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Is Listening to Music a Creative Act? 
If music teachers were asked what kinds of musical activities are creative, most would 

probably respond that composing and improvisation are creative activities.  Some might include 
performance. Few, perhaps, would think of listening to music as a creative act. Yet there are 
those who have been proponents of this view for some time. Blacking (1973) stated that “the 
importance of creative listening is too often ignored in discussions of musical ability, and yet it is 
as fundamental to music as it is to language” (p. 10). Mursell (1943) said: “Listening should by 
no means be considered mere passive reception—not even when the main consideration is the 
evocation of a mood. The successful listener enters into the music, possesses it, is possessed by 
it, and so is inspired and enabled to make it for himself” (p. 170). Reimer (1989) suggested that 
learning to be a creative listener was fundamental in a music education program: “Since the 
major interaction most people have with music is as listeners, the task of helping them become 
creative in this most fundamental of musical behaviors is perhaps the most important of all 
education” (Reimer, 1989, pp. 70-71). 

Webster (1987) included music listening in his model of creative thinking, placing it 
under the category of analysis. Webster argued that there must be a product from any truly 
creative act. In the case of creative listening, the product is a new “mental form” (p. 162), a 
unique mental representation of the musical listening experience created by the listener. This 
creative mental process is described by Bamberger (1991) in this way: 

a hearing is a performance; that is, what the hearer seems simply to find in the music is 
actually a process of perceptual problem solving—an active process of sense making . . . 
[it is] both creative and responsive—a conversation back and forth between the music, as 
material, and the hearer as he or she shapes its meaning and form in some particular way 
(pp. 8-9). 
 
Peterson (2002, 2006) examined the creative dimension of the music listening experience 

in depth by studying three bodies of literature: cognition (perception as a form of making), music 
philosophy (identifying the product of that perception/making as music), and creativity (criteria 
for judging its creativeness). Her theory of creative listening sees it as music making in its own 
right, drawing a parallel with the creative processes involved in composition: 

The thinking in and with sound is the music making carried out by listeners, just as the 
thinking in and with sound that generates a composition is the music making carried out 
by composers. . . . The product of listening is also potentially novel and valuable to the 
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listener and may have varying degrees of impact on the listener's subsequent musical 
thinking. (Peterson, 2006, p. 18, emphasis added) 
 

Peterson uses an analogy to illustrate her point. A traveler on a journey with a tour guide can be 
compared with the listener on a journey led by a composer. The tourist/listener’s contribution is 
creating his own experience of that journey, how and where attention is paid, noticing broad 
vistas or minute details, pausing to ponder, and looking ahead or behind.  
 There has been little empirical research into creative thinking and music listening 
(Webster, 1992; Hickey, 2002). Two early studies addressed the topic in different ways. Pfeil 
(1972) combined creative activities involving improvisation, composition and imagination with 
music listening in a college music appreciation course. One activity encouraged ‘thinking in 
sound’ by imagining how a graphic score would sound with specific instruments playing each of 
the three lines, listing as many things as they could that they did not like about it based on their 
imagined listening, and then writing a new piece working around those weaknesses. Feinberg 
(1973) used music listening as a springboard for creative thinking activities (e.g., make up as 
many questions as you can about what you heard after listening to this piece) or for critical 
thinking tasks (e.g., checking off musical elements perceived while listening). While the former 
study encourages thinking in sound, the latter seems further removed from the active link 
between music listening and creating a new mental form through creative thinking. 
 My desire to explore the notion of creative listening through making mental forms visible 
first led me to have students create visual listening maps to represent their music listening 
experiences (Dunn, 1997; see the second section of this chapter). Students (1) reflected in writing 
about creating their maps, (2) traced their maps for the group as the music played, (3) reflected 
about watching others’ maps, (4) traced several peers’ maps while the music played, and (5) 
reflected about tracing their peers’ maps. Their maps and verbal reports were analyzed for 
evidence of a creative listening process. The verbal reports confirmed that the figural maps were 
the result of active, cognitive interactions with the music. While there were occasional 
commonalities in the maps, each was unique and the differences were numerous, indicating the 
impact an individual had on a music-listening experience and how the music was represented 
mentally and visually (e.g., “It’s amazing how many different things people can hear in the same 
song . . . they were not any better or worse than mine—they just heard things different”; “In my 
head I was saying ‘why didn’t I think of that before’ or ‘that doesn’t go at all’”). Several 
comments indicated students were thinking in sound as they worked to transform their listening 
experience into a visual representation. To some degree, it appeared that the figural maps 
successfully captured aspects of the holistic mental representations formed in the minds of the 
listeners.  

Is listening to music a creative act? I would argue that there is certainly a strong aspect of 
individual creativity that is involved. As my own thinking evolved, I subsumed the creative 
aspects of music listening in what I now view as the intuitive listening process (see Dunn, 2006). 
 


