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COMPETING ONTOLOGIES OF 

MUSICAL IMPROVISATION
A Medieval Perspective

Uri Smilansky1 and Marc Lewon

The idea of improvisation, broadly defined, has been integral to our imagination of the medieval 
musical past. It can be related to many elements of production: to the act of un-notated creation; 
to the manipulation and amplification of notated materials; to our observance of rigid rules and 
formulae; or to spontaneous freedom. Whichever we chose, we seem happy to apportion im-
provisatory discourse more room within the Middle Ages than we do in nearly any other period. 
At least in part, this is maybe with good reason. After all, many studies have highlighted the im-
portance of orality and memory to medieval culture, even when dealing with written materials. 
Within the musical sphere, improvisation advice and collections of “exempla” span the entire 
period: from the very earliest references to liturgical polyphony in the 9th century, to virtuosic in-
strumental performance in the 15th. Furthermore, some scholars have highlighted the importance 
of orally circulating melodic material, shared by a community of performers and listeners to style 
development, be that chant in monastic environments or refrains in courtly circles. Others go so 
far as to say that audiences may often have been unable to distinguish between the execution of 
improvised and notated music, challenging modern assumptions about the separation of the two 
activities. Of course, the fact that uncountable musical sources did not survive, and that those that 
did lack numerous parameters that we consider essential elements of musical notation, does not 
improve matters.2 Indeed, this provided a space for retrospective interpretative and performative 
inputs that have more to do with the preoccupations of the time in which they are undertaken 
than with the point of origin of the materials studied or performed.

In what follows, we would like to pick up on the improvisatory stance as a social construct, as 
an ontology. We will, therefore, briefly outline the friction between, on the one hand, the expe-
riences of current practitioners and audiences of medieval music and, on the other, those of their 
original counterparts. We begin with an overview of surviving evidence relating to improvisa-
tory practices in the Middle Ages. This will be compared with the characterization of medieval 
musical improvisation within modern education and practice, and how these efforts interact with 
audience expectations and musical culture more widely. Throughout this process, questions will 
arise as to what it is we mean when we discuss improvisation. A parallel discussion considers im-
provisation from the societal point of view, as a point of engagement between performer and audi-
ence. Here we discuss the social value placed on improvisation rather than on the technical details 
of its execution. This structure will enable us to investigate how historical inquiry and current 
discourse around improvisation can constructively interact and identify where our vocabulary 
should be refined to better describe changing phenomena. We will come to suggest the usefulness 
of history in reminding us of the non-universality of our ontologies and how this in turn may 
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affect a wide range of our current musical and improvisatory activities: from how we educate to 
how we measure, from how we analyze to how we perform.3

Historical Overview I: The Improvising Performer

Let us begin with a brief overview of what we know. Before going into details, however, some 
qualifiers must pre-empt the discussion. The term “medieval” is inherently non-specific and 
non-musical. It was not constructed to inform analysts of any unifying intellectual, aesthetic, lin-
guistic, technological, or practical characteristic, and it is singularly unsuccessful in terms of musi-
cal periodization. On all these fronts, medieval culture is as heterogeneous as any other randomly 
selected 1000-year span of world history. Thus, the tag “medieval improvisation” is intrinsically 
uninformative in comparison to others that are more clearly grounded within discernible tem-
poral and geo-political boundaries, or that consider explicitly sonic and stylistic qualifiers. While 
“Jazz improvisation,” for example, is also a complex construct that underwent multiple transfor-
mations and elaborations of practice, as a tag, it allows an audience wanting to enjoy an evening’s 
musical entertainment to form relatively specific and reasonable expectations.

When approaching the issue from the historical point of view, the outlook is by no means 
better. Here, we are inevitably bound by having to deal with what materially survives from the 
past – but writing in the Middle Ages was never neutral. For example, during the early Middle 
Ages the Church had a near monopoly over writing. This resulted in the suppression of pagan 
and pre-Christian notations and, more widely, of musical repertoires in which the Church was 
either not interested or of which it disapproved. This, of course, does not mean other music did 
not exist, only that it was not recorded and does not survive. But orality is a mechanism that 
neither necessitates nor rules out improvisation, or, to put it differently, a lack of notation does 
not automatically qualify the performed repertoire as improvisatory (Reichl 2012). The question 
that remains is: how does one discuss improvisation in an oral culture? Or more widely: how 
can we incorporate lost materials into our intellectual model of musical technique and practice? 
Similar “black-spots” persist also in the High and Late Middle Ages when musical notation had 
become established and subtle. Indeed, they persist throughout history to this day. Furthermore, 
the decision to notate may have little to do with practice. Luxurious books with musical notation 
were often intended not for performance but for presentation. Alden, for example, shows not 
only how the visual elements of such sources attracted more attention to the notes themselves, 
but also to the social expediency of being seen to be looking at them (Alden 2007). The greater 
the value and the better the quality of the material artifact, the less likely performers were given 
access to it. Even personal manuscripts were often more an assertion of intellectual proficiency 
and cultural exposure than tools for practice: they projected their owners’ ability to read and write 
music (regardless of whether they really could), as well as their taste and repertoire knowledge.4 
As a result, any patterns emerging from our necessary reliance on surviving materials offers, at 
best, only a distorted mirror through which we can look at the past. Dealing with the ephemeral 
practice of improvisation markedly increases this danger. We must accept that our outcomes are 
skewed by the origins of the available materials and their position along the seam between written 
and unwritten production. Each artifact is the result of a specific cultural and intellectual milieu 
in which notation was important, and its creation often involved personal, localized agendas. 
Neither individual artifact nor their entire corpus was ever intended to present a complete picture 
of wider practice.

Our historical survey begins in the 9th century with the Musica enchiriadis treatise, which – like 
the vast majority of the specific evidence we possess – relates uniquely to religious  music-making. 
No parallel transmission of writings about secular improvisation survives. Likely a product of the 
Carolingian Renaissance, this is the first medieval music treatise to address an aspect of chant 
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performance that does not only relate to a memorized repertoire, but includes an unwritten 
practice of extemporizing an accompanying voice to a pre-given melody (Erickson 1995). This 
practice is labeled diaphony or organum and was used to augment and beautify the monophonic 
chant for solemn occasions. Although this constitutes the earliest evidence of polyphonic singing 
in Europe, it is not treated as an innovation but as an already established practice. The Musica en-
chiriadis describes the possibility of doubling any melody at the fifth and octave, but its real focus 
is on the interval of the fourth, which requires a set of rules to avoid the undesired augmented 
fourth dissonance. In doing so, these rules create a simple two-voice texture that does not rely 
on parallel motion alone but includes oblique melodic movements, ultimately leading to a greater 
independence between the voices. However, when applied strictly, the set of rules results in a very 
limited number of possible solutions. This enables a group of learned insiders to perform organum 
spontaneously to any known melody. Even though the Musica enchiriadis introduces the first no-
tational system of the Middle Ages that allowed to record precise pitches, its use was confined to 
this treatise and employed only to illustrate its teachings with notated examples, not to record a 
repertoire. This means that the Musica enchiriadis’ method for extemporizing organum was devel-
oped, used, and taught within an entirely oral musical culture, without recourse or reliance on 
notation. This orality, and the real-time generation of previously non-existent voices, do not mask 
the mechanical and communal characteristics of the activity. Improvisation, in this case, was not 
geared towards individualism, creativity, or self-expression. After all, the treatise, and many of 
those that followed, hailed from a monastic, non-professional context, and many such works were 
geared towards the education of children.

Such a specification is found in Guido of Arezzo’s early 11th-century treatise, the Micrologus, 
which (along with other writings of his) revolutionized music teaching and introduced a new 
method of notating pitch using clefs and staff lines. In this treatise, he also describes a method by 
which “anything that is spoken can be made into music” (Babb 1978: 74). By assigning certain 
pitch levels to certain vowels, his method allows for the semi-mechanical composition of a melody 
to any given text. Although a version of this method could probably have been used by a trained 
singer to “improvise,” Guido does not explicitly suggest this and it is not reported anywhere else. 
His revision of the Musica enchiriadis’ rules for improvising polyphony, on the other hand, had last-
ing repercussions: according to his own words, his refined rules – which sorted intervals hierarchi-
cally and sustained the original melody’s modal integrity – made the organum “smooth.” Finally, 
Guido introduced his principle of the occursus, which essentially marks the beginning of the poly-
phonic cadence and remained a defining element of polyphonic practice from this point onwards. 
Guido’s rules made organum more flexible, yet it could still be extemporized by a practiced group 
of singers. Nevertheless, as these new rules started to allow for different solutions and were neither 
comprehensive nor all-encompassing, performers needed to either agree upon a particular path 
for a given piece in advance or follow a common tradition of interpretation. With Guido’s rules, 
the Musica enchiriadis’ mechanical model of extemporization began to be complemented by a more 
creative one that required more decision-making and thus a more individualistic approach. Nev-
ertheless, despite the tendency towards even freer models by the end of the 11th century, the older, 
communal, and mechanical methods continued to be used and elaborated in parallel with more 
creative ones for centuries to come (Berentsen 2016). Practices of non-mensural polyphony, such 
as “fifthing” for instance, would remain a part of the musical life until well into the 15th century 
and can be traced in certain sacred as well as secular repertoires (Lewon 2020; Strohm 2020). Nor 
were such techniques confined to conservative, communal practice. A famous, sought-after, and 
innovative composer such as Guillaume Dufay (1397–1474) wrote numerous chant-settings based 
on the parallel-motion improvisatory model (by this time using a three-part texture with thirds 
and sixths called “fauxbourdon”). Indeed, it can be claimed that “mechanical” improvisation 
practices conceptually comparable to the techniques of early organum laid the foundations for later 
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functional harmony. For example, Guilielmus Monachus’ late 15th-century treatise De  preceptis ar-
tis musicae, expanded earlier models for unembellished note-against-note counterpoint to include 
three- and four-voice progressions (Park 1993). His rules provided an easy method for creating 
chordal progressions with triads in root position while avoiding parallels in perfect intervals. His 
models were not only used for simple group harmonization of chant melodies, but were expanded 
and ornamented by professional soloists, and adopted and reworked by renowned composers as the 
basis for complex compositions. The models, like the organum rules, therefore allowed for further 
development in both extemporized and worked-out styles.

Turning back to the 11th century and to Guido: his new and precise musical notation was 
adopted outside his own writings to record chant repertoires and provided the means with which 
the polyphony conceived via the organum rules could have been recorded. However, surviving 
written-out organa in this style are confined to one source: dated ca. 1000, the Winchester Troper 
is a collection of plainchant that includes a substantial section of organa, and, thus, represents the 
earliest surviving repertoire of polyphony (Rankin 2007). This situation opens an ontological 
problem for the modern analyst, which is duplicated in many later repertoires. In order to recon-
struct a practice, it is necessary to create a category of “written down improvisations,” which is 
by no means representative of original attitudes. This designation also separates the “improvised” 
from the “composed,” often according to modern notions of quality. Below, we argue that such 
a differentiation may miss the point both of a practice governed by strict rules (even if considered 
creative), and of the act of notation. The style of the Winchester corpus is reminiscent of but does 
not strictly follow Guido’s roughly contemporaneous guidelines, showing how flexible the prac-
tice had become in a short space of time and when applied by trained singers. Indeed, a deviation 
from the rules can be seen as a natural result of the transition away from the classroom. Regular, 
functional application would have gained its own momentum, transforming and liquefying the 
rules into a living practice.

The creative model of extemporization had already received written, independent justification 
by the late 11th century, in a group of four short treatises collectively summarized under the label 
Ad organum faciendum (Eggebrecht and Zaminer 1970). The flexibility of the new rules required 
a move away from group extemporization as a communal effort. Forsaking a note-against-note 
counterpoint allowed a hitherto unheard-of amount of freedom that required foresight in map-
ping out a path for the improvised vox organalis, which in turn called for professional soloists. The 
Ad organum faciendum treatises discuss extemporization only of the core structure of two-voice 
improvisation, its scaffolding, so to speak. One of the treatises indicates a practice (called “color-
ation”) of ornamenting this core, which is not governed by the rules. A small, surviving repertoire 
of “colored” or “florid” organa in the Codex Calixtinus (ca. 1140) can be linked to the style of these 
treatises and demonstrates how inventive and resourceful the singers were in creating their organa 
by the mid-12th century, and how little of their actual practice is covered and reflected by the 
theory treatises. This gap between the teachings of the treatises and the traces of an actual practice 
is owed to the monastic theoreticians’ attempt to describe, rationalize and capture practices for the 
purpose of education. They necessarily lag behind the developments of real-life musical practice 
and mirror them only faintly. The rules of the treatises, however, bear witness to an important 
conceptual leap towards the extemporized vox organalis: it was to be considered a seemingly free 
voice with the external appearance of independence, liberated from the constraints of parallel 
movement to the chant melody – this being the trademark of all earlier practices. With this new 
type of organum, we can, for the first time, truly speak of “polyphony,” and comparisons with 
improvisatory practices we recognize today become more meaningful.

In the search for remnants of unwritten practices, we necessarily seek out the exceptional 
sources. The next step in the development of extemporized polyphony, the Vatican Organum Trea-
tise (early 13th century), is such an exception (Godt and Rivera 1984). After a short introduction 
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which lays out basic principles, the treatise consists entirely of musical examples. These contain 
a systematic catalogue of sample two-voice progressions that appear to be intended for memo-
rization and mark a significant change in attitude towards “coloration”: the embellishments of 
the core progressions are now in-built and spelled out in the examples. Apparently, by this time, 
they had become an essential part of the practice. The treatise is linked to a major notated corpus, 
that is, the Notre Dame school (Immel 2001). Thus, while the florid, professional style of the 12th 
and 13th centuries is often associated with the rise of the idea of named composers (Léonin and 
 Perotin), the association with this treatise suggests that the notated repertoire was conceived to a 
large part from an unwritten, extemporized practice. The length and scale of some of the surviv-
ing organa attests not only to the high standards of professional singers but also to their feats in 
memorization as all of this was performed by heart. This emphasis on memory merits further con-
sideration, as it marks a consistent medieval approach to the generation of “free” improvisation, 
even to the very idea of creativity (Carruthers 2008). Novelty does not arise ex nihilo. Instead of re-
lying on inspiration, it consciously uses, reuses, and manipulates materials from a memorized store 
of previous experiences, both personal and learned from external sources (Busse Berger 2005). 
In practice, learning to improvise in many later styles uses a not dissimilar technique (see Lara 
 Pearson, this volume). This supports the view that improvisation does not have to be equated with 
individuality and expressivity. It also questions notions of temporality and the uniqueness of the 
improvisatory act. A performer with a trained memory could, after all, pre-decide and repeat the 
contours of performance without annotation. Nevertheless, remembering that theoretical rules 
were designed for instructing children (Fuller 2013), expert singers would have developed their 
own bank of examples and personal aesthetic language, transferring the locus of individualism to 
the area of preparation and learned experience rather than to technique during the momentary act 
of creation. Another section of the Vatican Organum Treatise consists of a collection of monophonic 
stock-phrases complementing the sample progressions. The presence of such melodic phrases de-
void of polyphonic context in a treatise on two-voice polyphony shows the importance given to 
melodic beauty and consistency in the newly created voice. Though the Vatican Organum Treatise 
bears rare testimony to this phenomenon, it does not stand alone: The Berkeley Treatise from the 
second half of the 14th century concludes its chapter on the principles of two-voice counterpoint 
with a collection of melodic phrases (here called verbula), applicable for ornamenting polyphonic 
core structures (Ellsworth 1984). Once more, the horizontal melodic line is the center of atten-
tion. The most remarkable difference to the monophonic phrases of the Vatican Organum Treatise 
is a refined rhythmical element that governed polyphony by the time of the Berkeley Treatise, and 
which pervades its teachings. Stock-phrases are here sorted according to rhythmic groupings and 
thus add another layer of intricacy to the singers’ art of “descanting.”

The art of “coloration” or the ornamentation of a line, whether polyphonic or monophonic, 
had been an integral part of extemporization since at least the time of the Ad organum faciendum 
treatises. The practical examples of the Vatican and Berkeley treatises appear to shed some light on 
this, but statements from other theoreticians qualify any universality we may want to draw from 
them. Hieronymus de Moravia, for instance, meticulously described the habits of Parisian singers 
and the ways they performed and ornamented ca. 1300. Nevertheless, he is keen to stress that 
these practices are not observed by all, and that in some matters all the nations disagree in singing 
(Weber 2009: 393, 395). Similar separations between French, English, and Italian improvisatory 
practices are hinted at by Guilielmus Monachus. A different separation is offered by the author of 
the Tractatus figurarum, who, in an attempt to codify the notation of the extremely complex style 
of the late 14th and early 15th centuries, introduced his work by asserting that “it should not be 
that theorists cannot notate things that performers execute” (Schreur 1989: 72 f.). That the result-
ing rhythms were described as not having been replicated until the works of Stravinsky hints at 
the high level of sophistication of improvisatory practices now lost to us (Apel 1973).
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All traces of extemporized practices discussed so far were confined to sacred vocal perfor-
mance. By the 15th century, we have manuscript evidence that this phenomenon was extended 
to instrumental practices, specifically to the organ. Fundamentum organisandi is a title shared by 
a group of sources that also contain organ tablatures, most prominently the Lochamer Liederbuch 
(ca. 1450) and the Buxheimer Orgelbuch (ca. 1480). While the tablatures themselves consist to a 
large part of ornamented versions of vocal music, the Fundamenta sections present a collection of 
polyphonic discantus (i.e., upper voice) movements over pre-given tenor progressions (i.e., a cantus 
firmus). In this they resemble the collection of the Vatican Organum Treatise. “They were clearly 
conceived as models for extemporizing right hand gestures upon a slow moving cantus firmus. They 
offer a “Spielvorgang” (i.e., a process of playing): a practice separate from free improvisation, com-
position, or the diminution of a preexisting line (Zöbeley 1964).

***

As previously noted, the cultural context in the Middle Ages did not encourage the notation of 
codified extemporization practices outside the church. We are thus lacking information on how 
comparable practices were applied in secular environments. From iconographical evidence and 
descriptions of performances, we know, for example, that instrumentalists accompanied monoph-
ony, that wind bands performed dance music, and that lute duos improvised with great virtuosity 
upon chanson melodies. Where they learned their craft and which techniques they employed, 
however, remains educated guesswork. One place of exchange and of learning must have been the 
minstrel schools – annual meetings during Lent, to which courtly instrumentalists from all over 
Europe travelled and which are recorded to have taken place mostly in Flanders between ca. 1300 
and ca. 1450 (Wegman 2002). Professional instrumentalists also often came from musician fami-
lies and would have learned at least part of their trade at home.

