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                                      NOTES ON THE TOTAL MUSIC  

 

 

                                   The only way out is out.  

                                                  – Steve Lacy   

 

                                I can’t believe three guys could make so much music. 

   – Coltrane speaking about the Cecil Tayler Trio (Taylor, Jimmy Lyons, Sunny Murray) 

 

                 And chords sometimes  

where you get to  

and sometimes not.  

Bridge.                                                                       

– Clark Coolidge 

 

 

                                   1 Total Music Meetings: A Total music-making. 

 

 

Free Improvisation explores all the musics. It is a total music. Sound does not obey an 

harmonic/melodic grammar. That is imposed from outside. Nothing can shackle the Sound. It is 

too much its own “language” to have superimposed upon it the Western (or Eastern for that 

matter) rigidities of Form, a mathematics whose sole function is creating a systematic sound. 

Against notation, preservation, repetition. Sound is as much Here as Nowhere in particular. 
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Space is its proper Place. Sound resides in the invisible as much as in the visible. It is fleeting. It 

wobbles just outside the man-made Frame; it is so Out it disappears and cannot be caught. As I 

write this I’m listening to the Globe Unity Orchestra 2002 (Intakt).  

“Please don’t say this isn’t cacophonous. At times its downright gloriously so.”   

                                                                      – Alexander von Schlippenbach in the liner notes 

                                                                     

                                                                   2 

 

But in the end we do come to hear melodies, however briefly sustained, in the music. We hear 

harmonies as much as we do the fundamental way in which music enters the mind i.e. 

rhythmically. And jazz is above all a rhythmic music. It is rhythm that establishes and ironically 

helps establish the code. But, once again, a code that wobbles between what is said and what is 

unsayable. Rhythm is not fixed and no thing is.  

 

“…Djeannine was ‘not so much post – as pre-romantic, the Afro-anticipatory taste of 

disappointment, Afro-inevitable slap upside the head.’ He noted the lack of romantic concepts of 

love in most African cultures, hand in hand with which went the dominant role of the drum in 

most African musics…The slap, the blow, the hit had to do with the percussive, no-nonsense 

character and crux of experience (hardcore truth).” – Nathaniel Mackey, Djbot Baghostus’s Run 
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                                                                   3 

 

Naming is part of the game. Relations as such. In order to say things I agree they don’t. A critical 

establishment. 2 points, a straight line. The divisions they say. Who is they? “I wouldn’t call it 

‘free’ if I were you.” But then the limitations. Fate of such things to become traditional they say. 

And all other things too dark to see by. Get a flashlight, man, and explore the sound cave. 

 

                                                 

                                               

                                               4 The Architecture of Noise 

 

Glorious Noise. Rhythmic, harmonic. The Extensions. Gutteral. The animal inside. Listening 

close to the piano: Schlippenbach’s atonal lines. Globe Unity Orchestra: Reconcile free 

improvisation with Big Band idiom. The shimmering periphery. All Ears and ready to go. To 

enter the Sound. A leap into the destabilized territory of “arrhythmic phrase groupings 

formings.” The unexpected encounter. The higher altitudes. Higher to reach the Lower 

amplitudes. The rich substance of sound is mined. The far end of free improvisation circles back 

to New Orleans Jazz, the beginnings. At the core both are astonishingly rhythmic musics.  
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                                                      5 Etymology 

 

Jass = Jism. The whorehouse sound. The body in movement: Cecil Taylor. And also, as 

Nathaniel Mackey and others have pointed out, the Abstract Mind: “Mackey: ‘Why not hear it as 

a struggle to incarnate abstraction, to bring ideas which were once visualizable into view.” 

Anthony Braxton: “Only in jazz is thinking a dirty word.” Jass is fast life. Music of the real, the 

hard truth. A universe of quick movements and sharp, compact sounds. So Inside the Chords he’s 

Out. 

 

The music is a physical world 

the sensing organ must reach into 

synaesthesiac exchange of senses 

the eye counts the rates of 

a bodiless substance’s things. 

