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Abstract
Explored as a series of five interrelated performative commitments, the author takes seriously the notion that live musical
performance, especially when it is pervaded by an improvisational ethos, can be <jUite powerful and well worth close examination.
In particular. the band Phish, with its devout subcultural following of "phans," is mined as a rich site for critical, theoretical,
and descriptive fodder. The author writes as both a phan and a scholar, drawing from his own experiences seeing Phish live
on many occasions as well as from an interdisciplinary body of scholarly literature. The essay provides insight not only into the
Phish phenomenon but also into the intersections of performance, communication, popular music, and critical cultural studies.

Here we go. Pbisb, in downtown Cincinnati, Winter '03. 1
They open the set with two shorter, more straight
ahead rockers, a solid way to get us psyched. But, it's
time to get more ambitious. It's time for a big jam.
"OK, what do you have for us now, boys?," I think to
myself.
They start building a cloud of amorphous sound.
They stretch it out and build it, looping guitar twin
kles and bass whooshes around a swirl of cymbals
and spacey keys. Thjs set is about to tum a comer
Ljustknow it I whir in anticipation. Mike kicks in the
familiar bass intro to " Down with Disease," and the
crowd erupts. We know trus marks the start of a pot
entially epic journey. We know this song has been a
vehicle for truly legendary jams. Here we go ...
They wend their way through the familiar, com
posed part of the song. Oh, yes: they' re playing with
palpable tightness tonight. "lbey're jamming already.
All ofus in the arena follow along, dancing and sing
ing with gleeful abandon. 'lbe early lyric, "A thousand
barefoot children outside dancing on my lawn" e.licits
a gentle crowd roar. We're loving every bit of this.
We then come upon the song's ending coda. Every
one sings along to every word as we repeat the refrain:
"But when I think if s time to leave it all berund, I try
to find a way to, but there's nothing I can say to make
it stop." 1 I sing it with my all. Belt it fully.
And then ... it happens. "lbey're off ...

As popular jam band Phish was beginning to sell out
midsize venues across the United States in the mid-1990s,
lead guitarist Trey Anastasio (as cited in Gill, 1994) once
shared,
The other day I was reading The Noam Chomsky Rea
der, and there was this great quote in there-"The
beginning and end ofall philosophy is freedom."[....]
"lbat quote is true, because when we get onstage we
want to be free to have anything happen. (p. 40)
With Ph ish, the latent thrill of discovery-born of spon
taneous, creative emergence-is ever present and, at its
best, quite powerfully moving. lJJdeed, the band holds at its
core an abiding relationsrup with improvisation, an ongoing
instantiation of a musical prulosophy. Manifested as exten
sive jamming and all manner of stage antics, Phish's per
formance work inhabits- as it instantiates- a space of flux;
a liminal space between the familiar and the new, the just
played and the about-to-be-played. As a performance par
adigm, Pb.ish's music radiates offthe stage, into the audience,

into parking lot scenes of gathered revelers, and into the
realm ofeveryday sociopolitics in ways that are meaningful
musically as well as metamusically.
ln what follows, I apply a performance studies sensibil
ity to understanding and thematizing Phisb and the Pbjsh
phenomenon. l do so by discussing Phish's performance
work as evidencing a series of five commitments: to flexi
bility, to groove, to play, to risk, and to re:flexjvity. Like
Auslander (2006b), my focus here is thus "unabashedly
performer-centered," in that I take very seriously the idea
that the doing ofperformance accomplishes more than ')ust"
the immediate features of the performance itself (p. 2). J app
reciate the tact that when a performer takes the stage, more
than music (or theatre or art) is being created, is being
worked with. Unfolding as it does within a cultural-historical
space, performance becomes more, particularly as it is taken
up by its audience. Performance, then, traffics in values, ideas,
normslnormativities- in manifold meaning(s). Ph.ish's five
performative comm itments start off as a musical enterprise
but transcend that music-without ever leaving it behind.
Working as both a fan and a scholar, l thus tack back and
torth between what is being done on the stage and what
happens to that doing once the music leaves the stage and
plays itself into the wider perfomJativt>-communicative
cultural event. 'Jbroughout, I balance the more traditional
rigor of critical cultural analysis with new writing forms
(e.g., DeChaine, 2002; Oenzin, 2003; Goodall, 199 1; Jones,
2007) drawn from the more ineffable aspects of my per
sonal experience as one of a devout legion of " phans" who
has seen Phish perform live multiple times. In writing from
a pban-centric stance, it is important to note that the tone of
my work will be celebratory in nature. I recognize the impl i
cations that this approach may involve, particularly because
it may be-or appear to be--the case that I lack the per
sonal and/or aesthetic distance called for by more commonJy
accepted forms of scholarshjp. Although there is plenty of
room for a more traditi onally critical- and apparently
objective- assessment of Phisb and the Pbish phenomenon
(some, but not all , of which appears in this essay), it is
simply not the case that there isn t much to celebrate in
Phish; much praising and " talking up" to do. Particularly
from within the vantage of a pban's experiences in/oflive
ness and performance, there is cause for celebration.lndeed,
I cherish the visceral, emotional, and hopeful experiences
that, for me and countless otherphans, are part and parcel of
the Phish experience. l therefore strive to somehow trans
pose those experiences on to these pages. Following Oolan
(2005), then, my work here does play up the utopian charge
that seems to be contained in J>hish, in particular, and in
performance, in general.
And then ... it happens. They're off We are, all of
us, plunging headlong into improvisational space.

'Ibe "ret:,rular," composed part ofthe song is now over.
'lrus is where it can get good. And we know it. The
arena is pregnant with promise. The famil iarity and
safety of the previously composed section is aban
doned for the excitement and risk of an improvised
unknown. This is precisely the stuff that aids and abets
our addictions- the need we have tor periodic phixes
of Phish. The band has set out to sea, to navigate the
uncharted waters of heretofore unknown melodies,
unplayed rhythms, uugrooved grooves. They are quite
literally going w here no musical ensemble bas gone
before, where not even they have gone before--that
is, until right here, right now. It is a moment fed by the
thrill of knowing, of thinking to one's self, "They've
never played this before and never will again." And
that's just it: the primacy of the present propels us all
along as we participate, together, in this moment' s
unfolding.