Even though the techniques of instrumentalists were not described in theory treatises, some 
cursory references confirm that they were aware of the rules of counterpoint. Hieronymus de 
Moravia’s treatise, for instance, provides tunings for the vielle and states that accompanying drone 
strings on this instrument were only to be played if they resulted in certain consonances against 
the main melody (Weber 2009: 500). Thus, modern performers tend to transfer techniques from 
monastic treatises and sacred music collections when performing secular music. Similarly, the 
polyphonic amplification of dance melodies often adopts either Guilielmus Monachus’ “harmony 
by numbers” models or the ornamentation techniques of the Fundamenta organisandi. Beyond our 
problematic knowledge of the past, modern practitioners are also hampered by the limited, patchy, 
and inconsistent provision of education in this field (Potter 2018: 620–4). Nevertheless, if we as-
sume a general background within “classical” musical education for those choosing to specialize in 
medieval music, it may be safe to assume a widespread reticence towards improvisation, with prac-
titioners viewing the activity as unstructured and bound up with mystical notions of i nspiration.5 
The institutional history at the heart of this friction is not our focus here. It is brought up for its 
wider resonances in relation to audiences, and as a nod towards the need for awareness in planning 
educational approaches, where techniques cannot be effective without considering style-specific 
requirements.

When considering contemporary audiences, it is important to note that, on the whole, they 
tend to have minimal exposure to or background knowledge of medieval music in compari-
son to many other areas of the contemporary entertainment “mainstream.” Its appeal, therefore, 
is (and always has been) closely intertwined with both non-musical projections of “past-ness” 
and expectations formed by the consumption of other music (Haines 2018). There is, therefore, 
no contradiction between the notion of value through age – be it religious, national, racial, 
or of less-specific “otherness” – and the suffusion of the actual musical presentation by other 
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recognizable traditions, however incongruous to the Middle Ages they may be (Haines 2001; 
Meyer and Yri 2020). At least nominally, audiences are thus attracted to an authority external to 
the performers, wanting to hear something of an often vague or imagined “then” rather than of 
the “now.” This problematizes the position of improvisation within the performance of medieval 
materials. On the one hand, improvising necessarily new material can be understood as a dilution 
of any authoritative “past-ness,” as it muddies the boundary between current and past temporal-
ities. On the other hand, for a performance to be convincing and to be deemed personally “gen-
uine” (rather than historically “authentic”), it has to overcome exactly this boundary (Mariani 
2017; see also Garry Hagberg, this volume). Here, improvisation acts as a byword for cultural 
assimilation and, therefore, as a demonstration by performers that their access to the past is both 
superior to that of their audiences, as well as mystically communicative. At least in relation to 
the performance of certain medieval repertoires – for example, the incorporation of instruments 
into the performance of monophonic song – an expectation exists for improvisation to be part of 
the currency of authenticity. This, however, does not necessarily imply intrinsic creativity and 
expression, nor does it relate directly to reconstructionist interests (Kreutziger-Herr and Rede-
penning 2000; Haug 2009).

The next question that arises relates to the communication of improvisation. After all, it is rare 
for audiences to know and recognize the medieval materials performed, and when such knowl-
edge exists, it usually arises from exposure to other performances rather than to the original mate-
rial itself. How, then, can audiences discern the presence of improvisation in real time? Of course, 
this can be communicated through a range of non-musical means that cannot be considered here. 
Within the musical offering, audience expectations are routinely channeled through a number of 
technical and structural frameworks, which necessarily rely on wider contemporaneous practices 
rather than on the medieval materials. As both performers and audiences have grown up and 
been educated surrounded by other kinds of music, their actions are measured up against other 
practices. For example, it is common for instrumentation to be used for demarcating authorial 
materials performed vocally from improvised materials performed instrumentally. This is often 
combined with structural segmentation, whereby preludes, interludes, and postludes make space 
for improvised or pseudo-improvised materials that can relate to their model without obscuring 
it. Alternatively, technical differentiators may be applied, such as the contrasting between sections 
of measurable and “free” rhythm to mark the separation between old and new (which can work 
in both directions). A cynical view of our current cultural constellation may even claim that the 
successful public conveyance of historical authenticity requires sacrificing even the little nuggets 
of historical truth that we can still discern. All this raises questions relating to the original con-
sumption of improvised materials, requiring a second historical overview: this time, not from the 
point of view of improvisers, but from that of the consumers of their efforts.

Historical Overview II: Consuming Music in the Middle Ages

Any attempt to discuss the medieval appreciation of improvised music must first outline a more 
general model for musical consumption. This complex task underlines how different past attitudes 
are to our own and, thus, how problematic it is to compare cross-cultural improvisatory practices. 
The ontology of musical consumption can be broken down into several constituent parts. These 
include social attitudes towards music and musicians; cultural attitudes to the act of listening; in-
tellectual concepts of authority, flexibility, performance, and reproducibility; and, finally, the des-
ignation of importance and value. In the following sketch, we briefly follow these four elements 
in turn, apportioning a paragraph to each one.

It is becoming increasingly evident that medieval consumers were entirely at ease with sep-
arating an abstracted idea of music from the practical experience of sound. This is most visible 
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within the educational context, where the Seven Liberal Arts placed Musica as one of mathemat-
ical quadrivium subjects. Its main objective was to teach the (mathematical) rules of proportion as 
well as their presence and influences within the hermetic medieval world view. Its tuition had 
nothing to do with sound-production or its cultural enjoyment (Dyer 2009). This separability, 
however, can be transferred also to the production, procurement, and use of music books. Above, 
we have already mentioned the social and functional separation between the act of writing or 
owning books and the performance of their contents. To these examples can be added the inclu-
sion of musical notation in luxurious liturgical manuscripts, even in contexts where performance 
did not rely on notation or was not at all envisaged.6 The special case of polyphony adds another 
distancing layer, with the near ubiquitous medieval tendency to notate it in separate parts rather 
than in score format. While the modern preference for scores results in much wasted page-space, 
it allows readers to equate vertical alignment with simultaneity, and so form an impression of an 
entire musical texture away from performance. The medieval layout, with voices copied out in 
full one after the other or side by side, is spatially more efficient, but results in each voice moving at 
a different speed within its distinct geography on the page. Thus, even polyphonic reading during 
real-time performance was all but impossible, let alone the mental realization of music away from 
it (Smilansky 2011). The audible consumption of such music cannot be conflated with the visual 
consumption of its notation. This independence enables also a separation in both time and place 
between the two activities: as the visual consumption of the musical artifact was not focused on 
musical understanding, its non-musical elements could be consumed just as successfully away from 
performance and with little to no reference to sonic content. Consequently, the value of musical-
ity was separable from the figure of the performer. Even during performance, audience attention 
would just as likely be directed to a musical artifact, to other members of the consuming group, 
and, in particular, to socially superior patrons (Page 1997). It is, therefore, not surprising that the 
social standing of professional musicians was not high, and only on rare occasions would attention 
and interest be directed towards their creative process (Salmen 1983).7

This leads us directly to the medieval understanding of listening and participation. The 
graded model of liturgical involvement offered by Daniele Filippi presents a much wider range 
of engagement levels than we are likely to accept now as appropriate or satisfying (Filippi 2017). 
Of course, the liturgical experience has its own emphases, involving also architectural, mate-
rial, and other non-musical sensory input. Still, it is important to recognize that an intention 
to participate and a general proximity to a church where a service was taking place – while far 
from ideal – could under certain circumstances fulfill the spiritual requirement of attendance 
and religious observance. Likewise, hearing without understanding was acceptable for consid-
erable portions of society. Interestingly, the highest form of consumption was not deemed to be 
rapt attention to the proceedings, but an individualistic, internalized meditation, instigated by – 
but not limited to – the specific external cues on offer. It seems likely that audiences transferred 
similar listening techniques also when exposed to the secular soundscape. If preference was 
given to personalized meaning constructed by the consumer, it follows that the performance it-
self cannot pretend to communicate a specific, authoritative and pre-determined meaning to be 
shared by the listening community. Communication is further undermined by the acceptance 
that this “listening community” can be wider than those of its members that can physically hear 
(let alone, understand) the performance. The entangled roles of composer and performer are 
thus problematized.

Beyond the general non-conflation of the written and the heard discussed above, it should 
be remembered that musical literacy among both public and musicians was lower in the Middle 
Ages than it is now, forcing a reliance on memory instead. When notation did occur, many 
parameters that to us seem integral are missing from the surviving sources, including instru-
mentation, articulation, dynamics, some chromatic inflections, and any expressive annotations. 
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Consequently, those who could read music did not expect a full set of instructions able to sup-
port a consistent reproduction. It appears that consumers did not expect reproduction either. 
Indeed, it seems much more likely that uniqueness was deemed more attractive than reproduc-
ibility, and that musicians took drastic measures in order to make their offerings contextually 
appropriate (Smilansky, 2021). At the very least, the partiality of the instructions provided 
by notated artifacts meant that realizations based on them required a creative, interventionist 
stance, not one limited to detached execution. The expectation to adapt, amplify or simplify 
materials in performance suggests that a similar approach pertained also to music learned by 
ear. All in all, a practical disinterest in the notion of urtext and a functional expectation of 
variety support the continuing questioning of the notions of “work” in performance.8 At the 
same time, “works” were allowed to flourish intellectually, conceptually and in notation. This 
situation has clear implications on our ability to distinguish a framework within which we can 
analyze the idea and practices of improvisation. Not because they were not present, but because 
our vocabulary and conceptualizations do not apply.

Finally, this discussion leads us to inquire what medieval consumers listened out for – once 
listening eventually occurred. Here, we are hampered by the difficulty in creating analytical 
models that deal with medieval expressivity as well as compositional technique (Smilansky 2017; 
Leach 2019). Nevertheless, compositional attitudes and medieval descriptions generally suggest 
that a prominent model of creativity involved a proposed synthesis between old and new, between 
authority and experimentation (Plumley 2013). At first sight, this model may seem intrinsically 
supportive of extemporization. Still, while it certainly supported musical and poetic creativity 
(both pre-composed and forged in real time), the main loci for improvised engagement were on 
the other end of the spectrum. For musical expansions of both liturgy and dance accompaniment 
to function successfully, the improvised performance needed to privilege the integrity of the pre-
given materials. They were the vehicles through which either mystical communion in prayer or 
the rhythms and structure of dance were to be regulated. However much expanded or hidden, 
it was the chant or the dance melody that mattered, with any embellishment or manipulation 
remaining subservient to the preexisting material on which it was based. Here, the improviser’s 
role was not to go beyond, challenge, or imprint their personality over the base material, but to 
support it, engage with it, and make it more pleasing or effective for social consumption. At least 
in these contexts, the notion “improvisational phronesis” (as explored by Bruce Ellis Benson in 
this volume) does not hold. Even when improvisation was used to ease the passage of time (for 
example, during communion), it was not supposed to distract from the devotional activity at 
hand. It was the inner life of those partaking in the action that mattered, not that of the performer 
providing the musical accompaniment. The improviser’s effort, therefore and once again, could 
not make too many claims on consumers’ attention or be primarily concerned with projecting 
individual expressivity.

***

Of course, not all the characteristics described above hold for every instance of musical perfor-
mance at each point of time and place within the vastness of the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, the 
cultural forces that sustained them point towards a context in which the discussion of improvisa-
tion becomes more and more difficult. On the one hand, we have seen a blurring (in relation to 
many later practices, though by no means all) between the roles of the composer and performer. 
The expectation that musicians adjust their offerings to the needs and opportunities of changing 
contexts becomes an extreme form of the symbiosis between the two roles of improvisation, as 
explored by Robert Valgenti in this volume, but with society affecting changes as much as the 
performer’s personal style. This, and the preference of uniqueness over reproducibility promote 
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improvisatory elements as essential for professional success. On the other hand, none of these 
adjustments had to occur in real time during performance. From the consumers’ point of view, 
the audiences’ inability to follow written versions, to relate performances to other hearings, 
and a general disinterest in any author-sanctioned singularity destabilized the division between 
the improvised and the composed. Even if listeners had the capacity to distinguish whether 
materials were improvised or not, it is unlikely they would have dedicated time and effort to 
such an activity (Wegman 1996; Lehmann and Kopiez 2010). After all, the center of attention 
in performance was on them and their needs, not on the creativity and status of the performer. 
For the most part, musicians derived status from their patrons, not the other way around. What, 
then, is improvisation for, if it is not noticed, appreciated, or deemed interesting by its audience? 
To what degree does it matter whether creativity was pre-planned or momentary, especially in 
a context where memory training challenges the validity of such a duality, and which did not 
privilege spontaneity or inspiration? Was improvisation a badge of professional pride primarily 
within a closed community of musical practitioners? Was it a “secret of the trade” that the un-
initiated did not even know existed?

This, perhaps, would be taking things too far. After all, we have seen a consumptive expectation 
for notated materials to be realized differently in each instance and thus an acceptance of performative, 
temporally bound input. We also have some evidence of real-time competitive creativity (though more 
often literary than strictly musical) and, towards the end of the Middle Ages, of a number of famed im-
provisers making a career out of extemporization. At the very least, we can construct a joint currency 
of opulence and ephemerality. A grading of opulence allows the same notated materials (or shared 
oral knowledge) to sound more or less special according to accepted sonic parameters that defined the 
momentary artifact: the number of voices offered, the use of certain musical techniques or effects, and 
varying levels of virtuosity, complexity, and subtlety. This has both temporal and social potential: it 
can be used to mark special days or events (and thus, audiences) as of higher status, and the ability to 
maintain musicians capable of providing such services project patrons’ economic clout and aesthetic 
sophistication. A reliance on improvisation and the ephemeral uniqueness with which it is infused 
enhances the geo-temporal component of an opulent performance. Being impossible to reconstruct, 
it stresses the importance of personal access to the event, while subsequent attempts at its notation and 
circulation allow for at least elements of its grandeur to reverberate more widely. Still, the performance 
of uniqueness, does not necessitate real-time creativity. As multiple analyses of improvisation attest, it 
can be both minutely planned, rehearsed, and – to all practical extent and purposes – repeatable. But 
where do all these questions leave us?

A Synthesis?

In collecting and presenting the materials above, we did not attempt to define an essential  ontology – 
or even multiple ontologies – of improvisation in the Middle Ages, nor, indeed, a unique approach 
promulgated by modern practice or expected by current audiences. The various stances considered – 
across time, but also across the performer-consumer divide – were chosen in order to highlight the 
multiple ontological frictions between what can be experienced as axiomatic fundamentals of musical 
interaction and the cultural constructs of the medieval past. By showing similarities with the preoc-
cupations of the discussions presented here, as well as the alternatives offered by a culture both remote 
and linked to our own, we hoped to dislodge the separation between past and present. On the one 
hand, history has much to contribute to the evaluation of current philosophical discourse. On the 
other, it is open and receptive to new ideologies and approaches. For example, the separation between 
designer-centric and player-centric analysis in Thi Nguyen’s contribution to this volume can easily be 
mapped on to our discussion of the  performer-audience relationship.
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Furthermore, whether one is interested in integrating creativity into education ; unlocking the 
mental processes or practical techniques of improvisers; or understanding the social resonances 
and public perception of improvised music, the foreignness of medieval perceptions forces us 
not to take any parameter for granted. Thus, when analyzing audiences’ experiential response to 
improvisation, we must first clearly define what it is that is perceived to be improvised and the 
contextual host-culture’s approach to listening to, engaging with, and understanding its own aes-
theticized sound-world. Similarly, we must clarify that the neural mapping of the improvisatory 
act is underscored by the cultural processes, practices, and educational background of the mapped 
individual. They offer local, culture-specific data that cannot readily be abstracted into universals 
across time and space. Finally, any inquiry into performers’ discipline, creativity, and expressivity 
cannot be undertaken in the abstract. They too require contextualization into the needs and op-
portunities of the society in which they are found.

When planning our ontological inquiries, we would do well to remember the possible existence 
of creativity that is not inspired, or ephemerality that is not performer- or ex pression-centered. 
By acknowledging the specificity and sophistication of entirely foreign medieval practices we take 
more care in claiming universals, or in downplaying the importance of education, economics, and 
consumer-expectations in shaping what it is practitioners do. It even affects how we construct the 
meaning of the term “improvisation” at any given time and place.

Related Topics
Benson, B. E. (This Volume) “Improvisational Phronesis.”
Hagberg, G. (This Volume) “Jazz Improvisation, Authenticity, and Self-Expression.”
Moruzzi, C. (This Volume) “Improvisation as Creative Performance.”
‘Nguyen, C. Thi (This Volume) “Creativity and Improvisation in Games.”
Pearson, L. (This Volume) “‘Improvisation’ in Play: A View through South Indian Music Practices.”
Valgenti, R. T. (This Volume) “Improvisation and Ontology of Formativity.”

Notes
 1 Uri Smilansky’s contribution was written at the University of Oxford in the context of the ERC proj-

ect “Music and Late Medieval European Court Cultures” (malmecc.eu). The project received funding 
from the European Research Council under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innova-
tion programme (grant no. 669190).

 2 For a statistical model of loss relating to 14th-century Italian music see Cuthbert 2009.
 3 John Haines, for example, takes one medieval repertoire and traces the changing attitudes towards it 

across the centuries (Haines 2004).
 4 Martin Kirnbauer, for instance, reconstructs Hartmann Schedel’s process of mechanically copying his 

song book to compensate for a lack of musical proficiency, leaving it unusable as a musical collection 
(Kirnbauer 2001).

 5 It is worth noting here that the discussion of improvisation is often not flexible and varied enough to 
accommodate distinctions between temporal and aesthetic trends within the Western “classical” (and 
pre-classical) tradition, and that historically, the subject has been ideologically and morally charged, 
usually against preoccupation with improvisation. The former issue is exemplified by Siljamäki and 
Kanellopoulos (Siljamäki and Kanellopoulos 2020), while the negative value-judgment of improvisation 
as a tag for phenomena unworthy of study is discussed by Laudan Nooshin (Nooshin 2003).

 6 For example, Wright discusses the bad lighting in Notre Dame in Paris and the need to rely on memory 
also when books were actually present (Wright 1989).

 7 It is worth noting, however, that one can identify a fashion for explicitly musical stardom and celebrity 
developing during the 15th century (Starr 2004; Blackburn 2018).

 8 For the position of pre-1800 practices in the discussion of the musical “work,” see, for example, Strohm 
2000. This characterization greatly expands the range of admissible versions encompassed by Caterina 
Moruzzi’s notion of “repeatability” discussed in this volume.
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IMPROVISATION AND ESSENTIAL 

ORNAMENTATION IN VOCAL 
MUSIC (1600–1900)

Livio Marcaletti

1 The Complicated Coexistence between Improvisation and Authenticity

In Western art music, improvisation is often based on a compromise between the performer’s free-
dom and the composer’s will. Solo vocal music – especially in the period between the 17th and 19th 
 centuries – constitutes one of the repertoires involving improvisation at the highest degree, namely, 
with respect to ornamentation. Ornamentation in this period was both a notational practice, consisting 
of graces marked on the score in small notes or special symbols to be deciphered, and a performance 
practice in which the performer deliberately adds unmarked embellishments, a form of free improvi-
sation. Thus, a singer improvising ornaments diverges from the written score, which presently is often 
considered an inviolable testament of the composer’s intention that must be respected as the only way 
to render music from the past (Harnoncourt 2004: 15). If the written notes are established as a depos-
itory of the composer’s will, a singer’s efforts to deviate from the score by adding embellishments may 
not be appreciated, as demonstrated in the following anecdote reported by Will Crutchfield:

A mezzo-soprano interested in matters of performance practice recently wrote to me about 
an incident when she added a few passing elaborations to ‘Voi che sapete’ at a rehearsal. The 
distinguished conductor stopped the orchestra and enquired, ‘Who is the great composer 
here, you or Mozart?’