-Clark Coolidge 

         

          6 

“a music that moves beyond human instrumentality and which dispenses with the ego-tainted 

problems of ‘expression’ and ‘performance’” – Evan Parker speaking about his Electro-

Acoustical Ensemble. 

 

Free Collective Improvisation requires quick fire individual responses to each constantly shifting 

musical situation that occur in the performance. Instinctive unity of Mind, Hand, Mouth: the total 

body. The Breath: Multiphonics. Out with the Ego. Quick, “on the fly,” then gone is the Sound. 

The Total Sound; we listen in part. When it works: success of the ultimate dares. The music is a 
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result of cerebral articulation (abstraction with regard to form/formless (being form in negative)) 

as much as it is an instinctive sound-relay.  

 

                                                         7 Final Thoughts 

 

I’m often asked the question: How do you judge a free improvisation record? Armstrong was 

once asked by a little old lady, “What is jazz?” and he famously replied, “If you have to ask I 

can’t tell you.” The story went something like that but the point is clear: The categories. 

Anyway, I’ll try to answer the question concerning free music. It has to do with the sound, and 

what I mean is the variety and originality of the sounds, alone, as in a solo, or together, as in a 

group. Once you step out of the 4/4 rhythm of jazz and the blues, then you’re free to open up to 

the sounds of free improvisation. Of course, there are also “compositions” in free music: but 

often they are made up of brief suggestive phrases for the musicians to play with; you can 

harness the sounds, but you can’t cage them. Incidentally, this is the reason many musicians in 

London during the 70s, like Derek Baily and Evan Parker, were against recording their music, 

creating a permanent document in the form of a record; it was considered a false representation 

because no performance was ever the same; there was no “consummate” performance, “best of,” 

from which you derive, say, a “greatest hits.” They preferred to leave the Sound alone, to release 

it into the air.  

        John Cage taught us that ambient noise is a kind of music. Listen to the birds. Tune into 

their frequencies; slowed down you can actually hear birds producing more than one note at the 

same time naturally. When done with a monophonic instrument, like a soprano, this technique is 
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called multiphonics.1 There is music everywhere hidden in nature. But is most of it noise? What 

in fact is noise? I admit free improv records are dull when the musicians simply play a variety of 

familiar sounds, or their group interaction is not interesting because they are not listening to each 

other. But it’s just like after you’re heard the 1000th traditional blowing session, it gets tiresome. 

It’s a matter of listening and forgetting about everything you’ve been taught in music 

appreciation class. Forget the popular music of whatever era. Sound is something else. Sound is 

everywhere you hear. Go out. Walk around. Listen. The sounds will never let you down. 

 
  

                                                 
1Evan Parker’s solo soprano record, The Snake Decides, is a great example of this. 
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Erzuli Maketh Scent : Thoughts on Cecil’s Music  
 

…the unknown can only be approached from the known. 

                                                                        Evan Parker 

 

        Listening to Cecil Taylor’s solo performance ‘Erzuli Maketh Scent,’ recorded in Berlin in 

1988, I was devastated by the glorious power of this music, the total experience of sound it 

affords an attentive listener, the absolute sense of a music in perpetual flux equal to life. I’ll 

admit that I never really listened to Cecil’s music carefully; the demands he makes on the listener 

are enormous and when first encountering his music I was unable to come to terms with it. There 

is the problem of length; performances easily stretch in excess of an hour, an hour of sustained 

intensity. Gary Giddens observes that one needs to decide for oneself how one is going to 

approach this obstacle until it is no longer an obstacle. So much is happening in Cecil’s music 

that one can’t possibly be aware of it all at the first hearing. The “influences,” all the different 

kinds of music that go into a typical performance can only be notated at peril for what Cecil 

demands is that a listener abandon expectation and with that a preconceived historical approach. 

This music makes such an approach impossible except for fleeting moments when one is aware 

of something that sounds curiously melodic, whether its European classical or blues based. So 

total is this music. By “total” I mean so much itself, so totally unbound by the mere tradition. To 

this extent it is a very personal music but in no way hermetic. 

