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In this paper I propose some ideas about creativity no so much in practice, but rather as 

practice, by which I mean both that creativity is something that people develop through 

practice, but also, consequently, that different practices yield different creativities. I will 

present some material I have collected through fieldwork and simultaneously try to develop 

a certain pragmatist philosophical conception of creativity in performance. 

 

Interest in creative practice rather than creativity per se is a fairly recent development. In 

2006, Deliège and Richelle tentatively but quite radically suggested that ‘We might […] look 

at those behaviours that eventually lead to novelty in a given field of arts or sciences, and try 

to account for them by identifying the processes involved. In simple terms, get rid of 

creativity, and look at creative acts.’ (Deliège and Wiggins 2006, p. 2) 

 

Pamela Burnard (2012) has proposed a pluralistic conception of creativity, arguing that, once 

you focus on creative practices, you start to see that there is no such thing as musical 

creativity, but only creativities. She writes: ‘Music occurs in a multiplicity of social spaces of 

the dominant culture, and counter- or sub-cultural genres, and is invested with a multiplicity 

of meanings underpinned by a multiplicity of practices and market forces, that, most 

importantly constitute a multiplicity of musical creativities.’ (Burnard 2012, p. 30) 

 

I will return to the problem of how to conceptualise practice below. For now, let me 

introduce my own research, which is also centred on a creative practice. I do ethnographic 

work with the Dutch improvising collective the Instant Composers Pool or ICP, which is one 

of the oldest performing bands in improvised music. The group was founded in 1967 by 

Misha Mengelberg, Han Bennink and Willem Breuker (who left the band in ‘73). The band is 

part of a broader musical development in the late 1960s when many European musicians 

influenced by free jazz started turning away from their American influences to create a form 

of improvised music that in their view expressed their European situation, and that was less 

explicitly related to the discourse of liberation and African American nationalism as some 

American free jazz was. This negotiation of cultural identity was of course not a 

homogeneous process, but led to a wide variety of improvisatory practices.  

 

The peculiar thing about the ICP is that, although they are firmly established in the genre of 

‘improvised music’, they actually play a vast repertoire of compositions. The musicians carry 

around big folders containing their repertoire, and in the course of my fieldwork I have 

slowly collected my own folder. It contains around 100 separate compositions, and I’m still 

missing at the very least half of their current repertoire, let alone everything they have 

played since 1967.  

 



Misha Mengelberg, who is the unofficial leader of the group and composed the largest part 

of their repertoire, has a background in classical music. He is the grandnephew of the famous 

conductor Willem Mengelberg, and both his parents worked in classical music. Around 1960 

he went to the Royal Conservatory of The Hague, where he was taught twelve-tone 

composition and music theory. His fellow students, among whom Louis Andriessen and 

Peter Schat, would become some of the most successful Dutch composers of the twentieth 

century. With them, he organised demonstrations and events rallying against the classical 

music establishment and the social organisation of classical orchestras. Unlike his fellow 

students, Mengelberg would make a career in improvised rather than composed music, 

perhaps because of his appetite for absurdity and chaos. The music of the ICP should thus 

not only be seen as a reaction to free jazz, but equally to contemporary composition. Indeed, 

as if to show the world of classical music a viable alternative, the playful anarchism of their 

improvised performances is for the largest part guided by Mengelberg’s compositions and 

arrangements. 

 

The repertoire they play is very varied. Mengelberg has made arrangements of pieces by 

Herbie Nichols, Thelonious Monk and Duke Ellington, combining atonal introductions, 

graphically notated interludes and collectively improvised transitions with straight ahead 

jazz compositions and traditional jazz improvisation over chord changes. In addition, 

Mengelberg has composed many jazz pieces of his own. Other pieces sound like Kurt Weill 

songs or draw on nineteenth century dances like quadrilles or can-cans, some sound like 

contemporary chamber music, some are small graphically notated pieces with some 

ambiguous rules of how to interpret them, and some use x-shaped note heads to indicate 

rhythms and relative pitch-height. Perhaps the most peculiar piece in the repertoire is a neo-

classical, faux-Baroque fugue for cello, viola and clarinet. Finally, in addition to these notated 

pieces, every set contains a few free improvisations between two to four musicians and 

sometimes they do a conducted improvisation, in which one band member gets up to 

conduct the rest of the band by using gestures and other kinds of bodily movement to 

indicate sounds. 

