
277Echo!ng Opac!ty: 
Unsettl!ng the Theo#y-

P#act!ce D!v!de
Anto!ne Chessex

«Qu!te s!mply, two cond!t!ons have come togethe# 
he#e: a cultu#e that p#o%ected onto the wo#ld  

(w!th the a!m of dom!nat!ng !t) and a language that 
was p#esented as un!ve#sal (w!th the a!m of 

p#ov!d!ng leg!t!macy to the attempt at dom!nat!on)& 
These two !ntent!ons, not w!thout some 

acknowledged po#t!on of la#gesse, culm!nated  
!n the thought of an emp!#e& Unde# these 

cond!t!ons poet!c thought went on the ale#t: 
beneath the fantasy of dom!nat!on !t sought the 

#eally l!vable wo#ld&»
Édoua#d Gl!ssant (1997: 28)

Th!s essay a#gues that Édoua#d Gl!ssant’s not!on of opac-
!ty p#ov!des a f#amewo#k fo# th!nk!ng a ph!losophy of the 
a#ts beyond the pe#s!stent d!v!s!on between theo#y and 
p#act!ce& Th#ough a close l!sten!ng of Cec!l Taylo#’s ensem-
ble !mp#ov!sat!on, I p#opose that h!s a#t!st!c p#act!ce ope#-
ates as a mode of ph!losoph!cal !nqu!#y: a fo#m of s!tuated 
th!nk!ng-and-do!ng ancho#ed !n soc!al l!fe&
The ve#y sepa#at!on of theoria as abst#act, «pu#e» thought 
f#om a#t!st!c p#act!ces unde#stood as occu##!ng solely 
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th#ough «do!ng» const!tutes a p#oblemat!c stance& Equal-
ly p#oblemat!c !s an account of a#t!st!c p#act!ces that !de-
al!ses the a#t!st!c gestu#e th#ough an appeal to a sove#e!gn 
potent!al!ty, wh!le t#eat!ng those p#act!ces as non-d!scu#-
s!ve and non-pol!t!cal ent!t!es& Both pos!t!ons attempt to 
ma!nta!n a d!v!s!on between theo#y and p#act!ce, e!the# by 
sepa#at!ng them out#!ght, o# by app#oach!ng them as al-
#eady sepa#ate, and both fa!l to acknowledge the!# !nev!ta-
ble entanglements& Th!s text the#efo#e asks why these 
sepa#at!ons pe#s!st as such, and whethe# an a#t!st!c gestu#e 
as embod!ed by Cec!l Taylo# m!ght !nstead unsettle them 
th#ough p#act!ces of opac!ty and !mp#ov!sat!on& As I w!ll 
a#gue, such p#act!ces a#e not sepa#ated f#om theo#y and 
a#e deeply ancho#ed !n soc!al l!fe&

Opac!ty

Édoua#d Gl!ssant can be #ead as p#opos!ng opac!ty as a 
stance opposed to the s!ngula#!z!ng log!c of Weste#n he-
gemon!c knowledge p#oduct!on — a log!c that upholds 
t#anspa#ency as a necess!ty, nam!ng f!elds of p#act!ce 
th#ough a s!ngle, stab!l!z!ng catego#y, and the#eby #eveal!ng 
!ts !ncapac!ty to engage the mult!pl!c!ty of Relat!ons:
«Th!s same t#anspa#ency, !n Weste#n H!sto#y, p#ed!cts that 
a common t#uth of Mank!nd ex!sts and ma!nta!ns that what 
app#oaches !t most closely !s act!on that p#o%ects, whe#eby 
the wo#ld !s #eal!zed at the same t!me that !t !s caught !n the 
act of !ts foundat!on& Aga!nst th!s #educt!ve t#anspa#ency, 
a fo#ce of opac!ty !s at wo#k& No longe# the opac!ty that 
enveloped and #eact!vated the myste#y of f!l!at!on but an-
othe#, cons!de#ate of all the th#eatened and del!c!ous th!ngs 
%o!n!ng one anothe# (w!thout con%o!n!ng, that !s, w!thout 
me#g!ng) !n the expanse of Relat!on& Thus, that wh!ch p#o-