(Crutchfield 1988: 21)

The conductor assumes here that what Mozart wrote is exactly what he required from the singer, no 
more and no less, and that the performance should follow the score exactly. Richard Taruskin ques-
tions the absurd results of this struggle for authenticity in the field of early modern ornamentation:

Recording some fifteenth-century chansons under the direction of a scholar-performer with 
exacting standards of textual authenticity, my instrumentalist colleagues and I ornamented 
the cadences in a manner derived from variations observed in the sources transmitting this 
repertory. The director, who had made his own transcriptions from the sources he preferred, 
insisted that we refrain from tampering with them. The ensuing quarrel was resolved by a 
compromise: the director made a collation of all the sources for the pieces we were to record, 
and supplied us with embellishments drawn from alternative sources for the passages we 
wished to decorate. In this way he could be satisfied that our ornaments were “authentic”.

(Taruskin 1995: 71)
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Such an approach puts ornamentation (a performance element) on the same level as the text on 
which the performance should be based. As Taruskin concludes, “Modern performers seem to 
regard their performances as texts rather than acts, and to prepare for them with the same goal 
as present-day textual editors: to clear away accretions.” According to Taruskin, once the text is 
cleared, performers should then introduce their own interpretative elements. Instead, “once the 
accretions have been removed, what is to take their place? All too often the answer is: nothing. 
[…] Nothing is allowed to intrude into the performance that cannot be ‘authenticated.’” In this 
concept of “authentic” performance of early music, improvisation is thus excluded.

What is meant by the label “authenticity?” This term has often been used in “historically in-
formed” performances of Western art music, that is, performances trying to reconstruct historical 
performance conditions, using original instruments (or copies thereof ). For many years, especially 
in the 1970s and 1980s, the word “authentic” was applied to historically informed recordings as a 
marketing strategy to win the competition between recordings using historical instruments and 
those playing with modern instruments. From a philosophical point of view, authenticity means 
different things in the context of the performance of “classical” music, as Peter Kivy showed in 
his excellent book Authenticities (1995). The first type of authenticity addressed in Kivy’s book is 
the “authenticity of intentions,” according to which authenticity is created by the way a performer 
tries to adhere to the “intentions” expressed by the composer. However, according to Taruskin,

the intentions of composers are simply inaccessible to us in the first place and, further, that, 
at least with regard to the kinds of performing intention that those in quest of historical au-
thenticity are seeking, composers don’t really have them at all.

(Kivy 1995: 13)

Kivy remarks that Taruskin “is not, of course, denying that composers have had performing in-
tentions. What he is denying, is that composers have had, as he puts it, ‘the intentions we would 
like to ascertain’” (Kivy 1995: 19).

In this regard, Kivy distinguishes between “strong intentions” or “commands” and mere “sug-
gestions or conjectures, fully open to the performer’s discretionary judgement” (Kivy 1995: 31). 
Furthermore, composers can decide to share the responsibility of the creation with performers, 
such as in the case of ornamentation. Kivy notes that the High Baroque was “one of the most 
performer-oriented periods in the history of Western art music” (Kivy 1995: 128). In this epoch, 
“the ornamenting of a melodic line was the task of all soloists, whether instrumental or vocal” 
(Kivy 1995: 129). Kivy believes that a highly ornamented performance constitutes “an original 
creation” that is “personally authentic” such that “two performances of the same work will con-
tain, in significant places, very different notes” (Kivy 1995: 130).

Despite the value of Kivy’s link between ornamentation and improvisation, his contextual-
ization of the phenomenon needs a correction based on the evidence that can be inferred from 
historical sources. By reading Kivy, one gets the impression that the variation of a melodic line 
through divisions – a practice consisting of the “division” of each written note into several shorter 
ones – was the only way of ornamenting, and that it existed only in the High Baroque. In order 
to bring into focus the role of ornamentation in Western vocal music and extend it to additional 
situations that Kivy does not consider, one must first clarify the concept of the ornament.

The word “ornament,” as well as its synonym “embellishment,” are – in everyday language – 
linked to the concept of something “accessory” or “optional.” According to the Merriam-Webster 
Online Dictionary, an ornament is “a useful accessory,” “something that lends grace, beauty, or 
festivity,” “one whose virtues or graces add luster to a place or society,” “the act of adorning or 
being adorned,” and, most notably for music, “an embellishing note not belonging to the essential 
harmony or melody – called also embellishment, fioritura.” All these definitions have two common 
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points: an ornament is (1) something linked to beauty and grace; (2) something additional or op-
tional that does not belong to the essence of the object it embellishes. A more precise definition 
of a musical ornament requires historical and geographical contextualization. Narrowing the field 
to Western art music, the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2nd ed., 2001) defines 
the ornament as

those more or less brief and conventional formulae of embellishment which have always 
been liable to occur within traditions of free ornamentation […] and which proliferated in 
European music of the Baroque period. They have often been indicated by symbols, although 
composers, performers, music copyists and editors, and scholars have by no means always 
shown consistency or agreement in the use of specific symbols. […] Throughout much of the 
history of western European music, performers have been inclined to embellish the notes 
provided them by the composer. Even in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, it is convenient 
to make a distinction between two kinds of embellishment. On the one hand, the technique 
of applying improvised or semi-improvised running figuration patterns to a given melody, so 
called divisions or passaggi, creates melodic variation. Graces, on the other hand, are conven-
tional melodic ornaments applied to single notes; by the Baroque era graces were indicated by a 
variety of stylized signs, most of which had, at least by intention, a particular meaning. 

(Kreitner 2001)

What can be taken away from the beginning of this long article (quoted above)? Ornaments are 
“brief and conventional formulae” indicated through symbols. Thus, composers can – and often 
do – write them in, but sometimes they are left to performers, who “have been inclined to embel-
lish the notes provided them by the composer.” Nevertheless, how free can performers be in their 
additions, and how faithful should they remain to the notes initially written by the composer? 
With respect to solo vocal music, the singer’s approach to ornamentation has profoundly changed 
in the 20th century. Over the course of the 19th century, composers began exerting more creative 
control over their work, and vocal pedagogy adapted itself to this change. As a result, the written 
score attained a sort of untouchable supremacy, leading to the limitation of ornamentation, which 
could be added only in exceptional cases. This attitude towards ornamentation can be found in 
20th-century singing treatises, such as in this iconic statement from Il canto e il suo insegnamento 
razionale (1913) by Italian pedagogue Giulio Silva:

There is not much to say about musical embellishments used in vocal music, at least from 
the technical point of view. It will suffice to enumerate and define them, then adding some 
necessary practical observations. Embellishments are accessories of the melodic idea, almost 
pleonasms of the musical discourse. Therefore, they must be performed as light as possible in 
relation to the ordinary passages; at the same time, they must be precise, rapid and almost 
always must bring a secondary accent with regard to the main notes in the music sentence.

(Silva 1913: 258; my translation: L.M.)

By the beginning of the 20th century, ornamentation had become an accessory element of the me-
lodic idea. By contrast, the singing didactics of the previous centuries considered ornamentation 
an essential component of performance: the syntagma “essential ornamentation” was no oxymo-
ron (though it would be considered so according to 20th-century conception). The essentiality 
of ornamentation in vocal music is particularly evident in how it was taught in German singing 
treatises from the 17th century onwards. Starting in the 17th century, the so-called “Italian man-
ner of singing” was assimilated into German vocal didactics through the dichotomization of 
ornamentation into “essential” graces and “arbitrary” embellishments.



Improvisation and Essential Ornamentation

331

2 Ornamentation and the “Italian Manner of Singing”

In his Syntagma Musicum (1619), composer and music theoretician Michael Praetorius offers a sort 
of update of all musical novelties coming from abroad. Among these was the “itzige Italianische 
Manier” (the current Italian manner) of singing, introduced in the third volume of the Syntagma 
Musicum. He was the first to use this phrase to describe the Italian style, which he mainly learned 
through prints of Italian treatises and music.

In the chapter entitled Instructio pro symphoniacis, Praetorius addresses music teachers of the 
German Lateinschulen, schools that prepared students for ecclesiastic studies, law, and medicine at 
university. In particular, the chapter aims to teach singing to the so-called Symphoniaci, pupils who 
could sing polyphony in the church. Praetorius begins the chapter with a comparison between the 
art of rhetoric and the Italian manner of singing, thus addressing the concept of “pronunciation” 
rather than “ornamentation”:

Just as the task of an Orator is not only to decorate an oration with beautiful, charming and 
lively words, and with wonderful Figures, but also to pronounce correctly and to move the af-
fect, for which purpose he now lifts the voice, then lets it sink, now speaks with a powerful, 
now gentle, now with a full and entire voice, it is also [the task] of a musician not only to 
sing but to sing with art and charm. Thus is the heart of the listener stirred and the affect 
moved, so that the song may reach the purpose for which it is made and toward which it 
is directed.

(Praetorius 1619: 229, transl. in Butt 1994: 48)

According to Praetorius’ comparison, the Italian manner of singing represents the way to sing 
“with art and charm,” that is, to “pronounce” what the composer writes in the way that touches 
the heart of the listener. Praetorius is not the first theoretician to present ornamentation as ter-
tium comparationis between rhetoric and singing; Joachim Burmeister in Musica Poetica (1606) and 
Lippius in Synopsis musicae novae (1612) had already instituted such a comparison (Butt 1994: 47). 
In the traditional rhetorical model taken from Quintilianus’ Institutio oratoria, the construction 
of a speech consists of different phases, called inventio (discovery of arguments), dispositio (their 
arrangement), elaboratio (style), memoria (memorization) and pronuntiatio (delivery). To which cate-
gory would the ornamentation introduced by the performer belong? While those already written 
out by the composer are part of the elaboratio, those performed by the singer should be part of 
pronuntiatio.

According to Praetorius, the “Italian manner of singing” consists of the execution of differ-
ent types of ornamentation that he imports from the Italian practice. In particular, he refers to 
two Italian publications: Regole by Giovanni Battista Bovicelli (1594) and the preface to Le nuove 
musiche by Giulio Caccini (1601/02). Both are printed collections of solo vocal music, sacred and 
secular, with prefaces in which the author provides a series of rules and principles for embellishing 
written melodies. Praetorius does not limit himself to importing these ornaments but also gives 
his own interpretation. A striking example is the Intonatio, the practice of approaching the begin-
ning of a melody from a lower note, defined by Praetorius as follows:

Intonatio is how a song is to be started: and there are differing opinions about it. Some desire 
that it be begun on the correct note, many on the second below the correct note, but so that 
one gradually rises with the voice and lifts the same; several on the third, same on the fourth, 
several with a charming and muted voice, which varied fashions are mostly conceived under 
the name accentus.

(Praetorius 1619: 231, transl. in Butt 1994: 124)
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Among the other ornaments in the “Italian manner of singing,” Praetorius presents the accent 
 (Accentus) as one of the most common ways to pronounce a musical interval. The numerous mu-
sical examples are sorted by interval so that pupils learn them by associating each interval with 
several patterns, each made of one, two or more notes (Figure 23.1).

This learning strategy enables pupils to assimilate many alternative ways to pronounce the 
same interval whenever it appears in the score; they can, thus, extemporaneously render them in 
performance, changing the written melody each time.

3 Cantar Sodo as Essential Ornamentation

Michael Praetorius is only the first in a long series of German authors who wrote treatises 
on vocal ornamentation in relation to the Italian practice. In the following decades, other 
German didacts elaborated new theories of ornamentation (Butt 1994: 134). Regarding the 
idea of “essential” ornamentation, Christoph Bernhard’s Von der Singe-Kunst oder Maniera 
(ca. 1650) is one of the central writings of the mid-17th century. Bernhard (1628–92), who 
worked most of his life at the Dresden court as a singer and composer, had come in contact 
with Italian music both while traveling in Italy (meeting Giacomo Carissimi, among others), 
and also in Warsaw, where he may have studied with Marco Scacchi. Although the manu-
script was never printed, his treatise had a long-lasting effect on German didactics thanks 
to the printed manual written by one of his pupils, Wolfgang Michael Mylius (1636–1713). 
Mylius relied on Bernhard’s teaching and subsequently enabled  Bernhard’s ideas to be dis-
seminated through time: Mylius’ Rudimenta Musices (1685) was still quoted in bibliographical 
works of the mid-18th century. In his Anleitung zu der musikalischen Gelahrtheit (1758), music 
teacher and organist Jakob Adlung refers to Mylius to describe the different types of vocal 
Manieren (Sängermanieren) (Adlung 1758: 621).
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Per quartam discendendo [descending fourth]

Per tertiam discendendo [descending third]

Per tertiam ascendendo [ascending third]

Per quartam ascendendo [ascending fourth]

Figure 23.1  Musical examples from Michael Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum III, Wolfenbüttel: Holwein, 
1619: 234.
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In his short handwritten work, Christoph Bernhard elaborates a striking tripartition of 
the  Italian manner of singing, dividing it into “cantar sodo,” “cantar d’affetto” and “cantar 
passaggiato.

And the Manier is of two types: one remains close to the written notes, the other changes 
them. That which remains close to the notes is also divided in two types: the one consid-
ers only notes while the other also considers the text […]. The type which remains close 
to the notes is called Cantar sodo, or the plain or immediate singing. However, it is not 
so easy to learn, nor does the singer perform solely the notes written; by contrast, it is in 
fact the most difficult and hard way to sing, and it is the fundament of the other types. It 
is so called, because it is not modified through divisions, yet every note receives its own 
ornament.

(Müller-Blattau 1999: 31; my translation: L.M.)

In short, cantar sodo is singing according to the written notes; cantar d’affetto with the particular 
observance of the pronunciation and meaning of the text and cantar passaggiato the embellishment 
of the written melody through divisions (passaggi). One could assume that “cantar sodo” means 
singing all that is written out without adding or changing anything, yet Bernhard recommends 
the use of several Kunststücke (ornaments) when singing in this style, amongst others:

-  Accento (accent)
-  Anticipazione della nota (anticipation of the note)
-  Anticipazione della sillaba (anticipation of the syllable)
-  Cercar della nota (searching for the note)
-  Trillo (shake)
-  Tremolo
-  Piano and forte
-  Fermo (stable, stationary, i.e., absence of vibrato) and ardire (literally “courage,” i.e., vibrato; 

Figure 23.2)

Apart from the last ornaments, which are related to articulation and dynamics, the first four all 
consist of a neighbor note introduced according to different rules. For instance, anticipazioni are 
called as such because they anticipate either the next syllable of the text (anticipazione della sillaba) or 
the next pitch (anticipazione della nota). As a result, either a new syllable is pronounced on the same 
note, or a new note is sounded without articulating a new syllable, which allows for more legato 
singing. Cercar la nota is an ornament similar to that described in Caccini and to Intonatio: a melody 
is begun not directly on the written note but is approached from below. Finally, trillo and tremolo 
are equivalent to a shake on one and two notes, respectively. Piano and forte concern dynamics, 
while fermo and ardire refer to the production of sounds without or with vibrato, respectively. The 
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Anticipazione della sillaba

Can - ta bo bi Ex - ul ta mi-no pa ra tum cor Deh non la sciar mi,- -- -te— Do- - -ti- -

Can  -  ta bo bi Ex   -   ul ta mi-no pa ra tum cor Deh non la sciar mi,- -- -te Do- - -ti- -

Anticipazione della nota Cercar della nota
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4
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Figure 23.2 Musical examples from Christoph Bernhard, Von der Singekunst, ca. 1650, passim.
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novelty of Bernhard’s categorization is, thus, the clear distinction between a first, essential level 
of ornamentation (cantar sodo), made of small modifications of the vocal line, and a second (cantar 
passaggiato), consisting of more radical rewritings of the melody through the addition of several 
fast notes.

A more precise idea of when and how often these ornaments should be used is presented in 
Mylius’ Rudimenta Musices (1685). Mylius visualizes some possible performance choices through 
an appendix of several short pieces in which Manieren are applied. Since the Manieren are indicated 
with abbreviations, the performer is not limited to a precise pitch or duration and can, therefore, 
respect the markings while singing the same piece in different ways (Bassani 2008; Figure 23.3).

In modern terms, we could consider it a sort of open score with different possibilities for im-
provisation. What is clear is that a performance without any ornament would be incomplete.

One coeval colleague of Mylius, Wolfgang Caspar Printz, establishes an apt metaphor involv-
ing food in his Musica modulatoria vocalis (1678). When describing the requisita of a good singer, he 
calls Figuren (a synonym for Manieren) the “salt of the melody”:

We now arrive at the eighth requisite of a good singer, that is, the science and the gracious 
execution of musical figures, which are, so to speak, the salt of the melody. Like unsalted 
food, a melody without figures is also scarcely agreeable.

(Printz 1678: 43; my translation: L.M.)

As salt is an essential element of cooking, this metaphor suggests that ornaments are also an es-
sential part of a good performance. However, the immoderate use of embellishments, especially 
passaggi, would be as deplorable as no use thereof, exactly as too-salty food and food with no salt 
are both hardly edible. In his Kurze doch deutliche Anleitung zu der lieblich- und löblichen Singekunst 
(1704), Johann Georg Ahle refers to a spurious quote by Renaissance composer Josquin Desprez to 
attack those performers who add coloraturas where the composer did not indicate them:

You ass, why do you add a coloratura here? If I liked that, I would certainly have written 
it myself. If you want to correct well-composed pieces, write your own and leave mine 
uncorrected.

(Ahle 1704: 80, in Butt 1994: 141)

However, this quote should be properly contextualized. Firstly, the quote may refer to polyphonic 
music, in which ornamentation of the individual vocal lines was admitted but required a careful 
coordination between the different parts: as Bovicelli’s Regole (1594) highlights, singers have to 
“listen carefully to the movement of the other parts” when embellishing their own melodies 
 (Aamot 2000: 22). Misuse of coloraturas in polyphony was, therefore, more dangerous than in 
solo vocal music. Secondly, the quote concerns coloratura singing and, thus, refers to cantar passag-
giato instead of cantar sodo (singing with the small graces mentioned above, such as anticipazione della 
sillaba and della nota, cercar della nota, etc.). The use of the latter was never questioned; moreover, 
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Written melody

Für    -        -        -    chte        Gott          lie      -      bes             Kind                                          der  Herr    sieht    al        -        le       Ding,              Gott

ant. not

Für      -            -      chte          Gott          lie      -      bes             Kind                   Gott                     der  Herr    sieht        al      -     le       Ding,              Gott

6 6 6[#]

ant. not ant. syll. cer. not. ant. not.  ant. syll. tr

sieht     al - - - le       Ding

- - - le       Ding

der   Herr

sieht     alder          Herr

6 6 4 #

tr.

