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FREE IMPROVISATION: A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE 

by Martin Davidson* 

__________________________________________________________ 

[In the Summer/Autumn, 1986 edition of Jazz Magazine Eric Myers, in his review 

of the SIMA concert of January 9, 1986, grappled with the music of the Relative 

Band — music which is regarded, for want of a better term, as “free improvisation.” 

“I believe that the Relative Band’s work is art — in the sense that it challenges our 

perceptions of music”, he wrote, “but I do not believe that the sounds produced by 

the band amount to music (although some of the players are very gifted musically). 

I would be very interested to hear from a music analyst who could argue the case 

for performers such as those in the Relative Band.” In the following article, Martin 

Davidson took up the challenge.] 

here are many ways of making music, all of which are faintly ridiculous when 

analysed cold on paper. For instance, the “normal” way to make music is 

currently thought to be to divide the labour into two completely separate 

functions — that of the composer, who is “normally” long dead, and the performers, 

who have to follow the absentee composer’s directions and do nothing else. This 

gives the performers little chance to express themselves, or to react to their fellow 

performers, the audience, or other aspects of the environment. Evan Parker pointed 

out the ultimate absurdity of this mode of music making, when he asked what 

happens if there is a fire in the concert hall. Do the musicians continue following the 

score, or do they improvise and run for their lives? 

At the opposite extreme to this is free improvisation, in which the “composer” and 

the “musician” are the same person, and the music is made without anything being 

predetermined. This is obviously very risky, especially when more than one musician 

is involved, since no two people think or act alike. On an extremely uninspired day, 

absolutely no music would be made at all (although I have never known this to 

happen). 

In between these two extremes are the areas of partly improvised musics, such as jazz 

and most traditional musics. In these it is “normal” to have a steady rhythm, and to 

repeat the same chord sequence or scale over and over again, whilst one or more 

musicians use this as a backdrop to improvise over. Many musicians, who are 

involved in either totally composed or totally improvised music, find the never 

changing rhythms and never changing structures of most partially improvised musics 

to be boring and/or oppressive. 

__________________________________________________________ 

*In 1986 Martin Davidson was a broadcaster in Sydney on the community radio 

station 2MBS-FM. 
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Yet, in spite of the theoretical, and sometimes practical, absurdities of these principal 

means of music making, all three have resulted in substantial bodies of excellent 

music; and, it should be pointed out, all three have resulted in far larger bodies of 

mediocre and/or downright bad music. (One of the few laws that seems to hold for 

music is Sturgeon’s Law which states that 90 per cent of everything is crud.) Of these 

three methods, the one that is by far the least known and least appreciated is that of 

free improvisation. 

Free improvisation is both the oldest and newest method of making music. It has 

always existed, although often as a background task done in private. Its return to 

being a full-time foreground music occurred in the middle 1960s for a variety of 

reasons: 

(a)The world of composed music had become somewhat stale in that there appeared 

to be nowhere to develop into. Some composers had already recognised this, and had 

resorted either to incorporating improvisation into their pieces (thanks largely to the 

influence of jazz), or to composing using chance operations. (These two trends are 

usually lumped together even though they are diametrically opposed — one has 

humans completely in charge, whilst the other makes humans totally subservient to 

random outside events. John Cage, for instance, who has used chance techniques 

since about 1950, is very anti-improvisation, saying that improvisers resort to habits. 

This is often true, but not necessarily a problem if the habits are good.) 

 

John Cage, pictured here playing chess with Marcel Duchamp: he is very anti-

improvisation… 

(b) High-fidelity stereo had arrived. It is often conveniently forgotten that many of 

the great composers of the past, such as Bach, Beethoven, and Chopin, were also 

great improvisers, who had to resort to using notation to preserve their music until 

the invention of recorded sound. Once recorded sound had not only been invented, 

but also perfected to the extent that its output sounded much like its input, then it  
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Many of the great composers of the past, such as Bach (above) and Beethoven 

(below), were also great improvisers… 

 

was no longer necessary to use the vagaries of notation to preserve music. The 

recording thus became the “score” of improvisation, and the absentee composer 

became somewhat redundant. 

