
. . . there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from 

which to express, no power to express, no desire to express, together with the 

obligation to express.
Samuel Beckett1

To make something out of nothing— indeed, the felt obliga-
tion to make something out of nothing— is, for me, at the 
very heart of improvisation and at the very heart of this, 
my second book on improvisation. Most improvisations 
make something out of something else, as do most academic 
books, the vast majority of which speak about existing things 
rather than “from out of,” as Heidegger says, the thing itself. 
So one of the main reasons for writing this book was to see 
if it really is possible to make something out of nothing, and 
speak from out of improvisation itself.

Yes, everything that follows, regardless of  its appear-
ance, is completely improvised, written each and every day 
from scratch. Not from one chapter to the next (if only), not 
from one section to the next (I wish), but from one sentence, 
sometimes one word to the next. Needless to say, it took a 
while. Why? Because, to repeat, it is not a question of impro-
vising with material that is, returning to Heidegger, “ready- 
to- hand,” within an improvised situation that is assumed or 
given. On the contrary, and as I hope will become clearer as 
the book progresses, each chapter is fi rst and foremost an 
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attempt to create— from out of nothing— a situation that, only then, can 
be entered into. In other words, the improvisational dimension of the text 
operates at two levels, sometimes simultaneously, sometimes not. That is to 
say, at both the a priori and the a posteriori level: what I will later refer to as 
within and between improvised situations.

We tend to think of improvisation as a thing of speed: snap decisions, 
lightning choices, and quick- fi re responses to the moment. No time for 
thought, no time to agonize over every next move, no time for prolonged 
contemplation, and certainly no time for the rhetorical repetition already 
being indulged in here. Everything has to happen now, “in the moment.” 
Everything we have learned, practiced, and perfected has to be forgotten 
in the automatism of habit, where knowledge and memory become act, 
and “mere” theory and theorizing become practice: practice, that hallowed 
word!2

Try and imagine a form of improvisation that is painfully, agonizingly 
slow, forever faltering, more error than trial, struggling to even begin, the 
interminable rehearsal of a decisive but barely graspable origin. To imagine 
this is to imagine something approximating the glacial genesis of this cur-
rent book.

Most writers write because they have something to say; beliefs they want 
others to believe or at least understand and respect, commitments they want 
others to commit to or at least understand and respect, a story they want 
others to hear, understand, and respect. Most writers of academic books 
write because they have something academic to say to other academics. In 
academia it is knowledge that comes fi rst, while the book comes second, a 
documentation and/or telling of this given knowledge: what is given shall 
be given again, an act of (peer- reviewed) communicative communion. Here, 
writing demarcates a contained space, a space that is determined by the 
knowledge it is required to contain and document. This space is a memorial 
trace of all that the writer as thinker and accumulator of knowledge has 
been: a monument. Not how they came to be what and who they are, but 
how or why they have come to know what they know: an epistemological 
monument (or, sometimes, a monumental epistemology).

Not many improvisers write— I assume they’re too busy improvising— 
but most of those who do, write about improvisation. They consider the 
nature of improvisation, they make claims for it, they recall experiences, 
and they sometimes theorize on the essence of improvisation, its unique-
ness, and its potential impact across a wide range of human activity. Such 
books are very often inspiring, politically formative, and existentially trans-
formative: they are often intended to be just that, and on those terms are, 
no doubt, very successful.
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Try and imagine a writer who has few, if any, “valuable” experiences to 
share. A writer with no position, stance, perspective on improvisation. Try 
and imagine a writer who has no theory or philosophy of improvisation,3 
and, what is more, has no desire to promote anything that might “make a 
contribution” to the personal growth and/or “well- being” of others. That 
is to say, fi nally, a writer who is philosophically, theoretically, politically 
agnostic— (ironic)— and hasn’t the faintest idea why anyone would even 
consider reading a book on improvisation or, most baffl  ing of all, consider 
writing a book on improvisation.

But seriously, although devoid of any particular philosophical, theoreti-
cal, political, ethical, spiritual perspective . . . (the list is endless), this book 
is grounded on/in one fundamental belief, one that is not up for discus-
sion, one that does not fi gure at all in the overt content of this book, but 
without which the book would not be as it is: the belief that improvisation 
is a predicament. Not primarily a genre, idiom, style, technique, skill, or 
talent, improvisation is fi rst and foremost a predicament. Clearly such an 
assertion is not in itself suffi  cient to produce a viable or “valuable” book on 
improvisation, nor does it or could it off er much insight into the whys and 
wherefores of improvisation, which, I imagine, is what most readers want to 
know or want to “get out of” such books.

Yes, but the fact remains: the recognition that improvisation is not some-
thing freely chosen but a predicament within which one fi nds oneself or into 
which one is “thrown,”’ to use Heidegger’s vocabulary, demands (if a book 
really must be written) a very diff erent kind of book; indeed, the very words 
demand and must are themselves already revealing, as the chapter on obliga-
tion will acknowledge and address. A book that does not celebrate the cel-
ebrated choices made by improvisers in the heat of the moment, within the 
often over- hyped uncertainty of the improvised situation as it unfolds in the 
“now,” but one that recognizes that the performativity of choice, fun though 
it may be, is ontologically secondary to the a- priority of decision: improvis-
ers make choices, but they are made by decisions. That’s the predicament.

The essential diff erence between choice and decision runs, like an onto-
logical wire, right through this book, from beginning to end (if only there 
were a beginning and end). True, it does rise to the surface occasionally to 
acknowledge Heidegger’s abiding presence in everything that follows; but 
for the most part, the decisiveness of improvisation, as an originary predica-
ment, remains sotto voce, an unspoken- ness (and thus “heard”) within the 
speaking from out of the sense of obligation, resoluteness, the habitual, and 
the creative passivity of amor fati: these are the central concerns throughout.

It is, then, not surprisingly, a slightly peculiar book; at times wayward, 
at times repetitive, insistent, and, yes, resolute— often resolutely wayward! 
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It is not until we near the end, though, that resoluteness itself becomes the 
subject of discussion, where it is revealed, thanks to Heidegger again, that 
it is not only the resoluteness of the improviser within the situation that is 
worthy of discussion (the subject of most books on improvisation), but the 
manner in which resoluteness is, ontologically, responsible for the creation 
of the situation in the fi rst place. As we will see, it is this concern with an 
unacknowledged (perhaps imaginary) concept of improvisation, where the 
action takes place either before or between the actuality/actualities of the 
performative situation/situations, that opens out onto some diff erent ways 
of thinking about improvisation.


