
No One Improvises Alone Opera News: Journal of Music and Performing Arts • Sep 2025, pp. 152-153

RESEARCH ESSAY

No One Improvises Alone: Distributed Agency in
Ensemble Performance

Quintard Taylor1,∗

1Department of History, University of Washington, Seattle, United States
Correspondence: quintard@uw.edu

⋄

An improvised phrase belongs to
more than the musician who
sounds it. Room resonance, an-

other player’s withheld entrance, an in-
strument’s resistance, and a remembered
convention all participate in what be-
comes possible next. How can ensemble
agency be distributed without denying
individual skill and accountability? Im-
provisation is collective when agency is
traced through invitations, constraints,
and uptake rather than assigned only
to the source of each sound. Rather
than asking whether the object is inher-
ently progressive, authentic, communal,
or memorable, the assessment asks how
turns, overlaps, withheld responses, ges-
ture, acoustic conditions, rehearsal his-
tories, and musicians’ retrospective dis-
agreement organize the dynamic between
originating a gesture and enabling its im-
pact in mode of work.

To investigate the question, micro-
assessment of decision sequences com-
bined with collaborator accounts of per-
ceived options offers a better route
than treating finished works as self-
explanatory. The evidence base consists
of turns, overlaps, withheld responses,
gesture, acoustic conditions, rehearsal his-
tories, and musicians’ retrospective dis-
agreement. These sources answer unlike
questions and should not be collapsed
into a single archive. Their force depends
on whether an account specifies how one
action changed another respondent’s field
of choices, a test that ties inference to
observable result.

A bassist repeats an uneven figure that
the drummer initially leaves open. When
the drummer accents its final note, the fig-
ure becomes a shared metric proposal and
the pianist reorganizes harmonic rhythm
around it. The analytical gain comes
from following effect rather than symbol-
ism. A feature becomes central because
it changes what someone can perceive,
do, remember, or contest. In that sense,
the case supplies an operational account

of the connection between originating a
gesture and enabling its result and es-
tablishes a standard against which the
second scene can disagree.

The mechanism can now be stated
more exactly. Turns, overlaps, withheld
responses, gesture, acoustic conditions,
rehearsal histories, and musicians’ ret-
rospective disagreement locate commit-
ments in a recoverable sequence, while
the relation between originating a gesture
and enabling its aftermath explains why
those decisions matter beyond the fin-
ished appearance. The inference remains
bounded by whether an account specifies
how one action changed another collabo-
rator’s field of choices. If that condition
is absent, the case may still be evocative,
but it cannot support the same account
of impact or responsibility.

In a free improvisation, a ventilation
hum occupies the same register as a
bowed instrument. The player shifts up-
ward, making the room an active con-
straint without granting the machine in-
tention. This case reverses the earlier
balance between visibility and control.
What becomes easier to see may become
harder to govern, and what appears col-
lective may depend on concentrated au-
thority. The reversal makes the dynamic
between originating a gesture and en-
abling its outcome a contested achieve-
ment rather than a stable property of the
form.

Distributed-agency language can blur
responsibility when exclusion, appropria-
tion, or domination is clearly attributable
to particular people. There is no ade-
quate reply at the level of principle alone.
The account must be tested against the
respondents most likely to experience its
failure. Where the evidence does not es-
tablish whether an account specifies how
one action changed another actor’s field
of choices, the account should report con-
flict or uncertainty instead of manufac-
turing balance.

The framework treats mediation as sub-

stantive evidence. Through micro-study
of choice sequences combined with person
involved accounts of perceived options,
choices that might otherwise appear tech-
nical become part of the account of the
dynamic between originating a gesture
and enabling its impact. This does not
mean that every minor resolution car-
ries equal weight; it means weight must
be demonstrated by showing a plausible
pathway from choice to experienced or
documented implication.

Study should distinguish causal con-
tribution, recognized invitation, formal
authority, and ethical responsibility in-
stead of compressing them into one idea
of agency. The proposal also redistributes
expertise. Technical staff, contributors,
caretakers, performers, users, and local
knowledge holders may see contrasting
failures. A process that allows those ob-
servations to redirect the work is more
informative than consultation whose only
product is institutional reassurance.

The evidence base must also account
for survival. Records of turns, over-
laps, withheld responses, gesture, acous-
tic conditions, rehearsal histories, and
musicians’ retrospective disagreement are
more likely to remain when an institu-
tion recognizes their value, yet absence
from an archive does not prove absence
from mode of work. A balanced corpus
should therefore combine preserved ma-
terials with prospective documentation
and should state how collection resolu-
tions shaped the apparent distribution of
the tie between originating a gesture and
enabling its consequence.

The examples are investigative scenes,
not evidence of frequency. They clar-
ify how the link between originating a
gesture and enabling its impact might
operate but cannot establish how often it
does. Broader claims would require pur-
posive sampling, longitudinal follow-up,
and participation by scholars positioned
differently from the present account. Un-
til then, the framework is best used to
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generate precise questions and bounded
understandings.

Future work should test the frame-
work through collaborative replication.
Independent teams could apply micro-
assessment of intervention sequences com-
bined with collaborator accounts of per-
ceived options to contrasting sites, ex-
change only their criteria before reading,
and then compare where judgments con-
verge. Disagreement would be informa-

tive if each team can identify which evi-
dence changed its conclusion and whether
whether an account specifies how one ac-
tion changed another stakeholder’s field
of choices proved too narrow or too per-
missive.

At issue is a model of responsibility
suited to mediated cultural life. Respon-
sibility does not demand perfect control,
but it does require a credible account of
dependency, uncertainty, and foreseeable

effect. The thesis gains force by naming
what remains outside its reach.

The central concept remains useful
only because the study also identifies its
failure conditions. The ensemble appears
neither as heroic individuals nor as an
organism, but as a changing ecology of
constrained determinations. No one im-
provises alone because every spontaneous
act arrives inside a world already sound-
ing back.
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