(c) Jazz had just about reached the limit of its development. The then recent 

innovations of Ornette Coleman, Jimmy Giuffre and Albert Ayler had almost reached 

the threshold of free improvisation. It was then left to some of the more adventurous 

musicians to step over this threshold. (Jazz itself continued, but with little of the 

sense of adventure that had previously dominated it. Free jazz, or what was the jazz 

avant-garde, devolved more and more into a sort of disjointed bebop, and most jazz 

musicians have just coasted or gone through the motions whilst resting on their 

laurels, if any. There are, of course, several significant exceptions to this — musicians 
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who have managed to continue to create vital music whilst working within the jazz 

frameworks.) 

 

The recent innovations of Ornette Coleman (above) and Albert Ayler (below) almost 

reached the threshold of free improvisation… 
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(d) Recordings of traditional musics from all over the world had become available, 

revealing that there were many other aspects to music than those contained just 

within the worlds of jazz and European composed music. (Incidentally, I use the 

term “European composed music” to cover the area that is usually called, with 

outrageous immodesty, either ‘‘classical”, “legitimate”, “serious’’ or “straight” as if 

there was nothing else worthwhile out there. Is Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik 

really more serious than Max Roach’s Tears for Johannesburg, for instance? Since 

European composed music is by far the most popular area of music that interests me, 

I am inclined to call it “popular music”.) 

 

Mozart (pictured above): is his Eine Kleine Nachtmusik really more serious than 

Tears for Johannesburg, by Max Roach (pictured below)? 
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Given all these prevailing conditions, it is not at all surprising that several musicians 

should start exploring the possibilities of free improvisation. It is also not surprising 

that the majority of them had started off in the jazz world, whilst others came from 

the worlds of composed music, pop and elsewhere. 

Something that should be said about free improvisation is that it very often is not. 

There are times when musicians get together and just play, but there are also groups 

of improvisers who rehearse — in order to find the areas and approaches that do and 

do not work for that particular group. Some groups do use pre-arranged limitations, 

to try and create additional variety and avoid the longueurs that are liable to plague 

all methods of music making. (Anyone who has sat through an overlong jazz solo or a 

tedious symphony, need not be reminded that free improvisation does not have a 

monopoly of longueurs.) 

A common technique is to pre-arrange a performance into a sequence of solos, duos, 

trios, etc so that all musicians are not playing all the time. A brilliant example of this 

was the Relative Band’s set at the Sydney Performance Space in January, 1986. In 

this case, the musicians involved in one such event (actually solos, duos or complete 

quintets) had the right to interrupt the previous event when they considered it had 

gone on long enough. This guaranteed that the music kept moving forward without 

any chance of longueurs, and also resulted in a considerable variety of textures.  

 

Karlheinz Stockhausen (right), pictured here with Toru Takemitsu: his 

compositions virtually amount to “improvise, but pay me royalties”... 
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It can be argued that such techniques are really pre-composition, especially when 

compared to some of the “compositions” of someone like Karlheinz Stockhausen 

which virtually amount to “improvise, but pay me royalties”. However, pre-

determined structures, rhythms and/or actual notes to be played are very rarely used 

in such circumstances, so the music is virtually totally improvised. (There are some 

groups of free improvisers in which the drummer lays down a steady rock beat over 

which everyone else improvises freely, as if the beat was not there. I cannot find any 

positive attributes to this approach, except that it tends to attract a larger audience.) 

One major way in which most free improvisation differs from most jazz, is that there 

is no hierarchy. In most jazz, there is a rhythm section which provides a continuum 

over which the soloist improvises. (This sort of breaks down when the members of 

the rhythm section solo, and I have always considered it a bit strange that the other 

members of the band do not usually accompany such solos.) In most free 

improvisation, on the other hand, all the members of a group have an equal standing, 

and any role differentiation is usually due to the personalities involved rather than 

the instruments. This means that any combination of instruments is possible, 

although some are not very practicable, and the presence or absence of a double bass 

and/or percussion does not have the same significance as in jazz. 