tects the D!ve#se we call opac!ty» (Gl!ssant 1997: 62)&
Gl!ssant t#aces the genealogy of the ep!stem!c fo#ces at 
stake !n the a#t!culat!on of opac!ty w!th!n p#act!ces of c#eo-
l!sat!on that eme#ge !n tens!on w!th colon!al cultu#es and 
languages such as F#ench and Engl!sh (to wh!ch Ge#man o# 
Span!sh m!ght be added !n d!ffe#ent h!sto#!cal #eg!s-
te#s) — cultu#es h!sto#!cally o#gan!zed th#ough mechan!sms 
of f!l!at!on and leg!t!macy& At the same t!me, he !ns!sts that 
opac!ty should not be unde#stood as a closed c#ystall!zat!on& 
Rathe#, !t names a p#oduct!ve and aff!#mat!ve fo#ce that 
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a#!ses th#ough the necess!ty of othe# g#amma#s and othe# 
languages, #es!st!ng homogen!zat!on o# un!f!cat!on wh!le 
act!vat!ng #elat!onal fo#mat!ons that #ema!n open and het-
e#ogeneous& Opac!ty #es!sts the demand that p#act!ces be 
#ende#ed fully t#anspa#ent th#ough sub%ect!on to stable 
languages and catego#!es& In what follows, I app#oach opac-
!ty p#!ma#!ly as an ep!stem!c-pol!t!cal stance that #es!sts the 
demand fo# t#anspa#ency w!thout abandon!ng leg!b!l!ty& 
Opac!ty he#e does not !nd!cate obscu#!ty o# w!thd#awal f#om 
mean!ng, but a #efusal of a s!ngle and total!z!ng explanat!on&
I am !nte#ested !n attend!ng to th!s stance of opac!ty as !t 
engages a necessa#y c#!t!que of the sepa#at!on between 
theo#y and p#act!ce, and !n cons!de#!ng what such a c#!t!que 
m!ght !mply fo# a ph!losophy of the a#ts& Although Gl!ssant 
does not expl!c!tly add#ess the theo#y — p#act!ce d!v!de, h!s 
susta!ned c#!t!que of t#anspa#ency and h!s !ns!stence on a 
pol!t!cs and a poet!cs of Relat!on — both of wh!ch become 
ope#at!ve th#ough opac!ty — a#e c#uc!al !n th!s #ega#d& As 
Gl!ssant w#!tes, «Relat!on st#uggles and states !tself !n 
opac!ty& It dete#s self-!mpo#tance» (Gl!ssant 1997: 186)& 
The emphas!s on st#uggle fo#eg#ounds the h!sto#!cal and 
pol!t!cal cond!t!ons unde# wh!ch Gl!ssant’s thought eme#g-
es) cond!t!ons !n wh!ch dom!nant mechan!sms of powe# a#e 
conf#onted th#ough p#act!ces of #efusal that #espond to the 
need fo# a d!ffe#ent pol!t!cal o#de#& Unde#stood !n #elat!on 
to c#eol!sat!on as an ant!-colon!al p#act!ce, opac!ty thus 
eme#ges as a #ad!cally pol!t!cal mode of Relat!on and know-
!ng that #ema!ns !nsepa#able f#om soc!al l!fe&
In what follows, I w!ll t#y to a#t!culate the not!on of opac!ty 
and !ts !mpl!cat!ons fo# a#t!st!c p#act!ces& Th!s unde#stand-
!ng of such a ph!losoph!cal concept as ancho#ed !n soc!al 
l!fe !s cent#al to engag!ng a#t!st!c f!elds& He#e, the quest!on 
of what a ph!losophy of the a#ts m!ght be eme#ges #ad!cal-
ly& If ph!losophy’s task, w!th!n !ts anc!ent G#eek t#ad!t!on, !s 
to #eflect on the ontolog!cal — ti esti? as the p#!mal ques-
t!on — and to c#eate concepts, !t becomes compl!cated to 
a#t!culate what ph!losoph!cal p#act!ce m!ght be when en-