A Commitment to Flexibility
If there is one thing that J know going into a Phish show, it
is that I better be ready for anything- that I have to be open
to possibil ity itself. The band's commitment to flexjbiljty asks
this of me. As a quality, flexibility is an instantiation: of
pliability, of tluidity, and of indeterminacy in and through
performance. As a mode ofbeing, flexibil ity is a performed
orientation, an attitude wherein we (band and audience)
inhabit a psychosocial space of adaptabil ity, of openness.
As a way of relating, flexibility entails cooperation, work
ing together to unfold a performance's contours, amenable
to the contextual factors that shape our experiences. All this
is signified by the term and, most important, by Ph.ish's prac
ticed commitment to flexibi l ity.
This flexible orientation can be traced back to the band' s
inception, to the very act of naming themselves " Phisb."
Oruromer Jon J-iisbroan (as cited in Wharton, 2004), whose
surname is purported to have been the catalyst for the band' s
name, elaborates,
" Phish" was a fitting name because it allowed us the
freedom to define that however we wanted to. Like, if
you call yourself"Siayer," you must slay, you know?
[. . . .) We wanted to have that open-endedness
preserved.
This ambig uous, open-ended band name accommodated
for the fact that the individual band members brought to the
group propensities for playing a wide range ofmusical styles
or genres. The name "Phjsh," w ith its quirky, nondescript
valence, is thus a tactical, discursive move. It allows the
band to be at peace w ith the fac t that they are unwilling,
even unable, to settle on just one or two sounds or styles.

Even the "misspelling" in the band's name seems to have bui lt
into it a cultivation ofludic flexibility. 2
!-'rom the outset, then, Phish were detennined to keep things
flexible, to shirk the constraints of label and genre within
their embraced paradigm of improvisation. Genre became,
simply, genre(.s), a sort ofdemocratized (though, it must be
noted, also a potentially facile and/or essentializing) engage
ment with diverse musical styles. What was lost in depth
was gained in breadth: whatever focus is sacrificed by not
sticking to one genre is made up for in an appreciation for
in the very performance of-musical cliversity. "Phish" thus
resists the modernist predilection for narrowing, typecasting
labels. R.ockjoumalist Thompson (1997), notes,
Such eclecticism [i.e., genre flexibility), of course,
serve[s] a number ofpurposes, not only offering a show
case for each group member's own personal influences,
but also defying any passing critic to simply fasten onto
one prevalent sound to pigeonhole Phish. (p. I II)
What may be referred to as genre-promiscuity is precisely
what prompted another journal ist (Resnicoff, 1996) to say,
"Like no other pop phenomenon, Pbish spawns in all rivers"
(p. 75). Truly, one of the defining characteristics of l'hisb
is that seemingly all musical styles or genres are fair game,
from Bluegrass to Rock to Jazz to Heavy Metal to 1:3lues to
Calypso to Classical to Prog Rock. Jlhish's relation to genre,
it could be said, functions as a way to maximize possibility,
to encourage experimentation, to foment discovery.
Jlhish's genre b(l)ending thus evidences a thoroughly
postrnodem orientation, one in which a loss or lack ofgenre
stabil ity a.nd/or recognizability can be likened to tbe miss
ing power and dimin ished presence ofwhat Lyotard ( 1984)
terms metanarrative, a condition that is in part characterized
by an ineluctable "heterogeneity ofelements" (p. xxiv). Phish 's
performance work is not, under these conditions, "governed
by preestablished rules" (Lyotard, 1984, p. 81 ). Indeed, the
band and their pertormance work cannot be "judged accord
ing to a determining judgment, by applying familiar categories
to the text or to the work" (Lyotard, 1984, p. 81 ). This flex
ibility is thus a throwing off of rules, positing possibility
itselfas tbe desirable "rule" tor musical performance. Truly,
textual freedom- an ability to "write" not just different
yet-somehow-related music(s) but, also, experiences, stories
in the wider phenomenon-seems the only hard and fast rule
with Phish.
Along with genre b(l)ending, Phish's composing also
bears the imprint of flexibility, with the band often working
out a song's formal features in and through live performance.
"The Morna Dance," for example, started out as an instru
mental named " 1:3lack-Eyed Katy" and only later picked up
lyrics and appeared on the studio release The Story ofthe
Ghost. Another track from that album, "Ghost," started ofT

as tast-paced, terse funk before settl ing, over a period of
about a year, into its much spacier, mellower, and hypnotic
groove, one more befitting of the song's title and subject
matter. As performers who embrace the flexibility inherent
in an improvisational context, Phish work and re-work their
material on-the-spot.3
Flexibility, then, is part and parcel of the Phish experi
ence and is why no two Phish shows are ever alike. What
songs are played, and when and for how long, is an open,
ever-changing matter. Maybe they'll play "Camel Walk," a
rarity performed only as a very special treat. Or, they might
offer up a cover: perhaps a stretched-out meditation on the
groove at the heart of Robert Palmer's mid-1970s obscurity
"Sneaking Sally ' Jbrough the A Uey." At least as exciting as
song selection and song placement, however, is the element
ofsongjamming.ln this respect, absolutely anything is pos
sible. The regular four or so minutes ofthe studio recording
of"Ghost," tor example, can morph into half-hour explora
tions, contorting and canoodl ing around a hypnotic, slinky
bass line and driving drum beat, first ebbing and then flow
ing in a dynamic d isplay ofmusical meandering. Songs like
"Ghost" have been known to simply take offand never return,
journeying far and wide, alighting some time and some where
else-in a different key, a different time signature, and thus
in a di ffereot psychoaffective space-altogether.
As tbey jam, Phish stretch the very limi ts ofmusical intel
ligibility, accessibil ity, and coherence. Bassist Mike Gordon
(as cited in Thompson, 1997) bas explained that jamming
provides opportunities "to try to stretch certain limits and
do it in a thoughtful way. So, tor the listener, i t' s a matter of
opening [one's) mind, to be able to accept that as being
something desirable" (p. 25). Sometimes Phisb's improvi
sational forays hew more or less close to home, sticking
with the time signature and the chord progression of the
starting-point song. These are known in phan vernacular as
Type I jams.4 At other times, the song that launches a jam is
left far behind, the band passing through varied melodic
and rhythmic territory: Type ll jams, wherein new time sig
natures and new chord progressions are written on the spot.
In a very real sense, such jamming tests the already
flexible limits of improvisation itself- and thus tests the
band's and the pbans' very commitment to flexibility .
These kinds of jams are interesting and important pre
cisely because they sh irk the desire for fixity in meaning
and the need for predictable experiences. Through imp
rovisation, the text(ual ity) of each distinct Phish song can
always, potentially, be tinkered with, stretched out, re-written,
re-cast; altered, honed, (re)interpreted. A good, solid setlist
(the sum total of song selection, song placement, and
song jamming) is thus something of an achievement. And
th is achievement, reflecting creative decis io ns enacted
by the band, is performed evidence of the band's commi
tment to flexibility.