I often hear people say that they do not “understand” free improvisation, but I do not 

understand what is meant by “understanding” any music. For instance, I have no 

idea what a sonata is, and yet I love many sonatas. I have no idea what diminished 

thirds or augmented sevenths are or sound like, yet I love the work of many jazz 

musicians who say they use them. Even though I was weaned on tonal music, I did 

not understand tonality until I recently read Harry Partch’s book Genesis Of A Music. 

This confirmed what I had suspected all along, that it is arbitrary and illogical to 

divide the octave into twelve notes – Partch uses 43 notes to the octave — and yet 

most of the music I enjoy assumes this twelve note division. 
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Surely “understanding” music is not very important, especially as it is essentially an 

abstract art. What is important is whether one can feel and/or enjoy it. (Can one 

“feel” something that is “essentially an abstract art”? Maybe “abstract” is too strong a 

term, since music does convey and express emotions and feelings — but these are 

rarely specific and usually open to various interpretations. How often has one 

disagreed with one’s fellow listeners, or the instigators of the music themselves, as to 

what precisely a passage of music is depicting, if anything?) 

How does one evaluate good and bad in free improvisation? Some people, including 

some of its practitioners, say it is impossible to do, because one cannot compare how 

the music relates to the chord sequence or the sonata form or whatever. But is this 

really how one judges the merits of musicians in conventional areas? For instance, 

Cannonball Adderley swung like mad, was incredibly fluent, and could eat up the 

changes with ease; and yet, Charlie Parker is considered by most jazz afficionados 

(myself included) to be a much more superior musician. Why? Similarly, every 

composer who goes to a conservatory learns how to write sonatas, rondos, fugues, 

etc, and yet some are considered greater than others. Why? 

 

Cannonball Adderley (pictured here) swung like mad, was incredibly fluent, and 

could eat up the changes with ease; and yet, Charlie Parker is considered by most 

jazz afficionados to be a much more superior musician. Why? 

Obviously, there must be an essence to all music (including free improvisation) 

which is not just how one relates to structures. This is something that is very difficult 

(for me anyway) to put into words. One thinks of such qualities as passion, variety, 

consistency, originality, lyricism, fluency, humanity, and immediately recognises that 
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not all of these are present in all great music. One is reminded of Albert Ayler’s 

quote: “It’s not about notes anymore. It’s about feelings!” But then that has always 

been true for great music — the notes are just a means to express the feelings (in a 

somewhat abstract way!). 

 

Albert Ayler: It’s not about notes anymore. It’s about feelings… 

If anyone really believes that there is no differentiation between good and bad in free 

improvisation, I suggest that they play with some of the seasoned players. I have 

done this and found the experience very illuminating. 

Some people claim that free improvisation implies a lack of technique. This begs the 

question of what is “technique”? lt is usually related to the European conservatories 

that became fossilised about 100 years ago. They decreed that there was only one way 

to play any given instrument, and only one way to sing, conveniently ignoring many 

long established other techniques. (For instance, Australian Aboriginal didjeridoo 

players and Islamic double-reed players can play continuously for considerable 

periods using circular breathing — the technique of breathing in through the nose 

whilst still blowing out through the mouth. Some Mongolian horsemen and Tibetan 

monks can sing more than one note at a time. Flautists from Hungary and parts of 

Africa, as well as didjeridoo players, sing whilst they are blowing to produce more 

than one note and different colourings.) 

Initially, jazz revolted against the limitations of the European conservatory. Many 

other techniques, some inherited from Africa and some invented, were incorporated 

into the jazz language. This caused the keepers of the European conservatories to 

claim that jazz musicians could not play their instruments or sing properly. In the 

last 20 years, jazz conservatories have been fossilised to incorporate just the 

techniques of the jazz mainstream. Their keepers are now claiming that free 

improvisers cannot play their instruments or sing properly. 

