Borr in Shefheld, Derek Bailey studied music with C.H.C.Bilecliffe and guitar
with, amongst others, George Wing and John Duarte. Throughout the 1950s
heworked as a guitaristin every kind of musical situation - clubs, concert halls,
radio, TV and recording studios. He became increasingly imterested in the
possibdities of a freely improvised music and by the mid-60s was devoring
himseli exclusively ro this field. He has performed solo concerts in all the major
cities of Europe, Japan and North America, plaved with most of the musicians
associated with free improvisation, and recorded over 90 albums on labels
inciuding CBS, RCA, Deutsche Grammophon and Island.

lm 1974, along with Tony Oxlev and Evan Parker, he founded Incus
Records, the first independent, musician-owned record company in Britain. In
1976 he established Company, a changing ensemble of improvising musicians
drawn from many backgrounds and countries thar performs throughout the
world. in 1977 an annual Company Week was inaugurated in London. He
now divides his time berween solo performances, organising and playing in
Company evenss, running Incus, practising, writing and - something he
considers essential - ad hoc musical actvities.

lmprovisaticn: its nature and practice m music was originally written in
1975/6 and first published in 1980, Transtations followed in italian, French,
Japanese, Dutch and German, and it has formed the basis of a series of TV flms
rade by Jeremy Marre and screened in several countries in 1992,

IMPROVISATION

ity nature and practice in music

DEREK BAILEY

DA CAPO PRESS o New York



Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Daza

Bailey, Derek.

Improvisaiion: s nature and practice in music / Derek Bailey.

o cm.

Originally published: Ashborune, England: Moorland Pub. in association
with Incus Records, ci980.

Inciudes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-306-80528-6

1. Improvisztion {Music), 2. Music—Periocrmance—History. 1. Thle.

ML430.7.825 1983 93-24398
T8L.3 G20 Cip

First published in the United Kingdom in 1992 by
The British Library National Sound Azchive

First published in the United States of America in 1993
by Da Cape Press, supplemented with photographs.

Copyright © 1992 by Derek Bailey

Published by Da Capo Press, Inc.
A Subsidiary of Plenum Publishing Corporation
233 Spring Swrees, New York, NUY, 10033

All Rights Reserved

w1

Manufactured in the United States of America

tar K



Authoi's Note

ACCound "‘ NrACTICH

r clans aTicus idioms of their

1T SPeCUiations On IS pature,

BIDTOVISATON in nms:c, combined with a scarcioy

ingle voiume will inevitalb E
ractice of improvisation n the
miain areas in whic hose features and characteristics
common o all impr

9,

The book

devele 'mnmtsu\ mporary Western Composition.

it conclud I ASPOCH

of the recent rise of free

n

improvisation  and  the c<>s"rc:;3.>c>z".d=:'ncc-s found between  all wvpes of
ImDrovisation.

i

Acknowisdgements

The number of people who have

Relped me with the boak from its inception

through s vanious stages and revisions is countless. Primarily, E am indebted

o all rhe miusicians whose words [ guote in the book. They are the book. Bur i

would alse like to thank 2l those musicians whose ideas and \‘v'ords appear

without acknowiedgement, passages in the book which derive from conversa-

5%
i€
in

TIO0S id ‘s'w"‘.i‘ many }'}EH‘VLLE QVET IRany voa

i

ped ina v v of other ways, T have pard "dl?r

word, Mick B cu“ Waren B’oo‘m;a et But

'c v Kaser, Rudy
Koopmans, Frank _o*ﬁg, Paul Lytton el Oliver, Peter Riley,

I

Marion Rout, Bervl Towns and Paul

evision for
Ll’lC
r, }ercm}-’
sation lead

My thanks abso o i--m.rcnurr

'3_;4».
b
(e
ja X
[~
5

Introduction

Improvisation enjoys the curious distinction of being both the most widely
practised of all musical activities and the least acknowledged and understood
While it is today present in almost every area of music, there is an almost tozal
absence of information abour it. Perhaps this 1s inevitable, even appropriatc.
Improvisation is always changing and adjusting, never fixed, oo elusive for
analysis and precise description; essentially non-academic. And, more than
thar, any attempt to describe improvisation must be, in some Tespects, a
mistepresentation, for there is something central 1o the spiric of voluntary
improvisation which is opposed o the aims and contradicts the idea of
documentation.