        Cecil Taylor’s music is an unexpected music, constantly changing our ideas of what jazz is 

or European classical music for that matter, or even the nature of music itself. It is a “free” music 

but not naively so i.e. he learned to play with the net up then got rid of it. Cecil has written, 

“emotions must be controlled to achieve purity.” So while it’s “free” music one doesn’t think of 
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Cecil’s music as wholly improvised. While not composed in any ordinary sense of the word, 

there is an overriding structure that governs the movement of the solos. Reflex action as 

encapsulated structure. Each idea a form in perpetual evolution. Its mutability governs a barely 

noticeable logic. It is essentially based on the reconciliation and variation of opposites. An 

essential theme in Erzulie is the emergence of light from dark, the white and black keys creating 

a third invisible gray key, a fusion of both. In various passages one can hear Cecil’s 

accumulation of dark heavy bass sounds that thunder and from which emerge spikes of sound 

that suggest a radiating outward light. Indeed the dark roar from the piano is Oceanic, the light 

incipient, the whole a process of fusing opposite emotional states. One must note here also the 

play of sound and silence. One thinks of Monk and then doesn’t. 

        Of course, Cecil’s music is not music to snap your fingers along to and it’s certainly not 

background music either; but this is not to say that the music doesn’t “swing.” Even “swing” is 

just part of the larger vocabulary of this music and there is the violence that eventually gives 

over to a meditative space. Cecil has written: 

 

Well I don’t know what jazz is. And what most people think of as jazz I don’t think that’s what it 

is at all. As a matter of fact I don’t think the word has any meaning at all, but that’s another 

conversation. 

 

The blues are present if for only a split second development which is dispensed with for 

something else, a new sound shape, which is evolved almost simultaneously before taking over 

the previous sound in volume. This dialogue is continual and confounds our expectations. Just as 

we think we’ve hitched a ride on some melodic statement we watch it develop and rise only to 

give way and ground us; but soon there is the uplift again. Steady now. We’re never fully 
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grounded or in the air but somehow in a glorious transit somewhere in the middle. Such a 

dynamic range requires complete attention from a listener. We must be prepared to give 

ourselves completely over to the music or it will lose its powerful effect. This is part of Cecil’s 

aesthetic. His promise, also, that the music rewards careful listening. 

        In terms of length how do we solve the problem? For me there is no way to listen to Cecil’s 

music in excerpts. No way of listening to Erzulie Maketh Scent in sections. Each finished piece is 

part of the Total Work and cannot be understood partially. Just like Classical music but unlike 

rock n roll. There is so much happening one is bound to pick something up at the expense of 

something else, so no single listen will amount to a complete understanding. The entire picture 

will remain unclear, with the sense that you’ve missed something. An appreciation of Cecil’s 

music (I am thinking of the solos in particular, and the music on the FMP Berlin ’88 box set in 

general, where Cecil was joined with many of the foremost improvisors in Europe, in duets and 

larger groups, including a whole orchestras) requires a familiarity with modernist European 

music as well as free jazz in America and Europe. Ironically, Cecil’s music mostly upsets those 

with a seemingly wide knowledge of jazz and is appreciated by diverse others whose main 

listening is to rock and indie music. But that’s the way it is for better or for worse. Cecil’s music 

is not ornamental or artificial. It’s like real life. Not elevator music or easy swing the Ellington 

way. It is what the Total Music sounds like. 
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           Sound as Thought: Notes on Clark Coolidge  

                                        

                                                       When you can’t stop the words, the silence is / verbal   

                                                                                            – Clark Coolidge 

 

 

1 Notes on some of Coolidge’s work from the 70s – 90s 

 

        Clark Coolidge’s early work, collected in Space (1970), explored the possibilities of words 

as visual and sound structures; using the page much as a visual artist would use the canvas, 

Coolidge examined the ways in which words give form to the blank page. The jacket cover of 

Space is by Jasper Johns: A ruler is placed at a slight angle upon a charred wooden background. 

