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Learning Jazz Language by Aural Imitation:  
A Usage-Based Communicative Jazz Theory 
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Abstract.  How can imitation lead to free musical expression? This 
article explores the role of auditory imitation in jazz. Even though 
many renowned jazz musicians have assessed the method of imitat-
ing recorded music, no systematic study has hitherto explored how 
the method prepares for aural jazz improvisation. The article uses Ber-
liner’s assumption that learning jazz by aural imitation is “just like” 
learning a mother tongue. The article studies three potential stages in 
the method, comparing them to the imitative, rhythmic, multimodal, 
and protosymbolic behavior of infant perception (building on the works 
of Stern, Trevarthen, and Merleau-Ponty). The demonstrations of the 
aural imitation method draw on pedagogic experiences accumulated 
since 1979 at the Jazz Program at the Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology. By analyzing structures of behavior suggested by the 
method, the article indicates key traits that render aural jazz improvi-
sation possible, such as a fundamental sense of rhythm, formation of 
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symbolic behavior, joint musical attention, and the facility to “hear via 
the other.” In conclusion, we critically address a frequent theoretical 
model describing musical improvisation as a synthesis of discrete ele-
ments or building blocks.

This is Part 2 of the article (for Part 1, see JAE 55.4). It continues with the section 
enumeration.

4. Enhancing the Process

The previous sections in Part 1 (JAE 55.4) began fleshing out Berliner’s 
assumption, that is, the assumption that learning jazz by aural imitation is “just 
like” learning a mother tongue. The all-important role of rhythm in the aural 
imitation method suggested the relevance of rhythmic protolinguistic behav-
ior. We indicated how understanding rhythm by aural imitation includes a 
bodily transformation. The aural imitation method is about to form a gen-
eral functional ability embedded in an auditory awareness toward general 
potential in the music and spontaneous behavioral impulses.
	 Let us introduce the next stage in the aural imitation method to see how 
the practice suggests more theoretical perspectives (Table 2; table included 
also in Part 1). Our focus will be on the learning of the Western tonal lan-
guage. This does not infer that rhythmic learning is considered finished or 
surpassed, only that we shift attention toward another aspect of the musical 
language as a whole.

4.1 Embodying Tonal and Harmonic Relations
4.1.A. ENHANCED PROCESS

Everything happening in Table 2 is a further development of what we dis-
cussed in Part 1. The exercises bring in no new building blocks, but they 
intensify the mimetic enactment along axes established in the first phase.

4.1.B. ENHANCED MULTIMODALITY

The exercises initiate an enhanced differentiation between the mental and 
the bodily production of the music, which further reinforces the multimodal 
coordination tasks introduced in Table 1 (see Part 1). While rhythmic fea-
tures are played on the instrument, the melodic material is heard in mind 
only (Instr. 2), and while the instrument is used to break chords, the keynote 
is continuously heard in the inner ear (Instr. 5).
	 In addition, the student is encouraged to record the playing (Instr. 4). 
Recording oneself functions as a reality check; rather than relying on mere 
intrasubjective evaluations, the student now brings in external documenta-
tion of the process.
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Table 2. Phase 2: Tonal and harmonic orders and the use of the instrument

Step Description Tool

Instr. 1 Repeat the exercises in Act 1a and b (Acts 1–7 are presented 
in Table 1). Play the individual rhythmic elements and 
optionally the rhythmic whole that can be performed natu-
rally on your instrument. Use feet and, if possible, voice to 
complement your playing.

Let the basic rhythm of the recording that you imitated in 
Act 1b “sound” in your ear. After a few minutes of practic-
ing this, emphasize parts of this rhythm on the instrument.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Instr. 2 Listen to the core melodic material of the composition/
recording. Play the melody rhythm while “listening” to 
your perceived version of the melody line. Select one or 
more random tones.

Repeat Act 4. Listen to your inner hearing while playing 
the same melodic material on your instrument in multiple 
registers. Play with different levels of dynamic, timbre, 
and tempo.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Instr. 3  
and 
Instr. 4

Listen to your inner hearing’s version of the rhythmic 
basis of the recording. Play the melody lines from Act 4 
simultaneously. Play as if you were singing in the instru-
ment. Play the same melodic material while allowing 
individual rhythmic elements to be expressed using feet 
(or voice).

Vary dynamic, timbre, and tempo. Remember to make a 
recording of your playing. Is there a match between your 
hearing and playing on the recording?

Percussionists who do not play a melodic percussion 
instrument sing the exercises in Instr. 3, Instr. 4, and Instr. 
5.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Instr. 5 The tone that represents the center of the chord (root) is 
played (see Act 7). One note in each chord throughout the 
recording should match the root tone in your hearing.

Play the four lower notes in all the chords from the root 
to the seventh. Then arpeggiate the chords up and down 
in a sequence that you spontaneously decide. Use the full 
range of the instrument (see Act 7).

Make music from this exercise. No exercise should be just 
technical.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Instr. 6 Practice your perception of period by, e.g., playing arpeg-
giated chords (see Act 7b), main melodic lines (see Act 
4) or melodic bass lines (see Act 6). Keep the recording’s 
main rhythm going in feet or voice.

Make recordings so you can check if you are keeping the 
periods. Play diverse sub-elements from this table with 
varying intensity, timbre, register, and dynamics.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://scholarlypublishingcollective.org/uip/jae/article-pdf/56/1/94/1984855/94solli.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



Learning Jazz Language    97

	 However, on a more profound phenomenological note, listening to self-
recording means a further cross-linking in the student’s behavior, namely, 
between a mode of listening that is and can only be subjective and a way of 
listening to music that is principally intersubjective. Although only the student 
can hear her own inner, mental presentation of the music, the recording doc-
uments a musical expression available to others. Any discrepancy between 
the subjective and the intersubjective both broadens the understanding of 
one’s own game and prepares for actual interaction with other people.

4.1.C. USE OF INSTRUMENT IS SECONDARY TO THE HOLISTIC AUDITORY  

AND MUSICAL ACTIVITY

The student involves the musical instrument gradually, comprehensively, 
and in ways fully determined by the music. The instrument is brought in via 
participation in the rhythmic (qualitative and vital) form, before gradually 
enacting melodic and harmonic structures.
	 Most importantly, however, imitational work is still holistic. It involves 
the whole body. The task of coordinating breath, fingers, and limbs to pro-
duce sounds on the specific instrument is not a limited task of its own but 
integrated into the overall embodied enactment. In this sense, producing 
sounds on the musical instrument is secondary to the general embodied, 
expressive engagement in the music. The musical instrument is accidental 
compared to the musical essentials enacted by the whole body.
	 Let us say, as a thought experiment, that the instrument had been brought 
in from the start. In that case, the student would be tempted to figure out the 
music not from the vantage point of the ear but from physical movement. 
Mechanical movements would easily be primary, whereas the ear would 
be secondary. Consequently, the modes of perceiving and replicating music 
would be limited by contingent embodied factors, that is, by not only indi-
vidual technical skills but also the instrument-specific ways of being in the 
music. While chord-instrument players like pianists and guitarists would 
approach the music through the possibilities of putting down chords ver-
tically, players of melodic instruments like saxophone or trumpet would 
approach the music horizontally. Habits would stay in the way of the gen-
eral musical sense unfolding in Adderley’s music.
	 Whereas much pedagogic literature on playing improvisational jazz 
focuses on the instrument and only indirectly on the ability to hear the musi-
cal sense,1 outspoken aural musicians underline the need to think ear first. 
As Galper states, the idea that the musical instrument is the instrument is an 
illusion: “You are the instrument. Everything you are working on is internal 
to you.” The body proper is the instrument. “Your tools are your mind, your 
body, and your emotions. They are trainable.”2