My purpose in undertaking such an unlikely project as, firstly, insugating
2 series of radio programmes i which practising musicians from different
idioms discussed their use of impravisation, and then assembling 2 book
combining these programmes and further discussions with these and other
players, was to show the significance of improvisation through the experience
of those who use it. My feeling was thar there was an important part of
improvisation not easily indicated or conveyed by its results, a part which
perhaps only those invoived in doing it seemed o be able o appreciate or
comprehend. This suspicion arose mainly as a result of the almost total absence
of comment concerning improvisation and the hopeless misconceptions
usually expressed in the comment which does occur.

Defined in any one of a series of catchphrases ranging from ‘making it up
as he goes along’ to ‘instant composition’, improvisation is generally viewed as
a musical conjuring trick, 2 doubtful expedient, or even a vulgar habit. S¢ in
this book the intention is to present the views on improvisation of those who
use it and know it.

Obviously this is not intended as 2 history of improvisation, a task which,
if it were ever atternpted, would be a vast and probabiy endless undertaking.
Even about its presence in Occidental music, the most inhospitable area for
improvisation, E.T.Ferand in his Improvisation in Nine Centuries of Western
Music can write: “This joy in improvising while singing and play1 ng 15 evident
in almost all phases of music history. It was aiways a powerful force in the
creation of new forms and every historical study that confines iwself to the
practical or theoretical sources that have come down 1o us in writing or in
pring, without taking into account the improvisational element in living
musical practice, must of necessity present an incomplete, indeed a distorted
oicture. For there is scarcely a single field in music that has remained unaffected
by improvisation, scarcely a single musical technique or form of composition
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lans taere 1§ endless speculation about its narure but only an academic
would have the wmerity to mount & theory of improvisation. And even they
can run into serious difficaites. Ela Zonis in her book Clussica! Persian Music,
after ponng that “Persian music theorsts, considering improvisation 1o be
wtizive, do not consider it in their wrirings”, ignores the warning and plunges

m. A turther obstacle in this arca 1s che readily apparent discrepancy between

the theory of practice and the practice of practice. Not infrequently, after a
lengthy interview regarding performance practices a performer will ilustrate
the aspects of practice he has just described by playing something entirely
different from what he has just said ought to be played. One must realise from
the beginning that in Persian music there is no “always’, for no rule or custom is
inviolabie.” After examining the various structures and constituents in Persian
music she later conciudes: “After considering all these procedures, however, we
must admit that the performer is not bound by them. For, in Persian music, the
essential factors in a performance are the fecling of a player and those of his
audience. At the actual ime of performance, the musician does not calculate
the procedures that will guide his playing. Rather he plays from 2 level of
consciousness somewhat removed from the purely rational... Under these
conditions the player performs not according to the “theory of practice”, but
intuitively, according to the “practice of practice”, wherein the dictates of
traditional procedures are integrated with his immediate mood and emotional
needs’ | hope it will be adequate if I refer to the “practice of practice” as
practice. In any event, that is what this book is mainly about.

There are no so-called ‘musical examples” quoted. Transcription, it seems
to me, far from being an aid to understanding improvisation, deflects attention
towards peripheral considerations. In fact there is very litthe echnical
description of any kind, simply because almost all the musicians | spoke o
chose to discuss improvisation mainly in ‘abstract’ terms. in fact there was a
commonly held suspicion that a close technical approach was, for this subject,
uninformative. In general, intuitive descriptions were preferred and, as
Thomas Clifton says: “The guestion is not whether the description is
subjective, objective, biased or idiosyncratic, but very simply is whether ornot
the description says something significant about the intuited experience so that
the experience itself becomes something from which we can iearn and in so
doing learn about the object of that expericnce as well... No one is saying that
any particular intuitive description, taken as true, is the whole truth. Intuitive
descriptions erect their structures very much in the same way that scientific
descriptions do: slowly, methodically with frequent crasures and backrrack-
ing. Both kinds of description are concerned with intersubjective
confirmation.’™

[ have used the terms ‘idiomatic’ and ‘non-idiomatic” to describe the two
main forms of improvisation. idiomatic improvisation, much the most widely
used, is mainly concerned with the expression of an idiom - such as jazz,
flamenco or baroque - and takes its identity and motivation from that :diom.

