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IMPROVISATION: ITS NATURE AND PRACTICE IN 

MUSIC, by Derek Bailey 
Moorland Publishing, 1980 (£6.95) 

HOWARD RILEY 

To begin with a conclusion: Derek Bailey'slmprovisationis, to
date, simply the best book available concerning this subject. 
Other books have referred to improvisation in passing, of 
course, but here it receives the depth of discussion and the 
understanding it undoubtedly warrants. It is perhaps not 
coincidental that a musician has achieved this. In addition to 
possessing a keen critical faculty, Derek Bailey is a guitar 
player who has deservedly won a reputation as an innovative 
improviser during the past 15 years. So the book deals with 
improvisation from the musician's vantage point- a welcome 
change from the musically illiterate inanities that often.pass 
for criticism in the media when this activity is discussed. 

The book is divided into sections dealing with the use of 
impro.visation in Indian music, flamenco, Baroque music, 



church organ playing, jazz, rock, and contemporary Western 
composition, and finally with free improvisation itself. Along 
the way relevant topics are confronted - the relationship 
between composition and improvisation, the audience, 
improvisation in the classroom. What makes the book so 
valuable is that in each section practising musicians talk to 
Bailey about the nature of improvisation and their own 
idiomatic use of it (some of this material comes from a series 
of radio interviews). There are insights here that could only be 
imparted by practitioners for, despite the implications of the 
current populist vogue, certain types of musical information 
become apparent only through playing. A balance is achieved 
between specifically technical and more general discussion
not always an easy thing. Yes, it's a good read as well, 
although there are absolutely no traces of the fanzine 
syndrome. 

I admit to certain misgivings when I first received the book. 
Improvisation, by its very nature, seems to me to be a self
sufficient activity which almost defies verbal explanation or 
justification. But, in the context of what is a predominantly 
literary culture, verbal discussion can hopefully lead on to the 
hearing and/or playing of music, and I seethis asbeingoneof 
the strongest merits of this work. Also, most of the inherent 
pitfalls of such a study are admitted and faced fairly in the text 
itself. Thus, there are no music examples for, as Bailey puts it, 
'transcription, it seems to me, far from being an aid to 
understanding improvisation, deflects attention towards 
peripheral considerations' (p. 4). 

Subjectivity and objectivity are well balanced. It would 
have been unrealistic to expect Bailey, a practising musician, 
to be purely objective in his approach. Naturally, most of the 
subjectivity surfaces in the free improvisation and general 
discussion sections. Given this, I would have welcomed even 
more subjective opinions by the author on the differences 
between idiomatic and non-idiomatic improvisation, and 
especially on how a non-idiomatic improviser can avoid 
becoming idiomatic - in other words, how he can create his 
own points of reference without working within a 
recognisable overall tradition. 

To summarise: improvisation has been consistently 
misunderstood or ignored by the 'serious' sections of the 
musical world, and has never been given the documentation 
it deserves as one of the major catalytic forces in this 
century's music. Derek Bailey's book is, I hope, the first of 

The first title in the new, larger, 
more attractive format of 
the 'Master Musicians' Series: 

many projects to redress the balance, for there is no reason 
why it should not set a shining example for others to follow in 
the future. My main regret after reading it was that there 
wasn't more of it, for inevitably any single book has to be 
selective in its material; all the more reason, of course, for 
future work by others with different viewpoints. For now, 
though, I can thoroughly recommend all readers of this 
magazine to buy, read and absorb Bailey's book. At the very 
least you'll find it thought-provoking, and it could even be 
revelatory. 

 

Britten 

MICHAEL KENNEDY 

The fullest biography of Benjamin Britten 
so far published, which discusses the 
composer's life, his choice of opera 
subjects and the effects his friendships 
with other musicians had on his music. 
5 Appendices, including a classified list of 
compositions. 
Illustrated with 30 music examples and 12 
pages of photographs. 
£8.95 

Modern Music 

The avant garde since 1945 

PAUL GRIFFITHS 

The first comprehensive study of 
developments in music since 1945, 
including discussion of major works by 
Stockhausen, Boulez, Cage, Babbitt, Berio 
and many others. Publication and 
recording details are given for the works 
considered. An invaluable book to the 
student and the general reader wanting a 
serious introduction to the music of our 
time. Illustrated with 80 music 
examples. £15.00 
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