 

What do we do with all these pieces? How do we deal with such a large compositional 

element to an explicitly and self-consciously improvised musical practice? Does this mean that 

this band has caved into commercial demands, or to the ‘conceptual imperialism’ of the 

imaginary museum of musical works diagnosed by Goehr, does this show the impossibility 

of free improvisation?  

 

There may be some truth in all of these points, especially the last one, but it doesn’t really get 

to the crucial issue. The ICP has always worked like this. The band grew out of a bebop 

quartet that Mengelberg and Bennink had in the early 1960s, and for which Mengelberg 

already wrote music, and when they started the ICP they continued playing these pieces. 

British improviser Evan Parker also told me that when he played with them around 1970, 

Mengelberg used to write twelve-tone rows divided by boxes that could be repeated, which 

is not so unlike some of the things they play today. In fact, ‘free’ improvisation and free jazz 

musicians have always used written material to some extent, it’s just that the ICP is much 



more open about this and in fact made this (seeming) paradox the centre of their musical 

practice, which is also reflected in their name, which was invented by Mengelberg. 

 

I suggest that this is something that the theoretical frameworks of improvisation studies (and 

perhaps those of creativity in performance in general) still cannot really handle, even after 

the many debates about the difference or non-difference between composition, improvisation 

and performance. Without wanting to go too deeply into these debates, the ICP is a clear 

counterexample against philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff’s statement that ‘a necessary 

condition of improvisation is that it not be the performance of a work.’ (cited in Burnard 

2012, p. 151) More to the point is Schutz’s statement that ‘there is no difference in principle 

between the performance of a string quartet and the improvisations at a jam session of 

accomplished jazz players,’ (1976, p. 177), Nicholas Cook draws on this to argue that in 

performance, there is no distinction between oral and literate (2004). However, although 

Cook’s argument has found some acceptance in performance studies of composed music, 

where performance is no longer thought to revolve around literacy, in improvisation studies, 

there has not been an equivalent realisation that perhaps improvised performance does not 

revolve around orality. 

 

Indeed, the two main theorists of improvisation, Berliner and Monson (1994 and 1996), use 

metaphors of orality, those of ‘telling a story’ and of ‘conversation’ respectively. Keith 

Sawyer, in his book on group creativity and jazz improvisation, does pay attention to what 

he calls ‘mediating artifacts’, but in his reliance on Vygotsky also includes language among 

these, and even writes that ‘synchronic interaction [improvisation] is mediated by ephemeral 

signs, and diachronic interaction [composition] is mediated by ostensible products.’ (2003a, 

p. 125) Such a definition sounds very similar to the Wolterstorff definition of improvisation.  

 

There is a somewhat understandable tendency to see group creativity as something that 

happens between people. The reason this is understandable is that many people probably see 

creativity as a specifically, perhaps uniquely human capacity. Moreover, the important shift 

from studying creativity in making a product to creativity as a process, and the consequent 

interest in improvisation and group interaction, was for a large part about getting away from 

the musical work as the determining factor in the musical process. Sawyer for instance calls 

collective improvisation the ‘purest form of group creativity, a Weberian ideal type.’ (2003a, 

p. 14). This idea of ‘purity’ implies a uniform concept of group creativity and perhaps also of 

creativity in general. It is not sensitive to the plurality of improvisatory practices that exist, 

and can only frame the practice of the ICP – and I think many other kinds of improvisation 

and group creativity – as somehow diluted or corrupted.  

 

The work of these scholars has been very important in constructing new ideas about musical 

performance and improvisation as a social event, and it has been absolutely necessary to 

move away from our traditional assumptions about the musical work, but if our only choice 

is between orality and textuality, then perhaps it would be a good idea to try and get beyond 

the realm of language altogether. As theoretical physicist and feminist philosopher Karen 

Barad wrote ten years ago: ‘Language has been granted too much power. The linguistic turn, 



the semiotic turn, the interpretative turn, the cultural turn: it seems that at every turn lately 

every “thing”—even materiality—is turned into a matter of language or some other form of 

cultural representation. […] Language matters. Discourse matters.  Culture matters. There is 

an important sense in which the only thing that does not seem to matter anymore is 

matter.’(2003, p. 801) 

 

Barad is part of the movement towards novel forms of materialism in the humanities, which 

has been spearheaded by Bruno Latour. As a pragmatist, Latour is very much concerned 

with the peculiarities of specific practices. But unlike Deliège and Richelle, Sawyer, Monson, 

and even Burnard, practices are not primarily conceptual, but material. The concepts 

developed in practical situations are constituted through our engagement with material 

objects, and of material objects with us, because in Latour’s view, agency is not restricted to 

human beings, but extended to material objects.  