gag!ng a#t!st!c p#act!ces& Ve#y often, the ph!losophe# th!nks 
about a#t!st!c p#act!ces and aesthet!c d!mens!ons wh!ch 
m!ght al#eady h!nt at a sepa#at!on of #oles: the ph!losophe# 
w#!tes o# th!nks about a p#act!ce, wh!le the a#t!st!c p#act!-
t!one# ca##!es out the!# c#aft& In th!s s!tuat!on, a sepa#at!on 
of f!elds appea#s: a theoria that w#!tes, and a p#ax!s that 
ca##!es out !ts wo#k& But what !f these two #oles become 
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blu##y th#ough the!# !nev!table entanglements and #ad!cal 
!nte##elat!ons? What !f the about becomes with? A ph!los-
ophy of the a#ts !nfo#med by opac!ty m!ght then become a 
s!tuated p#act!ce !n wh!ch the sepa#at!on between d!st!nct 
#oles — and d!sc!pl!na#y f!elds — !s t#oubled& Th!s becomes 
pa#t!cula#ly v!s!ble !n son!c !mp#ov!sat!onal sett!ngs, whe#e 
th!nk!ng and do!ng unfold !n entanglement th#ough sound 
to fo#m a space of sha#ed !nqu!#y and mutual ampl!f!cat!on& 
The «w!th» !s a#t!culated th#ough ensemble sound!ng, #e-
hea#sal, and speech, app#oached not as ob%ects to be en-
gaged f#om outs!de but as const!tut!ve of conceptual 
p#oduct!on& It !s he#e that opac!ty eme#ges as the no!se of 
an !nd!sc!pl!na#!ty that t#oubles any attempt to stab!l!ze, 
sepa#ate, !dent!fy, name, o# f!x e!the# ph!losophy o# a#t!st!c 
f!elds& Opac!ty can be unde#stood he#e as ep!stem!c d!s-
sonance, unsettl!ng stable f!elds of knowledge p#oduct!on 
and t#ansfo#m!ng them !nto contested and contest!ng 
fo#ces&
I would l!ke to l!sten fu#the# to how such Relat!ons m!ght 
occu# at the !nte#sect!on of ph!losophy and a#t!st!c gestu#e, 
whe#e theo#y and p#act!ce conve#ge !nto complex a#t!cu-
lat!ons& To th!s end, I engage w!th Cec!l Taylo# !n Les Grandes 
Répétitions, a documenta#y p#oduced by the Institut Na-
tional de l’Audiovisuel / Groupe de Recherches Musicales 
that featu#es Taylo# and h!s qua#tet #ehea#s!ng !n Pa#!s !n 
1968 — a yea# that ca##!es pa#t!cula# h!sto#!cal and pol!t!cal 
we!ght& The f!lm fo#ms pa#t of a b#oade# documenta#y se-
#!es d!#ected by Gé#a#d Pat#!s !n collabo#at!on w!th com-
pose# Luc Fe##a#!, wh!ch featu#es po#t#a!t f!lms of f!gu#es 
such as Ol!v!e# Mess!aen, He#mann Sche#chen, Ka#lhe!nz 
Stockhausen, and Edga#d Va#èse, all captu#ed !n moments 
of #ehea#sal — bes!des Va#èse, who passed befo#e the 
p#oduct!on had been completed — hence the se#!es’ t!tle& 
W!th!n th!s context, Taylo# occup!es a s!ngula# pos!t!on& As 
the only a#t!st wo#k!ng w!th!n Black Atlant!c1 cultu#es !n the 
se#!es, h!s p#esence a#t!culates an !d!osync#at!c #elat!on to 
the othe# po#t#a!ts, wh!ch a#e s!tuated la#gely w!th!n the 
f#ame of Eu#opean (contempo#a#y) class!cal mus!c& Th!s 
pos!t!onal d!ffe#ence !s not me#ely b!og#aph!cal but ep!s-
tem!c and aesthet!c, fo#eg#ound!ng d!ve#gent concept!ons 
of !mp#ov!sat!on, compos!t!on, and the #elat!on between 

+  See Paul G!l#oy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double 