3 From ‘Some comparisons betweoern miutve and seeniite descrplions of musie’ Thomas Chtton w Jourmad of Mus: Theory
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¢ is no musical activity which requires greater skill and,

Introduction 1o revised edition

The difference between the present musical climate and that of the mid-1%70s,
when this book was first written, could hardly be grearer. Most surveys of the
intervening decade and a half rend to be lamentations on the galloping artistic
cowardice, shrivelled imaginations and self-congratulatory philistinism which
typified the period. Other assessors, applauding the strenuocus efforts evident
in all areas of music to be more ‘accessible’, speak of 2 Golden Age. Fither way,
and significant as they are, the changes that have taken place seem to have
made very lirtle difference to improvisation. Transient musical fashion, of
course, is unlikely to have any effect on something as fundamental as the
nature of improvisation but even in its practice improvisation seems to have
been, if at times diverted, as prevalent and irrepressible as ever.

Essenuial changes to the book, then, were only rarely necessary and
revision has mainly taken the form of additions: new voices appearing, some
for no more than a single remark, others in extended interviews.

Turning once again from improvising 1o writing about improvisation was
done reluctantly; they are very different activities, it seems to me, and not
always compatible. Writing did provide, however, the opportunity to look at
the whole thing agam through other peoples’ eves, an instructive experience
and one intensified this time because I was simultaneously working on a series
of TV films based on the earlier edition of this book, That brought its own
revelations, as much about television as about improvisation, and while not
everything covered in the programmes is of relevance here - TV making its own
highly specialised demands - a number of quotations from the discussions held
around and during fiming are included. Most useful, though, was the
opportunity once again to make contact with some of the endlessly various
approaches towards improvisation and two be able to further draw on the
wealth of insight and practical experience available in virtually all musics 2s
tesiimony to this bedrock of musical creativity.

Derek Basley, London, September 1991
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PART FivE

Freely improvised music, variously called ‘total improvisation’, ‘open
improvisation’, ‘free music’, or perhaps most often simply, ‘improvised music’,
suffers from — and enjoys ~ the confused identity which its resistance to
labelling indicates. It is a logical situation: freely improvised music is an
activity which encompasses too many different kinds of players, too many
different attitudes to music, too many different concepts of whar improvisa-
tion is, even, for it all to be subsumed under one name. Two regular confusions
which blur its identification are to associate it with experimental music or with
avant-garde music. Itis true that they are very often lumped together but this is
probably done for the benefit of promoters who need to know that the one
thing they do have in common is a shared ina bility to hold the attention of Jarge
groups of casual listeners. But although they might share the same corner of the
market place they are fundamentally quite different to each other. Improvisors
might conduct occasional experiments bur very few, I think, consider their
work to be experimenzal. Similarly, the attitudes and precepts associated with
the avant-garde have very liztle in common with those held by most
improvisors. There are innovations made, as one would expect, through
improvisation, but the desire to stay ahead of the field is not COMINOn among
improvisors. And as regards method, the imprevisor employs the oidest in
music-making,

The lack of precision over its naming is, if anything, increased when we
come to the thing itself. Diversity is its most consistent characteristic, It hasno
stylistic or idiomatic commitment. It has no prescribed idiomatic sound. The
characteristics of freely improvised music are established only by the sonic-
musical identity of the person or persons playing it.

Historically, it pre-dates any other music — mankind’s firsz musical
performance couldn’t have been anything other than a free improvisation —
and I think thatitis a reasonable speculation that at most rimes since then there
will have been some music-making most aptly described as free improvisaton.
Its accessibility to the performer is, in fact, something which appears to offend
both its supporters and detractors. Free improvisation, in addition 1o being a
highly skilied musical craft, is open to use by almost anyone — beginners,
children and non-musicians. The skill and intellect required is whatever is
available. It can be an activity of enormous complexity and sophistication, ar



se simplest and most direct expression: a liferime’s scudy and work or a casual
dilettante acrivity. it can appeal to and serve the musical purposes of all kinds
of people and perhaps the t\_zpc of person offended by the thoughr that "anyone
can <o it will find some reassurance in learning that Albert Einstein looked
upGE ENProvisation as an cmmioml and intellectual necessity.*

The emergence of free improvisation as a cobesive movement in the early
sixties and its subsequent continnous practice has excited a profusion of
sociological, philosophical, refigious and political explanations, but 1 shall
have to leave those to authors with the appropriate appenite and ability.
Pechaps | can confine myseif to the obvious assumption that much of the
impetus woward free improvisation came from the questioning of musical
fanguage. Or more correctly, the questioning of the “rules” governing musical
tanguage. Firstly from the effect this had in jazz, which was the most widely

oractised improvised music at the rime of the rise of {ree improvisation, and

secondly from the results of the much earlier developments in musical language

in European straight music, whose conventions had, uniil this time, exerted 2

auite remarkable influence over many types of music, including most forms of

improvisation 1o be found in the West.

