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Introduction

There is a moment every improviser knows. You are mid-performance, your hands are moving, sound is happening — and yet something feels stuck. Not wrong, exactly, but circular. You keep returning to the same gestures, the same dynamics, the same unspoken habits you did not even know you had. The music is there, but the thinking behind it has gone quiet. This book grew out of that moment.

I came to creativity techniques through an unlikely door. During my studies in contemporary improvisation at the Estonian Academy of Music and Theatre in Tallinn, I found myself reading Edward de Bono — a Maltese physician and psychologist whose work on lateral thinking was developed not for musicians but for business executives, engineers, and schoolchildren. His ideas felt immediately familiar. The way he described lateral thinking — as a deliberate effort to disrupt established patterns and find new connections — sounded less like corporate problem-solving and more like a description of what free improvisation, at its best, already does. Or tries to do. Or sometimes fails to do, in ways that are worth understanding.

What happens when you take tools designed to unlock creative thinking in the boardroom and bring them into the practice room, the rehearsal space, the stage? The short answer is: quite a lot. But the longer answer is more interesting, and it begins with a problem.

Free improvisation is, in many ways, the most demanding form of musical activity there is. It asks you to compose and perform simultaneously, without the safety net of notation, harmonic convention, or predetermined form. It asks you to listen and respond in real time, to make decisions in fractions of a second, to sustain creative momentum across the full arc of a performance. And it asks all of this without giving you, in most cases, any systematic way to think about what you are doing or why.

This is not an accident. There is a long tradition in improvised music – and in free improvisation especially — of treating the process as essentially mysterious. Something that happens rather than something that is done. Derek Bailey, one of the most important figures in the history of free improvisation, described it as enjoying "the curious distinction of being both the most widely practised of all musical activities and the least acknowledged and understood." That observation was made in 1993, and while things have changed considerably since — improvisation has found its way into conservatoires and music academies around the world, and a substantial body of research now exists — the underlying problem Bailey identified has not entirely gone away. We still tend to treat improvisation as something closer to instinct than to skill.

Creativity techniques offer a different perspective. They do not demystify improvisation — the mystery, if there is one, is not dissolved by giving it a name. But they give us a vocabulary for the processes already happening inside us when we play. They allow us to talk about improvisation, to reflect on it, to practice it in more deliberate and targeted ways. And perhaps most importantly, they give us something to reach for when we are stuck.

The three techniques I focus on in this book — Brainstorming, Six Thinking Hats, and Random Stimulation — were all developed by people working outside music. Brainstorming was created by the advertising executive Alex Osborn in the 1950s. Six Thinking Hats is de Bono's invention, first published in 1985. Random Stimulation comes from de Bono as well, introduced in his foundational text on lateral thinking. None of these tools were designed with free improvisation in mind. That, I want to argue, is precisely what makes them useful. They approach the problem from the outside, without the assumptions and habits that tend to accumulate inside a musical practice. They think sideways — approaching the problem from an angle the practice itself cannot reach.

At this point, I should say a few words about my own position in this. I am an improviser, and I came to this material as a practitioner before I came to it as a researcher. The ideas in this book have been tested — imperfectly, incompletely, but genuinely — against the experience of playing, teaching, and listening. Where I refer to exercises or observations from the improvisation studio at the Estonian Academy of Music and Theatre, I am drawing on that experience directly. I think it matters that this is not purely a theoretical exercise. The test of any creativity technique, for our purposes, is not whether it is intellectually elegant but whether it does something useful when you are standing in a room with other people, making sound.

A few more words specifically about free improvisation and its many names. Throughout this book, I use the term freely and deliberately, aware that it carries a range of meanings depending on context. In the Western art music tradition, playing free improvisation often means playing without predetermined material while still operating within the assumptions of that tradition. In music therapy, improvisation serves therapeutic rather than artistic ends. In the genre that emerged in the 1960s — the free improvisation associated with musicians such as Bailey, Evan Parker, AMM, and others — it means something more specific: a practice that, as Bailey wrote, "has no prescribed idiomatic sound," that places no requirements on the player's technical background, and that takes the absence of convention as its starting point rather than its destination.

This fragmentation of vocabulary is itself worth naming, because it is part of the problem. One of the things that keeps free improvisation at the margins of musical culture is the difficulty of talking about it clearly, even among practitioners. Hanna Kaikko has written about this specifically in the context of Finnish music — but the observation travels. Creativity techniques are partly a remedy for that. They give us shared language for shared processes.

The book is structured in three movements. The first establishes a foundation, defining free improvisation, creativity, and lateral thinking in ways that allow us to see what they have in common. The second examines the three creativity techniques in detail, each with concrete suggestions for how it can be used in practice — as preparation, as exercise, as analysis, or as a way of getting unstuck in the middle of a session. The third brings everything together in the Improviser’s Self-Reflection Diary Template: a practical framework for using these tools in combination, over time, as part of a sustained improvisational practice.

You do not need to read this book in order. If you already are familiar with de Bono's work and want to get to the applications, start with Creativity Techniques in Use. If you are a teacher looking for ways to introduce structured reflection into improvisation pedagogy, the sections on de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats and brainstorming with restrictive conditions were written with you particularly in mind. If you are a practitioner who has never thought of improvisation as something that could benefit from systematic reflection, I hope the Introduction and Defining Free Improvisation, Creativity and Lateral Thinking change your mind — or at least make you curious.

One more thing. De Bono was careful to point out that lateral thinking does not replace vertical thinking. Both are necessary. Vertical thinking — logical, sequential, analytical — is how we develop and refine ideas once we have found them. Lateral thinking is how we find them in the first place, or how we find new ones when the old ones have stopped working. The creativity techniques in this book are tools for moving sideways: for getting off the track you are on long enough to see that there are other tracks available.

What I hope you take from these pages is not a system to follow but a habit of noticing. Noticing when your thinking has gone circular. Noticing when you are optimising rather than exploring, when you are playing it safe rather than playing it open. And knowing, when that happens, that there are directions available to you that you have not yet tried.

Sideways, for instance.




Defining Free Improvisation, Creativity and Lateral Thinking

The three concepts at the centre of this book — free improvisation, creativity, and lateral thinking — are not obviously related. The first is a musical practice with a specific, if contested, history. The second is a psychological and cultural phenomenon so broad that it resists definition almost by design. The third is a practical methodology developed for use in business and education. What they share, as this chapter attempts to show, is a common structural logic: all three are concerned, in different ways, with the problem of patterns. How patterns form, how they constrain us, and how they can be changed.

This chapter provides the theoretical background for what follows. It begins with free improvisation — what it is, what it is called, and why the question of naming matters more than it might initially seem. It moves to creativity, examining what researchers have said about it and what those accounts leave unresolved. And it ends with lateral thinking, de Bono's account of the kind of thinking that creativity requires and that improvisation, at its best, already enacts.

A Short Introduction to Improvisation

Music, Liisa-Maria Lilja-Viherlampi has written, is an interesting and perhaps essential part of humanity. Even our earliest experiences are musical in their nature. Music is a way of expressing life and of entering, as she puts it, landscapes of many kinds in one's mind. Improvising — creating in the moment, without preparation — is, in this sense, not a specialised musical skill but an essential part of being human. It is
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