Consciousness (+,,-)&
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thought and sound — extend!ng, as I w!ll t#y to demonst#ate, 
to ph!losophy and a#t, and ult!mately to the blu##!ng of 
theo#y and p#act!ce& Taylo#’s p#act!ce offe#s a conc#ete 
example !n wh!ch opac!ty can be obse#ved not me#ely as a 
concept but as an embod!ed ph!losoph!cal method& 

Cec!l Taylo# à Pa#!s

The documenta#y opens w!th a mascul!ne vo!ce-ove# nam-
!ng those !nvolved !n the f!lm, beg!nn!ng w!th P!e##e Schaef-
fe#, then d!#ecto# of the Groupe de Recherches Musicales, 
and p#oceed!ng to l!st the othe# cont#!buto#s to the p#oduc-
t!on& Th!s spoken !nt#oduct!on unfolds ove# a sequence of 
stat!c shots (plans f!xes) of a Pa#!s!an locat!on, followed by 
a late#al t#ack!ng that eventually #eveals a plaque !dent!fy-
!ng the locat!on as Place des Vosges, 3rd arrondissement&
A cut !nt#oduces a new f#ame: Cec!l Taylo# s!ts !n f#ont of a 
wall, wea#!ng da#k sunglasses and a black pullove#, h!s head 
#est!ng on h!s hand as he holds a c!ga#ette& He #ema!ns st!ll, 
allow!ng the smoke to l!nge#& An off-sc#een vo!ce, speak!ng 
Engl!sh w!th a p#onounced F#ench accent and accompan!ed 
by F#ench subt!tles, asks: «What d!d you# fathe# play? He 
played an !nst#ument?» Taylo# #esponds calmly, «He played 
pots and pans&» The !nte#v!ewe# #epeats, «Pots and pans?» 
Taylo# aff!#ms, «Pots and pans&» The vo!ce then asks, «Was 
you# mothe# play!ng?» Taylo# #epl!es, «You mean, uh?» «I 
mean mus!c,» the vo!ce cla#!f!es& Taylo# answe#s: «Well, !t !s 
all mus!c, !sn’t !t? I mean, the way one cooks b#ead, p#epa#es 
the d!shes that we eat — !t could be someth!ng that causes 
the senses to c#eate what we colo# by call!ng, uh, emot!ons&»
Anothe# cut, #eveal!ng a new f#ame !n wh!ch the alto saxo-
phon!st J!mmy Lyons, pos!t!oned !n the co#ne# of a vast #oom 
and fac!ng a wall, a#t!culates mult!ple mot!v!c l!nes& He 
stands bes!de a la#ge f!#eplace, a cha!#, and a pa!nt!ng de-
p!ct!ng a flowe#& As he cont!nues to play, Lyons g#adually 
tu#ns away f#om the wall and beg!ns to walk th#ough the 
space& The sound now featu#es the full qua#tet — Cec!l 
Taylo# on p!ano, Lyons on alto saxophone, Alan S!lva on 
double bass, and And#ew Cy#!lle on d#ums — pe#fo#m!ng !n 
what appea#s to be a la#ge apa#tment, poss!bly w!th!n one 
of the a#!stoc#at!c #es!dences su##ound!ng Place des Vosges&
The sound !s !ntense and fo#ceful& Lyons’s alto saxophone 
t#aces sha#p, g#av!ty-defy!ng l!nes — c!#cula# and #epet!t!ve 
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yet cont!nuously mutat!ng !nto new mot!ves& Taylo#’s p!ano 
a#t!culates dense cluste#s, !ns!stently shap!ng d!ssonanc-
es that sea#ch fo# d!ffe#ence w!th!n #epet!t!on& S!lva’s bass 
osc!llates between lowe# and h!ghe# #eg!ste#s, alte#nately 
ancho#!ng the ensemble and cont#!but!ng to !ts ongo!ng 
son!c negot!at!on& And#ew Cy#!lle’s poly#hythm!c pe#cus-