There is probably no better or more iconic demonstration
of Phish's commitment to flexibility, and of their intimate
audience relations, than a " Big HaJJ Jam":
Brad Sands [Pbish's road manager] throws beach
balls into the audience, after which the band bases their
improvisation on the movement of the balls, playing
when the balls are touched and holding a frenzied
note when the baUs are grabbed and held by one or more
audience members. (Mockingbird, 2004, p. 869)
At ftrSt blush, a " BBJ" appears to be a fun and seemingly
meaningless musical game. Taken in the context ofl)hlsb ' s
overall performance paradigm, however, it picks up deeper
significance. Such an "antic" evidences their commitment to
fully explore the possibilities ofimprovisation ; asks maximum
flexibility of them as musicians, because they have to, on
the spot, decide w hat and how to play. A " BBJ" also puts
the band members into a very special relationship with their
audience. It is flexibility performed: literally, Phisb performing
what the audience plays- as the audience plays.
Phish' s epistemology ofopen-ended flexibility seems to
be predicated on a belief that exploratory improvisation is a
worthwhile endeavor, that music worth playing and bearing
wiiJ be manifested in and through this process. Echoing
this, Gordon (as cited in Koransky, 2000) sums up J'bish's
distinct approach to improvisation: " What's always seemed
unique about us is that rather than just having a jam or a big
guitar solo, we've had the idea of improvising the form. Jt' s
sort ofsongwriting on the spot" (p. 26). Relatedly, Fishman
(as cited in Koransky, 2000) elaborates an experience of
doubled epistemology as be talks about Phish's improvisa
tional excursions: "I would not call it knowing what's going
on. But it's not necessarily not knowing what's going on.
lt's knowing that you' re together in not knowing what' s
going on!" (p. 28). ln not knowing when or bow things wiiJ
come to pass in Pbish's performances, no one quite knows
when or how they will become significant. Any given per
formance moment thus carries with i t the latent potential
to be experienced as- and thus to becom~meaningful.
Meaningfulness is, in its flexible contingency, productively
indeterminate. Songs become vehicles, veritable launching
pads, and their meanings, in this way, are rendered anew each
time. With Phisb, meaning formation is very much a flex i
ble process. lbe band's work as musical performers is thus
a stylized repeti tion of variance, of adaptability, of polyva
lencedmuJtipli city,ofproductivelyambiguousmeaningfulness:
their commitment to flexibility is, therefore, quite thoroughly
performative.
The primacy of the present propels us all along as we
participate in this moment's unfolding.

Fishman and Mike, on drums and bass, lock into a
steady, riding groove, deliciously pull us forward.
Mike's bass l ine rolls and the jazz of Fishman's
cymbal rides. Swing, swing, swing. It's a groove that
could go on for days. It positively pulses. lt is locked
down and shows no sign of letting up, pointing dead
ahead toward some great, marvelous uncertain. I am
tied in and could not be any happier. My bead nods in
rhythm. My eyes are pursed in languid veneration.
Every ounce of my dancing body is lapping it up and
then throwing if oft: Yes, yes, yes: it' s one of those
grooves. Mike' s bass talls into a steady syncopation
ofup and down, chasing that back beat just tar enough
behind. Mike and his bass playing work on the level
of the viscera: equal parts chunky funk and lithe
smoothness. Fishman, ever elegant, plays his drums
alongside Mike's bass. He provides the essential,
skeletal beats: cymbal ride, bass drum taps, and snare
snaps- working in between silences just so. When
they work together like this, it's downright hypnotic.
Propulsive. A dynamic anchor from whence to groove.
Trey plays along on his guitar with an under
stated yet oh-so-tasty solo. With his distinctive tone
and wily axe dynamics, he can veer from over-the
top and out-of-control to achingly graceful and elegantly
placed. Right now, it's not one of those rip-roaring
solos to end all solos. But, I appreciate it all the
more for its sense of deference to tbe groove itself,
its will ingness to work with and in the groove, not
above or against it. Yes, the groove is working,
working all around.

A Commitment to Groove
Phisb's commitment to groove is a sal ient feature of their
live music, and this commitment bas become deeper and
more meaningful as they have evolved as performers. So,
given this, what is signified by the term "groove"? How do
I articulate it/one/ them? That, of course, is a tricky task.
I know my body knows a groove when it bears one. Yet
this is implicit knowledge, unspecified knowledge (though
no less real for that). Put another way, a !,>roove is that "part"
of music that involves rhythm and beats and pulsations.
Technically speaking, grooves involve repetitions oftwo or
more different musical ideas over a period of time; a looped
(i.e., cycled) collection of seemingly small perfomlance
choices that, taken together, achieve a swinging, propulsive
feeling (Zbikowski, 2004). A !,>roove, then, involves "a
small group ofmusicians working together, each contribut
ing parts to the composite whole" (Zbikowski, 2004, p. 272).
Grooving musicians endeavor to create "a large-scaled,
multi-layered pattern that involves both pitch and rhythmic

materials, and whose repetitions form the basis for either a
portion or all ofa particular tune" (Zbikowski, 2004, p. 275).
Given a groove's relative constancy, it cannot be sung the
way a melody can be. A groove isfe/t.lfmelody (in the form
ofa tune) is music's mind, the groove is its body.
Us phans enjoy a good groove even as we may not have
explicit knowledge or precise insight into what one is and/
or how one works. Speaking as a phan, I would say that
grooves pulse- with and for us. They compel somatic
response, whether a simple fmger or foot tapping or a fully
dancing body. Quieting down and then building back up,
with the groove an underlying blanket of rhythm, Pbish
jams can pull the audience along by dint of their dynamic of
tension-and-release. Sticking to a groove allows solo jams
to occur in the first place; but sticbng to a groove also
showcases the powerful drive of a groove in and of itself
Audiences move their bodies attuned to the groove, not as
they follow the ins and outs of the solo.
J>hjsh can stick to a groove and just "jam out": whjle one
member solos, the other three maintain an underlying, ele
mental rhythmic force. Yet the type of improvising 1 most
strongly associate with Phish's commitment to groove is
what has been posited by phans as Type Ill jamming. With
thjs kind of jamrojng the main focus is not on soloing. In
fact, in this particular improvisational orientation soloing is
either nonexjstent or qualitatively different. Type Ul jams
are accomplished when the band plays more rhythmically
than melodically- when they groove, bard. lt is fitting that
these sorts ofjams, with their sexy/sensuaVvisceral, deceptively
simple grooves are also referred to as "J:>ornofunk": they are
thoroughly entrancing, with bass lines that undulate hyp
notically; easy, propulsive drum beats; space-y, ambient
keyboard washes; and funky guitar strumming. A listen to
live versions of the song "Sand," for example, typifies this
kind ofimprovising, which bas a meditative quality to it, an
almost Zen-like relationship to music and rhythm charac
terized by patience and perseverance. There is an element
of now-ness in this kind of improvising, as if nothing else
matters but the groove taking place in- and giving rise to
the experiential contours of- the right-here-right-now.
Grooves provide concrete evidence of the band's syner
gistic ski lls. J:>hisb's grooves often feel as ifeach member is
tuning in and contributing exactly what is called for by the
groove itself- nothing more, nothing less. This does not
mean that that reverential deference results ·in stasis, in no
change. Rather, the ineluctable excesses of improvisational
practice always mean that the groove is never wholly pre
figured. Indeed, a creative double bind between flex ibility
and grooving is at work here: sticking to a groove, or "shar
ing in the groove" (as one Phish lyric puts it), provides the
necessary (but not necessarily sufficient) backdrop from
which to venture forth, to explore fluid change. As Anastasio