Interpretation

Figure 23.3 Musical example from Wolfgang Mylius, Rudimenta Musices, Gotha: Brückner, 1685: 109.
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it was considered fundamental to a good performance. Johann Mattheson also issues an appeal 
to singers for the addition of ornaments, in his well-known treatise Der vollkommene Capellmeister 
(1739). Mattheson was a central figure in 18th-century musical discourse: he was not only a com-
poser, music theoretician, and critic but also a singer. In his most important treatise on composi-
tion, he claims that the mere rendition of written notes is no more than a first reading of the score, 
undoubtedly not a performance:

Thus we turn particularly to the actual and proper knowledge of a skilled singer which 
teaches how one is to conduct his voice gracefully and in the most agreeable way. I say “of a 
skilled singer,” for singing properly according to the provided notes and beats is done in the 
primary school. In Italy there are just as many skilled in singing as we have in reading. Here 
we no longer deal with more basics, knowing the notes and the intervals, but with completely 
different things.

(Mattheson 1739: 110, translation in Harriss 1969: 406 f.)

Even when speaking about more complex ornaments, Mattheson argues for the autonomy of sing-
ers and instrumental players against those composers who “according to the newest mode” put 
tirades (coloratura passages filling intervals) “in every symphony and aria, whereas such ornaments 
should be left to performers”:

A short time ago people were so frightfully enamored with this ornament that the composers 
writing in the most recent fashion would construct almost no aria or symphony in which 
they did not use like figures frequently and explicitly, considering that it should be left to the 
choice of the singer or player and his discretion. The composers must deal somewhat frugally 
with like things in so far as they do not want to arouse any aversion.

(Mattheson 1739: 117, translation in Harriss 1969: 426)

Unlike Manieren, these free ornaments should be used sparingly to avoid disgust (Ekel) in the lis-
tener. In conclusion: in the course of the 17th and 18th century, German vocal didactics developed 
a dichotomy between small graces and coloraturas. The former – cantar sodo in B ernhard’s and 
Mylius’ treatises – are necessary to the performance from its very beginning; the latter,  coloraturas, 
are more radical modifications of the melody that should generally be used when repeating a mel-
ody. This dichotomy will become even clearer in the second part of the 18th century.

4 “Essential” Graces vs Variations

While Mattheson still relies on the late 17th-century categorization of ornaments – he offers a 
systematized version of preexisting classifications – a new approach to defining “essential” or-
naments can be found in German treatises from 1750 onwards. Frederick the Great, a passionate 
lover of arts and music and himself a flutist and composer, collected at his court the crème de la 
crème of the composers available in that geographical area: the two brothers Carl Heinrich and 
Johann Gottlieb Graun, Frederick’s flute teacher Johann Joachim Quantz, and František Benda 
(Henze-Döhring 2012). Following the example of the Dresden court, Frederick initiated an Ital-
ian opera court, inaugurated with Carl Heinrich Graun’s Cesare e Cleopatra (1742). In this context, 
Frederick also stimulated the publication of several treatises addressing different instruments: flute 
(Versuch einer Anweisung die Flöte traversiere zu spielen by Johann Joachim Quantz, 1752), keyboard 
instruments (Versuch über die wahre Art des Clavier zu spielen by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, 1753); 
and voice (Anleitung zur Singkunst by Johann Friedrich Agricola, 1757). The latter was not in fact 
a new treatise but a “rewriting” of Pier Francesco Tosi’s Opinioni de’ cantori antichi e moderni (1723), 
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one of the few Italian vocal treatises of that period. Tosi’s Opinioni had a tremendous interna-
tional impact, as its translations into Dutch (Alençon 1731), English (Galliard 1743) and German 
(Agricola 1757) testify. Agricola profoundly intervened in his translation through the addition 
of lengthy footnotes and musical examples that adapted the original text to the needs of the new 
audience; thus, a pamphlet written by a retired castrato against the new compositional and singing 
style became a didactic manual ad usum Delphini.

However, Agricola’s Anleitung is not the only Berlin publication dealing with vocal ornaments: 
Quantz’s Versuch mixed instructions for the flute with more general issues regarding the voice 
as well, e.g., the eleventh chapter on “The good instrumental and vocal performance” (“Vom 
guten Vortrage im Singen und Spielen überhaupt”). Recent research has provided evidence that 
Agricola might have in fact ghostwritten the Versuch or considerable parts of it ( Jerold 2016). This 
would explain the similarities between both treatises concerning the existence of two different 
levels of ornamentation. Quantz contraposes “arbitrary variations” (willkührliche Veränderungen) 
and “small essential graces” (kleine wesentliche Manieren). The latter includes appoggiaturas, a sort 
of simplified version of the Accentus: they are made of one, two, or three notes, and can be added 
either at the beginning of the note or after it (Figure 23.4).

In his treatise, Quantz explains the use of essential graces vs the use of arbitrary variations:

In performance appoggiaturas […] are both ornamental and essential. Without appoggiaturas 
a melody would often sound very meagre and plain.

(Quantz 1752: 77, translation in Reilly 2001: 91)

It is not enough to be able to play the different types of appoggiaturas with their proper values 
when they are marked. You must also know how to add them at the appropriate places when 
they are not indicated.

(Quantz 1752: 80, translation in Reilly 2001: 96 f.)

Variations must be undertaken only after the plain air has already been heard; otherwise the 
listener cannot know if variations are actually present. A well-written melody, which is already 
sufficiently pleasing in itself, must never be varied, unless you believe it can be improved.

(Quantz 1752: 120, translation in Reilly 2001: 139)

Quantz clarifies that, while variations are necessary only when performing a melody the second 
time, the essential graces such as appoggiaturas are fundamental to the whole of the piece in order 
to avoid an insipid performance. In his treatise, Agricola enumerates the situations in which ap-
poggiaturas can contribute to improving the performance:

The performer’s purpose in providing some notes of the melody with appoggiaturas is either 
(1) better to connect the melody, (2) to fill in the movement of the melody when it seems 
somewhat empty, (3) to enrich the harmony and make it even more diverse, or, finally, (4) to 
impart to the melody more liveliness and brilliance.

(Agricola 1757: 59, translation in Baird 1995: 92)

Vorschlag Nachschlag Anschlag Schleifer

Figure 23.4  Musical examples from Johann Joachim Quantz, Versuch einer Anweisung die Flöte traversiere zu 
spielen, Berlin: Voß, 1752, passim.
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These rules may question the composers’ authority, as singers are allowed to improve melodies 
deemed not to have been appropriately composed. Agricola takes this position later in his book as 
well: though composers often write melodies elegantly, they can nonetheless be further improved:

I have mentioned above that appoggiaturas may serve to fill in something seemingly empty 
in the movement of the melody. Were it quite empty, the composer is truly in error since, if 
he possesses good taste, he has already introduced the necessary appoggiaturas and other es-
sential ornaments into the design of his melody and imagined their execution within within 
the framework of the whole piece. It is unthinkable that he should not seek to express his 
thoughts as clearly as possible. One must be able to distinguish whether it is necessary or not 
to fill in an emptiness and consider that a thing that is beautiful may, by degrees, become 
even more beautiful.

(Agricola 1757: 74, translation in Baird 1995: 107)

This definition would be quoted verbatim in several treatises until the mid-19th century, which 
testifies to Agricola’s influence on German didactics. The reason why appoggiaturas are so essen-
tial is further clarified by another central figure in German vocal didactics, Johann Adam Hiller 
(1728–1804). In the chapter on appoggiaturas of his Anweisung zum musikalisch-zierlichen Gesang 
(1780), Hiller cites Agricola’s aforementioned quote, prefacing it with an explanation that appog-
giaturas are no more than accents that highlight some syllables:

In considering what was said about accents in the previous chapter, it becomes apparent that 
all musical ornaments are essentially accents and actually should be used to emphasize certain 
notes and syllables. If one pays attention to their application, nature, and characteristics from 
the point after a note to the longest melismatic extension, then one will be convinced of the 
above statement. In the past, appoggiaturas were already called accents, which is still the 
practice in France. Mattheson also refers to them by that name in Der vollkommene Capellmeis-
ter. Nevertheless, aside from accentuation, additional reasons for appoggiaturas can be given. 
Agricola lists four reasons.

(Hiller 1780: 34, translation in Beicken 2001: 72)

According to Agricola’s concept, the beauty of a melody can be improved “by degrees,” a task that 
can be fulfilled through the addition of “necessary appoggiaturas and other essential ornaments.” 
A further degree of beauty is created by the arbitrary embellishments sung when a melody is re-
peated the second time. The existence of different layers of ornamentation is perfectly visualized 
through the superposition of several staves in Gründe der Kuhrpfälzischen Tonschule (1778) by Georg 
Joseph Vogler (1749–1814). Of particular interest is the chapter on singing (Singschule) in which 
he explains different types of ornaments. As a practical musical example, he chooses his own aria 
“O laß mich hier zu deinen Füßen,” composed for the oratorio Die Auferstehung Jesu (1777) (see 
Leopold 2002). Vogler rewrites this aria for soprano and keyboard instrument for pedagogical 
reasons (Figure 23.5).

The score presents five staves, three for the voice and two for the keyboard accompaniment; the 
first three are respectively for the original melody, the performance of the A and B section, and 
the performance of A’ (da capo). While the second line presents only essential graces (appoggiatu-
ras of different types, anticipazioni della nota, etc.), the third one adds some coloraturas that create 
a significant difference with the original melody on the first staff. Musicologist Paul Corneilson 
has argued that this musical example “provides a model for composers to write their own embel-
lished vocal lines” and at the same time “helps kapellmeisters teach their singing students how to 
improvise tasteful ornaments at sight (or by ear)” (Corneilson 1998: 102). However, “Vogler does 
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not address the interesting question about whether or not ornaments should be written out by the 
composer or improvised by the singer” (Corneilson 1998: 102). Although Vogler does not explic-
itly address that question himself, it must be observed that in his oratorio, he does not notate the 
essential graces that he includes in the version for the Singschule: thus, it can be inferred that it was 
the duty of the singer to add both essential graces and variations.

5 The End of Essential Ornamentation in the 19th Century

This dichotomy between essential and arbitrary ornaments, so typical of 17th- and 18th-century 
performance, would gradually disappear in the 19th century, a shift reflected in the terminological 
confusion that characterizes German treatises of the early 19th century, as the dichotomy between 
wesentliche Manieren and willkührliche Veränderungen was gradually lost. In his Musikalisches Lexikon 
(1802), violinist and composer Heinrich Christoph Koch tries to give a general definition of the 
Manier. He first relies on a pre-existing distinction between Setzmanieren (written down by com-
posers) and Spielmanieren (used by performers):

The general sense of the word includes all embellishments of the main notes of a melody, or 
the different types of figures resulting from the mixture of the main notes with harmonic 
neighbour notes, passage notes and alternating notes. Generally, however, ornaments are un-
derstood to be certain figures that the composer uses to embellish a melody, divided into com-
positional and performance ornaments. The difference between the two types is still unclear. 
The compositional ornaments are those written out in the score with a determined form […]. 
By contrast, the performance ornaments are usually not written out in notes and are thus not 
part of the measure: they are either marked with special signs or with small notes not belonging 
to the measure, which the performer of solo parts also uses in those parts of the melody where 
the composer did not expressly mark them. These performance ornaments, also called arbitrary 
embellishments of the melody, are, so to speak the spicy component of the melody.

(Koch 1802: 927 f; my translation: L.M.)

Koch considers essential graces part of the composition, while arbitrary embellishments ( willkürliche 
Auszierungen) are only added by performers. This point of view is confirmed when he distin-
guishes between solo and tutti (or ripieno) parts. In fact, only soloists can allow themselves to 
improvise ornaments, while ripieno performers (who perform the same part together) need to play 
or sing their part in exactly the same way:

In the strict sense of the word, the term Manieren signifies those embellishments of the melody 
that the performer of a solo part adds without prescription of the composer and that are called 
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Figure 23.5  Musical example from Georg Joseph Vogler, Gründe der Kuhrpfälzische Tonschule in Beispielen, 
Mannheim, 1778, Table XII.
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broderies in French. […] When performing a ripieno part, it is absolutely necessary to comply 
with all ornaments that the composer has prescribed. When performing a solo part, by con-
trast, the habit favors the arbitrary use of such Manieren, and when they are used, especially 
in an Adagio, their use is often so mannered that the actual melody written by the composer 
becomes unrecognizable.

(Koch 1802: 927 f; my translation: L.M.)

The use of the French term broderies, which corresponds to coloraturas, makes clear that Koch 
means variations and not essential graces. In the 19th century, the former dichotomy between 
essential graces and variations, as established by Quantz, Agricola, and Hiller, slowly dissolves. 
The contrast between essential and arbitrary gradually flows into a distinction between written 
and unwritten. Christian Gottfried Nehrlich (1802–68), director of the Gesangsconservatorium in 
Berlin, wrote a singing treatise (Die Gesangskunst, 1853) in which he distinguishes between or-
naments written by the composer and ornaments created in the moment (Nehrlich 1853: 272). 
As he had clarified in another previous writing (Nehrlich 1844), both embellishment types are 
adjectives related to the word “coloratura,” which previously defined only variations. Nehrlich 
distinguishes between “standing” (stehende) and “free” ( frei) coloratura. The first style is written 
down and is derived from the second, improvised style. Nehrlich distinguishes between the two 
for the following reason:

Die Ersteren gingen aus den Letzteren dadurch hervor, dass diejenigen der willkührlichen 
Verzierungen, welche sich allgemeinen Beifall erworben hatten, anfingen von den Com-
ponisten in ihren Compositionen angezeigt zu werden. Den Grund dazu fanden die Com-
ponisten in dem Umstande, dass, nachdem die Coloratur durch grosse Sänger geschaffen war, 
ein Haufen blinder Nachahmer grossen Missbrauch damit trieb.

(Nehrlich 1844: 92)

The arbitrary embellishments, which were generally applauded, started to be written out 
by the composers in their works. The composers based their decision on the fact that those 
coloratura had been invented by great singers and there were plenty of blind imitators who 
misused them.

(my translation: L. M.)

In Nehrlich’s opinion, the inability of a significant number of singers to properly improvise or-
namentation led to composers claiming their authority over essential graces, changing both the 
use and categorization of vocal ornaments. In those years, another pedagogue, Friedrich Bau-
mann, ideated a similar dichotomy between “free” ( freie) and “given” (gegebene) embellishments 
 (Baumann 1859: 106). The latter include appoggiaturas and the usual other graces, which are now 
only prescribed by composers and deciphered and executed by interpreters. Singers’ freedom is 
limited to coloraturas, which are required less and less in mid-19th-century vocal repertoire, and 
which survive in vocal treatises as an example of how to vary a melody. A severe attack on arbi-
trary embellishments came not from a composer but from a singer and vocal pedagogue – in his 
Gesanglehre (1866), Franz Hauser considers it not only useless but also dangerous to allow singers 
excessive liberty:

There are certain prejudices and mistakes, in art as well as in life, that are transmitted from 
generation to generation and cannot die off – at the utmost, they can be replaced by new 
ones. One of the most curious and incomprehensible is the arbitrariness with which musical 
works can be treated by performers; and surprisingly, this is practiced within a sort of system 
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and teaching […]. Is there any art, be it painting or poetry, in which this were even slightly 
allowed? When a painting is copied, a theater piece is staged, etc., could one proceed in the 
arbitrary way that singers allow themselves? […] If a work is the product of a gifted person, it 
has spirit and organic life; why should it be modified and embellished? If it is a stillborn and 
empty work, it should stay where it is; it is not worthy at all to be listened to.

(Hauser 1866: 90; my translation: L.M.)

Hauser’s inability to recognize the role of improvisation in arts such as poetry and theater is as 
questionable as his denying it a role in the art of singing. This firm resolution against the use of 
arbitrary embellishments is the result of a new conception of composing vocal music, one in which 
the performer’s contribution is no longer considered essential. It is interesting to note that Hauser 
uses the same word, “arbitrariness” (Willkür, now negatively connotated), that had characterized 
passaggi since the mid-18th century and that was opposed to the essentiality of graces. The way of 
interpreting a composition had changed, as Hauser explains by quoting Jean-Jacques Rousseau:

Quelle doit être la grande attention du musicien dans l’exécution? C’est sans doute d’entrer 
dans l’esprit du Compositeur, et de s’approprier ses idées pour les rendre avec toute la fidélité 
qu’exige le goût de la pièce.

(Hauser 1866: 90, from Rousseau 1743: 83)

What should the great care of the Musician be while performing? Doubtless to enter into 
the mind of the Composer and to appropriate his ideas in order to render them with all the 
fidelity which the taste of the Piece requires.

(translation in Rousseau 1998: 82)

Hauser explicitly says that the duty of the performer is “to render the work of the master, as it 
was thought and written down, with sense and comprehension thereof” (“das Werk des Meisters 
wie er es gedacht und geschrieben mit Sinn und Verständniss wieder zu geben”). The key to this 
“performance turn” is the identification of the work with the written notes: Hauser relies on the 
score as a faithful depository of the thoughts of the composer and the spirit of the composition. 
This approach anticipates the dominant concept of Werktreue (fidelity to the work) in the 20th 
century and the “authenticity of intention,” according to Kivy. However, the historical evidence 
derived from vocal didactics of the previous centuries shows the inauthenticity of this approach in 
performing early solo vocal music. Until the late 19th century, singers were considered sort of 
co-composers and were not only permitted but even required to improve a melody first through 
the addition of essential graces and secondly by varying repeated material. Essential ornamenta-
tion is thus the result of improvisation – though at a lower degree when compared to the higher 
one of variations – and at the same time an “authentic” performance element as a “task of all 
soloists,” as Kivy remarks. However, essential ornamentation is neither limited to High Baroque 
music nor is it exclusively related to variations. It concerns a broader chronological period that 
embraces the whole 18th century and the early 19th as well, and it deals with graces more than 
with coloratura singing.

In conclusion: vocal performances of historical repertoire before 1900 not only allow but even 
require improvisation – at different degrees and in different forms, as explained above – in order 
to sound authentic. This authenticity is not linked to the intentions of the composer, because per-
formers were entitled to choose and freely use ornaments in addition to those already written in 
the score. Although the contemporary understanding of the word “ornament” is something that 
is optional today, in the 17th and 18th century the addition of these ornaments by the performer 
were considered “essential,” as the written melody was only a draft of the musical idea. “Essential 
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ornamentation” was, therefore, not an oxymoron until, in the late 19th century, performers be-
came the mere executors of the composer’s will, expressed and fixed through the score. Thus, 
in order to revive an authentic approach to the music of the past, singers today should learn to 
diverge from the written score from the very beginning of the performance by improvising es-
sential ornaments. In so doing, they would not act against the composer’s will; on the contrary, 
they would create a “personally authentic” performance (Kivy 1995: 130) that – by the means of 
improvisation – follows the historical performance practice of that time.
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Determining the significance of improvisation in current classical music culture is easy. With 
very few exceptions, it is simply nonexistent. Pianists play compositions from the past (on rare 
occasions, even from the recent past) within a well-established, near-ritualistic concert setting. 
And they play those pieces as flawlessly and as close to the score as possible. Even passages with an 
improvisational background, such as the cadenzas in a piano concerto, are usually performed in 
written-out versions that have been memorized note by note.