s!on p#opels the g#oup th#ough elast!c t!me, open!ng spac-
es th#ough d#ums and cymbals& What eme#ges !s a sus-
ta!ned collect!ve conve#sat!on !n wh!ch sound #eplaces 
speech& Complex textu#es cont!nually coll!de and #econ-
f!gu#e, p#oduc!ng a language !n wh!ch d!ssonance a#t!cu-
lates a mode of ex!stence th#ough ensemble !mp#ov!sa-
t!on — a way of shap!ng sound, bod!es, space, t!me, and 
soc!al l!fe& Taylo#’s vo!ce then #etu#ns: «An !nst#ument !s %ust 
an ob%ect& The mus!c comes f#om !ns!de& The !nst#ument !s 
the tool that makes a pa#t!cula# language&» The !nte#v!ew-
e# follows by ask!ng, «What d!d you study?» Taylo# #e-
sponds: «The people&» The mus!c #esumes, w!th #enewed 
!ntens!ty& Taylo# cont!nues: «Well, the study has to be d!v!d-
ed !nto two catego#!es: those of the academy and those of 
the a#eas usually located ac#oss the #a!l#oad t#acks&»
Although the documenta#y, as a med!ated fo#m, goes on to 
offe# fu#the# !ns!ght !nto Cec!l Taylo#’s a#t!st!c p#act!ce — en-
gag!ng #ad!cal son!c languages, ph!losoph!cal #eflect!on, 
and poet#y — I focus he#e on !ts open!ng sect!on, as !t al-
#eady p#ov!des a c#uc!al ent#y po!nt !nto my cent#al cla!m& I 
p#opose that Taylo# unsettles s!ngula# d!sc!pl!na#y f!elds by 
pe#fo#m!ng opac!ty th#ough !mp#ov!sat!on: a pol!t!cal ges-
tu#e that #efuses academ!c #eg!mes of t#anspa#ency, and 
the sepa#at!on between a#t!st!c pe#fo#mance and soc!al l!fe& 
In th!s context, sound/mus!c !s not a me#e med!um but the 
enactment of entanglements between ep!stem!c and aes-
thet!c p#oduct!on, !nsepa#able f#om ways of l!v!ng, #elat!ng, 
and be!ng& Th!s #efusal beg!ns w!th an unde#stand!ng of 
mus!c not as a med!um o# d!sc!pl!ne, but as an affect!ve and 
pol!t!cal son!c fo#ce — one that !s not only a#t!culated !n the 
moment of pe#fo#mance, but that echoes th#ough eve#yday 
l!fe: !n cook!ng, eat!ng, hang!ng out, o# st#uggl!ng togethe#& 
The #ac!al!zed #efe#ence to p#act!ces «ac#oss the #a!l#oad 
t#acks» gestu#es towa#d the colo# l!ne and the soc!al st#ug-
gles w!th!n commun!t!es that have long faced pe#s!stent 
#ac!st and class!st v!olence& In such #ac!al!zed spaces 
p#oduced th#ough econom!c d!spossess!on and st#uggle, 
a#t!st!c p#act!ce tends to be !nsepa#able f#om soc!al l!fe) !t 
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!s not conf!ned to the bandstand& Mus!c neve# stops afte# 
pe#fo#mance — !t cont!nues to sound wh!le #ead!ng, d!s-
cuss!ng, exchang!ng, cook!ng, th!nk!ng, and l!v!ng& Mus!c 
!s the#efo#e not a d!sc!pl!ne, but a way of be!ng !n the 
wo#ld(s), and opac!ty he#e blu#s the sepa#at!on between 
p#act!ces& At the same t!me, !t pos!t!ons pa#t!cula# languag-
es and cultu#al fo#ms !n oppos!t!on to dom!nant no#ms: to 
academ!a, to d!sc!pl!na#y sepa#at!ons such as mus!c o# 
ph!losophy, and ult!mately to the d!v!de between theo#y 
and p#act!ce& When Taylo# speaks, he act!vates ce#ta!n 
#eg!ste#s) when he !mp#ov!ses at the p!ano, he act!vates 