Here, Coolidge’s poems function in the same way as the ruler; they measure the surrounding 

space of the page, give structure and substance to the otherwise formless void. A note on the 

book jacket says, “Coolidge’s structures are reductive. Syntax – the systematic connection 

between words which gives linear discourse its character of extended meaning – is simply 

removed.” The absence of any accumulation of inherited meanings leads to a consideration of 

the words as sound constructions, the poem as musical composition. The poems achieve this 

condition of music, abstract and subjective, but not without meaning for the ear and mind. 

Meaning, instead, is a function of the syllables, the sound as thought in motion. Understanding 

and misunderstanding alike contribute to an experience of the world. Already, in these early 

poems, the vector of Coolidge’s development is set away from history and politics. The gain of 

his poetry is a significant break with the lyric tradition in American poetry, the hauntings of the 
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iambic pentameter. The words, divested of their familiar positions in the grammatical order 

which generates conventional meaning, are launched into the open spaces of the page, where 

they draw attention to themselves as musical figures. 

        In The Maintains (1974), Polaroid (1975), and Quartz Hearts (1978), Coolidge shows an 

increasing concern for the syntactic possibilities in language. The Maintains, written with the use 

of a dictionary, expanded what Coolidge thought of as the limited vocabulary of the poet. The 

book also raises questions about the nature of the creative self and the possibility of external 

input in the creation of a poem. A vocabulary thought of as personal to the poet, to his/her 

individual style, was thought of as limiting to Coolidge. He writes, “There is no single 

vocabulary, poet’s vocabulary…the self as multitudinous, hence a vocabulary in flux.” For 

Coolidge, there was only a self in transit, fluid, dynamic, in a continual passage through the wild 

of language, a vocabulary changeable and determined to a certain extent from the outside. 

Coolidge writes, about the creation of a poem, “I began to see how it was really excitingly done: 

You wrote form what you didn’t know toward whatever could be picked up in the act. Poetry 

starts here.” Coolidge conceived of the Maintains as a “dictionary work,” created by looking into 

the dictionary and using those pages as a direct source for the poems. The realization that there 

was a kind of syntax at work in the dictionary, “ phrases like ‘that which is blank,’ that sort of 

syntax,” helped give shape to The Maintains. The Dictionary maintains the language, all the 

proper meanings of words are organized there. In this book Coolidge plays with the foundation 

of our inherited meanings and disrupts that to generate a different way of seeing the world with 

language: “In back of everything is a barrier. We need to flood it all, really ram those photons.” 

        About Polaroid Coolidge writes, it, “was almost the reverse of that impulse. I mean, a 

backlash against so many nouns, so many descriptive words. I picked a set of words – 
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prepositions, connectives of various kinds, which’s and that’s and conjunctions – and thought I 

would limit myself to those,” but eventually nouns and adjectives started to appear and 

determine the course of this work; the longer lines start about midway through the book. This 

gives Polaroid an “outer dimension,” which gets it away from “language as language.” Quartz 

Hearts overlaps with this section of Polaroid and the beginning of a longer “prosoid” work. 

Coolidge, writing about Quartz Hearts, says, “It is in very sense a hinge work, reflecting a fresh 

interest in sentence as axial structure, the final movement of Polaroid had pushed me toward, the 

prosoid’s lengths would explore in full.” Furthermore Quartz Hearts constitutes a, “meditation 

on the state(s) of things, in other words words.” There is also list of books, music, and other 

personal items that were used in the making of the poem; these included Gertrude Stein’s 

Stanzas in Meditation, Gerry Mulligan’s earliest quartets from the early ‘50s, Kerouac’s 

Desolation Angels, Beckett’s The Unnamable, Texts for Nothing, and Watt, Thelonious Monk’s 

“I should care” (his solo on Columbia), and Beethoven’s late quartets. Notable here is the 

influence of jazz which has played a significant role in the way in which Coolidge determined 

the music of his line. He is a drummer and in his youth played in a West Coast group called 

Serpent Power with David Meltzer. Jazz phrasing and improvisation are central to Coolidge’s 

poetics. Coolidge also notes the early Gerry Mulligan quartets which achieved an advance in 

counterpoint without the aid of a piano; they dispended with the engine room.  In Quartz Hearts, 