(as cited in J::))js, 2000) puts it, "Night after night, you want
to play because ofthat feeling. You get out there and start a
groove, and that groove brings people together" (p. I 02).
Groove, then, signifies at one and the same time both
stabil ity and flux, repetition and variance, constancy and
ephemerality, tor both the band and its audience.
It is one thing to grant or recognize that phans know
grooves- that they can respond to a groove, wherein
response is always already identification- but it is quite
another to account for that knowledge. It is worthwhjle,
therefore, to dwell on the epistemological considerations of
grooves, particularly given the fact that people seem to
"know a good groove when they hear it" (Zbikowski, 2004,
p. 272). Citing cognitive anthropology, Zbikowski (2004)
understands grooves as phenomena whose creation and
reception rely on "conceptual models" embedded within
both individuals and the wi.der culture (p. 280). Grooves are
wired into our individual brains, allowing us to perform them,
to recogni ze them, to enjoy them. Yet, at the same time, they
are in- they reflect, and performatively enact- the collec
tive, cultural creation and reception of music. Performances
ofgrooves, then, involve a musical text comprised ofcyc]ed
regular, yet differentiated, rhythmic elements that, because
they draw and act on previously held individual and collec
tive schema for understanding music, have a contextual,
interactive force to them. Given this, Phish's commitment
to groove matters, in that a groove's performance and
identification- and its full enjoyment- are always already
both individual and cultural.
Whereas J>hjsh's commitment to flexibi]jty welcomes
even zealously explores-change, their commitment to groove
works on/from a different dynamic. Grooves bold to a steady
center-or at least to a center that shifts only gradually,
with deference to its immediate past. Grooves, then, are still
explorations. But they are explorations that unfold as fluidly
as possible. Where flexibility sigrufies altering course(s),
grooves entail change-within-continuity.
Yes, the groove is working, working all around.
Trey finishes out a phrase and then simply drops out
altogether, stops playing his guitar. He lets the
groove groove on on its own. l see him walk over to
Mike and whisper something in his ear. l-Ie then
turns to look out at the audience and makes a sweep
ing gesture with his open hand, across the sea of
dancing, pulsing bodies. Oh, he sees sometbjng. He
is cued in to the wave-like gestalt we are aU now a
part of. There we are, dancing our bodies and bob
bing our heads. Mike looks out with biro, nods in
agreement. I notice them noticing. So does the rest
of the audience, and they swell back in response.
The recognjtion floors me.

The pit ofmy stomach now squirms witb an intense
emotional wash as I look around the arena, taking in
the tides of an audience hopelessly united under tbis
one groove. I really think that every single one of us
is dancing along to this glorious, expansive music.
And the throb of the groove grooves on on its own.
Drums, bass, and keys. Just doing it. Pouring it on
sweet and just-right thick. Quite a moment, burned
into my being.

A Commitment to Play
Whether at the level of song lyrics or on a grand scale at
their summer festivals , Phisb's performances evidence an
abiding commitment to play. And their play(ing) is mean
ingful, important work. Miracle ( 1992) has defined play as
encompassing pleasure, altered states of consciousness,
control over one's actions, and an awareness ofalternatives
or possibility (p. 60). Play, in tills light, is no mere activity;
it is an experience. Play involves bodies, emotions, and ideas,
all of which interact a.nd resonate on personal as well as
sociocultural levels. From Bakbtin ( 1984a and 1984b) and
his notion ofthe carn ivalesque to the work ofTurner ( 1988)
with performance and ritual , much bas been written with
regard to play. Indeed, performance itself bas been defined
as " ritualized behavior conditioned/permeated by play"
(Scbecbner, 1998 , p. 95). Play and performance, then, are in
a very real sense mutually constitutive. One is never tar
experientially, functionally- from the other.
Phish often bas been dismissed, or at least not taken seri
ously, on the grounds tbat a certain element of "silliness"
threads its way through their songwriting and their live per
tormances. Phish ' s lyrics, for example, contain plenty of
playful s illiness. The lyrics "Simbop and Bebopbone, Sky
balls and Saxscrapers," from Pbisb's song "Simple," are the
culmination of a playful lyrical buildup in which the words
"simple," ' 'be-bop," "skyscrapers," and "saxophone"-each
mentioned gradually in the song' s unfolding- are recom
bined in the song's last stanza. Pbish's stage "antics" are
arguably less silly and more aesthetically minded than their
lyrics. ·lbere can be no better example ofPbish's playfulness,
however, than their summer festivals. These are ethno
graphically rich events, with both band and pbans setting up
camp for two or more days, several set<; ofmusic each night,
tairgrounds, art exhibits, and much, much more. The festival
grounds, aside from lodging tens of thousands of revelrous
phans, are the site of myriad playful moments: from, to
name onl y two examples, a"' Runaway Jim' 5K Memorial"
marathon (named after a song about Jim, the kleptomaniac
dog) to a five-story Port-o-Let Pagoda (several portable rest
rooms stacked on top of each other and lit by candles).
Probably the most striking instantiation of Phish's com
m itment to grand-scale playfulness happened in 2003 at