Two important pieces of reading concerning free improvisation are Leo
Smitiv's hook Notes: § Pieces and Cornelius Cardew’s ‘Towards an Ethic of
Improvisation’, whick is from his Treatise Handboolk {published by Peters

Edition. Each of these documents is written by 2 musician with a great deai of

experience of free improvisation and they write of it with insight and
pertinence. They are however totally different from each other. Smith speaks
of frec improvisation almost exclusively as an extension of jazz and Cardew
considers it mainly in terms of European phslosophy and indererminate

composition. And both accounts are valid, each reflecting perfectly one of the
twin approaches to free improvisation which took place in the sixties. It s
necessary t0 point out that for Leo Smith the predicament of the black man in
America, particularly as this applies to the black musician, is of far greater
significance than the purcly musical matters dealt with here. In a rather similar
way Cardew’s objections 1o his situanon were later to take a purely political
form. Bur these documents also indicate thar for musicians of integrity, in
either fieid, wishing for a direct, unadulterated involvement in music, the way
to frec improvisation was the obvious escape from the rigidicy and formalism
of their respective musical backgrounds.
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Opinions about free music are plennful and differ widely. They range from the
view that free plaving is the simplest thing in the world requirng no
explanation, to the view that it is complicated beyond discussion. There are
those for whom it s an acrivity reguiring no instrumental skill, no musical
ability and no musical knowledge or experience of any kind, and others who
believe it can only be reached by emploving a highly sophisticated, personal
technique of virtwosic dimensions. Some are attracted 1o it by its possibilizies
for musical togetherness, others by its possibilities for individual expression.
There is, as far as [ know, no general view to be given. So 1 propose w base my
account of free improvisation largely on my own playing experiences within
the music. Objectivity will, T am sure, be guite bevond me, but whenever
possible [ shall quote other views and opinions. I should emphasise thariris not
my intention to try and present an overall picture of the free musi C $CENE, NOL IO
give 2 definitive account of the groups mentoned. |inwend only 1o point e
certain aspects of certain groups and siruations which seem 1o me wo illustraze
some of the central tenets of free improvisation.?

2 Noris it my mienion 1o make 2 contibution 10 the INCIeasngly Mogu
mprovisation. except perhaps 10 mentan tat my irslinvolement w
i was a confrontalion which has no musical significance in this actount. bul & oes pio
wasn'l 'started” by anybody.




LIMITS AND FREEDOM
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5 1987, seven musicians, all closely asseciated with improvisation, took part

in a public discussion staged as an adjunct to 2 series of concerts.” Inevitably,
the fArst subject up for comsideration concerned the relationship between
improvisation and composition. After forty minutes of collective incoherence
and mutuzl misunderstandings, the predominant view to emerge was that

here is no such thing as improvisation. or, if there is, it is indistinguishable

~t

from composition. Furthermore, composition, should there be such a thing, is
no different to improvisation. Having established that, there didn’t seem to be
anvthing eise w discuss and the group dispersed, gratefully returning to
plaving music: wmprovising, in fact.

This
highiv thought of, particularly by improvisors, some of whom will go to

i a sense, is where we came in. Improvisation is not 2 word which is

considerable lengths to avoid being rarred with what thev have found to be an
unhelpful brush. But, addinonally, there was a view struggling to be expressed
which s, I think, 2 fundamental belief for some people: musical creativity (all
creativiry? is indivisable: it doesn't marter what vou call it, it doesn’t matter
how vou do 1. The creation of music transcends method and, essentially, the
compositon/improvisation dichotomy doesn't exist.

This kind of spongy generalisation often obscures, perhaps by design,
more than it reveals but, pushed to its limits, it still can’t hide the fundamental
difference that separates composition and improvisation. In any but the most
blinkered view of the world’s music, composition looks to be a very rare strain,
heretical in both pracuice and theory. Improvisation is a basic instinct, an
essential foree in sustainmg life. Without 1 nothing survives. As sources of
creativity they are hardly comparable.

Nene of these lofty projections, however, are necessary to reveal the

manitest and multiple differences between composition and improvisation.