 

His sociological conclusion from this is that society is nor restricted to human beings, but a 

result of alliances between human and non-human agents, what he calls the actor-network 

(Latour, 2005). In this actor-network, we find not only the circulation and mediation of 

society, but also of agency, knowledge, institutions, reference and, we could add: creativity. 

Something similar is argued by Georgina Born, who has pointed out the importance of 

mediation for music’s very existence in her concept of ‘distributed creativity’. She writes: 

‘Music is perhaps the paradigmatic multiply-mediated, immaterial and material, fluid quasi-

object, in which subjects and objects collide and intermingle.’ (2005, p. 7) Born goes on to 

discuss the importance of mediating technologies such as sound recording, but we can 

fruitfully think of musical instruments as well as music notation as acting technologies that 

make subjects and objects collide and intermingle.  

 

Of course, a score is still a ‘text’, containing ‘signs’. That is certainly true, but to approach it 

as a material object means not to think of it as a text with some kind of ideal existence, but as 

a text on this piece of paper, with folds and creases and perhaps a coffee stain, and to put it 

philosophically, to consider the sign in its very materiality.  

 

Perhaps the easiest way to apply these ideas is through the concept of emergence. This idea 

plays an important role in the work of Keith Sawyer, where he describes creativity within 

groups as greater than the sum of its parts, not reducible to separate individuals but 

supervening on their interactions. (2003a, 2003b, 2001, 1999, etc.) So when people get 

together, they may all have certain ideas and plans of action. In the creative process, these 

are not simply added to each other to produce a certain result – creativity is not a matter of 

simple causation, where you would be able to predict the outcome if you knew the input. 

Rather, it is an acknowledgement of the unpredictable complexities that may result from the 

interaction of very simple ingredients.  

 

Sawyer applies this idea to interactions between humans, but I think it is just as easily 

applied to humans and their material environment (which, incidentally, is its original 

purpose since the concept comes from evolutionary biology). Richard Sennett’s The Craftsman 



(2008) is filled with examples of people discovering new aspects of their tools and working 

materials, thus changing the functions of objects, but also changing themselves and those 

who use their products in the process. Two central concepts in his book are ambiguity and 

resistance – meaning that all objects are able to function in multiple ways, but also that it is 

easier to do some things with objects than others. 

 

Sennett does not explicitly mention agency or creativity, which I do think are the key subject 

of his book, but the emergence of material agency plays an important part in Andrew 

Pickering’s 1995 book The Mangle of Practice, in which he analyses scientific practice as a form 

of performance. In scientific experimentation, agency and scientific knowledge emerge in 

what he calls a ‘dance of agency’, using the metaphor of ‘tuning’ to describe the adaptive 

relationship between humans and non-humans.  

 

So in short, I would like to see the relationship between subject and object not in terms of 

opposition, but in terms of collaboration. This provides an alternative to the concept of 

‘constraints’ on improvisation that you often find in psychological literature (Ashley, 2009). 

Rather than seeing the body, musical knowledge or the possibilities of musical instruments 

as constraints on something that would otherwise have been more free and more creative, 

these things are what enable improvisation to exist in the first place. It also provides an 

alternative to the ‘continuum’ metaphor, the by now almost clichéd metaphor that there is no 

such thing as entirely determined performance nor entirely free improvisation, but that the 

reality is a continuum between these two poles. This metaphor does not subvert the 

distinction and the associated determinacy and freedom at all, it just makes it a bit less rigid. 

Perhaps a better metaphor is the double helix, where subject and object are always twisting 

around each other in different ways.  

 

Now, how does this tuning to resistances and ambiguities work within the practice of the 

ICP? The current band consists of ten musicians, and fourteen instruments, divided in a 

rhythm section, a string section and a horn section:  

 

Misha Mengelberg - piano 

Han Bennink - drums 

Ernst Glerum – double bass 

Tristan Honsinger - cello 

Mary Oliver – violin, viola 

Thomas Heberer – trumpet, cornet 

Wolter Wierbos - trombone 

Michael Moore – alto saxophone, clarinet 

Tobias Delius – tenor saxophone, clarinet 

Ab Baars – tenor saxophone, clarinet 

 

The pieces they play, as I described them above, are often quite short and simple, which 

makes them very suitable for the way they are used within the band. As reed player Michael 

Moore described them to me: ‘I think Misha thinks in games a lot… [Me: Like John Zorn?] 



