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ENGL 555A-001 - Improvisation and the Poetics of Listening –  
Kevin McNeilly 

Studies in Literature and the Other Arts 
Term 2 

Writing In Catastrophic Times, the philosopher Isabelle Stengers describes what she names "the felt 
necessity of trying to listen to that which insists, obscurely" in our world. Around climate change, 
political and social upheaval, displaced populations and globalization, Stengers notes the emergence 
of a global human imperative to attend to our fractured world by enacting a version of what has been 
called the “auditory turn,” by learning to listen carefully, critically and creatively. This seminar will 
survey recent key developments in sound studies and the cultural theory of audition, ranging from 
phenomenologies of audience to material histories of sound. We will concentrate in particular on the 
ways in which various artistic and cultural practices of improvisation inform and enact close listening: 
our core text will be The Improvisation Studies Reader: Spontaneous Acts (2014), edited by Ajay 
Heble and Rebecca Caines. How do improvisatory interactions and collaborations inflect the social, 
cultural and political forms of the contemporary world? How does improvisation enable critical 
concern with inter-subjectivities, with social justice, or with human pluralities? How does improvisation 
refocus or intensify our attentive, critical address to the temporal, to the spatial and to the 
performative and the expressive? In addition to reading a set of novels (by Jackie Kay, Nathaniel 
Mackie, Michael Ondaatje, Toni Morrison, Esi Edugyan and others), students will be invited to 
develop their own practice-based research projects. This is an interdisciplinary seminar, and will 
focus on the ways in which media (radio, video, LP, book, . . . ) intersect with and inform each other. 
Our aim will be to pursue the specific ways in which contemporary sound—the various temporalities 
and textures of performed audio in a variety of genres and idioms—impacts on and is also impacted 
by the verbal or textual arts. 

 