Some improvisers have reintroduced techniques from traditional musics, but use 

them in their own ways. For instance, Evan Parker can play the soprano saxophone 

without a pause for over twenty minutes by using circular breathing. Paul Rutherford 

can play more than one note at a time on a trombone by both blowing and singing 

through the instrument. Jo Truman uses both of these techniques for playing the 

didjeridoo, and when singing she can also produce more than one note at once. 
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Evan Parker (pictured here) can play the soprano saxophone without a pause for 

over twenty minutes by using circular breathing… 

Some improvisers have invented entirely new techniques. Derek Bailey spent some 

15 years in dance and jazz bands acquiring as much conventional technique as any 

other guitarist. In the 20 years since then he has invented several different 

techniques including the use of pedal-controlled amplification, which gives him 

instant control of his volume, allowing adjacent notes to be at very different volumes, 

or notes to fade in and/or terminate abruptly, etc. Evan Parker has developed his 

tonguing so that he can get an incredibly fast stream of notes out of a saxophone. He 

is also able to play more than one note simultaneously using a technique I do not 

begin to comprehend. Percussionist Paul Lytton expanded into live electronics using 

small plucked, bowed or hit objects, which are heavily amplified using contact mikes 

and pedal volume controls. Jon Rose builds his own string instruments, somewhat  

 

Violinist Jon Rose: he builds his own string instruments, somewhat inspired by the 

string instruments of Asia and Renaissance Europe… PHOTO COURTESY JIOHN 

SHAND 



11 
 

inspired by the string instruments of Asia and Renaissance Europe, to be able to 

produce a wider range of sounds than is possible on a conventional violin or cello. 

By any standards, the above named musicians, and many more free improvisers, 

have more technique than a musician who is just playing jazz and/or composed 

music. (Most of them also have the techniques required to play jazz and/or 

composed music, and have done so at various times, but they get more satisfaction 

improvising freely.) 

However, not all free improvisers are virtuosi like the above. Certainly, free 

improvisation can provide an outlet for musicians who, say, cannot improvise on the 

changes or read all the dots. But does this necessarily make them inferior musicians 

or technicians? What about musicians who can read fly shit, but cannot improvise an 

iota? Or musicians who can only improvise on the changes? (An interesting 

illustration of this inability to compare between idioms also occurred at the Sydney 

Performance Space last January when Bernie McGann and Dewey Redman played 

together. Although he has occasionally delved into free music, McGann is very much 

a specialist at working on the changes. Conversely, Redman has had experience on 

the changes, but has become a specialist in the strict-tempo free area pioneered by 

Ornette Coleman. Unsurprisingly, McGann outplayed Redman in the pieces on the 

changes, and Redman outplayed McGann in the pieces off the changes? Does this 

make McGann better than Redman, or vice versa?) 

 

The Australian Bernie McGann (far right) outplayed the American Dewey Redman 

(second from left) in the pieces on the changes, and Redman outplayed McGann in 

the pieces off the changes… Other musicians John Pochée (drums), Geoff Kluke 

(bass). PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
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But does not being a virtuoso imply that one has no technique? Surely the best 

definition of “technique” is “the ability to play what one wants to”. In the world of 

jazz, there have been many players who are not apparently virtuosi, and yet they have 

produced some of the most profound music — Bunk Johnson, Lester Young and 

Ernie Henry immediately come to mind. 

In a sense, anyone can indulge in free improvisation, and often does in everyday life, 

albeit unconsciously. But anyone who thinks that creating substantial music by such 

means is inherently easy should consider John Tchicai’s question: “Isn’t it much 

more demanding on the artist to have to make up whole new rules and a whole new 

system than just building on a system that already exists?” 

 

UK guitarist Derek Bailey: he found ways to explore group interaction and extend 

his virtuosity... 