	 Now, in a limited sense, the current usage of the musical instrument can 
be compared with the famous phenomenological example of a blind per-
son’s use of a stick.3 For the blind man, the world becomes available through 
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the gradual tip-tapping of the stick. He explores and maps out the environ-
ment through physical movements, interaction, and sensor-motor feedback. 
Analogously, the student now uses her musical instrument to explore the 
musical world. Moving the fingers over the keys of the saxophone or the 
keyboard of the piano is skillful probing stretching toward possibilities out 
there. Both stick and musical instruments are prolongations of the sensor-
motor capacities of the phenomenal body.
	 The limitation of the analogy marks the difference to the sonic-
environmental approach. For, as we pointed out previously, the environment 
about to be explored by the student is not “just” a sonic environment but a 
symbolic, expressive language. The skillful probing is a way to explore a 
communicative system of equivalences—the symbolic system of the major-
minor tonality—through the musical instrument. In this respect, the use of 
the musical instrument is comparable to the moving of lips, vocal cords, and 
lungs in speaking with others. The musical instrument is part of the commu-
nicative, expressive powers of the body proper in the sense that the moving 
stick is not.
	 In practice, the implementation of the musical instrument will require 
much exploratory effort from the student. There might be new sounds or 
difficult technical passages that need to be figured out.
	 While the subsequent sections will expand on the music as a symbolic 
communicative system, we need to set aside the questions about the use of 
the instrument, in particular, the tricky issues of the relationship between 
aural and motor intentionality. Suffice to say that, when a child starts imi-
tating the linguistic sounds of people around, motor intentionality (say, of 
lip movements or guttural sound production) is secondary compared to the 
expressive drive to say something in relation with others. Similarly, the stu-
dent uses the instrument just to sound “like that” as much as possible, as 
Galper puts it,4 adjusting breath, fingers, lips, and so forth, to the unfolding 
musical sense.

4.1.D. ENHANCED FOCUS ON TONAL–HARMONIC RELATIONS

The student trains more explicitly to recognize the root of the chord, while 
at the same time practicing spontaneous voicings of the chords as a whole 
(Instr. 5). Where the first step (Table 1) established primary auditory contact 
with keynotes and key relations, the following steps (Table 2) encourage a 
somewhat freer emulation of the harmonics, exploring the tonal relations 
latent in the harmonies. In effect, the student begins to juxtapose a vertical 
and horizontal mode of listening within the harmonics. She strives to hear 
both how the tones of chords are “piled” vertically and how they can be 
varied and flexed in voicing while still being the same chord.
	 As it has been all the way, the point of the exercises is not to plan tonal path-
ways but to try them out directly, with the instant feedback of the increased 
sensitivity of the aural attention. The student trains to discriminate more 
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and more precisely within the musical wholes of the major-minor tonality. 
And in this specific sense, too, the usage of the instrument is subordinate to 
the aural investigation of the tonality. The student does not use the instru-
ment to hear tonal relations but, contrariwise, to enact the musical relations 
that she hears.
	 In this enhanced focus on tonal–harmonic relations, we find the theme 
that we now need to elaborate on: Where the previous section pursued spe-
cifics belonging to rhythm and rhythmic learning, we turn now to the ques-
tions about what it implies to learn the Western tonal system, with a particu-
lar interest for the generative orders of the tonal system.

4.2 Hearing Generative Tonal Sense
What does it mean to learn the generative syntax of the tonal system in 
the ways suggested by the exercises described above? To elaborate on an 
answer, we first need to see what it implies to target the tonal system as a 
thick audio-perceptual sense (that is, not an intellectual or computational 
system and not as a system associated with visual notation).5 Scruton illu-
minates how the Western tonal system represents a stringent syntax that is 
both limited and unlimited at the same time. On the side of the limitation, 
the system consists of only twelve tones. Besides, granted that the music is 
tonal (that is, not nontonal or atonal, as the musical languages fostered in 
some of the free-jazz traditions), it is organized by inevitable tensions and 
releases. In Scruton’s definition, tonal music requires that the following four 
conditions are met:6

1.	 The melodic line feels fully “closed” only when it comes to rest on a 
certain privileged tone (the tonic).

2.	 The final move on to the tonic has (in standard cases) the character of 
a “cadence”—a loosening of tension.

3.	 Octaves are heard as equivalent—so that the effect of closure is dupli-
cated at the octave.

4.	 Other tones are heard in relation to the tonic—as more or less distant 
from it, as tending toward or away from it.

A tonal key, thus, represents a perceptual norm or a center of aural gravity. 
All other notes have a force relative to the center. This brings melody and 
harmony into close and constant relations. All melodic horizontal lines get 
harmonic implications relative to the key, and all harmonies link to how the 
melody and the key are heard.7

	 On the other side, the potential use of the perceptual system is unlimited, 
especially when the equally tempered version of the tonal system is used.8 
On standardized contemporary instruments, the Western tonal system is 
equally transposable into all keys, starting on all twelve tones. This possibil-
ity gives the keys a certain perceptual indeterminacy.9 Each key is defined by 
a field of possible tones of diatonic and chromatic organization. It unfolds in 
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relation to the other keys, according to the almost perfect circle of fifths. Each 
key relates by a fifth to its “neighbor” key, except the key starting on the sev-
enth tone, which relates to its “neighbor” with an imperfect fifth. The melodic 
order of scales that compose a key generates a synthesis of melodic and har-
monic perception. The diatonic scales can be heard as a system whereby the 
two harmonic affinities—the octave and the fifth—are worked into the very 
substance of the tonal music, and their intrinsic relation is resolved.10

	 The generative potential of this system cannot be “used up.” It can be 
unfolded in endless musical varieties, a fact that Adderley, Coltrane, Shorter, 
Bley, Schneider, Bach, Beethoven, Shostakovich, and others demonstrate in 
their unlimited creative potential of the system. While their works sound 
distinct and personal, all these artists follow the same perceivable laws for 
polyphonic musical processes, harmonic relationships, cues, scale relation-
ships, and melodic and chromatic formations.
	 The potentialities of this system are what our student is about to explore. 
By trying out the various modes of listening within the harmonies, she 
explores the aural syntax developed through centuries of aural artistic inves-
tigations. However, as was the case with rhythm, if she grew up with songs in 
major-minor tonality, the student does not start from scratch when she starts 
imitating the record. She already knows the fundamentals. In the womb, 
the fetus is already surrounded by natural ratios of the harmonic series pro-
duced by its mother’s voice, literarily affecting the formation of the audi-
tory capacity.11 Besides, the postnatal rhythmic interactions described above 
typically have harmonic implications in overtones and melodies.12 Thus, in 
a certain sense, the tonal syntax is already part of the ontogenetic and phy-
logenetic institution of the student’s body schema. She spontaneously hears 
within the aural gravity of the tonic. Even before she begins the method-
ological ear training, she perceives something in the musical organization, as 
Scruton puts it above. She hears the moving force, how specific forces in the 
music propel it in certain directions, as when a tune moves toward the tonic. 
In other words, she already has an aural concept of the generative syntax of 
the Western tonal system. She hears generative potentials of harmony, the 
intangible yet normative something organizing the music from within.
	 However, it is one thing to possess a more or less vague preunderstand-
ing of the tonal syntax but another to have a clear understanding of the har-
monic system as such, that is, an understanding of the system qua aural system. 
The latter form of knowledge is both a goal and a crucial necessity among 
professional musicians playing tonal jazz.13 To compose and generate music 
in real time, as Bill Evans puts it,14 the musician needs a familiarity with the 
harmonic syntax as profound and nuanced as the mother tongue. The musi-
cian needs to breathe harmony.15

	 Hence, as a future aural musician, the student will need an advanced 
understanding of how to catch and enact tonality in the spur of the moment, 
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filling in the adequate melodic and harmonic solutions called for. She will 
need the facility to perceive—with high precision—the melodic and har-
monic implications acted out by herself and others (often many others) 
while simultaneously responding adequately in the same musical language. 
In other words, she will need a discriminating sensitivity for what goes on in 
the music and creative capacity for tonal production. In short, she will need 
to be fluent in the Western tonal language. She will need to have the whole 
language at her disposal—and the readiness to use it.