Coolidge writes, “I don’t sense I state.” The poem is not pre-determined, or based on a sensual 

apprehension of reality, but as if “received” from outside; the poet is the medium for the 

message. In this work, he continues the development of syntactical structures which resist linear 

exposition. No sense but in the sound. 
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        The ‘80s and ‘90s yielded numerous and various works that display a more 

autobiographical strain in Coolidge’s work. For example, Own Face, published in 1978. This 

book was concerned with real-life events, with friends, and with observations of the past. The 

abstract quality of the early works gives rise here to meditations on the self and memory. But for 

Coolidge, “Your name is the precise settle of lights on anything spinning.” It is this work that 

determined the new arc in Coolidge’s writing. The Book of During (1989) and Mesh (1988) both 

examined the nature of the erotic and its relation to death and fantasy. Odes of Roba (1991) and 

At Egypt (1988) are books written as a result of various travels, in Italy and Egypt, respectively. 

The Crystal Text is a meditation on a colorless quartz crystal and the examination of the self in 

relation to the object, of the ways in which it may be possible to reorient cognition such that the 

outside world of the object would be allowed to articulate. Two major collections also appeared, 

Solution Passage, 1978-1981 and Sound As Thought, 1982-1984, as well as an artist’s book 

entitled On the Slates (1992), the text of which is contained on a small scroll placed inside an 

actual shoe within a shoebox. The Rova Improvisations (1994) are a series of meditations on the 

music of the San Francisco based saxophone quartet, ROVA. Coolidge writes about his 

procedure: 

 

These writings were begun in the process of preparing to compose the liner notes for ROVA’s 

album, The Crowd. They exist as two parallel surges of improvisation. The first written while 

listening to all the tracks of ROVA’s albums in the order of their recording. The second while 

reading through those initial writings. One written in the hollows of the music. The other in the 

silence of the words. 

 

This book remain one of my favorite books of Coolidge. It is fascinating, knowing ROVA’s 

work, to see Coolidge create a sonic equivalent to their complex layers of saxophone sounds. As 
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I mentioned already, jazz phrasing informs Coolidge’s line. Kerouac’s bop prose was also a 

major influence. I’m thinking of this quote from Coolidge’s book on jazz, Now It’s Jazz: “Also, 

and at any rate, sound is movement. It interests me that the words “momentary” and “moments” 

come from the same Latin: “moveo,” to move. Every statement exists in time and vanishes in 

time, like in alto saxophonist Eric Dolphy’s famous statement about the music: ‘When you hear 

music, after it’s over it’s gone in the air, you can never capture it again.’ ” Of course with a 

recording you can play it back on a turntable or CD. For this reason Coolidge’s book is an 

interesting one; the first part represents the initial hearing which produces a text on the fly, “what 

was picked up in the act”; the second section is a writing through those initial writings, a second 

kind of improvisation which includes thought; here is free improvisation and composition, not 

one or the other, but both: “To set in motion, contains its own stopping point.” In the 

collaborative work with Guston, Baffling Means, Coolidge delineates a poetics based partly on 

the modernist aesthetic: the problem of knowledge, self and the other, the sense of a lost 

Absolute (“Art looms backward / to the first mark (pre-history.) And not through enforced 

forgetting, but an excess for memory”), the elements of desire, poem as necessity. He writes, 

“Art is isolate…/At its deepest levels art is an attribute of / nothing else.” 

                                                                            

 

2   Instead of a Conclusion: A brief sketch of Coolidge as Gnostic poet 

 

Coolidge’s work creates energies in opposition to the inherited syntax and semantics of 

language. It is a work of boundless energy in flux that resists fixity in thought or sound. Rigid 

thought patterns are overthrown at the start. Mind moves freely over syllables generating heat in 
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an endless wave; Coolidge writes, “I don’t link any thing enough to stop it.” Not the point but the 

drift is what matters. Thought is sound, the poem an incomplete thought, the “sorts of motion,” 

incomplete for the sake of another thought, an accumulation of thoughts, that by their very 

incompleteness refuse containment. And by thought I mean sound. The poem is not ideological: 