The notion that classical piano music should be so strictly bound to the letter of its score is 
actually a rather new development, historically speaking. The importance of improvisation for 
keyboard players only began to decrease in the early 19th century, despite the fact that it had 
been regarded as a crucial ability for every professional performer until then. Our modern re-
cital culture emerged over the ensuing decades (Hamilton 2008: 33–71), with improvisational 
elements completely disappearing from standard concert formats in the 20th century. This is a 
remarkable development, if we consider that improvisation had in earlier times often marked the 
climax of a recital, as can be seen in announcements, program sheets and reviews of concerts by 
Felix  Mendelssohn, Franz Liszt and others (Sità 2019: 17 f.). Along with this shift, playing by heart 
became the new standard, which encouraged the gradual disappearance of extempore skills. It is 
worth noting that the effect of reproducing complex pieces without the score is similar to that of 
instantaneous improvisation. When the practice of playing from memory emerged in the 18th and 
early 19th centuries, some commentators regarded it as treacherous and dishonest (Felbick 2019: 
42 f.). Nor did the practice apply only to complete compositions. Memorized snippets of existing 
pieces can also be put together in a collage that then sounds like a newly improvised piece. Carl 
Philipp Emanuel Bach was reputedly one of the greatest keyboard improvisers of his time, and he 
distinguished between a fantasia that “emerges from a good musical soul” and one that “consists 
of passages learned by heart or of stolen thoughts [welche] […] in auswendig gelernten Passagien 
oder gestohlenen Gedanken bestehen]” (Bach 1753: 123).

After a brief historical overview of improvisation and its development, we will here consider 
how and why it went out of fashion, and how this connects to an underlying aesthetic and to 
cultural tensions between freedom and form – the very factors that make improvisation so special.

This shift in improvisation practice occurred for various reasons. Professionals had not neces-
sarily needed an exactly notated score before, but by the early 19th century, an increasing number 
of amateurs among the bourgeoisie were learning to play the piano and required a large repertoire 
of music that was notated precisely. Parallel to this development, it seems that composers became 
determined to fix their written score, thereby “solidifying” it into a “work of art” by reducing the 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003179443-28


Katrin Eggers and Michael Lehner

344

number of liberties available to the performer in terms of added notes, embellishments, dynamics, 
tempi and so on (this issue is of crucial importance to the present chapter). We can observe this 
gradual process by taking even a cursory look at the piano scores of C. P. E. Bach, Haydn, Mozart 
and Beethoven. Bach’s works require one to fill out the voices now and then when they are indi-
cated by a figured bass; Mozart’s piano music sometimes has passages in a skeleton score that needs 
to be transformed into a lively, ornamented musical line. Beethoven’s music marks a turning point 
in this regard. His early piano works are still in the older tradition, but over the course of his career 
he tends more and more to give precise performance indications. The beginning of the repertoire 
culture and the increasingly virtuosic demands of 19th-century piano music required a great deal 
of time for practice. This resulted in a gradual process of alienation between the composition and 
instrumental performance or reproduction. Clara Wieck-Schumann is a representative example 
of this. At the age of 36, when her husband died, her compositional activities came to a standstill 
(Reich 2001: 211–48), after which she became one of the most influential figures in creating the 
modern repertoire for pianists. She incorporated more and more historical works in her concert 
programs, contrasting and combining them with piano music of her time.

1 Decline and Distrust

The Classical era was the last epoch when improvisation at the keyboard was both a common prac-
tice and regarded, to some extent, as a basic skill for every professional performer. Furthermore, 
the requirements made on a virtuoso, and the complexity of the extempore fantasias expected by 
an audience became extremely demanding. Carl Czerny (1791–1857), a Viennese pianist, composer 
and well-known piano teacher, is an interesting figure who can exemplify these historical develop-
ments and their context and impact on the relationship between freedom and form, improvisation 
and written composition. In his treatise Systematische Anleitung zum Fantasieren auf dem Pianoforte, 
op. 200 of 1829 (Czerny 1983: 3), he describes improvisation as a “special obligation and a crown of 
distinction [Pflicht und Zierde]” for every keyboard virtuoso. But by the time of his Pianoforte-School 
op. 500 just ten years later, he had already reduced the significance of improvisation to two small 
chapters, dividing it into “preluding” and “extemporaneous playing.” Here, improvisation is merely 
a “highly interesting and honorable art,” and a virtuoso need only possess this ability “at least to a 
certain degree,” even though “he may not possess any decided talent for the art” (Czerny 1839: 124). 
Czerny’s contemporary Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778–1837) offers us another prime example 
of why the first three decades of the 19th century may be regarded as a highpoint of piano improvi-
sation. Several reports of his performances confirm his audience’s amazement at the complexity of 
his extempore playing, which constituted what was regarded as “composing in the moment.” In the 
second edition of his treatise Ausführliche theoretisch-practische Anleitung zum Piano-Forte-Spiel of 1830, 
he added a final chapter on extemporizing. Unlike Czerny, he stated right at the beginning that: 
“Actual instruction on this matter can neither be given nor received” (Hummel 1830: 461). Impro-
visation had, thus, been transformed from a necessary skill that every performer had to master into a 
subject that one should at least know about, and finally into a gift that a virtuoso either possesses or 
does not (with Hummel naturally being one of the few who still possessed it). In the final passage of 
his piano school, he states with a certain degree of nostalgia that while many pianists are interested 
in mere “entertainment and dexterity,” even playing well from the score would never “nourish” the 
mind in the way that free improvisation can, even if the performer in question has only a modicum 
of skill (Hummel 1830: 468).

But the times were changing, and Hummel’s generation was no longer in charge. Just twenty 
years later, Robert Schumann (1810–56) was already warning young musicians of the danger of 
improvising too much. Only the “solid signs of the script” guarantee the “mastery of form,” he 
says, and he insists that they should “write more than [they] improvise” (Schumann 1854: 303). 
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Schumann’s negative view of improvisational skills proves that there were also aesthetic reasons 
for the disappearance of a culture of improvisation, above and beyond the reasons already given 
above. In its openness and freedom, improvised music began to be regarded as amorphic and 
lacking “the power of a clear structure,” in Schumann’s words. The excitement of witnessing 
something exceptional and unrepeatable has now turned into a distrust towards an unshapen, 
inconsistent musical performance.

This did not come from nowhere, because aesthetic shifts are usually a complex cultural matter. 
Certain prominent figures in the Age of Enlightenment already harbored suspicion towards im-
provisation, such as Johann Christoph Gottsched (1700–66). He focused initially on the meaning 
of the term “fantasieren” (an expression that until the late 19th century was far more common 
in treatises than its synonyms “improvisieren” or “extemporieren”). This term does not have 
an exact English translation, and has a twofold meaning: “to fantasize” on the one hand, and 
simply “to improvise” on the other hand. The word thus already implies the significance of 
imagination or creative power, though Gottsched in fact draws attention to its more dubious 
equivalent:  “Phantasiren” is like dreaming, being a product of the imagination while sleeping or 
having a “high fever” that occurs “without the observation of an adequate reason.” That is why 
artists – Gottsched mentions painters, poets and composers – would only create “monstrosities” 
 (“Mißgeburten”) if they relied on it. Such products might be called “waking dreams,” and he uses 
terms like “grotesque” and “unbalanced [ungereimt]” when describing them (Gottsched 1733: 
224; this passage is discussed in Felbick 2019: 52).

These arguments about the dubious value of improvisation, thus, began in the 18th century, 
were reinforced by Schumann and others of his time, and remained important in the 20th century. 
Allegations of a lack of form, of unity and of careful planning run through the anti-improvisation 
arguments of numerous figures from Schumann to Theodor W. Adorno and Carl Dahlhaus.

2 Mere “Improvised Effects” vs. Compositional Complexity

Criticism of improvisation in Classical music is always about form. The analytical problem seems 
to concern the relationship between the form as a whole and its individual sections, and how 
details can shape a complex form and provide structural balance. Structural complexity and 
 motivic-thematic development are still the analytical cornerstones for understanding music of 
the Classical and Romantic periods, and are – to a certain extent – regarded as instruments for 
determining the aesthetic value of a musical work. In order to demonstrate how this discourse has 
become as influential as it lacks historical awareness, we shall take a brief look at the arguments of 
the philosopher Theodor W. Adorno and the musicologist Carl Dahlhaus.

For Adorno, the temporal dimension that composed music is capable of bringing before our 
eyes and ears can only be conceived within the frame of literacy. In comparing music to painting, 
he claims that: “Highly organized music is impossible without notation; the historical difference 
between improvisation and composed music is identical to the qualitative difference between 
what is articulated loosely and what is stated in binding fashion” (Adorno 1978a: 632). It is already 
revealing that he offers a simple distinction between improvisation and composition, understand-
ing the latter exclusively as written music, though this is historically incorrect (as we shall see 
below). He argues that the role of “real improvisation” had always been “excessively overrated” in 
history (and his understanding of “history” had its limitations) because “great music still speaks to 
us today […] since improvisation retreated to make room for the fixed work of art with its unam-
biguous text” (Adorno 1977: 806). Elsewhere, he claims that “the second half of the 18th century 
was able to eliminate improvisation step by step without any loss in favour of authentically notated 
scores” (Adorno 1973: 94). In concrete historical terms, it is his advocacy of formal complexity 
that lies behind his rejection of improvisation, for he claims (quite incorrectly once again) that 
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even in the Baroque basso continuo tradition, “improvisation became restricted to ornamenting 
the harmony, without ever intervening in the musical substance” (Adorno 1977: 807). He goes 
on to state that “whatever memory […] survives of it in certain fantasies of Viennese Classicism is 
notable for its lack of motivic-thematic dynamism” (Adorno 1978b: 517). A similar approach was 
taken by Dahlhaus, though with more musicological detail. For him, differentiated forms only 
originate in written compositions, while improvisation is necessarily focused on details (Dahlhaus 
1987: 268 f.). He states that

Improvisation tends to become a potpourri of isolated stimuli, a succession of momentary ef-
fects. Either the overall form and basic design is crudely schematic and externally prescribed, 
or it is of no consequence and left to chance. A form which is both differentiated and un-
schematic, and which is nonetheless clear and comprehensible – the aim of compositions with 
artificial ambitions – can hardly be attained by means of improvisation.

(Dahlhaus 1987: 270)

While every element should be carefully and equally developed in composed music, improvisa-
tion has to focus on one single feature. It is thus able, according to Dahlhaus, to create surprises or 
exciting moments, but unable to treat all the other musical elements in an equal way: “everything 
else, being a mere foil, remains conventional and formalised” (Dahlhaus 1987: 269). Like Adorno, 
Dahlhaus takes 18th-century fantasies into consideration. Here,

it is harmony that departs from the norm and that transgresses the rules of regulated voice 
leading by means of abrupt chord changes or peremptory dissonances which seem like rents 
in the musical tissue. Melody on the other hand is not developed.

(Dahlhaus 1987: 269)

So in his view, even in the genre of the fantasia, the very name of which is rooted in the idea 
of freedom and immediateness, nothing really new can be invented that goes beyond tempo-
rary effects, because form and melodic development cannot be built on effects alone. Of course, 
 Dahlhaus has a point. It is obvious that during the creative process of developing and writing 
down musical ideas, a level of complex differentiation and relatedness can be achieved that is by 
no means possible in a spontaneous realization at a keyboard. But it is striking how he denies 
improvised music the general capacity of doing so, and insists that it is incapable of creating 
something that is artistically new. However, we must bear in mind the status of musicology at the 
time.  Historical musicology, which is traditionally based on philological methods and research 
into written sources, found it difficult to deal with a historical culture that cannot easily be stored 
in a library. With Dahlhaus, this two-century-old, negative understanding of the historical and 
aesthetic value of classical improvisation came to a preliminary halt. It has since been corrected by 
musicians and researchers in the field of historical performance practice.

We shall, nevertheless, focus on two issues touched upon by Adorno and Dahlhaus, because 
they can help us see the bigger picture. The first is the relationship between improvisation and 
composition, which is not as clearly characterized by a simple division as Adorno claims (the same 
applies to the terminology used for each); the second is the relationship between freedom and form 
that Classical treatises, in fact, consider extensively, as we shall see.

3 Improvisation and Composition in Historical Documents

Historical sources for the techniques and aesthetics of improvisation at the piano offer us three 
pairs of oppositional concepts. The first is the conflict between freedom and form, which deals 
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with the relationship between single moments of performance and their overall coherence. The 
second is rarely mentioned directly; it is the constant process of negotiation between individual-
ity and conventionality. The third is how the improviser’s mind oscillates between intuition and 
reflection.

We shall begin here with Carl Czerny’s definition of improvisation:

When the practicing musician possesses the capability not only of executing at his instruments 
the ideas that his inventive power, inspiration, or mood have evoked in him at the instant of 
their conception but so combining them that the coherence can have the effect on the listener 
of an actual composition (Tonstück) – this is what is called: Improvising or Extemporizing.

He continues to write that the “talent and the art of improvising” means to spin out

at the spur of the moment […] each original or even borrowed idea into a sort of musical com-
position which, albeit in much freer form than a written work, nevertheless must be fashioned 
into an organized totality as far as is necessary to remain comprehensible and interesting.

(Czerny 1983: 1)

4 Freedom and Form

Although Czerny differentiates between “fantasieren” and “actual composition,” he states that 
if the improvisation is executed in masterly fashion, it might (and should) sound as if we are 
listening to a composed piece. He later even calls the result “a sort of musical composition.” As 
we saw before, Czerny marks a turning point at which the modern concept of composition be-
gins to be understood strictly as a written work. Before that, even in the early 19th century, this 
separation was by no means a given. As Felbick has recently observed, the older understanding 
of composition did not exclude spontaneous execution, as we can see from terms like “Compo-
sition extemporanea” or “comporre all’improvviso” (Felbick 2019: 39–49). Rather like Arnold 
Schoenberg’s famous remark that the process of composing can be regarded as a “slowed down 
improvisation”  (Schoenberg 1976: 69), the classical sources stress the link between extemporizing 
and writing music, though they do so from the opposite perspective, understanding spontaneous 
musical creation as “componere” in the moment, in real time. With regard to their effect on the 
listener, “freedom” and “construction” do not simply signify improvisation and notated com-
position respectively. For example, there are passages in Hummel’s composed-out Fantasia op. 
18 whose 18 quasi-improvisational fluidity and sudden musical gestures and tonal surprises seem 
much freer than the fantasias in Czerny’s op. that he wrote specifically to demonstrate the process 
of improvising. Since these are all notated and published, they naturally cannot be regarded as 
actual improvisations. But unlike Hummel, Czerny wrote his pieces as pedagogical examples, not 
with the aim of creating a fixed work of art. His stated aim is to depict a realistic situation that 
might mirror extempore practice, carefully restraining the editorial process so that the emerging 
music may constitute “censored protocols” of his playing (Czerny 1993: XII). Hummel’s piece, on 
the other hand, is based on complex structural planning that could not be achieved through ad-
hoc invention. For instance, complete sections in Hummel are repeated several minutes after their 
first appearance, whereas Czerny states that “Repetitions are hardly possible while improvising, 
because the music one has just played rarely remains so long in the memory” (Czerny 1993: 55). 
However, there are exceptions to the rule. At the beginning of this chapter, we mentioned that 
playing by heart, without a score, can seem like an extempore performance. But there are cases 
that can invert cause and effect; Beethoven reputedly had such an extraordinary capacity for mem-
orization that he was able to repeat an entire improvised fantasia immediately afterwards, without 
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any changes (Kopitz and Cadenbach 2009: 10). If this report is true, would an improvisation that 
is repeated identically still merit the title of “improvisation”? (Dahlhaus argues against this; cf. 
Dahlhaus 1987: 268). Or ought we rather to refer to it as a memorized piece that has not yet been 
committed to paper? And if Beethoven had in fact “composed” the piece in his head in advance 
of playing it, would it even be an improvisation at all? The ultimate question to ask here is: if 
the performer is excessively talented, as it were, does improvisation then automatically constitute 
instant composing?

Czerny’s examples are, nevertheless, much closer to a realistic improvisational approach in that 
they avoid recapitulation and limit repetition to direct iterations, though he follows sonata form 
and a “logical” development of his themes by using a “construction kit” comprising several mod-
els and patterns. According to Czerny, a successful improvisation is similar to a notated piece in 
that it needs to be “fashioned in an organized totality.” Later, he uses an architectural metaphor for 
this. While a “well-written composition” may be compared to a symmetrical edifice, “a fantasy 
well done is akin to a beautiful English Garden, seemingly irregular, but full of surprising variety, 
and executed rationally, meaningfully and according to plan” (Czerny 1983: 4). Daniel Gottlob 
Türk (1750–1830) offered a similar description of improvisation, namely, that it constitutes “ap-
parent disarray” (Türk 1789: 312).

It is significant that Czerny’s descriptions often underline the dichotomy between a lack of form 
(in terms like “surprising variety”) and coherence (“rationally,” “according to plan”), not in order 
to play them off against each other, but instead to balance them out. Musical freedom is for him 
the key feature of every improvisation and, therefore, needs space, while also needing to be con-
tained to some extent. He does not explain precisely how that might work, but we can trace these 
ideas in the fantasias he offers to illustrate what he writes (as discussed in greater detail below). 
Opinions differed on how to even out these two extremes. Sources from the early 19th  century 
often warn of a lack of coherence, though Türk’s piano treatise of 1789, published one year after 
the death of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, remains closer to the idea of the “Freye Fantasie.” He 
seeks both “unity” (“Einheit”) and “diversity” (“Mannigfaltigkeit”), both being equally import-
ant: “This is why a cadenza should include as much as possible that is unexpected and surprising” 
(Türk 1789: 311 f.). Too much unity (“Einheit”) might lead to monotony  (“Einförmigkeit”), 
which is one of his major concerns when it comes to improvising a cadenza.

Hummel’s piano school – published at roughly the same time as Czerny’s treatise – also dis-
cusses this topic, and offers greater detail about the dangers of freedom and how to counter them 
when practicing. Dahlhaus’s abovementioned concerns (“potpourri of isolated stimuli” and “me-
lodic underdevelopment”) were already well known and much discussed Hummel’s day. Rather 
like Czerny, Hummel also warns against playing merely a sequence of “constantly new, peculiar, 
beautiful ideas,” because one’s inventiveness must, rather, be contained by a “firmer sense of or-
der” (Hummel 1830: 465). For him, the main problem (“Hauptübel”) is the ephemerality of the 
principal musical ideas that arises from the human mind’s lack of concentration and the capacity to 
memorize. But Hummel regards these skills more like a muscle that can and must be trained. This 
is why only an experienced performer (thus, Hummel) should start an improvisation without due 
preparation. He otherwise recommends first repeating and memorizing the theme(s) on which the 
improvisation is to be based, then trying out assorted variations, ornamentations and imitations on 
the instrument before starting the improvisation proper. The performer’s capacity for recollection 
is, thus, crucial if he is to avoid playing a series of unconnected effects.