their lT Festival: a performance event now known as the "Tower
Jam. " It has been described thusly (LiveJ.lhisb.com, 2003) :
'lbe band magically appeared atop the control tower
of the former Loring Air Force Base and played an
improvisational set wrule the tower was bathed in
lights and dancers on rappel lines swirled in synch
with the music and light<;.
'lbe music was an unannounced, middle-of-the-night
performance of experimental soundscapes, improvised ex
ni.hjlo, and combining elements of free jazz, ambient
electronica, and space rock. Visually, the Tower Jam saw
an airport control tower transmogrified into a multilayered
performance art installation , with various lighting effect'>,
banging banners swayi ng in the breeze, and dancers dangling
from the top of the tower- aU in all, an effect not unlike
sometrung one might encounter if a Cirque du Solei!
performance was beld at a decommissioned Air Force base,
with Phish providing the live soundtrack. Keyboardist Page
McConnell (as cited in Wharton, 2004) shares that "it was
intense, for a lot of people.[....] We're actually creating
music in a way, and in a place, and in an environment that
[has] never really been done before." indeed, the Tower Jam
man ifested many ofJlhish' s commitments to improvisation,
but none more than play. It provided ample evidence of
their willingness to playfully explore new performance
possibilities, with their own and their audience's generative
amusement a foremost consideration.
At this point, a brief discussion of power and politics in
the Phish phenomenon seems appropriate. '!bough to my
knowledge the band bas not explicitly discussed the matter,
the juxtaposition between the general tone and teel ofPrush's
performances (most saliently in the ' lower Jam) and the asso
ciatio.ns with and realities ofan Air Force (and of the military
industrial complex in general) do seem worthy ofnote. I was
not at IT, but have been to enough ofPrush's performances to
imagine that it really must have been surreal, engaging, and
even mind-bending to experience the eventuation of all that
the testival encompassed (particularly the Tower Jam) while
standing on grounds where, quite literalJy, wars have been
launched; where rigidity and extreme disciplin~omp]ete
control and enforced predictability- were previously the
norm. The political implications, ofcourse, are rich.
In my observations, Pbish's relation to politics-or their
political work- bas mostly been understated and implicit.
'lbey have not been a "political" band, with largely apoliti
cal lyrics, and little to no explicit discourse-onstage and
otf- regarding political issues. "lbjs, ofcourse, is not to say
that their work does not have effects and consequences tbat
matter politically. This is fodder for a discussion elsewhere,
but the point I am interested in making here is that we see
evi.dent, with performance events such as IT and the Tower

Jam, both the latent power and political potential ofPhisb's
work. The vicissitudes of Pbish's music, and ofpban cul
ture, always already unfold witrun a contextual matrix that
includes American and Western social, economic, and poli
tical practice.
Ln light of this, then, Prusb's play is more than "mere"
amusement If it is considered in metacommuoicative terms,
their playfulness can be understood as subjunctive, even
subversive. 'Ibe term "metacommunication," originally coined
by Bateson (J 955), gets at the idea that communicative
messages involve not only explicit content but also implicit
content that somehow sheds light on the significance of the
mutually constitutive process of communication. Phish's
play, whether in singing nonsensical lyrics, in having fun
with band-audience interactions, or in staging full-on sur
realistic performance events, is metacommunicative through
and through. The band's acts of playfulness communicate
beyond their surface-level content as they signal possibility
and connection. Pbish metacommunicate that several of the
components of a Pbish show (and, by extension, of perfor
mance in general) can be played with: the content,
intelligibility, and/or tenor of a song's lyrics; the look and
feel of aesthetic performance; the nature of performer
audience interactions; phans' very being-in-the-world.
The messages delivered in and through Prusb's play are
thus "often serious beneath the outward trappings of absur
dity, fantasy, and ribaldry" (Turner, 1988, p. 124). At times
spectacular, these playful instances function as devices to
"make visible what has been rudden, even unconscious"
(Turner, 1988, p. 125). Though Phish 's playful exercises
may appear to have no "point" to them, both band and audi
ence know that each instance, each silly "antic," is potentially
meaningful. ' lbeirplayfulness possesses, in effect, a quality of
"dangerous harmlessness," and is dangerous precisely because
"its lightness and fleetingness protect it" (l'urner, 1988, p. 169).
The apparent innocence of play is thus precisely where its
power resides. Truly, the importance of play lies in its abil
ity to present
ludic critiques of presentness, of the status quo,
undermining it[....]; part of it subverts past legiti
macies and structures; part of it is mortgaged to the
future in the form of a store of possible cultural and
social structures. (Turner, 1988, p. 170).
Play bas the very real potential to accomplish more than
its form and content may indicate. Ln tills sense, Thompson
(J 997) is quite on-point in venturing that " Ph ish's app
eal [....) contain[s] a fair degree of conspiratorial glee"
(p. 166). Phish, in some way and on some level , know that
their play plays well- and that it plays meaningfully. Reson
ating with theories ofperlormativity, play is functional: some
thing done that results in further things done. Paraphrasing

Butler's (J 990) famous edict, Phish 's performance work can
thus be appreciated as the playful repetition ofpossibilized
acts.
'Jbe fact of the matter is that, as a phan, I never know
what to expect from the band, musically and metamusically.
I embrace and re.lish this fact as central to the experience of
going to a Phish show. As I see it, this flies in the face of a
wider sociopolitical context in which expectations- whether
pertaining to mode of dress, or to orientations toward
work and leisure, or to emotional openness and bodily
expressivity- are that one should maintain and reflect the
prevailing dominant culture, not play with or challenge it.
Truly, then, the " play impulse" (Marcuse, 1955, p. 187)
is tremendously important: it is a necessary part ofan ongo
ing quest to work out the conditions that have given, and will
continue to give, shape to individual and collective experi
ence. Following Marcuse (I 955), it could be said that the
myriad "inhuman existential conditions" that seem to per
vade modem civilization practically call for, if not demand,
such playful activity (p. 187). Indeed, the play impulse
"does not aim at playing 'with' something; rather it is the
play of life itself, beyond want and external compulsion
the manifestation of an existence without fear and anxiety,
and thus the manifestation of freedom itself' (Marcuse,
1955, p. 187). Phish 's play(full) work plays with/in contin
gency, fostering a psychosocial space in which differences,
discrepancies, and distortions are vital to ongoing processes
of resistance and change. Speaking again from my own
experience, a Phish show can thus be a productive disrup
tion, a form of liberating subversion (or is it subversive
liberation?).
Quite a moment, burned into my being.
Page, stage right berund his bank of keyboards,
tickles rus piano for a while, swivels to his Clavinet
for some funky punches, then to his Rhodes for a few
choice modal chords. A subtle yet essential aural
backdrop. His presence is that of a knowing Zen
master, providing a foundation that can go unnoticed
next to Trey's wail, but that is no less important I take
a moment to tune in to what be's putting out. A
ghostly synth pall gently fills the air and then falls
away. A moment later, a tickle of notes from the
upper range ofhis grand piano. ' Ibe notes dance with
the groove like some sort of blink-and-you-miss-it
fairy. Next, he swings 'round on his stool, ftXes us
with an extended wash oforgan. Page works his mantra
ofnotes, stitcrung it all together. His is a Kabuki play
ofkeyed in fingers fingering keys.
Still next to Mike, Trey tries out some more jazzy
chords. He seems to strain against the tones, seeing
where, or how, he might push the groove. Or if be
wants to. His bandmates keep it going, let him chart

the course. The jazzy chords aren't off the mark, but
I don't think they're it, either. A sense more telt than
concretely understood. Then, Trey walks back over to
his stage space, tweaks a few guitar pedals and, ever
so gently, drops back into the jam again. A series of
delicate, bjgh-end staccato notes. lt's just sublime
how he does it. A leaf falling into a stream. He' s got
it Steady, tinger-picked ri:ff.<>-be's found a way to work
it out. "This is good, really good," 1 think to myselt:

A Commitment to Risk
Moments come to pass in the course of improvised musical
performance in wh ich what is played by the musicians, and
heard by the audience, is somehow imperfect, deficient,
incoherent, unsophisticated, or unsuccessful. lt is inevi table
that the live momen t wiJI yield mistakes. It is an ontological
tact of performance that human fallibility should be ines
capable. ln other words, improvisation is, by its very nature,
risky. Several authors (e.g., Alperson, 1984; Brown, 2000;
Hawlton, 2000) have written about the ways in which
improvisation and risk are, necessarily, mutually entwined.
As Brown (2000) puts it,
l f things are going well , I wonder if [the impro
viser] can sustain the level. If [the improviser] takes
risks that get [her or hjm] into trouble, J worry about
how [she or be) w ill deal with it. If[the improviser]
pulls the fat out of the fire, J applaud. My overall
interest[... .) is predicated on both aspect<; of [the
improvised music]- the quality of the result and
the adventurous character of the actions that gener
ate it. {p. 121)
Risk, then, canbe understood "as a condition ofefficacy"
in performance in general, and in improvisational performance
iJJ particular (Chvasta, 2002, p. 15). The not knowing what
exact) y will have been played (which defines improvisation)
signifies at the same time not knowing exactly what is being
played how. Lndeed, setting out w ith no script or score, as
improvisers do, is to invite, ifnot welcome, both sides ofrisk's
efficacy: the potential for positive achievement (moments
often described and experienced as inspired, magical) and
the potential for negative achievement (moment<; that require
patience, forbearance, perseverance).
A reckonjng w ith risk's ontological preemi nence in/as
performance presen ts a two-pronged epistemology in which
achievement is always already a matter of im/possibility, an
irn/ perfect reconciliation of dialectical tensions. From the
perspective of the performer, risk is concowtant with the
knowledge that success (whatever that may be, or turn out
to be) may or may not be achjeved during the course ofper
tormance. So, though most improvisers spend considerable

amounts of time and energy preparing for the live moment
(through extensive practice and deep knowledge of music
and ofthe musical tradition within which their work unfolds),
the actual moment of improvisation always entails risk.
"The improviser," as Alperson ( 1984) bas said, is therefore
" in the most precarious position of all" (p. 23).5 An impro
viser is situated in/by risk, poised somewhere between
safety and risk, success and fai lure; between past and future,
preparation and inspiration, context and performance. Because
the music is encoun tered as it is being created, not after
wards (like a painting or a musical recording most often
are), we could then say that improvisation is both process
and product. With this, we adumbrate a special kind or
mode ofperformance, one in which the performing and the
performed become wrapped together into an interesting,
complex whole, with risk (and all it signals and entaiJs) an
essential, constitutive feature.
Phish know this to be the case: not only do they know
that they risk, they also meaningfully embrace risk's conse
quences as part of what they accomplish as performers. A
memorable, well-wrought Ph ish jam is thus always latent
and never a given. One of the main reasons us phans strive
to see Phisb perform multiple times is in a very real sense
based on an understanding and appreciation of what is at
stake: a r ecognition that not all jams are created equal, that
sometimes they work and sometimes they don't. Though
aesthetic judgment is always permeated by a degree ofsub
jectivity, phaos, like the band itself, are able to identifY
jams that, say, didn 't come together, that went nowhere
special (pban li terature is full of debates about and l ists of
best and worst jams). We listen closely to the notes, to the
mus icians, to the interaction between the parts and the whole.
So, again, risk cuts both ways. The band risks failing
making mistakes, not producing something particularly
engaging or interesting. But, given that sublime, very accom
plished improvising can come to pass on any given night,
pbans risk missing it- missing out- if they're not there for
the next "epic" performance moment.
I speak of risk as a commitment precisely because there
is acceptance of the fact that the good must be taken with
the not-so-good. Ln essence, the band's choice to engage
improvisation on an ongoing basis performatively enacts an
understanding that their performing brings wi th it unknow
abiJity. As a commitment, risk therefore presents a peculiar
aesthetic and evaluative frame. There is a sort of safety
involved, inasmuch as all ofus (band and phans) are w illing
to enjoy the highs and the lows, to take a relatively flexible
and forgiving orientation toward what is "supposed" to
happen onstage. But, this is not to say that there are no
evaluative criteria at work. On the contrary, precisely
because we do take so seriously- are so " into"- what hap
pens onstage, we are ever-alert, ever-listening. To be sure,
both the pbans and the band are more than willing to issue

judgments about the success or failure of any given per
formance. Indeed, as Brown (2000) notes, " In a situation
involving risk, something ofvalue must be at stake-in this
case, the formal character of the musical product" (p. I 19).
The fact of the matter is that we do care about successful
performance-deeply. The central point is that Phi sh's
performances, pervaded as they are by improvisation, are a
special case of aesthetic achievement: risk does entail
imperfection, but imperfection does not mean failure in the
more traditional understanding of the word. A successful
jam is thus not accomplished, ill the sense that it is set out
as a deftnite, concrete goal that bas been preidentified and
which will then be reached by dint of will and determina
tion. Rather, it is strived for, in an almost Platonic sense.
As the rhythmic anchor of the band, Phish's drummer
knows this all too well , and describes the process in intrigu
ing terms :
Our music invents a geography. lt draws a big map.
lt starts out on land, where we build the boat, which
is the written and arranged part of the music, the
launchillg pad. Once we get into the water, we're like
Columbus. We don't know the next time we're going
to hit land, bow wide the body of water is, or even
whether we're crossing a lake or an ocean. (.Fishman,
as cited in Gehr and Phish, 1998, p. 54)
The process, to follow the metaphor, is one of exploration,
of discovering what sounds lay ahead ill the unmapped
territories that can only be accessed aboard the vessel of
improvisation. Thus, though exploration may or may not
lead to some heretofore uninhabited and unenjoyed aural
paradise, the voyage itself is never ill question. Truly, it is
impossible tor me to imagine Phis b- and how I experience
them as performers, the impact and power that their work
can have-without the element of taking risks, constantly.
"This is good, really good," 1 think to myself. Each
one of these tour human beings is doing exactly what
needs to be done right now. lt just floors me, bow they
are able to come together like this. Loose and tight all
at once. Right now, this is just sublimeness. Alld l'm
right here, with them. I can't help but travel along, as
they explore the tonal and rhythmic ins and outs of
their collective improv, this groove descended from
some Mothership from who knows where. I intimately
follow each turned phrase, each punched chord, each
snap and thump. Worldly concerns and trivial ities?
They ceased to exist for me somewhere ... back ...
Eyes closed completely now, body moving, mind
here and there and everywhere ...
Ln this moment, it becomes clear to me--crystal
clear- just how meaningful a good jam is. Jt' s almost

