has to be
amazing...| have no idea if it will be amazing or terrible, but | will just try to make
music and respond in the moment and see what comes...and that is a good recipe for
mental health, and also perhaps a good recipe to make the music work.

My approach of allowing the band to do what it felt like it wanted to do in the
moment was still feeling somewhat foreign, but | was also beginning to realise that
previously as a bandleader | was putting pressure on each gig, each recording, to be
amazing. It’s not that with Anthropods | did not want it to be great, but rather, | wanted it to
just be what it was on the night, and not feel the pressure that | needed to make it happen. |
was beginning to realise that feeling pressure to make it “happen” in the performance
makes it harder for the band to be what it wants to be in the moment, an insight which was
also coming back from the interview series, and that by letting the ensemble find its own
way, | was able to enjoy the process more, and the music also benefited. This ensemble
needed to have its own “aesthetic agreement” (Blake 2016), and | needed to get some space
from the session itself to allow myself to find what that agreement was, and realise that the
band was beginning to find its language. | will now examine three compositions from the

session in further detail.
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4.3.1.1 The Bells

The Bells - Listening link: https://discusmusic.bandcamp.com/track/the-bells

The most successfully realised compositions on the album, in my opinion as the
bandleader, are ones where | was able to reflect more on the natural sound of the band and
compose with that in mind. Highlighting two different approaches, the first is my
composition The Bells. | consciously tried to create something which was not reliant on
groove and was on the more low-key end of the scale. | also created a composition where
the improvising and the composition could flow more naturally together, helped along by
the drone-based language, and the drums taking a back seat. The improvising is quite tonal,
and not quick in moving from section to section. It is quite anchored to the tune, and mostly
group improvisation, rather than solo and support. A lot of these characteristics were far
from what | was suggesting in the rehearsal discussions, but they came to be characteristics
that defined the ensemble. This shows that while | may have been offering some positive
reinforcement of certain characteristics | liked in the improvising, the members of the

ensemble still trusted the process enough to find their own way within the band language.
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4.3.1.2 For Charles

For Charles - Listening Link: https://discusmusic.bandcamp.com/track/for-charles

Another composition from this session which was more directly responding to the

band sound is For Charles. | wrote this piece without a specific instrument in mind, it’s
essentially a sort of pentatonic bluesy melody. With this piece, | composed the

indeterminate elements directly into the piece. No one specific has to play the melody, and

there is no set harmony part, as well as no specific time that the melody should be played. |

wanted this to work as a small section of melody which would create an improvisational
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zone which we would then play within. We are not particularly referencing the composition
in much of the improvising, but the influence of either knowing that the composition is
coming eventually or knowing where we came from influences where we go. Likewise, my
own somewhat preconceived ideas about where the improvising could go that | referenced
in the discussion section are mostly non-existent here. This is not improvising related to the
jazz soloist tradition, but much more of a group improvising texture. There is not the feeling
of being stuck to the material, but there also is not the feeling that the material is

completely superfluous and just an excuse to improvise together.
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