Well, no not like John Zorn… Zorn studied these board games with all these rules and he 

thought of rules for people to communicate with each other. Whereas I see Misha’s games as 

more like… okay this is the material, what are we going to do with it? It’s that whole “found 

object” thing. And a lot of his pieces are like that, they’re just little… “flarden”[Dutch for 

‘snippets’ – Moore has lived in Amsterdam since 1982, hence using Dutch words].’ 

 

In the performances of the ICP, set lists are never done neatly in the sense that a piece is 

played, applause, next piece, applause, and so on. Rather, a solo will lead to a group freely 

improvising, after which someone starts a piece which is interrupted halfway by something 

else. The musicians are always very satisfied if they manage to keep playing for as long as 

possible without stopping and keep the energy going. The pieces are very suitable for this 

way of working. With their ambiguous beginnings and endings, many are indeed little 

‘flarden’, small but clear ideas that can easily be recognized and taken over by other band 

members.  

 

However, the musicians also have other ways of rendering aspects of the notation 

ambiguous. At a concert I attended in Antwerp, they were playing a piece called “Kehang” 

From the end of the previous piece they have moved into an improvisation by Mengelberg, 

Honsinger and Bennink. The transition they usually use to go into the head of the piece is a 

small rhythmic motif, notated in x-shaped notes so with an indeterminate melody and only 

indicating a melodic shape. Someone can start playing this simple and recognisable motif 

and the rest can latch on, then they can play the head of the piece, which is a swing melody 

of 8 bars, played twice. 

 

At this particular performance, while the three others were improvising, the horn section 

played this motif once, and if you see the group performing, you see the musicians 

conversing and pointing to the sheet music in front of them. However, they did not start 

repeating the motif to go into the head immediately. Rather, they started using aspects of the 

notation that were not originally intended to be instructive, or at least not in any traditional 

sense: a wobbly line, a downward arrow indicating the formal shape of the piece (“after this, 

go here and play this”), both interpreted as graphic scores, and three notes of an 

accompanying melody for the head that somebody scribbled in. Only then did they start 

playing and repeating the usual motif, and someone cues the transition to the head. 

 

This is a very brief and simple example, but it is representative of their approach to 

improvisation and performance, and it presents several of the issues that I have discussed. 

Crucially, the musicians are improvising precisely by playing from the score, and the music 

is neither reducible to the notation, nor to the ideas of the musicians. Moreover, in this dance 

of agency, the shape of the actors involved and the way they act upon each other emerges in 

the interaction and is in constant flux. The shape of the score, the elements that are 

understood as prescriptive change as the interactions between the musicians change, and 

vice versa. The three improvisers in the beginning are working with their instruments, with 

each other, but also with the ending of the previous piece. The ambiguity of the situation is 

used by the horn section to negotiate ways of entering the next piece. The grouping of the 



instruments within the score, the location of the horns on stage and the acoustic qualities of 

their instruments allow for easy interaction, but makes the situation simultaneously resistant 

for the violist, who is on the other side of the stage, to participate, and this resistance is 

something she has to negotiate by paying close attention to what the horn players are doing 

and thinking of ways to react. Then when the repeating riff comes in, it becomes possible for 

everyone to participate rather than only the horns, but simultaneously the process becomes 

more resistant to any other kind of interaction. There is not much left for Moore, who leads 

because he has the main melody of the head, to cue the ending of the introduction and the 

start of the head. 

 

To conclude, I think that the ICP Orchestra is a very interesting group because it makes us 

rethink our basic beliefs about musical performance, even if we think we have already 

thought them through quite thoroughly. It shows us that group creativity exists not only 

between people, but also between people and their working materials, and that there is no 

reason why we should neglect the musical score if we want to talk about the social creativity 

of performers, despite our modernist musicological heritage. Rather than establish 

uniformity, the scores of the ICP contribute to the heterogeneity of creative possibilities. 

Even though we should be sensitive to the particular ways in which the dance of agency is 

performed in different practices, I think this approach is worth pursuing more generally. The 

idea of a performer’s independence from a score go back to nineteenth-century concepts of 

the virtuoso, steeped in the Romantic idealism creativity studies has been trying to get away 

from. Realising music’s dependence on material mediators, for instance by drawing on ANT 

or Sennett’s concept of craftsmanship, may be a better alternative.  
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