as if everything the band and I have done and wor
ked out- together, separately- is right now, right
here coalescing into this moment of experienced
perfection.
What an oddly pleasurable experience, to be steeped
in reflexi ve thought, yet to feel as though there' s no
effort involved.
Trey noodles up and down the neck of his guitar,
starts playing increasingly intense scales that begin to
build the jam's intensity. He's ratcheting it up. My
body responds in kind. He works in some sustained,
low grunge notes. Fishman follows his cue and starts
amping up, too : with drum fi!Js at first, and then bit
ting a tighter, more intense cymbal ride. All four of
them quickly lock into the ascent. The band as a
whole crescendos to a fever pitch. I'm dancing and
flailing, at the edge ofsometh ing grandiose. Trey, out
of-or through- his distortion-laden super-power
chords, almost imperceptibly re-introduces the song's
original coda riff it's almost too subtle to notice, but
he bas deftly brought the jam back around full circle.
"Ibe crowd recognizes what has just happened, where
we are, and bursts into a wildly appreciative cheer.
"lbe recognition floors me.
"Amazing," I think. What a feat of determination
and magic. I think about all this, eyes still closed,
deeply lost in the embodied groove and in the psychic
trails ofmy mind' s cognizing. My mind/body/feelings
are absolutely entwined, inseparable.

A Commitment to Reflexivity
A performer's work- as well as a performer's relationship
with her or his work- not only reflects the craft and decision
making process that eventuate a musical text, it can also
evidence explicit reflexion about those choices; about the
elements played with, the ideas pursued. Reflexive awareness
on the part of a performer can also involve pondering the
meaningfulness ofperformance beyond its fomlal elements,
with " lessons" to be learned about the selfand about the self
in relation to others.
Reflexivity here signifies two related capacities or func
tions of pertormance (Bauman, I 992): formal reflexivity
involves tbjnki_ng about how one is able-what it takes- to
communicate, to achieve meaningful and productive inter 
action; and social-psychological reflexivity, which focuses on
the communicative act withill a context pervaded by humans
interacting and interaffecting each other. Reflexive com
munication thus signals, as one etbnomusicologist (Behague,
1992) puts it, an "aU-inclusive approach" to communica
tion, encompassing "the various contextual factors affecting
performance, the actual musical and extra-musical behavior
of participants (performer a.nd audience), and the rul es or

codes of perfomlance defined by the community for a spe
cific context or occasion" (p. 174).
Anastasio (as cited in Gebr and Phish, 1998) describes
Phish's performances as something that is the result of a
complex process that is inherently reflexive in nature.
Anastasio (2005) notes,
I have this feeling that there's a pattern that exists.
[....)'lbere's tones. lt's all there, and it's just the sound
oflife. And ifyou listen to it and play it, people respond.
The way you know that is to watch people while you're
playing. You start realizing that they hear it, too. (p. 326)
And, then, in another conversation,
You can't hear what's going on without leaving space
in the music. I can't communicate without space. Jt's
more powerful than notes. [.. . .] I like to communi
cate, so I'm always looking at somebody when I'm
onstage. It doesn't matter whether it's another band
member or someone dancing in the audience, because
if I' m communicating with anybody, if we're really
having a conversation rather than a monologue, every
one bears and feels it. (Anastasio, as cited in Gebr and
Phish, 1998, p. 48)
ln these statements, Anastasio discusses li stening, patt
erns, responsiveness, interaction, conversation, and space
specifically, a reflexive space. He seems to understand
music as a communicative act that, at its most essential,
bridges spaces-and that this bridging is at its best when
it fully acknowledges the space(s) it spans. ' lbe spaces
between the notes thus commingle wi th the spaces between
the human beings enjoying them.
I will briefly elaborate the 1997-.1998 era of Phish 's per
tormanceworkrightnow, as it makes c leartheircommitment
to reflexivity, in both ofits inflections. lt was at this time that
Phish most explicitly realized that their orientations toward
their own music-making had an effect on that music. 'lbe
"shift" that took place in the band's performance modus
operandi during this time represented a change in both the
content and the form of their live shows. ' lbeir live perfor
mances took on a more expansive and relaxed feel. Songs
such as «Wolfman's Hrother," with its lumbering grooves,
and "Ghost," with its ethereal-haunt funk, took center stage
in Phish' s repertoire, often serving up lengthy Type II and
Type Jll Jams. Hy contrast, perennials such as "Suzy Green
berg," with its Type I jamming, and ''J-iluffuead," with its
complex prog-rock compositional dazzle, receded, becom
ing onJy rare treats. New songs came along to refresh the
band's repertoire. Not only that, but even the band's orien
tation toward song selection and song placement- the key
elements making up each distinct setlist-had changed

from preplanning to a largely on-the-spot approach in which
the band would "feel out" what songs they would play in the
course ofa set, often decid ing then and there, as the moment
moved them, what to play next The baud would simply go
onstage a.nd could end up playing a four-song set that was
over an hour long.
Phisb's commitment to reflexivity, in other words, was
being played out in the music itself, reflecting performance's
ongoing, processual nature. At play with this commitment,
then, is the idea that the greatest potential ofand for perfor
mance may lay in its capacity to engender change, in the
idea that pertormance can encourage artistic and expressive
dynamism and evolution.
Of course, Phish's commitment to formal reflexivity
cannot be understood without also considering its concomi
tant social-psychological reflexivity. Any change in the
formal contentof Phish's work necessarily entails a change
in their relationships with each other and, just as meaning
fully, with their audience. I venture that a good deal of the
impetus tor Phish' s sustained, ongoing reflexive work stems
from their connection with, and care tor, both each other's
and their audience's experiences. Anastasio (as cited in
K.oransky, 2000) bas talked about pbans as "a forward
thinking group of people," and bas mentioned feeling that
" it gives [him) the responsibility to raise the bar musically"
(p. 3 I). Bailey ( 1993), himself an improviser, resonates this
very idea: " Improvisation's responsiveness to its environ
ment puts the performer in a position to be directly influenced
by the audience" (p. 44). Every night that Phish take the
stage is an exercise in improvising, together, what that night
will come to mean. Phisb and their audience are thus co
s ituated in the performance moment.
Reflexivity- the combination of doing and thinking,
performing and reflecting-is felt in and through Pbish's
commitments to flexibi lity, to groove, to play, and to risk.
My elaboration ofeach ofthese qua commitments describes,
in other words, Phish's actively reflexive orientation toward
their ongoing work w ith-performance itself.
My mind/body/feelings are absolutely entwined,
inseparable.
Twenty-some minutes into it now, 1'm simply delir
ious. Giddy. Tickled six shades of pink. This is what
it's aU about. ' Ibis feeli ng. Right here. Right now. All
four band members belt out and repeat the outgoing
lyrics of the song we started with back there, back
when. " Waiting for the time when I can finally say,
'This bas all been wonderful, but now I'm on my
way'." 'll1ey repeat it four more times as they draw
the whole thing to a close. I belt it out wi th them, one
band on my stomach, the other on my heart: "Waiting
for the tinle when I can ftnally say, ' This has all been
wonderful, but now I'm on my way'."