5 Individuality and Conventionality

Besides preparatory exercises, Hummel suggests another “cure” for the problem of creating or-
der. For this, he frequently uses the term “noble direction.” Rather than suppressing creativity, 
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“common forms, sequences and phrases of strict style” are just a means of guiding ideas in an 
orderly manner (Hummel 1830: 465). Of course, Hummel is here also referring to the fact that all 
improvisational practice is, in some way, Janus-faced. On the one hand, it is guided by regularity, 
by patterns, sequences and phrases that have been learned and that together form a repertoire of 
musical “ready-mades” for improvisers. The more of them they know and are able to vary and 
combine, the more diversified and interesting the performance will be. On the other hand, the 
unpredictability of performance can result in un-plannable moments of bliss – unheard-of har-
monic progressions or turns of phrase – that might go beyond the norms of the time and that are 
derived from the individuality of the performer and the uniqueness of an unrepeatable situation. 
Several reports of C. P. E. Bach’s extemporizing underline how he made just such an impression 
on his audience. Boundaries that one would not cross in notated music may be crossed on the 
spur of the moment and are, therefore, linked to the ephemerality of performance. In his final 
statement in his piano tutor, Hummel stresses the link between what is not regulated and the 
performer’s “most personal individuality” (“eigenste Individualität”) and “inner self” (“innerstes 
Wesen”) (Hummel 1830: 468).

The regular and the irregular may occur successively, such as when a meandering chromatic 
passage is followed by a well-known sequential type; we often find this in composed-out fantasias 
too, as in Mozart’s K. 475. But they can also be superimposed and interact with each other at the 
same time. Typically, some elements will be fixed by the choice of a model such as a chromatic 
bass line, regardless of whether such a model is chosen spontaneously or planned in advance. 
Such templates can determine the succession of musical events, thereby letting improvisers focus 
their attention on something else. This leaves a broad spectrum of expressive possibilities to the 
moment, such as harmonic progressions, figurations and the shape of the melody. In this sense, 
established patterns provide a guide or skeleton for the improvisation, while at the same time 
remaining open to substantial harmonic change or enhancements such as chromaticism and alter-
native metric versions.

6 Intuition and Reflection

There is another aspect to this that directly links up with the contemporary concept of “creative 
genius.” The underlying question here is: is one playing, or being played? (for more on this issue, 
see: Eggers and Stollberg 2021). The creative process during the act of performance is described by 
several sources as a state of unconsciousness, with invention being something intuitive rather than 
a product of reflection. Musical art proceeds in time and, thus, needs to span a comprehensive, 
meaningful, temporal course. Czerny describes this ambivalent situation as follows:

By extemporizing we are to understand that the performer, on the impulse of the moment, 
without preparation, and often also without reflection, plays something that we might say 
comes spontaneously under his fingers, and which nevertheless possesses to a certain degree 
all the properties of a written composition, meaning that melodies and brilliant passages al-
ternate in a tasteful or elaborate manner.

(Czerny 1839: 124)

But to achieve this, one has to be in clear command of the general intent and direction of the 
piece. Türk underlines the first, “unconscious” aspect. Like Gottsched, he uses the metaphor of 
a dream, but not in a nightmarish sense: “It might not be improper to compare the cadenza with 
a dream.” When dreaming, he writes, we are often able to “relive within just a few minutes 
actual events we have experienced and that made an impact on us; we experience them most 
vividly, but without any connection between them, and without any clear sense of consciousness” 
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(Türk 1789: 312). In this metaphor, the whole movement represents real life, while the cadenza 
represents reliving that life unconsciously in a dream. This comparison between improvising 
and dreaming is a very common one, and can also be found in 19th-century sources. Czerny 
similarly describes this state of mind as an “almost subconscious and dream-like playing motion 
of the fingers” that succeeds all the better if the performer does not anticipate too much, “just 
as the orator does not think through each word and phrase in advance” (Czerny 1983: 43). This 
state of being truly in the moment is one of the most common ways of describing improvisation 
at different times and in different disciplines. It places an emphasis on the key attribute of subjec-
tive freedom that provides the basis of an ephemeral experience of art that no predefined process 
can offer us. The most famous such example is Beethoven’s remark, made on sketches held today 
in the H. C. Bodmer collection:1 “One improvises only when not paying attention to what one 
plays, surrendering oneself unconstrainedly to what crosses one’s mind – this would also be the 
best and most truthful way to improvise in public, too.” But significantly, the very same source of 
this famous comment includes sketches and notes for improvisations as well. Clearly, from time 
to time even Beethoven did not take the risk of extemporizing without preparation, at least when 
he was performing before a large public. But the above quotation should not be mistaken as some 
kind of ideal that even he could not attain, because the statements we have also quoted from Türk 
(over twenty years earlier) and Czerny show that preparing for an improvisation was generally 
regarded as a valid approach. As contradictory as these two concepts might seem at first, they have 
to be brought together and linked to the other two dichotomic pairs: mediating and alternating 
freer passages and preplanned musical materials not only provides variety while guaranteeing an 
equilibrium of freedom and coherence, but also allows the performer to slip into that “intuitive” 
state of mind. When employing an overall structural design, it is possible for improvisers to con-
trol when to leave it and when to return to it; the orientation provided by the overarching design 
ensures that they do not lose themselves in the state of rapt contemplation that Hummel regarded 
as the principal danger when extemporizing.

7 Large-Scale Structures: Improvisation and Double-Function Form

The relationship between improvised and written music is manifold and variable. They are, in 
practice, inseparable – or at least linked directly to each other – and they are also regarded as op-
posing principles of musical invention. For Czerny, however, sonata forms (i.e., guided motivic 
development) and improvisation are not oppositional concepts. On the contrary, the sonata pro-
vides the basis for his improvisational concepts, as can be seen in his exemplary fantasias. We can 
observe similar trends in the composed fantasias of the same period, such as Hummel’s Fantasia 
op. 18, a work that was well known at the time and that Czerny himself recommends for further 
study (Czerny 1993: 63). These pieces deviate from the older, more rhapsodic types of the 18th 
century that were situated in the tradition of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. Mozart’s contributions 
to the genre still followed this older type, in particular his Capriccio in C major, (K. 284a), which 
in part dispenses with a time signature, and his two famous Fantasias in d minor (K. 397) and 
c minor (K. 475). The latter was published together with the Sonata in c minor K. 457 and was 
intended as a contrasting, written-out, but quasi-improvisational introduction to it, and therefore 
avoids any hint of sonata form itself. But in the early 19th century, the two genres of fantasy and 
sonata became increasingly similar until they reached the point of interchangeability, as is evi-
dent from a famous remark by Robert Schumann: “So write sonatas or fantasias (it’s not about 
the name), but meanwhile do not forget the music” (Schumann 1839: 134). What is noteworthy 
here is that there was a mutual process of interaction between these two concepts. Formal de-
signs adopted from written music were used to structure improvised music in a well-balanced 
dramaturgy, in order to provide the listener with a guide and orientation points, especially in 
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long performances. But compositional innovation was also influenced by improvisational prac-
tice, because the latter promoted opening up established schemata, freer progressions and more 
open formal concepts (such as we find in Beethoven’s two Sonatas op. 27, both marked “quasi una 
fantasia”). There are numerous reports of piano improvisations lasting thirty minutes or longer 
during the Classical period, especially in the case of Beethoven. By applying a preplanned format 
to an improvisation, a performer could create large-scale forms that were diverse yet consistent, 
and adhered to the tonal concepts of the time, stupefying an audience with an ad-hoc performance 
full of subjectivity and unexpected turns yet within a regular, familiar structure.

If we take a closer look at Czerny’s op. 200, we can conclusively prove Adorno and Dahlhaus 
wrong in their refusal to acknowledge the ability of improvisation to create new forms. Czerny 
proposes that performers should practice working out every type of individual movement ex-
tempore. In addition to allegro movements in sonata form, he proposes training the ability to 
improvise rondos, scherzi, variations and slow movements – in fact, all the individual move-
ments of a sonata. The principal theme (“Hauptthema”) must be followed by a subsidiary melody 
 (“Mittelgesang”), i.e., the second subject, which must then be concluded with a cadence in the 
“tonality of the dominant” (“Dominanttonart”), or on either III or V in minor pieces. While the 
dualistic understanding of two contrasting themes already reflects the innovations of Beethoven’s 
sonatas, the option for minor keys shows that Czerny’s concept of sonata form is, partly, an older 
one. By the late 1820s, this was already outdated. He also understands the sonata as a bipartite 
form, writing that the first part is followed by a second (the development and recapitulation) that 
lets you “surrender [yourself ] to the freest imagination [der freyesten Fantasie] and fulfillment of 
ideas and to all sorts of modulations, imitations, etc.” (Czerny 1983: 51). The development sec-
tion thus offers greater room for free figures and musical ideas, though one should not recall the 
previous song-like sections (“Gesangsstellen”), and must ultimately return to the main key. This 
last instruction does not apply to combinations with other movement types; such combinations 
are the goal of a large, multipartite fantasia. Czerny admits that this kind of improvisation is “the 
most difficult of all” (Czerny 1983: 52). In this case, the sonata form breaks off just before the 
recapitulation and modulates into the key of the following section. Czerny’s examples show this 
strategy mostly by approaching the main key, but then avoiding any stabilizing cadence and in-
stead shifting towards a new key (e.g., Ex. 42, bars 65–76; Czerny 1993: 46). The overall structure 
of a fantasia that combines different genres is described rather cursorily:

One might begin with Allegro, for example, develop it for some length of time, then proceed 
into an Adagio or Andantino, interweave it with a fugal section and with the kind of modu-
latory section discussed in the first chapter, and conclude with a lively rondo.

(Czerny 1983: 52)

Czerny’s concept of a continuous form consisting of single, connected movements combines an 
opening sonata movement with a slow movement and a concluding rondo. This corresponds to 
a three-movement sonata but with an additional section or transition consisting of “modulation 
passages” at the end of the Adagio. At least in terms of its tonality, this can, thus, also be un-
derstood as a large-scale sonata form with two contrasting themes, a development section and 
a rondo in the place of the final recapitulation. Czerny’s description can be read as a so-called 
 “double-function form,” which musicologists have usually assumed began with Liszt’s tone po-
ems for orchestra and his one-movement piano pieces in the mid-19th century (Newman 1969; 
 Hamilton 1996: 28; Rosenblatt 2002: 281–307; van de Moortele 2009: 20).2 This formal type is 
found in the development of Romantic orchestral and piano pieces, and associated with an increase 
in complex compositional planning that is achieved by superimposing two distinct formal strat-
egies. One common explanation of its origins is the blending of the single-movement overture 
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in the tradition of Beethoven with multipartite tone poems or program symphonies (Altenburg 
2001: 19). This assumption fits the beliefs of influential thinkers such as Adorno and Dahlhaus 
that innovation in musical design is linked to sketching and planning works on paper. Research 
into compositional sketches (“Skizzenforschung”), especially in Beethoven’s case, is regarded as 
the most promising way of approaching the origins of musical creation and invention. But that 
might well be misleading, at least in this case. Instead of deriving double-function form from 
Liszt’s compositions, we might assume another origin, based on our observations of Czerny’s op. 
200, namely, that the improvisation of these large-scale, multipartite fantasias ultimately became 
a model that was transferred to piano and orchestral compositions during the period when the 
genres of sonata and fantasia drew closer together. This supposition is supported by the fact that 
Liszt (who was a pupil of Czerny, nota bene) wrote several piano fantasias in the 1830s (mostly based 
on operas, what Czerny called “potpourri”), thus well before the compositions of his Weimar 
period. He was also widely acclaimed for his stupendous art of improvisation at a time when that 
ability had already lost its mandatory significance for a virtuoso. We also know that Liszt was very 
impressed by Franz Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasy, which inspired him to create a version of it for 
piano and orchestra (op. 15, Catalogue Searle 366). Schubert’s Fantasy, the improvisational roots 
of which are already alluded to in its title, is an early notated example of the formal type described 
above; it is also one of the few examples of a printed fantasia on a single theme, consisting as it does 
of thematic sections with transitional, impromptu passages, almost exactly as Czerny describes in 
his fourth chapter. A closer look at the two model Fantasias in Czerny’s op. 200 reveals that he 
uses the formal design he prescribes, but in four movements like Schubert, not in the three he 
himself stipulates. As already mentioned above, there are several indications that these pieces are 
provisional in character and that suggest further possibilities for extension or alternative solutions. 
We can see this in the way Czerny deals with repetitions. For long stretches, he repeats motives 
or themes as a means of providing unity, though he never repeats entire phrases. He avoids one of 
the most powerful tools for creating formal unity, namely the recapitulation of the main sections. 
Instead, his focus is more on tonal coherence. He turns the final rondo into a tonal recapitulation 
(in Ex. 42 it is in the related major key) and presents it as an approximation to the basic motif of 
the opening allegro movement. In the first Fantasia, the reappearance of the dotted motif of the 
first section is transformed into an ascending Romanesca sequence (G7 –C–B7–e minor), a common 
sequential pattern in music of the 18th and 19th centuries (Gjerdingen 2007: 25–44). In the second 
example, the main motif starting with a rising fourth is moved to the bass in the final section.

Thanks to these two features – tonal and motivic reappearance – the outer movements frame 
the whole piece, with the final rondo sections assuming the function of a recapitulation, as de-
fined by double-function form. The modulating transitions are very similar to the development 
section in a sonata, and their appearance right before the final rondo emphasizes its recapitulatory 
effect. But in both examples, Czerny switches the place of the scherzo and adagio sections, which 
weakens the function of the slow movement as a secondary subject group in a large-scale sonata 
form. In this regard, his written description of a fantasia is more coherent that his actual example. 
His main idea is still to offer a sequential series of different types and genres connected by tran-
sitional (often virtuoso) passages. The examples he offers in the ensuing chapters show how great 
were the possibilities for providing variety. Nevertheless, his goal is still a fantasia that builds up 
an “orderly totality, one in which unity and a distinct character can prevail” (Czerny 1983: 52). 
Czerny’s pieces represent a prototype that later became the double-function form in large-scale 
compositions (with Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasy a case from Czerny’s own time).

To sum up, improvisation was historically understood as a craft that could be learnt, albeit an 
extremely demanding one, and that enabled a performer to compose in the moment. Its ultimate 
ambition can be seen as achieving an equilibrium between moments of bliss and unexpected-
ness and the subjectivity of the performer, on the one hand, and coherence, comprehensibility 



Freedom and Form in Piano Improvisation

353

and creating a meaningful unity, on the other. Of course, these two principles sometimes come 
into conflict with each other – emphasizing the first weakens the latter, and vice versa. But in 
general, Classical improvisation was guided by the musical aesthetics of its time, and aimed to 
achieve balance and resolution. To meet these high standards as a performer, however, required a 
time-consuming process of practice that was no longer viable in the virtuoso culture of the 19th 
and 20th centuries.3

Notes
 1 Sammlung Bodmer, HCB Mh 75, Bl. 3r (digitalized and online at: https://www.beethoven.de/de/me-

dia/view/6362106559463424/scan/4?fromArchive=5736895317278720 (accessed November 11, 2020).
 2 Rosenblatt interprets his works of the 1830s as compositions written in double-function form, for in-

stance, his De profundis of 1834/35 (Rosenblatt 2002: 302)
 3 Many thanks to Chris Walton for proofreading this article.
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IMPROVISATION AND 

AUTHENTICITY IN EARLY 
20th CENTURY WESTERN MUSIC

Andrew Wilson

The observation of previous limitations leads to the possibility – as if on its own – of doing things 
differently. Or better – who could tell?

(Niklas Luhmann)

1 Introduction

There is growing evidence that some musicians affiliated with early 20th-century modern-
ism engaged in forms of improvisation as a mode of composition, as well as a means of perfor-
mance. For instance, Erwin Schulhoff (1894–1942), the Czech composer and virtuoso pianist of 
 German-Jewish descent, composed works such as his Zehn Klavierstücke of 1919 that explicitly 
rely on the performer’s interpretive freedom (possibly actualized at the moment of performance) 
for their realization. He was also a celebrated improviser. For his part, the American composer 
Otto Luening (1900–96) wrote a piece in 1923–24 that shares strong similarities with post-
1950 examples of open form. While he is mostly remembered for his experimentation (together 
with  Vladimir Ussachevsky) with tape composition and extempore playing in the early 1950s, 
 Luening’s skills in improvisation can be traced back to the early 1920s. Schulhoff’s two musical 
examples discussed in this chapter are Sami Dva (Only Two), a 1933 recording of the Czech musi-
cian’s jazz-oriented piano duos, and Optimistische Komposition, a transcription of a solo polymodal 
extemporization on two themes performed in Ostrava in 1936. Luening’s example is Part IX, the 
last part of his Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano of 1923–24. All three case studies are perceived as 
improvisational documents, defined in similar terms as Michael R. Sitton’s understanding of the 
concept (Sitton 1987). Moreover, they are examples of some of the forms of improvisation that can 
be observed in the first half of the 20th century.

According to Sitton, a document can be designated as improvisational when other contem-
poraneous sources validate its perception as a form of improvisation. In accordance with this, I 
acknowledge sources that might justify the improvisational status of a document because they link 
the performer, or performing composer, to a praxis that draws on a knowledge base derived from 
an established improvisatory tradition. In my case, however, musical sources include not only 
manuscripts and scores but also audio recordings (e.g., Schulhoff’s performance of Sami Dva). I 
further differ from Sitton’s definition in that I also rely on distinctions made by the science of art 
music in the second half of the 20th century to differentiate musical works of art (in an emphatic 
sense) from other realizations that do not fulfill the demands of the work concept. Within this 
construct, such realizations are, by default, perceived as forms of improvisation. They comprise 
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not only practices affiliated with an identifiable improvisatory tradition but also forms of rapid 
composition, open forms, and music generated by chance. They equally cover musical produc-
tions (or productions that include music) that are meant to be experienced as a single and exclusive 
event rather than as a realization of a predefined work (Wilson, forthcoming).

Observing and analyzing improvisational documents in Western music of the 1900–50 period 
that are neither categorized as examples of authentic African American jazz or of the French organ 
school remains a challenge due to the relative scarcity of hard evidence.1 This difficulty is further 
amplified by the ongoing claim in scholarship that the practice of improvisation as an aesthetically 
(or artistically) relevant form of music-making had died out circa 1840 (Wangermée 1950; Moore 
1992; Gooley 2016). According to this discourse, musicians from the first decades of the 20th 
century could no longer draw on an improvisatory tradition, one that in earlier times had been 
cultivated and passed on from one generation of musicians to another. Yet extempore playing in 
(Western) art music contexts re-appeared in the second half of the 20th century. It is a phenom-
enon that is mostly viewed as being a by-product of the post-1950 experimentation in (allegedly) 
new modes of music-making such as indeterminacy, aleatory techniques, or open form, with 
which improvisation is sometimes (controversially) associated.2 In its various forms, improvisation 
has since become an expected component of most music schools’ curriculum.