othe#s& And when he pe#fo#ms h!s poet#y — as hea#d !n the 
late# moments of the documenta#y — he #ad!cally t#oubles 
what language can do& Yet these (son!c) laye#s #ema!n en-
tangled, «del!c!ous th!ngs %o!n!ng one anothe# w!thout 
me#g!ng but co-%o!n!ng,» to echo Édoua#d Gl!ssant& These 
entanglements a#e fu#the# unde#sco#ed when Taylo# #ecalls 
that h!s fathe# played «pots and pans,» a #ema#k that d!#ect-
ly challenges h!e#a#ch!es of mus!cal !nst#uments and a#t!st!c 
f!elds& He#e, «pots and pans» when act!vated th#ough eve#y-
day p#act!ces such as cook!ng become as val!d a mus!cal 
setup as the p!anofo#te& L!fe and sound a#e !nsepa#able&
When ensemble !mp#ov!sat!on unfolds w!th!n the collect!ve 
conve#sat!on of the qua#tet, the atmosphe#e !ntens!f!es& 
The mus!c!ans speak th#ough an !nst!tuted p#act!ce — !m-
p#ov!sat!on that pe#fo#ms the outs!de — that conveys d!s-
sonance, #ecall!ng Duke Ell!ngton’s asse#t!on that «d!sso-
nance !s ou# way of l!fe» (S!ngh 2004: 63)& Insofa# as !t !s 
p#oduced th#ough collect!ve negot!at!on and pa#t!cula# 
modes of sub%ect!vat!on, mus!cal d!ssonance becomes 
soc!al d!ssonance c#ystall!zed th#ough !mp#ov!sat!on& Im-
p#ov!sat!on thus eme#ges as a p#act!ce of #efusal — not 
notated on a sco#e but unfold!ng th#ough sound and l!sten-
!ng !n the moment — deeply ancho#ed !n st#uggle and a#t!c-
ulated th#ough soph!st!cated aesthet!c fo#ms that #es!st 
conf!nement and pe#fo#m an excess of sound& The#e !s no 
sepa#at!on between theo#y and p#act!ce he#e, because an 
a#t!st!c f!eld cannot be app#oached outs!de of soc!al l!fe& A 
ch#omat!c!sm outs!de tonal cente#s #esonates, #elat!ng 
d!#ectly to embod!ed affects and feel!ngs& Textu#es and 
d!ssonances acqu!#e an ex!stent!al mean!ng& Sound p#o-
duces a f#agmented mult!pl!c!ty of laye#s, echo!ng !ns!de 
and outs!de pe#fo#mance& These f#agments fo#m a pol!t!cs 
of Relat!on, connect!ng bod!es, spaces, and t!mes !n 
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non-l!nea# ways& What comes befo#e and afte# pe#fo#-
mance becomes d!ff!cult to dete#m!ne, as plu#al tempo#al-
!t!es a#e at stake w!th!n son!c p#act!ce& Opac!ty, ult!mately, 
!s pe#fo#med th#ough ensemble !mp#ov!sat!on&
Whethe# th#ough mus!cal languages that a#t!culate deep 
aesthet!c and soc!al d!mens!ons, th#ough the double a#t!c-
ulat!on of %oy and t#auma, o# th#ough the deconst#uct!on of 
language !n h!s poet#y, Cec!l Taylo# !s also, I would a#gue, a 
ph!losophe# !nsofa# as h!s p#act!ce p#oduces conceptual 
#elat!ons th#ough pe#fo#mance #athe# than academ!c fo#m& 
To call Taylo# a ph!losophe# !s not to e#ase d!st!nct!ons be-
tween a#t!st!c and ph!losoph!cal p#act!ces, but to #ecogn!ze 
fo#ms of conceptual p#oduct!on that occu# th#ough pe#fo#-
mance, s!tuated expe#!mentat!on, and embod!ed collect!ve 
son!c conve#sat!on& He#e, ph!losophy becomes a soc!al 
p#act!ce #athe# than textual p#oduct!on& Taylo# p#oduces 