Moving off the Stage
(Without Ever Leaving it Behind):
An Encore of Concluding Rem arks

ontological considerations of musical performance and/as
human performance.

Performance is never delimited by the stage's edge or by
the performer's being. lndeed, performance matters beyond
itself. ln my experience of Phish, there is a strong sense
of interconnection between the band, the music, the audi
ence, and the overall nature and feel of each show, of each
performance event Phish's performances thus reach out
spatiotemporally, mattering- otlen deeply and intensely
in myriad ways to many people. Phish's performances, as
I have come to appreciate them, work simultaneously on at
least three levels: on a musical level (performance's strictly
formal dimens ion); on an individual level (performance's
intimate psychological and communicative dimension); and
on a collective level (performance's metacommunicative,
social, and/or cultural dimensions).
Ln J>hish, J see the embodiment ofa practice that provides
not just a model ofperformance, but also ofthe organization
of sociopolitical space. "Ibe band's commitments as impro
vising performers can, I believe, be understood as sites for
"investigating how the notion ofpractice might be extended
in theories ofculture, politics and identity" (Titles tad, 200 I,
p. 29). Psychoaffectively, Phish's performances incite both
individual and collective response, eliciting feelings, moving
bodies, engaging minds. Epistemically, Phish 's performance
work involves participation, by band and audience, that
yields experiences and understandings of a great many
things, from improvisation's do's and don'ts to genre
b(l)ending to formal compositional decisions to both intra
and interpersonal communication. Socioculturally, complex
relationships are worked out among the band members (as
both musicians and humans) and among the band and its
audience ofdevout phans. "lbe values that shape those rela
tionships are ftrst expressed and tested out musically, but
they are also meaningful beyond that music, manifested as
phan subculture. Some of those musical and extra-musical
values, moreover, have political salience and can be resis
tant and even subversive when experienced within the wider
context(s) of mainstream, U.S. culture.6
Performance, then, should be appreciated as a powerful
vehicle for communication, one that always already factors
in multiple levels of being human. Emotions, intellects,
bodies, sociopolitics, and culture entwine performatively
in the spaces defined by-but never limited to-performance,
by aesthetic communication. Phish's performance work
thus raises questions, whether directly or indirectly, not
just about what a musician is and what a musician is sup
posed to do but also about how humans m ight act both as
creative artis ts and as persons in the world. Given this,
Phish functions for me as a heuristic model, as a useful
way of asking after the interrelated epistemological and
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N ot es
I. Though not an exact representation, this performative vignette
was inspired by a performance of the song "Down with Dis
ea~e" in Ci.ncinnati , Ohio, on February 21 , 2003.
2. The term ··phishiog," of course, is also used to refer to crimi
nal activ ity in which, usually through emails, an indi vidual is
targeted for finances-related information. Much to the chagrin
of phans, this is a more well-known usc of the noun and verb
fonn s of "Phish" even though the band's name precedes the
emergence of the alternate meaning by at least a decade.
3. A fuller discussion ofPh ish's music would account for the role
of studio recording in the Ph ish phenomenon. As of this writ
ing, Phish have released II studio albums. The band members
are very much aware of- and in some ways have struggled
with- the fact that the studio and the live stage are two very
different realms. Though they have made attempts to capture
some of the essence of their live shows on tape, they have
mostly treated the studio as a place where a different sort of
exploration takes place, particularly given the possibilities of
multitracking and redoing not available in the live context.
Phan discourse evidences mixed feelings about the band's
studio work in part, T think, because they sometimes fail to
account for the very different criteria (and thus goals) at work
in the studio versus the live setting.
4. Phan culture has generated a very useful typology for describ
ing and understanding different kinds of improvisational per
fonnancc. According to The Phish Companion (Mockingbird,
2004), the term, and the typology that also includes Type TT and
Type TTT Jams, was coined by phan John Flynn on fan site The
Phish.net (p. 91 0).
5. Both Brown (2000) and Hamilton (2000) discuss musi
cal improvisation in terms of pcrtonnativc risk and recast
''imperfection" as a welcome, constitutive feature of musi
cal improvisational- as opposed to something that is to be
abjured, or used to fault improvisation and improvisers vis
a-vis composition and composers. Sec also Bailey (1993),
Berliner (1994), Gould and Keaton (2000), Nett! (1974), and
Titlcstad (200 I ).

6. There is, of course, a great deal of descriptive detail and criti
cal unpacking missing from this essay. Because ofspace lim i
tations, 1 have only l<inted at the ins and outs of Pbish phan
culture; at the existence and meaningfulness of the parking
lot scene; at the fact that phans, in performing phandom, can
become involved in interesting everyday negotiations of iden
tity, values, behaviors that are often in tensive relation to main
stream, U.S. culture.
1 would also be remiss if I did not acknowledge, here, a debt
to a band, and fan group, that arc often considered to be the
most obvious forebears to Phish: The Grateful Dead. Indeed,
much of what I have shared and argued in this essay could
feasib ly and productively applied to T he Grateful Dead and
their fans (Deadheads). This is so precisely because ofthe cen
trality of a live, improvisational perfonnancc paradigm to both
phenomena. So, although Phish's music is substantially differ
ent in sound, style, and genre than T he Grateful Dead's, it is
absolutely the case that there arc many similarities between the
Ph ish experience and The Grateful Dead experience. Indeed,
members of Phish have acknowledged, all along, that their
own orientation toward, and appreciation of, live improvi
sational performance is quite similar in substance and effect
than The Grateful Dead's. It is also the case, ofcourse, that the
Deadhead scene has significant overlap with the phan scene.
However, as with the music, there arc key differences between
Deadhead and phan culture. Regrettably, 1 do not have the
space to elaborate and unpack these differences and si mi
larities, both musical and cultural. Finally, though I have not
d irectly c ited Dead-related scholarship, I have had the pleasure
of engaging it, and am grateful for the ways in which it has
infonned my ability to think through and fee l into my experi
ences withlofPhish (see, e.g., Adams, 1998; Millman & Bcedcr,
1994; Pattacini, 2000; Pearson, 1987; Rodriguez, G intautas, &
Pepc, 2009).
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