“The vector of an artist’s personal development is away from history.” There is no unifying 

theme or structure. The poem speaks to the Poem beyond. It is the poem in endless motion in 

stasis (“Nothing / can’t move”), the Total work, the “unstoppable endless volleying Everything 

Work.” Coolidge writes: “Making any mark is to make a hole;” the poem is simultaneously a 

puncture, the word is a rupture in the silence. Coolidge’s work posits a Beyond toward which it 

strives in endless motion ; it rides the outer curve of All, as energy generating forms from 

nothingness: “To create is to make a pact with nothingness.” It is the curve of boundless 

postulation sans conclusion that resists assimilation and semblance. Coolidge writes: 

 

                                                 
                                       The worst danger for an artist’s work: / assimilation…. 
           To make like (how I hate that trait), 
                      to leaven, make digestible, democratize, 
                                   ultimately strip of individuation. 
 

And furthermore, “Criticism is divergence immediately.” It is the motion that matters, the 

urgency of the sound that pushes onward into new spaces of language. For Coolidge, “The world 

is not enough. I want something else to appear.”  

        Coolidge is often thought of as a Language poet, and to the extent that he works with the 

materiality of language, particularly in the early work, where the traditional “I” is absent, he is, 

but there is also a clearly gnostic element in his work. The light that weaves through the syllables 

heats them to a certain temperature which leads to illumination, the almost visionary quality of 
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Coolidge’s work; he confronts the unknown, where, “the road to excess leads to one’s own 

forms,” echoing Blake. Here is something that an alchemist in the Middle Ages might have 

written, while attempting the process of transmutation of the elements, by a kind of distillation to 

extract a pure element; their purpose was to reunite with the divine or original form: 

                           

I want everything to come together, 
               And then I want it to all go away, 

Leaving behind one thing that was never 
In the pile to begin with. 

 

In Coolidge’s poems there is the sense of an Immensity beyond the world of the senses, the 

edges of the poem drawing close to Nothingness, to the rim of the unknowable, that which 

perhaps eludes the human: “But you don’t know till you’ve / got it all what’s not there.” And so 

the poet continues, fueled by doubt; but Coolidge is, “the poet reduced from totality sauce / to 

everything loose again.” This suggests the Origin, the Cosmic Egg that was split and loosed 

duality upon the world, causing a prior Unity to scatter into pieces, which manifest on earth as 

light and darkness, man and woman, human and Other. Coolidge writes: 

 

But the celestial masses take our minds off 
our own precious densities, the simple connection escaping 
us. I could give you the answer, but the aligned mirrors 
have yet to be properly stained. 

 

Human subjective perception limits our ability to see beyond our senses: “In order to discover  

[the unknown] one’s self must first be made unrecognizable.” Coolidge writes, “One must 

become supersaturated in memory before one can recognize the unknown.” For Giordano Bruno, 

the Renaissance philosopher, memory was a key to the mind of God. He renounced Christianity 

and its emphasis on human imperfection and thought that man should instead refine his 
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intellectual powers, by which he meant perfecting one’s memory. To accomplish this, Bruno 

created an elaborate system to map memory in the brain. Since Bruno believed that all knowable 

terrestrial facts were the mirror image of the mind of God, one would be able, being 

“supersaturated in memory,” to venture into the unknown or know the mind of God. But for this 

transgression against nature, Coolidge is aware of the price paid: “It’s the whole if not the walls 

that punish you.” Furthermore: 

   Perhaps its just that the words have all been said 
but not by me, and the process is a trial. 

 
But all the while I eye you, demon, 
your bird hoards are clustering here. Sent for calm and 
brought crazy still. 

 

The price is possible madness but the poet must go on in his search for, “the mystery of 

everything that has always been written.” Coolidge’s venture into the unknown, the boiling 

luminous, to create “the unstoppable endless volleying Everything Work,” gives his work a 

spiritual or gnostic dimension that rewards repeated readings and makes Coolidge one of our 

most important poets. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 
 
 