4.3 Symbolic Behavior and Joint Musical Attention
If aural fluency within the Western tonal language is the desired outcome of 
imitational work described above, what, then, are the critical structures of 
behavior implied in fluency? If we know the contours of an answer to this 
question, we can better see how the method works toward that goal and 
how ontogenetic development prepares for the leap into fluency.
	 In our context, it makes sense to suggest that a full-fledged aural under-
standing of the tonal generative syntax must have something to do with the 
awareness and multimodal fluency associated with forms of vitality. Skilled 
aural musicians reporting of their tonal fluency seem to have incorporated 
and internalized the order of the tonal system to the degree that the energy 
and multimodal fluency of the forms of vitality are transposed into the keys 
of the twelve tones. That is, they perceive perceptual groupings organized 
not only due to shared temporal forms but also due to their participation in 
the tonal organization. The body schemas of the musicians transpose not 
only between sense modalities but also along with the system of equiva-
lences offered by the tonal system. The human life is potentially transposed 
into the all the keys of the twelve tones (so to say).
	 What complicates the analysis, however, is the fact that the harmonic sys-
tem is not “just” forms of vitality but a generative system in the sense that 
forms of vitality, for themselves (whatever this means), are not. The tonal 
system is a full language, a complex whole, whose intrasystemic pathways 
are strictly organized by the twelve tones and the nonarbitrary rules of the 
major-minor tonality.
	 Compared to the forms of vitality described above, the tonal system con-
strains behavior in new ways. Just like verbal language begins to narrow 
down the expressive potential of a child around nine months of age,16 the 
twelve tones and the tonal syntax of major-minor tonality narrow behav-
ior. Not just anything goes: unless the unfolding musical sense calls for it, a 
major third hammered out on a minor chord just sounds wrong. However, 
just like verbal language opens new possibilities of expression for the child 
to express itself vis-à-vis the other, the restrictions of tonality also enable full 
new possibilities of expression and new modes of “being with the other,” 
as Stern would say.17 The aural musician has acquired a complete and 
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intersubjective medium that makes her capable of expressing herself in live 
communication through the aural generative syntax shared with others.
	 To elaborate on the tonal generative facilities in agreement with Trevar-
then’s and Stern’s theories, we conceive the facility as a specialized form 
of symbolic behavior. Now, in other contexts, the words symbol and symbolic 
often become associated with intellectual cognition or verbal signs. For 
instance, Reybrouck associates symbolic with mental representation, think-
ing, computation, and conceptualization.18 By contrast, in our usage-based 
approach, symbolic behavior equals neither intellectual computation nor 
linguistic expression as such. Instead, it designates the domain-general, per-
ceptual ability to let something symbolize something else—in radically open, 
transformative, and intersubjective relations:19

Symbols imply the mental ability to grasp something as an invariant 
under a diversity of aspects and perspectives. Thus symbols imply the 
ability to grasp something as an object, in the phenomenological sense 
of something that remains invariant through perspectival variation 
and is graspable for the subject and also available for other subjects.20

Assuming we do not overintellectualize the word mental (which is some-
thing Thompson thoroughly criticizes) and do not protest against the use of 
the word object in musical contexts (music is not an object, but in the phe-
nomenological sense, it is an intentional object for the subject), it seems rea-
sonable to say that aural musicians have cultivated symbolic behavior in 
the form of spontaneous, real-time music-making. They can grasp and vary 
harmonic invariants embedded in the tonal and rhythmic language. Along 
the complex, intrasystemic pathways of the rhythmic and tonal syntax, they 
can catch and enact generative potentialities embedded in the musical flow. 
They can hear how there is something in the sound, something that moves 
with a force of its own, immediately responding within the lawfulness of the 
tonic atmosphere.21

	 Thus, aural facilities qua symbolic behavior imply the ability to identify 
and produce indeterminate yet normative perceptual potentialities emerg-
ing within the hearable constraints of the twelve tones and the laws of tonal-
ity. The musicians can differentiate precisely how the music leads according 
to the suggestions of the octave, the circle of fifths, the diatonic and chro-
matic scales, and the rest of aural lawfulness that regulates the polyphonic 
musical processes. They can catch and enact lateral relations opened by the 
possibility of varied expressions of the same intrasystematic sense.22

	 However, as also indicated by Thompson, cultivating symbolic behavior 
cannot be reduced to the facility to perceive and manipulate symbols for 
themselves. It implies an all-important intersubjective dimension. Symbol 
manipulation is an activity executed with, against, and in accordance with how 
other human beings perceive the same symbolic order. As Trevarthen points 
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out above, musicality is a communicated talent—a talent for communicating 
in live, direct, or virtual company with others.
	 Recall that jazz musicians generally recognize aural facilities as funda-
mental. Though there will be empirical variation as to how much the idea of 
auditory interaction is accomplished, there should be no doubt that the musi-
cians who set the standards of the business fulfill the ideal. The recordings 
of Adderley, Coltrane, Armstrong, Parker, Mingus, Ellington, and Evans are 
exemplarily prototyped documents of music heard.23 They are aural experts 
and teachers in the highest artistic and pedagogic sense, to borrow Archie 
Shepp’s phrasing.24 Moreover, it should not be controversial to say that these 
musicians are masters of the collective and polyphone musicianship first 
emerging in the African context.25 Their recordings document the spon-
taneous, auditory, and musical behavior unfolding within the constraints 
and possibilities of shared musical languages. They document the genuine 
accomplishment of the human potential for real-time communicating in live 
and instantaneous communication. (For proof, listen to their recordings.)
	 Now following Tomasello,26 it seems reasonable to say that the aural 
facilities of high-skilled aural musicians imply a form of joint attention—or 
joint musical attention, as we will call it. Joint musical attention implies the 
abilities to

•	 direct attention toward the same music as heard by others. (This is 
a banal yet crucial condition for collective music-making);

•	 hear not only how things are played but also how they could be 
played, that is, the facility to perceive the rhythmic and tonal gen-
erative potentials latent in the music;

•	 follow the musical attention of the other. This implies the facility to 
perceive the rhythmic and tonal generative potentials about to be 
acted out by fellow musicians;

•	 lead the attention of the other toward self-perceived musical po-
tentialities. This brings in a mutual dialectic in the live company. 
Both parties lead the attention of the other;

•	 learn through aural imitation. Imitation is not only a propaedeutic 
concern but conditions also the activity of pursuing the same musi-
cal sense as unfolded by peer musicians.

These criteria are modifications of Tomasello’s list defining joint linguistic 
attention, a fact reflecting the shared background of music and language in 
human musicality. Moreover, while the criteria indicate a self/other rela-
tionship, their implications can be rephrased with a focus on the musical 
sense unfolding between the listening subjects. From the vantage point of 
the music, joint musical attention implies the abilities to

•	 hear how perceptual and musical categories of similar and distinct 
musical gestalts are formed and dissolved;
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•	 form perceptual and musical categories of how similar and distinct 
musical gestalts are formed and dissolved;

•	 hear musical transpositions based on similar functional roles of the 
musical gestalts;

•	 form musical transpositions based on similar functional roles of 
the musical gestalts.