Does free improvisation have rules and systems? Very often these are improvised, 

just as both the form and content are. However, certain different approaches did 

evolve in the pioneer groups. In London, for instance, AMM favoured an overall mass 

sound in which the individuals were almost entirely submerged. In contrast, in the 

same city, the Spontaneous Music Ensemble (SME) developed a conversational style 

in which all the individuals could be heard in a generally subdued format. (John 

Stevens, who became the leader of the SME, reduced the size of his drums and 

cymbals so that an unamplified guitar or double bass could be heard alongside 

them.) After branching out of the SME, Derek Bailey, Evan Parker and Paul 

Rutherford found areas in between and beyond those of AMM and SME, allowing for 

both group interaction and their own extended virtuosity. 

The German pioneers such as Peter Brotzmann, Peter Kowald, and Alexander von 

Schlippenbach, tended to stick closest to high energy free jazz, with some of its battle 

of egos. The Dutch (Han Bennink, Willem Breuker and Misha Mengelberg), on the 

other hand tended to go in for an irreverent and hilarious pastiche of earlier musics 

— a sort of dada approach of creating something by juxtaposing incongruities. 
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The Dutch pianist Misha Mengelberg: going  in for an irreverent and hilarious 

pastiche of earlier musics… PHOTO CREDIT FRANS SCHELLEKENS 

Obviously, this is an oversimplification. Certainly, musicians from all of these 

apparent pigeon holes managed to play together successfully in spite of some 

different preferences and philosophies. There have, however, been cases of certain 

musicians being unable or unwilling to play together, showing once again that free 

improvisation is not always entirely free. 

Subsequent groups and individuals have tended to opt for one or more of these 

general approaches, which is not to say that many new ideas and characteristics have 

not been added. The dada humorous approach is often used to attract and hold more 

audience and/or to lampoon certain accepted values (shades of Dizzy Gillespie in the 

early bebop era). However, this can be very dangerous, as the humour can take over 

and destroy the music. Also, not all good musicians are good comedians and vice 

versa, although there seem to be more and more who can successfully combine the 

two. 

Free improvisation usually gets lumped in with jazz, mainly because it primarily grew 

out of jazz. This does not mean that it really is jazz. (On a recent trip to Tokyo, I 

noticed that most record shops filed Erik Satie under jazz!) The most succinct 

definition of jazz that I have come across is that of Peter Riley: “Afro-American group 

instrumental part-improvised music”. Free improvisation hardly fits in with this, 

especially as few Afro-Americans have taken any part or interest in it, and it contains 

virtually nothing of the Afro-American tradition that permeates all of jazz. Most free 

improvisation is inherently non-idiomatic or pan-idiomatic, and should therefore not 

be lumped together with any particular idiom. 
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Erik Satie: in most record shops in Japan, he is filed under Jazz… 

How does one turn on to free improvisation? The short, and not very helpful, answer 

is: with open ears and an open mind. One must not think of it just in terms of jazz or 

any other idiom. Some people can only enjoy the familiar, such as pop music or much 

of the composed music in the range of Mozart to Tchaikovsky; and by now, most jazz 

with its repeating rhythms and harmonies has become just such a familiar music. 

Such people are unlikely to enjoy much free improvisation, which is inherently an 

exploration of the unknown. (They are also unlikely to feel comfortable with 

musicians who go to and just beyond the bounds of conventional music — like Eric 

Dolphy and Sonny Rollins in the 1960s.) 

 

Eric Dolphy: one of those musicians who go to and just beyond the bounds of 

conventional music… 
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I am not sure that my personal experience is of any help. I hated free improvisation 

when I first heard it, and then suddenly about 15 years ago I fell in love with some of 

it. (I previously had similar hate then love experiences with the musics of Thelonious 

Monk and Ornette Coleman.) It helped that I have always been an adventurous 

listener — always looking for more good areas of music (and more often than not 

discovering more bad areas of music). It probably also helped that I have always 

loved much of both composed music and jazz. In the former one generally listens to 

the overall sound, whereas in the latter one generally listens to the individuals. In 

listening to free improvisation, one needs to combine both of these approaches in 

varying proportions, depending on the approaches of the musicians involved. 