>r instance, discovered at street level by composer/improvisor

i and improvisoricomposer Steve Lacy. Frederic tells the

vobved were et Tayior, Jobn Zorm, George Lewas, Misha
o3 esuls evenieaiiy appeared n Jaarboek 7 publishod by Van

[n 1968 I ran into Steve Lacy on the street in Rome. [ took out my pocket
tape recorder and asked him to describe in fifteen seconds the difference
between composition and improvisation. He answered: “In fifteen seconds the
difference between composition and improvisation is that in composition you
have all the time you want to decide what to say in fifteen seconds, while in
improvisation you have fifteen seconds.’

His answer lasted exactly fifteen seconds and is still the best formulation
of the question [ know.2

These discussions are conducted only, 1 think, within the world of freely
imprevised music and arise from the contradiction inherent in attempts to
organise or 1o combine composition and ‘free” improvisation. Other arcas of
improvisation - ‘idiomatic’ -~ combine fixed and improvised naturally enough,
both working organically from a2 common base. Perhaps the nearest thingto a
successful combination of fixed and freely improvised music is in the long
serving improvising groups where, as Evan Parker admits, ‘T think we accepted
tong ago those aspects of each other’s playing that we are never going vo be zble
to change and we work upon the parts that are negotiable’.

The debates, of course, are unimportant. In {act, external matters —
aesthetics, musical fashion, even econamics — are 10 2 unique degree irrelevant
to the practice of this kind of music making. There seems to be no apparent
correlation between the viability and the visibility of improvisation. ks
survival, its general health, even, seems to be unaffected by the shifting security
of its precarious toehold on the treacherous slopes of the musicindustry. There
are now, to be sure, a number of improvising virtuosi operating on the fringes
of one or other of the established music markets, and U.S. improvisors
particularly have conducted a sustained assault on the cutskirts of rock, butin
virtually all cases where some kind of uneasy alliance with the wider music
world has been achieved the improvisor’s function amounts o litde more than
peripheral decoration, accepted, if at all, for its novelty value. The bulk of
freely improvised music, certainly its essendal part, happens in either
unpublicised or, at best, under-publicised circumstances: musician-organised
concerts, ad hoc meetings and private performances. In other words, simply in
response 10 music-making imperatives. And it's easy to see that the more
conducive the setting is to freely improvised music, the less compatble it 1
likely to be with the kind of presentation typical of the music business.

2 From "Listen to Lacy’. a brochure published by Wiener Mustk Galerio i 199010 zeccompany a sones of concorts
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Speculations zbout the tuture of free improvisaton — its possible
popularity or extinction — seem 10 me totally 1o misunderstand the function of
the actrvrty. Rather like presuming that the course of the sun is affected by the
popularity of sun-bathing. It is basically a method of working. As long as the
performing musician wants o be creative there is likely 1o be frec improvisa-
non. And it won't necessarily indicate 2 particular style, or even presuppose an
artistic attitude. As 2 way of making music it can serve many ends.

Paradoxically, and in spite of the earlier arguments, it seems to me now
that in practice the dilference berween free improvisation and idiomatic
improvisation is not a fundamental one. Freedom for the free improvisor is,
tike the uldmare idiomatic expression for the idiomatic improvisor, something
of a Shangri-la. In pracrice the focus of both players is probably more on means
thap ends. All improvisation takes place in relation to the known whether the
known is rraditional or newly acguired. The only real difference lies in the
opportunities in free improvisation to renew or change the known and so
provoke an open-endedness which by definition is not possible in idiomatic
improvisation. And this is certainly 2 grear enough difference, but in irs
IMOMENt 10 moment practice the essentials of improvisation are to be found, it
seems o me, in all improvisation, and its nature is revealed in any one of its
many forms.

in alt its roles and appearances, improvisation can be considered as the
celebration of the moment. And in this the nature of improvisation exactly

]

esembles the nature of music. Essentially, music is fleeting; its reality is its
moment of performance. There might be documents that relate to that moment
— score, recording, echo, memory - but only 0 anticipate it or recall it.
improvisation, unconcerned with any preparatory or residual document,
is compiletely a1 one with the non-documentary nature of musical performanee
and their shared ephemerality gives them a unique compatibility. So it might be
claimed that improvisation is best pursued through its practice in music. And
that the practice of music is best pursued through improvisation.
I belicve the above to be true. But improvisation has no need of argument

pi being a performing musician and because it invites complete
involvement, 1o a degree otherwise unobtainable, in the act of music-making.
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