t#ansve#sal !nte##elat!ons between a#t!st!c p#act!ce and 
ep!stem!c-ontolog!cal !nqu!#y, always echo!ng soc!al and 
pol!t!cal quest!ons whethe# th#ough h!s p#act!ce of poet#y, 
!mp#ov!s!ng w!th h!s ensemble o# talk!ng to an !nte#v!ewe#& 
Taylo#’s ph!losophy unfolds th#ough a #ad!cal #econf!gu#a-
t!on of dom!nant unde#stand!ngs of ph!losophy !tself: as 
the !nte##upt!on of the sepa#at!on between theo#y and 
p#act!ce, and between a#t!st!c p#act!ce and soc!al l!fe !n all 
!ts mult!d!mens!onal complex!ty& Th!s app#oach #esonates 
w!th pos!t!ons that unde#stand ph!losophy as a p#act!ce 
#athe# than solely a textual act!v!ty& F#ed Moten !ns!ghtful-
ly unde#stands the p#act!ce of !mp#ov!sat!on as exactly 
what unsettles ph!losophy: «Th!s unconsc!ous, o#, mo#e 
p#ec!sely, th!s th!ng of da#kness that ph!losophy has 
seemed !ncapable of acknowledg!ng as !ts own, !s !mp#o-
v!sat!on» (Moten 1997: 77)& Th#ough !mp#ov!sat!on, wheth-
e# talk!ng, pe#fo#m!ng mus!c, hang!ng out o# #ec!t!ng poet-
#y, Cec!l Taylo# unsettles clea# bounda#!es between sepa-
#ate f!elds of knowledge p#oduct!on& Ensemble !mp#ov!sa-
t!on, unde#stood as an affect!ve and soc!o-pol!t!cal fo#ce, 
ope#ates !n and th#ough opac!ty by t#oubl!ng and quee#!ng 
attempts to name, !dent!fy, o# f!x d!mens!ons that a#e fun-
damentally open, ana#ch!c, m!no#, and t#ansve#sal& As F#ed 
Moten — who has thought attent!vely w!th Taylo#’s 
sound — fu#the# puts !t:
«Now we m!ght eas!ly be speak!ng of the song fo#m as that 
de/cente#ed st#uctu#e that Taylo# #ad!cally #efo#mulates, !f 
not abandons, p#ec!sely by #eth!nk!ng !ts status as the 
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s!ngula# s!te of o#de# !n !mp#ov!sed mus!c& Fo# the po!nt he#e 
!s that !n h!s aesthet!c Taylo# deals !n what has t#uly been 
the unth!nkable of the event-dete#m!ned c!#cula#!ty of the 
h!sto#y/na##at!ve of the West and !ts th!nk!ng: the st#uctu#e 
o# total!ty that !s un(de)composed by a cente# o# !ts ab-
sence, by the event o# The Event and the!# absences& Th!s 
!s a poss!b!l!ty g!ven !n ensemble tone, !n the !mp#ov!sat!on 
th#ough a ce#ta!n t#ad!t!on of tempo#!zat!on and tympan!za-
t!on, th#ough that t#ad!t!on’s !n%unct!on to keep t!me !n a 
s!mple way, on the beat (of the event), !n that s!mplest (m!s)
concept!on — excusable because of the te#m!nology (and 
we could all see why Plato would be m!sled by James B#own 
!n the f!#st place) — of the one» (Moten 2003: 54)&
Follow!ng Moten, Cec!l Taylo#’s ensemble !mp#ov!sat!on 
ope#ates as a ph!losoph!cal p#act!ce that pe#fo#ms opac!ty 
as a pol!t!cal and ep!stem!c #efusal — undo!ng dom!nant 
colon!al, academ!c, and d!sc!pl!na#y sepa#at!ons between 
theo#y and p#act!ce, sound and soc!al l!fe, a#t and pol!t!cs& 
Th!s !s not to suggest that !mp#ov!sat!on !s !nhe#ently #es!s-
tant) l!ke any a#t!st!c p#act!ce, !t can be !nst!tut!onal!zed o# 
commod!f!ed& What !nte#ests me !nstead !s how Taylo# 