To appreciate these points, we need to see the phenomenological correlation 
between the aural abilities on the side of the listening subjects and the gener-
ative potentials in their intentional objects, namely, the music. The music is 
the intermediary reality, the communicative sense that unfolds, reflects, and 
embeds the aural horizons of the players. Joint musical attention, then, is the 
ability to hear the rhythmic and harmonic generative potentials in substan-
tial co-perception with others, as the meaningful possibilities unfold in real-
time interaction. It is the ability to catch multiple aural horizons latent in the 
music, emerging because other people hear the same music differently. For, 
as we recall that humans always perceive more or less differently,27 the gen-
erative potentials can ever be pulled in different directions in joint musical 
attention. There is no one way to hear the unfolding music, but many—in 
fact, as many as there are possible ways of listening.
	 To illustrate, let’s say a pianist suddenly hears a latent sharp nine in an 
unfolding dominant seventh chord, suggested by the flat intonation of the 
saxophonist. By subtle manipulation of the music, the pianist can now lead 
the attention of the others toward this potentiality, perhaps by indicating 
a substitute chord. The others might respond to this initiative directly or 
by “transposing” what they hear into a rhythmic structure that, for them, 
serves a similar functional role in the spur of the moment. The crux of joint 
musical attention evolves in this facility to hear how rhythmic and harmonic 
gestalts form and dissolve themselves within the context of living, instanta-
neous, and polyphone communication.28

	 Crucially, this description of joint musical attention will prove essen-
tial to see where the student’s process potentially is headed. Learning the 
tonal language and cultivating joint musical attention are but aspects of the 
same process. It is worth noting how our definition of joint musical atten-
tion differs from contemporary concepts of joint musicianship. Seddon, Sed-
don and Biasutti, and Phillips-Silver and Keller seek to clarify how skilled 
musicians are capable of rapid mind-reading and understanding the plans 
of the other.29 In criticizing their accounts, Schiavio and Høffding suggest 
an account of joint musical awareness, focusing on how a group of inter-
viewed musicians is thoroughly absorbed in their doing, with neither time 
nor need to read the mind or emotional states of the peer musicians.30 How-
ever, despite substantial differences in other regards, none of these theorists 
takes substantially into account how collective musicianship is a mediated 
activity. That is, they do not consider the fact that skilled musicians listen 
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to each other in and through a thick symbolic communicative medium. The 
music is just there, so to say, as the neutral sonorous medium between the 
players.
	 In our context, by contrast, questions about degrees of conscious aware-
ness of self and others are irrelevant, compared to the fact that skilled 
musicians listen to each other precisely in and through the shared artistic 
and communicative medium. The jointness in the joint musical attention 
expresses no direct relation between subjects but is a reflected relation. The 
musicians listen to the same musical sense, and they unfold it together. They 
share attention by unfolding the same generative potential from moment to 
moment.

5. Hearing Symbolic Indications

The previous subsections suggest a series of perspectives on what it implies 
to learn the Western tonal system by ear and to be able to use the language 
in live communication with others. Along with these perspectives, the exer-
cises described above are a way to train symbolic behavior. Importantly, 
rhythmic learning has embedded a symbolic dimension. In cultivating her 
overall capacity to identify and vary coherent rhythmic unity across the 
multimodal variation, the student has enacted subtle modes of selfsame-
ness under a diversity of aural perspectives. In Thompson’s definition, she 
trained to grasp something as an invariant under a variety of aspects and 
perspectives.
	 However, with the exact replication of the tones and relations between 
tones (Table 1) and the slightly more spontaneous variation encouraged in 
Table 2, symbolic learning takes a more specified form, as the student is 
about to explore the aural selfsameness and equivalences suggested with 
the tonal atmospheres. She tries out the various modes of listening latent 
within the keys. She is about to hollow out the multiple, systematic pathway 
variances implied in the tonal invariances. In other words, the student trains 
her capacity to catch and enact the generative harmonic potentials. She tries 
to grasp the invariances unfolding in the tonal language, something that 
moves with a force of its own, propelling the music in various directions.
	 In Scruton’s parlance, the student tries out how the tonal atmosphere of 
the chords and the sequence harbors latent possibilities of variations within 
the musical atmosphere of their functioning.31 She tries out how the octaves 
can be heard as the “same again” across the tonal differences, how various 
voicings of the II-V-I cadences create slightly different tensions and releases 
in the music while still fulfilling the same functional roles, and how the har-
monic and melodic potential of the tonic separates into other diatonic and 
chromatic relations. In other words, she tries to hear how tones and rela-
tions between tones belong to the same tonal atmosphere and how the tonal 
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atmosphere can be strengthened or weakened by tone sequences moving 
more or less distant to the key, tending toward the center or away from it. 
She tries to hear unused potentialities within the tonal atmosphere—foreign 
tones excluded from the principal regions of the key, also creating transi-
tions and potential tensions within the atmosphere. In short, the student 
explores the tonal language as a perceptual system of equivalences sketch-
ing out the generative potentials embedded in the Western tonal language.
	 The all-important crux, then, is to see how this mode of symbolic learn-
ing has an intrinsic dimension of intersubjective and communicative relat-
edness. In line with the general argument of this article, the student is not 
replicating and using an abstract, computational generative system. She is 
about to learn a genuine symbolic language used in real-time communica-
tion between real human beings, namely, the Adderley Quintet. By repli-
cating, enacting, and incorporating their music, she is about to imitate and 
incorporate their means of communication in joint musical attention, that is, 
their aural indications embedded in the harmonic (and rhythmic) generative 
potentials.
	 Herein evolves new profundities implied in Berliner’s assumption. As 
we will come to see, this mode of symbolic learning involves structural simi-
larities to a new phase in ontogenetic language development related to the 
entry into verbal, symbolic language by the age of seven to nine months. 
By exposing these factors (everything we invoke will eventually turn out 
relevant), we will finally be ready to conceive the jucier aspects of how the 
aural imitation method works and how imitating recordings prepares for 
collective music-making.

5.1 Generalized Interactions and the Indicative Role of Joint Attention
To see what resources Table 1 and Table 2 cultivate into joint musical atten-
tion and fluent use of the tonal language, we need to invoke perspectives 
explaining how the ability of symbolic behavior starts showing itself and 
how it forms into linguistic capacities. Considering the syntactical dimen-
sion of the tonal system, we also need aspects belonging to the learning of 
linguistic grammar.
	 In the developmental narrative introduced by Trevarthen32 and Stern,33 
symbolic behavior begins to show itself soon after birth. That unity in 
rhythm and forms of vitality emerge across the many sense modalities indi-
cates a certain selfsameness or generality in the constant variance of life is 
indeed a protoversion of symbolic behavior. Besides, rhythm and forms for 
vitality, too, have directions. They lead somewhere; they indicate.
	 However, encircling the mode of protosymbolic generality further (in 
a way that will prove fruitful to capture the generality of aural learning), 
Stern suggests the term RIG, an acronym for “Representations of Interac-
tions that have been Generalized”: “[I]nfants have some abilities to abstract, 
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average, and represent information preverbally.”34 From two to seven 
months, together with the formation of the core self, they begin to show 
capacities to aggregate experience and distill, or abstract out, an average 
prototype out of perceptual variety. “RIGs are flexible structures that aver-
age several actual instances and form a prototype to represent them all.”35

	 RIGs have a somewhat ambiguous status when it comes to represent-
ing brute reality. On the one hand, the distilled prototype represents all the 
events that made it come into being. On the other hand, the prototype does 
not represent any of the events as such. That is, the RIG does not necessarily 
correspond to anything in a one-to-one sense: “A RIG is something that has 
never happened before in exactly that way, yet it takes into account nothing 
that did not actually happen once.”36 The ambiguity regarding “realness” 
makes up a flexible and generative moment. Things and events are indexed 
and reindexed in a fluid and dynamic fashion. Attributes of many different 
kinds gradually form meaningful networks. Invariants emerge in the con-
stant variance of perceptual life.
	 Now, put simply, RIGs are protostructures for words. When the child is 
eighteen to twenty-four months and begins to use and understand linguistic 
symbols, this process is a continuation of the generalization that has been 
going on for a while. Language fills in the need for more advanced repre-
sentations and communication of experience across the constant change of 
perceptual singularity.
	 Crucially, the ability for joint attention is critical for the process from 
RIGs to linguistic symbol manipulation. In Trevarthen’s framework, joint 
attention represents a shift from primary to secondary intersubjectivity, emerg-
ing around nine months.37 At this age, the infant moves from coordination of 
self and others based mainly on timing, form, and intensity, to the inclusion 
of objects and more explicit engagement in cooperative exchange of referen-
tial gestures. The infant shows increased initiative-taking to the systematic 
combining of purposes to partner and object. The infant begins to gener-
ate meaningful acts in a new sense, such as rudimental demands, refusals, 
and inquiries, or more awareness of objects. “We are born to generate shift-
ing states of self-awareness, to show them to other persons, and to provoke 
interest and affectionate responses from them.”38