The conceptual framework favored in this text is derived from Ernst von Glasersfeld’s under-
standing of a radical constructivist view of science and notions drawn from Niklas Luhmann’s 
systems theory (Glasersfeld 1995, 2001; Luhmann 2000). It does not seek to define improvisation 
in ontological terms. Nor does it question the legitimacy of regarding improvisation as a unified 
concept. It does, however, perceive the historiography of improvisation and the description of 
improvisation’s forms as academic constructs that remain in a relatively stable experimental state 
as long as they are viewed as viable (rather than either true or false). In what follows, I will first 
outline the conceptual framework that characterizes my work and that facilitates a rational obser-
vation of past forms of improvisation from a present-day viewpoint. I will then analyze the three 
case studies. Finally, I will briefly discuss some of the challenges that emerge when confronted 
with the seeming paradox of observing forms of music-making that should not exist according 
to our current history of improvisation, the demise of improvisation in art music contexts being 
generally situated in the middle of the 19th century.

2 Conceptual Framework and Terminology

My work is based on a constructivist model of improvisation and its history. In this model, past, 
present, and future observations of improvisation in scholarship are understood as knowledge 
derived from valid academic methods and forms of philosophical reasoning.3 These observations 
constitute a diversity of legitimate points of view that can contribute to the r e-actualization 
of our current perception of modes of improvisation. While radical constructivism does deny 
“that we can rationally know a reality beyond our experience” (Glasersfeld 2001: 10 f.), it 
 allows us the possibility of examining how the said phenomenon (i.e., what scholars isolate in 
their observations) has been and can be observed. This approach facilitates the analysis of how 
modes of perception (of a phenomenon such as improvisation) might have evolved. It also helps 
identify whether certain recurrent characteristics can be isolated. This is achieved by way of 
second-order observation (Luhmann 2000: 54–101; 2008: 213 f.) which not only focuses on 
what is observed but also on how (and why) the object of inquiry is perceived and distinguished 
by the observer. Whereas scientific theories are seen (in radical constructivism) as viable mod-
els that help order and manage the domain of experience, these models are constantly revised 
and replaced by novel conceptual constructs. In turn, this process re-actualizes the validity and 
accuracy of scientific observation.
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The use of the term medium, and its conceptual sibling form in this chapter, is derived from 
Luhmann’s specific terminology (Luhmann 2000: 102–32). Accordingly, “a medium consists of 
elements in ‘loose coupling’ that can take on forms in ‘strict coupling’” (Moeller 2006: 221 f.). 
It is a distinction that is only observable as a form. For instance, a word, a sentence, or a spoken 
utterance are actualizations (forms) of the medium language. Strictly speaking, a medium in 
 Luhmann’s systems theory is a construct that presupposes “a specific system reference” such as the 
“art system” (Luhmann 2000: 103).

In the present model, the medium of improvisation (i.e., the medium improvisation) presup-
poses a difference between two system states: that which is improvisation and that which is not 
improvisation, the latter being understood as the musical work of art concept (i.e., das musikalische 
Kunstwerk) in the tradition of Carl Dahlhaus (1996) or Lydia Goehr (1992). Since around 1950, the 
brand of musicology defined here as “the science of art music” or Musikwissenschaft als Kunstwissen-
schaft ( Janz 2013: 56–81) has perceived post-1800 compositions (in Western art music) as the result 
of a time-consuming process and the outcome of deliberate elaboration. From this perspective, a 
Tonkunstwerk is fixed in writing and attributed to a single author. While a composition must be 
“an in-itself closed, individual musical form,” its score must also be in-itself complete so that its 
interpretation (by one or more musicians) can reproduce audible realizations of its form (Dahlhaus 
1979: 10 f.). In addition, what has been elaborated and notated is the essential part of the aesthetic 
object that takes form in the consciousness of the listener.

The science of art music’s focus on the work concept between the 1950s and the so-called 
cultural turns of the 1970s also explains its inability to observe forms of improvisation around 
and after 1900. Such realizations have remained beyond its field of vision as they are unre-
lated to its academic concerns (Wilson, forthcoming). At best, they have been perceived as 
irrelevant exceptions or remnants of archaic music practices incompatible with the object 
quality that art music compositions are said to have finally gained in the 19th century. On the 
other hand, this historically derived understanding of the musical work as an embodiment of 
the concept of aesthetic autonomy as a Classical-Romantic category has contributed to the 
renewal of the medium of improvisation by facilitating the emergence of a variety of differen-
tiable forms.4 A sufficient conceptual shortcut is to perceive the medium of improvisation as a 
virtual cloud of loosely coupled elements that constitute an unobservable mass of potentiali-
ties (i.e., virtualities). When actualized in strict coupling, a form communicates its difference 
that might be observed as a realization of one of the variants of improvisation whose own 
defining attributes do not comply with one or more of the musical work’s features. These fea-
tures are directly related to the Tonkunstwerk’s marked differentiation between composition, 
interpretation, and music reception (Wilson, forthcoming).

3 Forms of Improvisation

The difficulty of perceiving improvisation as a unified concept or practice is a recurrent topic 
in new improvisation studies. Bruno Nettl, for instance, has argued that (in music) the phe-
nomena labeled improvisation form a constellation of types of creativity. It might have been 
preferable (he adds) if the term had never been invented (Nettl 2009: ix). Despite the lexical 
and conceptual thicket that invariably characterizes the observation of improvisatory prac-
tices as an emic phenomenon in Western culture (Blum 1998; Gushee 2009), four variants (or 
forms) of improvisation can be observed in art music contexts of the first decades of the 20th 
century. They are:

• Improvisation as a means of live performance in which the music generated is perceived as the 
result of the performer’s (performers’) capacity to improvise (variant I).

Improvisation and Authenticity



Andrew Wilson

358

• Improvisation as a means of composition in which the work is perceived as a transcription of 
musical ideas either generated at the moment of performance (e.g., at the piano, mentally) or 
by chance (variant II).

• Compositions that explicitly frame and project themselves as a means of generating in perfor-
mance ever-changing forms (variant III).

• Works that rely on artistic means and performative elements in order to create the illusion of 
a form of improvisation (variant IV).

While these variants are based on distinctions made in scholarship when observing past and 
present forms of improvisation (Feisst 1997; Fischer-Lichte 2014; Landgraf 2014), they are 
neither mutually exclusive nor do they necessarily embrace all potential realizations of (the 
medium) improvisation. If one wished to pair these four variants with forms of music-making 
since 1950, free improvisation as a mode of live performance (for example) would be associ-
ated with variant I. E xamples of variant II would be modes of spontaneous and/or intuitive 
composition like C hristian Wolff ’s Exercises 1–14 (1973–1974) (Feisst 1997: 68). Variant III 
could be observed in Earle Brown’s Twenty-five Pages (1953) (Feisst 1997: 99–102). A possible 
post-1950 example of variant IV would be Maurizio Kagel’s organ piece Improvisation ajoutée 
( Jacob 2009: 12). However, variant IV is probably best epitomized by Max Reinhardt’s the-
atrical productions of the early 20th century. According to Erica Fischer-Lichte, the artistic 
motivations of these productions were to generate unique and unrepeatable theatrical events 
whose “event-ness” (Fischer-Lichte 2014: location 1070–89 [Kindle edition]) was the result of 
the dynamic interaction between actors and audience (Wilson, forthcoming; Fischer-Lichte 
1999, 2014).

Erwin Schulhoff’s performance of Sami Dva (probably recorded in 1933), the transcription of one 
of his solo piano extemporization of 1936 entitled Optimistische Komposition, and the last part of Otto 
Luening’s Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano of 1923–24 (i.e. Part IX) will be presented in detail in the 
next three sections as exemplifications of the variants of improvisation mentioned above. Although I 
observe Schulhoff’s examples primarily as realizations of variant I and Luening’s Part IX as an instance 
of variant III, my analyses of the musical case studies also show that the four variants of improvisation 
are neither mutually exclusive nor necessarily representative of all potential forms of the medium 
improvisation. Furthermore, as improvisational documents, Sami Dva, Optimistische  Komposition, and 
Part IX can be distinguished from other known early 20th-century examples of extemporization. In 
contrast to such forms as Adelina Patti’s vocal extemporizations in her 1906 recordings of  Bellini’s arias 
(Crutchfield 1983), or the improvisatory processes of the so-called historical avant-garde and their use 
of bruitism, automatism, and randomness (Goergen 1994; Toop 2016), Schulhoff’s and  Luening’s exam-
ples emerged within the same musical contexts as those conventionally attributed to the historically 
and culturally constructed concept of the musical work of art as defined by the science of art music 
(Wilson, forthcoming). Moreover, the musical materials used by Schulhoff and by Luening (especially 
in Optimistische Komposition and in Part IX) are related to those employed in composed (i.e., the result of 
time-consuming elaboration) works of art music of the period.

Improvisation can always be staged, cited, or faked (Landgraf 2014: 93). In the case of Opti-
mistische Komposition, for instance, Schulhoff might have only pretended to improvise. Similarly, 
when playing Part IX, the violinist, the flutist, and the singer might decide to hide from the 
audience the fact that their rendition of Luening’s work is not the result of decisions taken in 
the moment of performance but an interpretation of a form they have rehearsed and memorized. 
From this angle, both cases could be analyzed as examples of variant IV in the above-mentioned 
classification of forms of improvisation (i.e., works that rely on artistic means and performative 
elements in order to create the illusion of a form of improvisation). Nevertheless, the claim 
that Schulhoff’s examples (i.e., Sami Dva and Optimistische Komposition) and Luening’s Part IX 
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can be analyzed as improvisational documents – in the sense of variants I – is based on various 
sources. In Schulhoff’s case, these sources include testimonies of contemporaries who either 
witnessed (or took part in) his improvised performances, a 1933 interview in which Schulhoff 
explains his approach to improvisation in Sami Dva, the recording of Sami Dva itself, and his 
transcription of his performance of Optimistische Komposition. For Luening, the main sources are 
the manuscript and the published variant of his Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano. Part IX is also 
briefly discussed in his autobiography (Luening 1980). While more conjectural, a number of 
additional arguments contribute to the viability of this construct. Firstly, both Schulhoff and 
Luening were taught by virtuoso composer-performers – Max Reger and Feruccio Busoni, 
respectively – known for their proficiency in improvisation (Anderson 2004; Knyt 2010; 2017: 
28). In addition, various testimonies suggest that improvisation was far more common in the 
first decades of the 20th century than previously thought. For instance, Claude Debussy, Déodat 
de Séverac, Isaac Albéniz, Ricardo Viñes, Gino Tagliapietra, Frederick Delius, Percy Grainger, 
Wilhelm Kempff, Emil (von) Sauer, a student of Franz Liszt, and Karla Schramm are but a 
sample of the various musicians known for their skills in extempore playing (Wilson, forth-
coming). Secondly, and as in earlier times (Bellotti 2017), improvisation – whether as a means 
of performance, composition or pre-composition – remained perceived as a complementary and 
integrated aspect of music-making in treatises on extemporization published after 1900, such as 
A. Madeley Richardson’s Extempore Playing: Forty Lessons in the Art of Keyboard Composing (1922), 
Gerhard F. Wehle’s Die Kunst der Improvisation (1925–26), or Marcel Dupré’s Traité d’improvisa-
tion à l’orgue (1925). Extempore playing also continued to be an acknowledged practice among  
German-speaking musicologists such as Hugo Riemann and Arthur Wolfgang Cohn, or com-
posers like Hans Pfitzner. Thirdly, a number of composers including Schulhoff and Luening, 
as well as Leo Ornstein, Dane Rudhyar, or Henry Cowell, appear to have experimented with 
forms of rapid composition (Wilson, forthcoming). Bringing to mind contemporaneous experi-
ments in automatic writing, Leo Ornstein even described his compositional process of the 1910s 
as a form of creativity unrelated to conscious control (Oja 2000: 15 f.; Wilson, forthcoming). 
Finally, one should keep in mind that Schulhoff, as well as Luening, were eclectic musicians 
interested in experimentation. Both had either witnessed or taken part in Dada actions and 
played improvised, jazz-like popular music (Wilson 2019 and forthcoming). Furthermore, their 
oeuvres can be attached to two important cultural phenomena of the post-World War I period 
– left-wing politics and Neue Sachlichkeit for Schulhoff; and, in Luening’s case, theosophy com-
bined with a deep commitment to the development of American musical modernism.

4 Analysis of Schulhoff’s Examples

Schulhoff’s piano performance of Sami Dva (Only Two) was recorded in 1933 together with 
 Oldrich Letfus, one of his piano duo partners of the 1930s. Optimistische Komposition is the 
result of a solo extemporization performed in Ostrava in 1936, which he transcribed on paper 
a few days after the event (Gregor 1964: 100 f.; Wilson 2019). As previously mentioned, both 
examples are observed here as realizations of variant I (i.e., improvisation as a means of live 
performance in which the music generated is perceived as the result of the performer’s (per-
formers’) capacity to improvise) even though they could arguably not only be perceived as 
instances of variant IV but also of variant II (i.e., improvisation as a means of composition in 
which the work is perceived as a transcription of musical ideas either generated at the moment 
of performance (e.g., at the piano, mentally) or by chance). This is most prominent in the case 
of Optimistische Komposition as its notated form has been performed and recorded by classical 
interpreters.5 Contrary to other contemporary musical examples, whose designation as im-
provisational documents embodying a form of live improvised event might be questioned, for 
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instance, due to a lack of explicit testimonies referring to the musician’s prowess as an impro-
viser, the circumstantial evidence in Schulhoff’s case is relatively compelling. This evidence 
includes reports mentioning his skills in improvisation written by musicians with whom he 
had performed (i.e., Oldrich Letfus, Jan Kalab). Other accounts refer to his capacity for play-
ing from memory, sight-reading, and technical aptitude as a modern piano virtuoso (Wilson 
2019), skills that are essentially similar to those attributed to musicians associated with earlier 
forms of keyboard extemporization (Sitton 1987: 25; Guido 2017: 2 f.).

Schulhoff’s approach to music composition and performance embraced the period’s latest ten-
dencies, such as the use of extended tonality, jazz-influenced idioms, or, when interpreting works, 
a  sachliche anti-romantic pianism (Wilson 2019). However, it remained based, at least in part, 
on pedagogical principles that favored a unity between theory and practice, as well as between 
composition, improvisation, and performance. According to Bellotti, these principles are typical 
of forms of “composition at the keyboard” that pre-date the alleged mid-19th century demise of 
improvisation (Bellotti 2017: 115). Schulhoff’s capacity to improvise probably stemmed from his 
musical background and the type of teaching he received from known improvisers such as Max 
Reger and Franz Bölsche  (Wilson, forthcoming). In Bölsche’s case, it appears to have included 
systematic drilling, transposition, and memorization of harmonic sequences and modulatory pas-
sages. His teaching also combined figured bass realizations and harmonizations of choral tunes at 
the keyboard, exercises which are outlined in his Übungen und Aufgaben zum Studium der Harmo-
nielehre (Bölsche 1918, first published in 1911).

4.1 Sami Dva

The most compelling evidence that justifies the perception of Sami Dva as an improvisational 
document is the recording itself and an interview published in 1933 in which the recording is 
advertised (see Uggè 1933: 9). In the interview, Schulhoff describes his extemporized piano duos 
as “an instinctive musical dialogue between himself and Letfus similar to the improvised per-
formances of pure jazz bands.”6 These performances were also regularly broadcast live on Radio 
Prague (Wilson 2019). Nevertheless, due to the absence of the original score, which was com-
posed by Schulhoff’s partner Letfus, and the quality of the monophonic recording, it is difficult to 
assess exactly what might have been notated or memorized and what was generated at the moment 
of performance. The question remains open whether Sami Dva’s overall structure was modified 
from one performance to another, the piece being part of the duo’s repertoire of improvised Geb-
rauchsmusik (functional music).7 According to Schulhoff, and possibly in order to achieve the type 
of extemporized dialogue mentioned in the interview, each pianist was given an identical copy of 
the score. These copies were not arrangements for four hands but rather were notated as conven-
tional two-hand piano pieces.8

Although Sami Dva is interspersed with interesting modulations and melodic/harmonic par-
ticularities (e.g., the use of the whole tone scale on F in m. 3 or the octatonic scale in the vamp’s 
melodic line), it is strongly periodic and based on diatonic chord progressions. Rather than a 32 
bar AABA song form, a common structure in American popular music by 1930, Sami Dva’s over-
all architecture (as audible on the recording) is characterized by a systematic use of contrasting 
sections that not only separates the piece’s main melodies but also bring on variety.9 Interestingly, 
the peculiarity of this structure becomes more transparent when one applies the nomenclature 
used by Alfred Baresel to describe jazz forms in his 1929 treatise Das neue Jazz Buch (Figure 25.1). 
Despite a lack of direct evidence, it is more than probable that Schulhoff knew the 1929 edition 
of Baresel’s treatise. While Das neue Jazz Buch of 1929 includes excerpts taken from Schulhoff’s 
Kunst-Jazz compositions, the Czech musician dedicated his 1926 Toccata sur le Shimmy “Kitten on 
the keys” to Alfred Baresel.
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Sami Dva can be analyzed as a “so-called big two-part Lied form” (sogenannte große zweiteil-
ige Liedform), which is, Baresel notes, the most suitable model for jazz forms (Baresel 1929: 
76).10 The reason given is that it favors multiple repetitions of one and the same part, and 
thereby allows the musician to display his art of variation, the latter being depicted as “what 
is expected does not occur” (weil auf diese Art seine Variierungskünste (“was man erwartet, kommt 
nicht”) am besten gezeigt werden können) (Baresel 1929: 76). Moreover, variation in a Lied form 
(as described in Das neue Jazz Buch) can be generated through the use of “breaks,” “optional 
endings,” and “vamps,” which are qualified as “the easiest improvisation exercises” ([die] ein-
fachsten Improvisationsaufgaben) (Baresel 1929: 93), and whose features match the various transi-
tion passages in Sami Dva’s form. For instance, rather than some kind of second introduction, 
measures 5–8, (a variant of which occurs in ms. 85–8), can be analyzed as a realization of a 
“vamp” (Figures 25.1 and 25.2). According to Baresel, a “vamp’ is a “free insertion” (ein freies 
Einschiebsel) of two measures – “the first on the tonic, the second on the dominant” (Tonika 
und Dominante) – which can be repeated and which first occurs after the introduction (Baresel 
1929: 95).11 More generally, the role of a “vamp,” Baresel writes, is to prepare “the restate-
ment [or resumption] of a melodic part” (die Wiederaufnahme eines Melodieteiles) (Baresel 1929: 
95), a description that corresponds to the second occurrence of the vamp in ms. 85–8. To 
end their performance (ms. 165–6), Schulhoff and Letfus seem to have opted for an “optional 
ending’ or “Tonika-Break,” which Baresel qualifies as “a free ornamental ending, played in-
stead of a calm, original ending” ( freie, auszierende Schlüsse, die an Stelle ruhiger Originalschlüsse 
treten) (Baresel 1929: 95). In a similar fashion, the various transitions between “choruses” (in 
the sense of a theme which is repeated) are arguably best perceived as “breaks,” defined in 
Baresel’s treatise as “free virtuosic inserts, which replace dispensable original measures as 
ornamentation of a piece” ( freie virtuose Einlagen, die zur Ausschmückung eines Stückes an Stelle 
entbehrlicher Originaltakte gesetzt werden) (Baresel 1929: 93). Accordingly, their function is to 
interrupt “the piece’s ongoing melodic and rhythmic flow […] to either generate an unex-
pected transition prior to the repetition of the original melody or to produce an unexpected 
insertion” (das Abbrechen des bisherigen melodischen und rhythmischen Verlaufes eines Stückes […] so 
daß ein unerwarteter Übergang vor Wiederaufnahme der originalen Melodie, oder überhaupt ein über-
raschendes Einschiebsel geschaffen wird) (Baresel 1929: 93). Such an example can be observed in 
ms. 77–84 where the second theme is only played once, the customary b + b’ structure being 
cut short (after eight measures) by the re-occurrence of the vamp. As Baresel points out, these 
interruptions of a melody are fully legitimate as long as they comply with the music’s periodic 
structure (Baresel 1929: 93).