mob!l!zes !t as a #elat!onal and ep!stem!c st#ategy& I hea# 
th!s !mp#ov!sat!onal p#act!ce !n #elat!on to Gl!ssant’s not!on 
of opac!ty as an !nv!tat!on to ope#ate aga!nst «that s!mplest 
(m!s)concept!on of the One», aga!nst t#anspa#ency, aga!nst 
the cente# and the s!ngula# moment that uphold the l!nea# 
autho#!ty of Weste#n metaphys!cs, and aga!nst all attempts 
to e#ase the m!no# poet!cs and pol!t!cs of Relat!on& Th!s 
c#!t!que !s not d!#ected at ph!losophy as a total!z!ng o# ho-
mogeneous t#ad!t!on, but at dom!nant #eg!mes of ph!lo-
soph!cal autho#!ty that p#!v!lege t#anspa#ency and d!sc!-
pl!na#y exclus!on& Opac!ty ope#ates th#ough !mp#ov!sat!on 
l!ke many echoes, sound!ng soc!al laye#s the#e to unsettle 
d!scou#ses wh!ch close o# conf!ne a#t!st!c p#act!ces, ph!-
losophy, the sepa#at!on of theo#y and p#act!ce and, ult!-
mately, soc!al!ty !tself& Th#ough opac!ty and !mp#ov!sat!on, 
ph!losophy w!th a#t!st!c pe#fo#mances/a#t!st!c pe#fo#manc-
es w!th ph!losophy become always double: the !nsepa#able 
Relat!on between theo#y as/w!th p#act!ce and p#act!ce as/
w!th theo#y& 
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The othe# s!de

The#e !s much to be lea#ned f#om such app#oaches, pa#t!c-
ula#ly w!th!n academ!c contexts that cont!nue to ope#ate 
unde# the autho#!ty of clea#ly del!m!ted d!sc!pl!nes and a 
pe#s!stent oppos!t!on between theo#y and p#act!ce, !n-
c#eas!ngly shaped by econom!zed #eg!mes of academ!c 
«gove#nance»& Th!s !s espec!ally v!s!ble !n #esea#ch #eg!mes 
whe#e a#t!st!c wo#k !s #equ!#ed to t#anslate !tself !nto quan-
t!tat!ve and qual!tat!ve evaluat!ve languages of method, 
output, and !mpact& These dom!nant pa#ad!gms cont!nue 
to consol!date a demand fo# t#anspa#ency th#ough !mpe#-
at!ves of excellence and econom!zat!on, alongs!de the 
p#eca#!zat!on of academ!c labo# and the expans!on of bu-
#eauc#at!c p#ocedu#es t!ed to ongo!ng cuts !n publ!c fund-
!ng& These dynam!cs a#e not homogeneous ac#oss !nst!tu-
t!ons, but they shape the cond!t!ons unde# wh!ch a#t!st!c 
#esea#ch !s !nc#eas!ngly evaluated, and !ntens!fy p#ocesses 
of p#!vat!zat!on and econom!zat!on that a#e also affect!ng 
a#t!st!c f!elds beyond the academy& In th!s sense, the log!c 
that Édoua#d Gl!ssant and Cec!l Taylo# #es!st !n the!# #espec-
t!ve p#act!ces appea# not only to pe#s!st but to have been 
#eabso#bed and !nst!tut!onal!zed th#ough the total!z!ng 
log!st!cs of cap!tal& 
An attempt to pe#fo#m opac!ty w!th!n academ!c d!scou#se 
#!sks #ep#oduc!ng the ve#y demands fo# leg!b!l!ty !t attempts 
to #es!st& One !s thus conf#onted w!th an apo#!a: how to 
pe#fo#m a gestu#e of opac!ty that m!ght be co-opted as 
soon as !t unfolds? Such an apo#!a should not !nval!date the 
des!#e to #es!st t#anspa#ency) #athe#, !t add#esses the con-
d!t!ons unde# wh!ch both a ph!losophy of the a#ts and a#-
t!st!c #esea#ch m!ght ope#ate& 
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