	 In Stern’s framework, the process of sharing attention starts around seven 
to nine months, when the infant develops a new sense of self, which Stern 
calls the subjective self.39 The infant now begins to show a new awareness of 
self vis-à-vis others. It “discovers” that there are other minds out there as 
well as its own.40 Self and other are no longer only core entities of physical 
presence, action, affect, and continuity; they also include mental states, such 
as feelings, motives, and intentions, things that lie beyond the physical hap-
penings in the domain of core-relatedness. The infant shows a new organi-
zation of the subjective perspective, defined by a qualitatively new sense of 
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self vis-à-vis the other. Mental states can be “read,” matched, aligned with, 
or attuned to, in a more articulate sense. The infant shows capacities for 
sharing a focus of attention, for attributing intentions and motives to others 
and apprehending them correctly, and for attributing the existence of states 
of feeling in others and sensing whether they are congruent with one’s states 
or feelings.41

	 The gesture of pointing and the act of following another’s line of vision 
are among the first overt acts that permit inferences about the sharing of 
attention or the establishment of joint attention.42 While the infant shows a 
preliminary form of the ability to follow the gaze directions of others before 
nine months, the ability to share attention suggests a new ability to perceive 
pointing matures around that age. The child still maps out affectively and 
very closely the behavior of the mother but also begins imitating the goal of 
the mother’s actions in another sense. “To imitate is not to do what the other 
does, but to arrive at the same result,” as Merleau-Ponty would say.43 When 
the mother looks in one direction and the child does the same, the child does 
not copy the movement as such but imitates the aim of the looking gesture, 
which is to attend to the same as the mother.
	 Interestingly enough, recent studies accentuate precisely the auditory 
aspects of this early ability to share attention. Launching the term teleomu-
sicality, Schiavio, van der Schyff, Kruse-Weber, and Timmers demonstrate 
how infants between six and ten months begin to aim toward something in 
the sounds of the surrounding.44 The goal seems to be both to create a non-
boring and meaningful environment for its own sake and to share this audi-
tory sense with the mother. By trying to imitate the sounds of the mother, 
infants develop their repertoires of goal-directed actions that will allow 
them to explore the environment in a meaningful (for example, musical) 
way. At the same time, infants respond creatively to the sonic situation. By 
mastering certain actions, they also develop adequate perceptual abilities 
that seem to motivate further ways of interaction with the world. That is, 
by understanding the goal of a given sound-related activity performed by 
another individual (for example, the caregiver or peer), infants could typi-
cally begin to play with their own sounds as invitations to more mutual 
understanding embedded in the auditory phenomena.45

	 Joint attention implies both ability to transcend egocentrism by decen-
tering attention into the interest and purposes of the mother and, the other 
way around, the ability to steer the attention of the other, thus expanding the 
“control zone” of the ego.46 Differently put, together with the ability to follow 
another person’s attention to distal objects and events outside immediate 
interaction comes the reciprocal ability to direct the attention of others to 
distal objects by pointing, showing, and using other nonlinguistic gestures.47

	 The child engages in the process: it validates whether joint attention has 
been achieved, and if it has failed, the child will initiate more interaction to 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://scholarlypublishingcollective.org/uip/jae/article-pdf/56/1/94/1984855/94solli.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



Learning Jazz Language    109

gain the joint perspective. Thus, joint attention is not passive reception but 
active participation with, against, and according to the other’s way of perceiv-
ing things. The child begins a dialectic mediation of perspective. It becomes 
a subject in an interpersonal exchange of perspectives. In other words, a new 
dimension emerges in what we call the intermediary third. The thirdness 
takes up the distinct perspectives of partners.
	 In Stern’s framework, the leap into the mutuality of my and your atten-
tion indicates the rudimentary formation of a new self, the verbal self.48 The 
indicative dimension of joint attention is the key to the development of what 
later will turn into an explicit understanding of verbal symbols. It is also at 
the core of understanding generative rules and procedures for interactions.49 
Within the framework of affective attunement and mutually created mean-
ing, the child will gradually recognize stable traits in “how we do things.” 
It will begin to identify complex invariants in behavior and to perceive 
how these invariants contain latent potentialities of novel behavior. It will 
become aware of how overt behavior is one of several possible manifesta-
tions of the same, as Stern puts it.50 In other words, the child will become 
aware of how something can symbolize something else beyond the concrete 
reality of RIGs. It will perceive how each manifestation of something has 
some degree of substitutability and potential variability latent in how others 
perceive the same object.
	 Naturally, it falls outside the scope of this article to pursue further how 
the child acquires verbal language of words and grammar. Suffice to say that 
what Tomasello calls early grammaticalization is rendered possible by joint 
attention.51 Gradually and then from inside the rhythmic communication 
full of RIGs and exchange of gaze and expressive gestures, grammatical and 
generative structures of the mother tongue will emerge for the child as orga-
nizing forces embedded in communication. The child will need no meta-
awareness of the syntax qua syntax but will eventually pick up general ways 
to generate utterances. He or she will follow the direction of the gesture—
the sense of the movement, as Merleau-Ponty would say: “[B]eginning with 
the first phonetic oppositions, the child speaks, and only afterward will he 
learn to apply the principle of speech in diverse ways.”52 From the inside 
of the phonetic dimension of communicative sense, the child will begin to 
apply general principles embedded in the communication.