 

The pianist Thelonious Monk: Martin Davidson had a hate then love experience 

with Monk’s music, as he did with the music of Ornette Coleman… PHOTO CREDIT 

LEE TANNER 

Listening to the following areas of music may prepare one for listening to free 

improvisation (although I turned on to nearly all of them as a result of listening to 

free improvisation!) All have been rather influential on some, if not most, of the free 

musicians: 

(a) The 1961/62 trio of Jimmy Giuffre, Paul Bley and Steve Swallow, and the 1964 

trio of Albert Ayler, Gary Peacock and Sunny Murray — two very different groups in 

which the jazz hierarchy had all but been done away with. 

(b) True New Orleans jazz in which the collectively improvised whole is much more 

important than any solos. In common with much free improvisation, the horn 

players had to adapt their improvisations to fit in with those of the others, although 

this was somewhat determined by certain roles that had evolved for the particular 



16 
 

instruments. The recordings by Sam Morgan (1927) and Bunk Johnson (1942-5) are 

particularly recommended. (The Morgan Band could be very revealing to free jazz 

fans — it certainly makes one wish that more black bands had been recorded in New 

Orleans before 1940.) 

 

Bunk Johnson (right) pictured here with Louis Armstrong in 1943… 

(c) Traditional music from all over the world, to show that there are many natural 

ways of making music. Also, to reveal many amazing sounds that the European 

conservatory tried to do away with. It is especially difficult for someone (like myself) 

who has been raised on “sophisticated” music to appreciate “primitive” music, like 

that of the Australian and American Aborigines — but having got there, it is 

especially rewarding to be listening to such a human music. 

 

The music of Anton Webern: a classic way into atonality… 
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(d) The music of Arnold Schoenberg, Alban Berg and especially Anton Webern — a 

classic way into atonality (to use a convenient term that Schoenberg ridiculed as 

meaning “without tone”). John Stevens was particularly inspired by Webern’s 

Quartet Opus 22 for piano, violin, clarinet and tenor saxophone, which sounds like 

an excellent group improvisation even though it was, paradoxically entirely 

composed using very strict serial techniques. Derek Bailey and others have used 

Webern’s intervallic leaps as a basis for “atonal” improvisation lines, since jazz licks 

tend to sound horribly out of place in such situations. . 

(e) The music of Edgard Varese which pioneered the musical use of what was 

previously considered noise. This was taken further in some of the performances of 

John Cage’s music, particularly those involving David Tudor. 

 

Edgard Varese: he pioneered the musical use of what was previously considered 

noise… 

(f) Non-human and unintentional musics. One of the best collective improvisations I 

have heard was made by a group of Australian magpies. All animal and natural 

sounds are worth listening to, as are many sounds produced by humans as they go 

about their occupations. (But not jack-hammers, which I find as oppressive as rock 

drummers.) 

Most importantly, and currently most difficulty, one must listen to free 

improvisation itself. I could append a list of my favourite records, but virtually none 

of them are available in Australia, and many are no longer available anywhere, alas. 

During the course of this article, I have mentioned some of the practitioners that I 

consider worth exploring — one can only hope that it will be possible for other 

adventurous souls to follow this through. 
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Sonny Rollins: Davidson found his  recent solo record, a free improvisation, to be 

both highly unsatisfactory and immensely enjoyable… 

The longer I listen to music — I have been listening intensely for over 30 years now — 

the more difficult it becomes to define what I like and dislike and why. Things are no 

longer so black and white and straightforward as they once seemed to be. For 

instance, I find Sonny Rollins’ recent solo record, a free improvisation, to be both 

highly unsatisfactory and immensely enjoyable! I cannot help feeling that this article 

raises more questions than it answers. But then, sometimes to ask a question is the 

answer — and free improvisers have been providing some profound answers by 

asking many questions. One thing I am sure about is that most, but by no means all, 

of my favourite music created in the last 20 years has been free improvisation.  

__________________________________________________________ 
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