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Abstract

This paper will consider the position of freely improvised music within the context of
the common understanding of the term ‘avant-garde’. Against a background of
increasing awareness of the form’s value and importance and a burgeoning
diversity of practice, I will attempt to gather some thoughts about my own
perspective and experience, both of which continue to broaden as a result of
practical involvement and observation of the texts and commentaries of others. The
need to respond to the moment of performance is felt to be intrinsic to the form by
many musicians but this will more often than not involve the use of techniques that
have been developed as part of a personal and individual sound vocabulary. I will
therefore attempt to address the paradox of the improviser’s theoretical potential
for continuous renewal and innovation set against their frequent use of developed
material and techniques, the former seemingly positioning the music as an ideal
‘cutting edge’ form, the latter suggesting a potential for stasis and conservatism. I
will also consider the implications of the preference of many performers to eschew
any kind of predetermined arrangement as to form and structure and the bearing
this has on the music’s acceptance or non-acceptance as valid artistic activity. I
shall explore the perception of improvised music as a means to develop interactive
skills and the view expressed by the late Derek Bailey that the priority of
improvised music is not necessarily novelty or innovation per se, but the need to
discover new areas of enquiry by embracing and engaging with a diversity of
different approaches; more of an activity that enables personal growth in a
collective context, but not necessarily with any underlying progressive agenda.
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