5.2 Guided by Music
As we return to the aural imitation method, we recall first how the student 
and teacher collaborate in the process of exploring the music. By listening 
together, they genuinely share attention. They mutually guide the other’s 
attention toward nuances in the music, either by saying things like, “Lis-
ten to how the saxophone phrases here, compared to here,” or raising an 
eyebrow after a hefty passage or just by singing or playing what they have 
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in mind. They can indicate or point toward specific nuances in the music, 
accumulating a growing auditory awareness within the shared musical 
language.
	 On a more intriguing and potent level, however, it now makes sense to 
say that the student also shares attention with the musicians she listens to 
on the record—not directly, of course, as if they were standing next to her, 
but in a mediated sense. That is, she does not necessarily engage in empathetic 
attunement with the musicians (as Seddon would suggest53), nor does she 
use “mental imaginary” to plan the productions of her own sound or to 
predict the upcoming sounds of the players heard on the record.54 She “just” 
listens within the same musical language as the Adderley combo once used 
in live communication. She lets herself be guided by musical indications 
embedded in the music as an intermediary third. Gradually, she can become 
aware of indications unfolding in subtler details of the music, and through 
the enactive efforts, she can become capable of using similar musical indi-
cations. Finally, we see also why the student could have picked a solo per-
formance as a model for imitation. Solo performances unfold a language of 
indications.
	 Let’s say our student has imitated and incorporated (very precisely) how 
the bass plays the root in the falling fifths relations of “Autumn Leaves” and 
how the piano, trumpet, and saxophone voices out the other tones of the 
chords vertically and horizontally (Acts 6–7, Table 1, Phase 1), before she 
now begins to vary the voicings according to Instr. 5 (Table 2, Phase 2).
	 The current point is this: The student does not perform these forms of 
enaction in a void but relative to the music once carried out by Adderley 
and his combo. She directs her attention toward the same music as they did 
at the time of recording. But she also trains her ability to hear and accom-
plish other latent possibilities in the same music. She tries to hear not only 
how the generative potentials of “Autumn Leaves” once were heard and 
fulfilled in a recording studio in New York but also how the potentials could 
have been heard and carried out. In other words, she does not invent new 
options for the musical language as much as she tries to fulfill possibilities 
latent in the musical language. These “dormant” or “quiescent” pathways 
are already part of the musical organization. All she has to do is bring them 
forth by hearing them and acting them out.
	 In our framework, it makes sense to say that the ability to hear distal 
musical potentialities is rendered possible by the protosymbolic imitation 
of joint attention. Without the ontogenetic formation of joint attention, it is 
improbable that the student would be able to follow indications within a 
complex tonal system. Without the ability to understand the directing of 
pointing, she would probably not be able to hear unaccomplished, intrasys-
tematic leads unfolding in the musical language. If she had not experienced 
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the mutual dialectics creating an intermediary third, she would not have 
had the ability to hear and generate musical potentials in real-time poly-
phonic synchronization with other subjects.
	 At the same time, it makes sense to say that the aural imitation method 
implies a further development of the student’s general capacity to follow the 
attention of others. She is “forced” to expand on her abilities to follow subtle 
indications embedded in the intersubjective symbolic language. The music 
pushes her into a general regrouping in her ways of perceiving general sense 
latent in the concrete auditory unfoldment.
	 In prolonging our previous observations regarding rhythmic perception 
and understanding, we note how the auditory attention toward the har-
monic sense also harbors a potential proprioceptive dimension. Discover-
ing new pathways in the music is coextensive with the student’s discovery 
of new channels in her behavior. The energy, spontaneity, and self-relation 
associated with forms of vitality are about to be channeled into the symbolic 
sense of the tonal language. Multimodal behavior is about to acquire a new 
medium of expression within the stringent pathways of the tonal language. 
She has to discover and establish new latent behavior within herself, let-
ting adjustments of motor excitation participate in the harmonic generative 
potentials of the music.

5.3 Learning the System as a Whole
As we know from the previous sections, it is one thing to hear and enact 
local or partial latencies belonging to the tonal language and another to 
have at one’s independent disposal the whole tonal language in the ways 
associated with tonal fluency. How, then, do the exercises of Tables 1 and 2 
help the student crack the system as a whole? Alternatively, put in a quasi-
Saussurean way, how can she construct a tonal langue ready to be trans-
formed into musical parole at any time, without the support of an external 
audible source like the record or the instrument?
	 One key evolves in Stern’s RIG concept. Recall how RIG conceptualizes 
how learning, already from the early and protolinguistic phase of ontogeny, 
involves a certain generality embedded in the concrete. That is, long before 
she learned to handle general categorizations of words and linguistic sym-
bols, the student had begun to distill, or abstract out, average prototypes out 
of perceptual variety. She had started to form flexible structures that aver-
aged several actual instances and formed a prototype that represented all 
the pertinent situations.
	 In the aural imitation context, something similar must somehow take 
place. The student must hear that the partial tonal sequences and generative 
potentials that she imitates embed a generality—namely, the generality of 
the whole tonal system. Although it is utterly impossible to hear through all 
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possible pathways in the tonal language, it is possible to grasp the general 
functionality of the whole system.
	 The harmonic falling fifth relation characterizing “Autumn Leaves” gives 
the student (and us) a hint. By what we said above, this harmonic progres-
sion makes use of one of the characteristic features of the Western tonal sys-
tem: the circle of fifths. Simply put, “Autumn Leaves” makes abbreviated, 
musical use of precisely this trait of the system.
	 Herein unfolds the generality that the student somehow must grasp in 
the audible phenomenon: she needs to hear how the concrete use of gen-
erative potentials manifests a systematic part of a systematic whole. That is, 
she needs to hear how the tune exemplifies or “symbolizes” the generative 
syntax of the major-minor tonality, the almost complete circle of fifths, the 
twelve tones, and the diatonic and chromatic transitions. In other words, she 
needs to hear how there are practically unlimited aural possibilities embed-
ded in the limited sequences. The individual sequences and the generative 
potentials embed and exemplify the generative syntax of a system that ulti-
mately transcends the concrete realizations of that tune.
	 While it is easy to overintellectualize the learning process involved in 
the potential cracking of the whole system, Stern’s RIG helps us keep track 
of the perceptual and embodied mode of learning. The ways that intangible 
wholeness of the system is present in “Autumn Leaves” is structurally simi-
lar to how each manifestation of a RIG represents the average or distillation 
of several of several experiences. For the student, the system as a perceptual 
whole is something that never actually can be heard (how could it be?), yet 
the concrete tune that she is about to imitate takes into account nothing that 
does not belong to the whole system. In other words, “Autumn Leaves” is 
what Stern would call a perceptual prototype. It is a distillation of the trans-
gressing, imperceptible whole.
	 Exposing the RIG point further, we consider briefly a study discussed by 
Merleau-Ponty as our point of departure. Against the general background 
that children often learn to discriminate colors relatively late, a group of 
young children was asked to distinguish objects with a small set of colors.55 
The moment the children first learned to recognize and name two or three 
colors, the Sternian generality of RIGs kicked in. Suddenly, at some moment, 
the children were able to identify and discriminate colors:

[W]hat is acquired is not properly speaking the discrimination of 
these two qualities as such; it is a general power of comparing and 
distinguishing colors: all pairs of colors benefit from the distinction of 
red and green and differential behavior progress not from one to the 
other, but by a finer discrimination with regard to all of them.56

In the same strike of understanding, the children had learned to see more 
distinctions and to name these distinctions. The color RIG is generalized, 
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nuanced, and “symbolized,” so to say. The combination of grown-up guid-
ance (“look here and try to distinguish this from that”) and a limited num-
ber of examples helped the children broaden their sensual, qualitative, and 
symbolic form of perception.
	 Now, just like the children learning to sort colors, the jazz student has 
narrowed down the options of variations. The children in Merleau-Ponty’s 
case handle three colors, not endlessly many colors, and this limitation helps 
them understand the perceptual generality exemplified by the colors. Simi-
larly, the student handles one recorded tune organized by the Western tonal 
system (not many recordings at once), and this specific limitation is the vehi-
cle that potentially will make her able to perceive the system as a whole. 
Moreover, in analogy to Merleau-Ponty’s case, this general learning will go 
hand in hand with an increased awareness for perceptual details. Just like 
the child learning to differentiate between colors, the student will begin to 
distinguish within the tonic atmosphere in more precise manners. Diatonic 
organizations harbor chromatic transitions, and V–I sequences harbor a 
potential II–V7, or whatever.
	 In contrast to Merleau-Ponty’s case, however, the generality potentially 
grasped by the student is a symbolic network of sense generating sense, 
that is, of a complete, generative syntax. By the stringent constraints dis-
cussed above, each new discrimination within the system will potentially 
lead to more nuances regulated by the same order. Moreover, in contrast to 
Merleau-Ponty’s case, the ultimate guide to this latent generality unfolds in 
the perceptual phenomenon itself, that is, in the music. Adderley’s recording 
harbors its own explanation: it contains indicative forces powerful enough 
for the student to crack more or less the whole system.
	 The indicative role of the music was implied when we said that the stu-
dent joins attention with the recorded musicians in a mediated sense. Their 
use of the tonal language is indicative: how the musicians unfold the con-
crete generative potentials can lead the student’s ear in the direction of the 
general invariant syntax of the tonal language. Analogous to how the stu-
dent as a child once picked up the invariants of linguistic grammar without 
necessarily being told that “this is grammar,” she can pick up the qualitative 
indications toward generality unfolding in the flow of the music.
	 Let’s say the student has yet to make the final discovery. She manages to 
swing and hear and generate relevant tonal sequences but has not cracked 
the system as a whole. This will come in the next section.

6. Subjective (Personal) Variation

Before we say more, we turn to the final stage of the aural imitation method 
(Table 3, identical to Table 3 presented in Part 1).
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6.1 Enhancing the Process Even Further
Again, everything encouraged in this third phase of the aural imitation 
method is a further development of the process started with the earlier 
stages presented in Tables 1 and 2 (partly discussed in Part 1, and partly in 
the Sections 4–5 above.). We pay extra attention to the following features.

6.1.A. STRENGTHENED MENTAL HEARING

The student enhances the facility to let the music resound in her mind. 
She pays attention to and explores how the mental or “intrabodily” music 
sounds relatively independent of the real voice and the instrument. She tries 
it out in cross-modal behavior, acted out relative to stamping, clapping, 
singing, and the use of the musical instrument.

6.1.B. STRENGTHENED PERSONAL VARIATION

More explicit than before, the student is now encouraged to act out per-
sonal variations within the musical language spontaneously. By doing so, 

Table 3. Phase 3: Subjective (personal) variation

Step Description Tool

Pers. 1 Let the basic rhythmic foundation (Act 1b) sound in your 
ears and sing, play, and beat new rhythmic ideas/patterns 
simultaneously. This must occur spontaneously. Vary the 
length of ideas from short motifs to longer themes.

In this exercise, play harmonically and melodically freely. 
Make recordings of your own playing. What do you like 
and dislike?

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Pers. 2 Pick some melodic motifs from the recording. Sing this 
melody line along with the recording so many times that 
you know it by heart. Play it together with the recording.

Play the same thing alone while the rest of the recording 
sounds in your ear. Sing and then play spontaneous 
melodic lines.

Be sure to convey ideas from your own musical imagina-
tion. Record your playing along with the recording as 
well as your soloing. What do you think of your own 
playing? What do you want to change?

Percussionists: Sing exercises in Pers. 2.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping

Pers. 3 Concentrate on the harmonic progression of the recording. 
Sing the chord sequence you hear on the recording. Break 
the same chords in arpeggio exercises on your instrument.

Let the rhythmic foundation of the recording go into your 
ear while you spontaneously play new chords. Preferably, 
piano is used, but singers and melodic instrumentalists 
sing/play broken chords in inversions of their own choice.

Set your harmonic imagination free.

Instrument, 
singing, 
clapping, 
foot-tapping
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she stretches the limitations and possibilities of rhythm, melody, and har-
mony—not by thinking and cognitive evaluation but by impromptu enact-
ment. Rhythmic and melodic motifs from the record function as spring-
boards for embellishments of various lengths.

6.1.C. ENHANCED DYADIC CHARACTER OF ATTENTION

Viewed together, everything we have said here implies a strengthening of 
the dyadic structure of the auditory attention established above: The mode 
of attention going “inwards” (toward the self-produced mental music) and 
“outwards” (toward the self-generated musical variations hearable to oth-
ers) are ways of releasing and hearing one’s spontaneity relative to the music 
that streams out of the loudspeakers. The strengthened contact with the ulti-
mately subjective intramental way of listening goes hand in hand with the 
intensified contact with the expressive behavior that blends into the inter-
subjective resounding music.
	 In other words, for the mode of aural attention encouraged in these exer-
cises, the personal ways of enacting the music imply no conflict between 
the “inner” and the “outer”—just as there is no conflict between the self-
generated music and the music streaming from the loudspeakers. The 
“inner” and the “outer” are not poles of expression but rather dimensions 
of the same musical sense being explored and expressed. Everything accom-
plishes the same musical language: Every mode of behavior is played out 
with, against, and in accordance with each other—and relative to the music 
that resounds from the record.

7. Leaping into Fluency

To analyze the implications of Table 3, we need not import many new 
theoretical perspectives but rather unpack how the potential outcome of 
the exercises accomplishes aspects belonging to an intersubjective related-
ness that has been there all the way. In the introduction, we noted how 
musicality, according to Trevarthen,57 is a communicated talent—a talent 
for communicating in live company. Through the critical investigations 
of Berliner’s assumption, we have tried to indicate how intersubjective 
relatedness is part of every reasonably normal childhood in the forms of 
protoconversational, rhythmic interaction and the gradual formation of 
joint attention.
	 Based on what we have seen, it makes sense to suggest that imitating 
and incorporating the rhythmic and tonal forms of the music by ear works 
because the method stimulates, cultivates, and canalizes energies associated 
with the imitative relatedness of musicality. The imitative method utilizes, 
animates, and transforms general musical potential into a specialized, aural 
skill. The fundamental ability to move rhythmically and in self-generated 
behavior and the ability to hear and generate symbolic orders within the 
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tonal system were already there, formed and carried out elsewhere in the 
general ability of joint attention and linguistic facilities.
	 However, as we might remember, we left our student a little hanging in 
the previous section. She had begun to hear latent possibilities within the 
tonal language but had not crossed the symbolic threshold for real. She could 
hear latent pathways embedded in the tonal syntax but had yet to crack the 
tonal grammar of the whole. How, then, can the exercises described in Table 
3 help the student take the leap into fluency? What, more specifically, would 
the leap have to do with the intersubjective relatedness which has been there 
all the way?
	 One crux of an answer evolves in the intimate relationship between the 
dyadic character of the aural attention and the indicative aspect of joint 
attention exposed in the previous sections. Recall how the formation of 
joint attention implied both a new ability to transcend egocentrism by the 
decentering of attention into the interest and purposes of the other and a 
more active ability to steer the other’s attention and in that sense expand 
the “control zone” of the ego. In other words, the child learned to be manipu-
lated by the behavior of the other and to manipulate the behavior of the other. 
One general goal of the manipulative activity was to achieve and sustain 
joint attention, which seems valuable for its own sake for the infant (and the 
mother).
	 In effect, striving with the exercises in Table 3, the student now seeks a 
similar mutuality. For as we just saw, when she varies the music according 
to her spontaneity, she relates to the music through her independent manipu-
lation of it. At the same time, having her ears and body glued to minute 
details in the music streaming out of the loudspeakers, she picks up how the 
musical voices relate both to each other within the band and to herself as a 
potential listener. She picks up how subtle manipulations and negotiations 
go on in the group and how each initiative both singularly and collectively 
manipulates her spontaneous behavior. In other words, she becomes aware 
of the aural, dialectical encounter between self and other and how the inter-
mediary music dynamically propels behavior in all parties.
	 This attended encounter of aural indications and reciprocal manipula-
tions evolved what we could call the key to the tonal fluency and the general 
understanding of the tonal system.

7.1 Hearing via the Other
Let us say this alteration happens: Suddenly, the student hears the general, 
harmonic glue that holds the tonal organization together. She hears how the 
same tonal lawfulness organizes every contingent tonal initiative coming 
from herself and the others and how the generative lawfulness ultimately 
transgresses the contingent manifestations. She hears how these precise 
phrases and chord progression exemplify the general order of the tonal sys-
tem as such.
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	 Simultaneously, she realizes that her earlier attempts to enact the tonal 
orders came a little too much from herself. She was ego-centered, as Stern 
would say.58 She listened to the tonal generative potentialities mainly from 
her subjective aural perspective. By contrast, after the transformation, she 
is more alter-centered. She relates differently to the whole music. She “takes 
in” how Adderley and his band relate to each other differently. This is the 
moment when she “falls into” the tonal fluency. The musical sense “comes 
to” her—just like verbal language comes to her in a spontaneous conversa-
tion with a listening and responding friend. What has happened?
	 To unpack the structure of the potential transformation, we turn briefly 
to the philosophical literature on understanding, which reflects the transfor-
mative encounter between self and others in ways that now seem pertinent. 
“It’s enough to say that we understand in a different way if we understand 
at all,” writes Gadamer.59 Understanding differently means, for Gadamer, 
a genuinely nondirected openness for how other humans understand: it 
“involves recognizing that I myself must accept some things that are against 
me, even though no one forces me to do so.”60

	 Merleau-Ponty makes a similar point. To understand another human in a 
conversation is to speak via the other:

When I speak [and] understand, I experience the presence of others 
in myself or of myself in others. . . . To the extent that what I say has 
meaning, I am a different “other” for myself when I am speaking; and 
to the extent that I understand, I no longer know who is speaking and 
who is listening.61

The other discussed by Gadamer and Merleau-Ponty can be a real person, 
but it can also be a fictive, generalized other, located in oneself, so to speak.62 
The point is that the person who understands must decenter from a mere pri-
vate way of conceiving things. Understanding implies a genuine openness 
to different ways of perceiving.
	 Gadamer and Merleau-Ponty stress how openness to the other implies 
the emancipation of what we, with Benjamin,63 call the intermediary third. 
Where neither of the parties control the human encounter of perspectives 
but contribute and attune to the other’s ways of understanding, the inter-
mediary is allowed to play itself out, according to its intrinsic norm. The 
intermediary is accomplished in full-fledged symbolic form. Something is 
allowed to emerge, something that remains an invariant through an unlim-
ited amount of perspectival variation.
	 Our previous sections have prepared for Gadamer’s and Merleau-
Ponty’s points. The rhythmic interaction and forms of vitality implied 
implicit relational knowledge—a sense of direction in synchronized behav-
ior. Joint attention conceptualized the sharing of perspectives, and the con-
cept of joint musical attention exposed the structure of the mutual aural 
and indicative dialectics among fluent aural musicians. What Gadamer and 
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Merleau-Ponty currently help us indicate represents the accomplishment of 
the relational competence. The more mature ability to speak “via the other” 
is rendered possible by the early development. The formation of the verbal 
self and the capacity for intersubjective relatedness enables the more mature 
distribution of aural and musical sense.
	 At the same time, Gadamer and Merleau-Ponty will now help us encircle 
how understanding the general syntax of the tonal system and the ability to 
hear and generate tonal sense “via the ear other” are genuinely aspects of the 
same transformation.
	 In our context, it makes sense to say that, by attending to her spontane-
ous variations of the music heard in mind, the student is already relating 
to a fictional or depersonalized other—a way one could listen to the music. 
Simultaneously, she relates to the music produced by real others, which is to 
say, Adderley’s combo. She actively relates to the auditory product emerging 
when these exact individuals once practiced joint musical attention medi-
ated by the tonal language. So construed, the student is already engaged in 
a pluralism of distinct aural horizons. She actively relates to multiple highly 
specific ways that a human ear can enact the generative potentials of the 
Western tonal system.
	 Moreover, in the process of trying out personal variation, the allocentric, 
open, and nondirective mode of aural attention allows everything to blend. 
It becomes unclear who is listening and who is playing, as Merleau-Ponty 
would say. The student becomes a “different other” for herself, as every-
thing becomes mediated through the tonal language.
	 Finally, the student hears something general in the constant variations. 
She understands how every concrete tonal organization pivots around or 
exemplifies something general—something that ultimately remains the 
same across every contingent tonal variation. This selfsameness is the gen-
eral syntax of the tonal system. However, the general order is inseparable 
from the possible aural perspective—the different ways of hearing the gen-
erative potentials. And this is what the student now hears: how there are 
infinite ways of listening embedded in the same tonal organization. She perceives 
how the generative potentials are universal pools of possible auditory 
enaction—pools that cannot be “used up” because there will always be yet 
another way to listen within the syntax.
	 In other words, the student has understood the tonal syntax as a sym-
bolic and intersubjective order that enables the current form of tonal 
communication.

7.2 No Building Blocks but Transformation and Differentiation
In this article, we have tried to describe the formation of an aural, embodied, 
and communicative knowledge, which is nonscriptural by nature. Nothing 
in the student’s learning process can be fixed conceptually and passed over 
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in written or semi-written forms. Ultimately, it can only be communicated in 
music.
	 To conclude, we can note how our usage-based approach to improvisa-
tion differs from a theoretical model that dominates much contemporary 
research on jazz improvisation and jazz education. Many theorists believe it 
is a good idea to approach jazz improvisation as if the musical behavior was 
an activity of synthesizing discrete units. Call this the building block approach.
	 Berliner exemplifies the approach. When he reflects (briefly) on how imi-
tation can prepare for improvisation, he chooses to pick up Nettl’s famous 
metaphor,64 describing improvisation as a combination and recombination of 
building blocks: “Many students begin acquiring an expansive collection of 
improvisational building blocks by extracting those shapes they perceive as 
discrete components from the larger soloes they have already mastered and 
practicing them as independent figures.”65 Wilf follows Nettl’s and Berliner’ 
path: “[I]mprovisation involves imitation insofar as it is a recombination of 
previously available building blocks created by other improvisators.”66 Phi-
losopher Benson sees no trouble in doing more or less the same: “For impro-
visation is a sense of ‘putting together.’ One takes the basic rhythmic and 
chord structures of the genre in which one works, and puts them together 
in different ways.”67 In fact, across the broadest spectrum of theories with 
interest in improvisational and musical behavior, the same approach is used 
in various ways.68

	 The building-block approach is perhaps a residue of Hume’s empiristic 
description of human perception,69 or it may be a conception taken from the 
Western literary tradition, where the building blocks are like letters in a sen-
tence. Either way, the leap into tonal fluency that we just tried to illuminate 
would equal the ability to execute rapid combinations of individual tones 
or sequences of tones. Our student would now be capable of producing a 
specific set of notes within the acquired framework of implicit and explicit 
rules. She would also be able to combine various rhythmic structures in dif-
ferent ways, perhaps even into novel combinations.
	 From the perspective of a perceiving subject, this way of describing the 
learning process might seem all right. Working with the exercises described 
above, the student can very well isolate distinct phrases and rhythmic pat-
terns and “put them together” with other isolated elements in focus, thus 
having the sense of performing a synthesizing activity. However, from the 
reflected point of the usage-based approach elaborated in this article, the 
building-block approach is downright wrong. For, as we have seen, not one 
of the exercises described encourages a synthesizing activity. Not one of 
the tasks inspires the construction of a musical language by adding rhythm 
plus harmony plus tonal sequences or whatever. Instead, constructing the 
musical language was always about hearing musical wholes (or matrices) of 
rhythm, tonality, harmony, and individual style. From the vantage point of 
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the ear, the generative potentials make sense only as musical wholes or aural 
matrices.
	 Besides, in a fundamental philosophical sense supported by this article, 
there is no such thing as discrete parts of music or building blocks. The least 
fragment of a rhythmic pattern or tonal sequence presupposes and resounds 
the entire lifeform in which it originated. We have seen how rhythm orga-
nizes the first relationship, how the general ability to follow and accomplish 
tonal sense originates in the ontogeny of joint attention, and how rhythm 
and tonality have the longer histories in phylogenetic evolution. Each musi-
cal whole belongs to a larger whole, implying culture, family, the local lan-
guage, and everything else that characterizes life with others. Thus, it is 
more apt to say that constructing a musical language by aural imitation is 
learning to discriminate within larger wholes, rather than approaching the 
process as a synthesis of parts into a whole. The differentiation also has an 
artistic and expressive dimension. To borrow phrasing from Welsh, “The 
very idea of ‘being an individual’ can only take place against the relief of a 
shared social world from which I seek to individuate myself.”70 Just as imi-
tation prepares the child for the emancipative transformation within verbal 
language, the aural imitation method prepares for emancipative transforma-
tions from inside the musical sense.
	 Our imagined student now packs her horn and goes to meet, play, and 
improvise with her band. The precise musical language is hers—and it 
unfolds in the collective.
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