Mapping the modes of formal variation mentioned in Baresel’s treatise on Sami Dva’s overall 
structure undeniably gives us a different perspective from which to observe the duo’s jazz-oriented 
improvised performances, which can also be perceived as a form of improvisational novelty piano 
playing (Wilson, forthcoming). Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, the extent to which these 
variations emerged at the moment of performance or whether they were notated, pre-planned, 
or memorized is open to discussion. Also debatable is whether the variations of the melodic 
 material – which, for instance, in the initial restatement of part A is doubled a sixth above the 
original melody (Figure 25.3) in the antecedent phrase – were the result of decisions made on the 
spot or were pre-arranged. The duo’s models of improvisation seem to have also included agogic 
as well as melodic and rhythmic variations, variations that stay close to the notated material but 
possibly make use of non-chord tones. Equally perceptible are passages where one of the musicians 
adopts a comping role, playing countermelodies,13 short riffs, etc., while the other remains focused 
on the melodic material. Particularly noticeable are the rhythmic fills in the second passage of 
part A (m. 89 ff.), one pianist performing repeated rhythmic figures (or riffs), the other playing 
the melody (Figure 25.4).  
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Intro (4 ms.)
Ms. 1–4

Vamp 
(“Intro 2”)

(2x2 ms.)
Ms. 5–8

A “erste Melodie” 
(with repeat)
a + a’
(2 x 8 ms.)
Ms. 9–24

Break 1 
(8 ms.)
Ms. 25–32

“erste Melodie” 
(with repeat)
a + a’
Ms. 33–48

Break 2 
(4 ms.)
Ms. 49–52

B “zweite 
Melodie” (with 
repeat)
b + b’
(2 x 8 ms.)
Ms. 53–68

Break 3 
(8 ms.)
Ms. 69–76

“zweite Melodie” 
(no repeat)
b
(1 x 8 ms.)
Ms. 77–84

Vamp 
(2 x 2 ms.)
Ms. 85–8

A “erste Melodie” 
(with repeat)
a + a’
(2 x 8 ms.)
Ms. 89–104

Break 1
(8 ms.)
Ms. 105–12

“erste Melodie” 
(with repeat)
a + a’
Ms. 113–28

Break 2 
(4 ms.)
Ms. 129–32

B “zweite 
Melodie” (with 
repeat)
b + b’
(2 x 8 ms.)
Ms. 133–48

Break 3 
(8 ms.)
Ms. 149–56

“zweite Melodie” 
(no repeat)
b 
(8 ms.)
Ms. 157–64

Coda Optional 
ending 
(2 ms.)
Ms. 165–6

Figure 25.1 Erwin Schulhoff, Sami Dva, 1933. Overall structure - analyzed using notions mentioned in 
Alfred Baresel’s Das neue Jazz Buch of 1929.
 

Figure 25.2 Erwin Schulhoff, Sami Dva, Measures 1–8 (introduction + vamp), as transcribed from the 1933 
recording (transcription Andrew Wilson).12
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4.2 Optimistische Komposition

Schulhoff’s jazz orientated duo extemporizations, as realized in the recording of Sami Dva, are 
distinguished by a desire to generate a dialogue between the two performers and remain strongly 
periodic and harmonically driven by tonic-dominant progression. Optimistische Komposition, on 
the other hand, is the result of a solo improvisation built on two distinctive themes. It is represen-
tative of Schulhoff’s aesthetic turn towards socialist realism in the 1930s. It is also believed to be 
the result of a live extempore performance that took place in 1936 at a workers’ gathering in an 
Inn in Ostrava and which Schulhoff scored a few days after the performance. While this possibly 
suggests that the musical material was partially memorized, it also blurs further the distinction 
between composition and improvisation. The transcription of Optimistische Komposition was later 
regrouped under the title Studie together with Der Marsch der Tschechischen Arbeiter, another in-
stance of Schulhoff’s improvisations (Wilson 2019).

Figure 25.3 Erwin Schulhoff, Sami Dva, Measures 9–24 (transcr. Wilson).
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The capacity for generating music on the spot is often perceived as a process that relies on a 
knowledge base from which improvisers are said to draw. This knowledge base might include 
models, formulas, strategies, gestures, or points of departures that have been fully memorized and 
internalized and which the improviser can re-combine, transpose, vary, or oppose at the moment 
of performance (Nettl 1998: 13; Berkowitz 2010: 73 ff.). In terms of models and points of depar-
ture, Optimistische Komposition is probably best observed as a type of “free fantasia” (phantasieren) 
described in the early 20th-century editions of Hugo Riemann’s Musik Lexikon as a mode of 
extempore playing that gives “free rein to the fancy.”15 According to the Musik Lexikon this form 
of extemporization “yields moods of various colors, producing a kaleidoscopic effect” (Riemann 
1908: 368 f.). However, rather than “a fantasia on a melody” (i.e., one of the modes of phantasie-
ren mentioned in the Musik Lexikon), it can be analyzed as a fantasia on two themes divided into 
three sections or episodes (A-B-A’) (Figure 25.5), the last section (section A’, ms. 59 ff.) being an 
inverted reprise of measures 1–16 (to which a coda of two measures is attached). The improvised 
form appears to have been engendered by variations, transpositions, inversions, and contrapuntal 
combinations of the two themes’ motifs and gestures.

Theme one can be defined as a four-measure sequence (a) that is played twice (i.e. a + a’), 
 generating a formal structure of eight measures. The sequence itself includes the initial motif 
(m. 1) which is first restated (m. 2) and then varied (ms. 3–4) (Figure 25.6). Theme two is consti-
tuted of two phrases of four measures (Figure 25.7). The harmonic and melodic material in theme 
one is mostly derived from a B Dorian scale. The second theme draws on two different modes – D 
Dorian for the antecedent phrase, and F Mixolydian for the consequent – while simultaneously 
remaining on a C sharp pedal throughout the eight measures.17  

An example of variation can be observed in ms. 17–20 where the musical gesture initially 
played in the bass in ms. 1–4 is transposed three octaves up and played above the motif in the 
treble, while the C# pedal in the bass continues to be held (Figure 25.8). 

Figure 25.4 Erwin Schulhoff, Sami Dva, Measures 89–95 (transcr. Wilson).14
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The B section (ms. 31–58), which can be understood as a type of development, follows a tran-
sition initiated in measure 23. In measures 23–5, the same motif as in measure 3 is sequentially 
altered and transposed (first a major third down from F#

4
 to D

4
 in m. 24 and then a further fifth 

down in m. 25). In measure 26, the piece’s initial motif in the treble (m. 1) is doubly reiterated in 
its original rhythmic configuration (i.e., dotted eighth note/sixteenth note/dotted eighth note/
sixteenth note), first starting on F#

3
 then on C

3
. In the middle section, Schulhoff also contra-

puntally merges elements from both themes, progressing to a climactic dense polymodal texture 

Section A
Ms. 1–16 

Theme 1
Sequence of 
four 
measures 
played twice
Ms. 1–8

Theme 2
Period (4+4)
Ms. 9–16

Transition 1 Transition to 
section B
Ms. 17–30

Section B
Ms. 31–58

“build up in 
complexity”
Ms. 31–43

“climax” 
Ms. 43–50

Transition 2 “decrease in 
complexity”
Ms. 51–8

Section A'
Ms. 59–74

Theme 2
Ms. 59–66

Theme 1
Ms. 67–74

Coda
Ms. 75–6

Figure 25.5 Erwin Schulhoff, Optimistische Komposition, 1936. Overall structure.

Figure 25.6 Erwin Schulhoff, Optimistische Komposition, Theme 1, Measures 1–8 (transcr. Wilson).16
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(Figure 25.9), which is reached in measures 43–50 (not shown), before returning, in measure 51, 
to a variant of the middle section’s initial eight measures (ms. 31–8). This passage rapidly loosens 
the relatively opaque polyphony of the previous measures and serves as a transition to the reprise, 
starting at measure 59 (A’).

Figure 25.7 Erwin Schulhoff, Optimistische Komposition, Theme 2, Measures 9–16.

Figure 25.8 Erwin Schulhoff, Optimistische Komposition, Measures 17–20 (starting on m. 16).18
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5 Analysis of Part IX of Luening’s Trio for Flute, Violin,  
and Soprano (1923–24)

Examples of early 20th-century art music that rely on chance and/or improvisation for their 
musical form – as found in the last part of Otto Luening’s 1924 Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano – 
invariably conflict with our current historization of art music. When observed, they are generally 
perceived as historical curiosities with little or no impact on the evolution of music. Nevertheless, 
Part IX of Luening’s Trio is yet another example of a realization irritating the commonly held dis-
course (in historical musicology) that improvisation in Western art music contexts had ceased to 
exist by the second half of the 19th century. It also destabilizes two other conventionally accepted 
ideas. First, it weakens the claim that the concepts of aleatory music or open form first emerged in 
art music around 1950. Secondly, it undermines the commonplace view as expressed by Griffiths 
(2017) that such forms were neither influenced by improvised musics, such as jazz and folk tradi-
tions, nor by earlier musical dice games and musical riddles.

In terms of density, works composed between 1900 and 1950 that rely on chance or open form 
might not be comparable to the myriad of examples realized after 1950 by such composers as John 
Cage, Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Morton Feldman, or Earle Brown.19 Nevertheless, 
they should not be limited to the often mentioned works by Charles Ives, Percy Grainger, and 
Henry Cowell. Next to Ives’ Central Park in the Dark (1906) or The Unanswered Question (1908), 
Percy Grainger’s Random Round (1912–14), or Cowell’s Mosaic Quartet of 1935, other examples 
include (together with Luening’s Part IX) Darius Milhaud’s Cocktail aux Clarinettes (1920) and Carl 
Nielsen’s Symphony No. 5 (composed between 1920 and 1922). Moreover, and although generated 
in a radically different artistic context, further cases can be found in the work of members of the 
(so-called) historical avant-garde (Bürger 1984) such as Marcel Duchamp’s Erratum Musical of 1913 
or Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes’ Le Pas de la chicorée frisée (1920) (Wilson, forthcoming).

Figure 25.9 Erwin Schulhoff, Optimistische Komposition, moving towards the climax, Measures 37–42.
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While Luening’s Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano was first published by Highgate Press in 1960, 
the different parts were composed in 1923 and 1924. Evidence suggests that Part IX was first con-
ceived as the last movement of a work initially entitled “Essay in Sound” and finished on October 
24, 1923. The work was composed while Luening was living in Chicago where he had moved in 
1920 after eight years in Europe (Hartsock 1991: 4). At the compositional level, Part IX, appears to 
be strongly influenced by the theories of Bernhard Ziehn, a music theorist of German origin and 
whose student, the reputed organist Wilhelm Middelschulte (1863–1943), was Luening’s teacher 
in Chicago (Wilson, forthcoming).

Contrary to the other movements of the Trio, which are fully written out, the notated form of 
Part IX consists solely of half notes, sixteen for each voice (i.e., flute, violin, and soprano/voice), 
with no bar lines, rests, rhythmic variations, or expression markings (Figure 25.10). While the 
three sequences of sixteen notes all have a different melodic contour, the partition also includes 
seven instructions for performance (Figure 25.11). Performers are free to start when they want 
and can repeat their line as many times as desired. They should make their own rhythmical divi-
sions and are free to add accidentals to the notes of their respective sequence. In terms of overall 
balance, Luening suggests that one voice should dominate while the other two furnish the back-
ground. Nevertheless, as a means of contrast, it is also permitted for all the voices to be of equal 
strength for a short time. To conclude, Luening summarizes his perception of the work as follows: 
“The essay (a possible reference to the composition’s initial title) signifies constant change, this 
change to be produced through the animation of the composer’s notes by the imagination of the 
performers” (Luening 1960: 2). 

In its written form, Part IX can be observed as an example of a composition that explicitly 
frames and projects itself as a means of generating in performance ever-changing forms (i.e., vari-
ant III). While the score’s particularities (i.e., no bar lines, rests, rhythmic variations, or expression 
markings) and the composer’s instructions might first be aimed at the performers, they can also be 

Figure 25.10 Otto Luening, Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano (1923–24), Part IX, transcr. Wilson.20
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interpreted as the means by which Luening communicates to the audience Part IX’s distinctiveness 
as a work whose realizations are never identical. Theoretically, and when perceived as some kind 
of algorithm, Part IX is capable of generating an infinite (or quasi-infinite) number of forms. In 
practice, however, the number of variants is strongly constrained by the performers’ improvisatory 
skills and imagination. From this perspective, such realizations could be observed as examples of 
improvisation as a means of live performance (i.e., variant I). Yet the entire process might even 
just be an illusion, the musicians invariably realizing the same form at each performance thereby 
turning Part IX into an example of variant IV.

Luening was not only a composer but also a flutist and a keen improviser, who claims to have 
improvised in some kind of jazz-influenced idiom in the early 1920s.21 He was also attracted to ludic 
or game-like compositions, which, for instance, explore canon structures – a fascination he possibly 
inherited from Bernhard Ziehn. Ziehn had possibly himself been influenced by Karl(Carl) F. Weitz-
mann, a German musician and music theorist who wrote canon puzzles/riddles such as his Musikalische 
Rätsel (Weitzmann ca. 1860). These Musikalische Rätsel include specific instructions for performance, a 
technique Ziehn is said to have used when teaching and which in Luening’s case is not only found in 
Part IX but also in other works (e.g., Sonority Canon for 3 up to 37 Flutes of 1958). Whereas the extensive 
freedom of choice left to the performers in Part IX remains a rather unique case in Luening’s oeuvre, 
he appears to have sometimes relied on improvisation as a means of composition as in the organ parts of 
the music for a (self-proclaimed) experimental theatrical production of Maurice Maeterlink’s play Sister 
Beatrice, performed at the beginning of 1926 (Wilson, forthcoming).

Figure 25.11 Otto Luening, Trio for Flute, Violin, and Soprano (1923–24), Highgate Press, n.d., 1960, p. 2.
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6 Conclusion

Be it in the early 20th or the 21st century, the defining boundaries of the notion of improvisation 
seem to be just as open to negotiation, (re-)interpretation, or expansion as those delineating the 
concept of authenticity.22 One aspect of a musical work’s authenticity as defined by Adorno, Max 
Paddison writes, “concerns the way a work appears to be what it is because it can be no other way 
[…].” As Paddison points out, this idea is bound to the concepts of self-contained structural consis-
tency and of totality (Paddison 2008: 199). On the other hand, and from a first-order perspective, 
an artistic and creative process in statu nascendi might best describe an authentic improvisation. 
Ferand, for his part, related perfection of form, consistency, and fully planned structure to the 
works of J. S. Bach, Mozart, or Beethoven. Yet, he argued, the basic aesthetic secret of the works 
of these great masters lay in the fact that they gave an (authentic) impression of an improvisation, 
or in Ferand’s words – “the impression of the immediate, unwanted, non-reflective, organically 
grown, i.e. – improvisational” (Ferand 1938: 12).

First-order observation is an indication of something in opposition to everything that is not 
indicated. In this case, Luhmann suggests, “the distinction between distinction and indication is 
not thematized.” The focus is on the object being observed. It is indifferent to the how and why 
of an observation and only concerned by the what. The observer – understood here as an entity 
located within the phenomenon being observed – and his observing activity remain unobserved 
 (Luhmann 2000: 61). Second-order observation provides a window onto the observational mode 
and motivation of other scientists or scholars. Although it is simultaneously first-order observation, 
“[it] indicates that the observation occurs as observation, that it must use a distinction, and even 
what kind of distinction it must use” (Luhmann 2000: 63). It observes how and why a phenom-
enon has been distinguished and indicated. The observations made in this chapter – such as the 
four forms of improvisation mentioned above, the case studies, or the  conceptual-methodological 
framework of my construct – can be interpreted as an exercise in second-order observation. This 
construct does not seek to define the concept of improvisation and its practices in ontological 
terms. Nor does it focus on improvisation’s degrees of authenticity or inauthenticity. While im-
perfect, it allows us to distinguish four variants of improvisation that differentiate themselves from 
the work concept as realized in the science of art music after 1950. More importantly, it is a con-
ceptual framework capable of dealing with two seemingly incompatible discourses, respectively, 
the presence versus the absence of improvisation in art music contexts of the first half of the 20th 
century (Wilson, forthcoming).

Schulhoff and Luening are convincing examples of the type of performing composer, ca-
pable of improvising, who continued to thrive after 1900. Sami Dva, Optimistische Komposition, 
and Part IX are but some of the forms of improvisation that can be observed not only in the 
oeuvres of Schulhoff and Luening but also in those of other classically trained musicians of 
the period. Somewhat paradoxically in regards to the observations made in this chapter, the 
current historiography of improvisation not only claims that improvisation had become irrel-
evant by the mid-19th century in Western art music contexts but also perceives the forms that 
emerged in the so-called neue Musik of the 1950s and thereafter as unrelated to the medium’s 
earlier realizations. From a constructivist perspective, however, this seeming paradox does 
not imply that studies that do not comply with the line of thought favored in this chapter are 
wrong per se. As Glasersfeld writes, “constructivism is a theory of knowing, not of being.” 
It does not deny reality but only denies that we (scholars and scientists) can rationally know 
a reality beyond our experience (Glasersfeld 2001). Therefore, the above-mentioned paradox 
tends to confirm that all academic observations generate blind spots that are the result of the 
distinctions made by the observer. These blind spots can only be cognized by further obser-
vations that might highlight what had initially remained hidden, contributing thereby to the 
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constant re-actualization of past observations as well as to the emergence of previously unob-
served yet meaningful insights. From a non-constructivist perspective, one could paraphrase 
Margaret Bent’s views on the notion of revision in scholarship, which for the most part does 
not imply the reversal of an accepted view but the recognition of the subtler dimensions of 
the problem (Bent 2002: 315).

Notes
 1 Authentic American jazz, as defined by Robinson (1994a and 1994b), and the French organ school – 

represented by Olivier Messiaen and his teacher Marcel Dupré, whose Traité d’Improvisation à l’Orgue 
(Dupré 1925) was published in 1925 – are invariably perceived as the exception that confirms the rule 
that improvisation was no longer a relevant medium in art music after 1900 (Wilson, forthcoming).

 2 For a detailed analysis of improvisation as both a concept and a practice in post-1950 art music, and 
concerning the legitimacy of defining indeterminacy, chance operations, experimental music, aleatory 
techniques, open form, and intuitive music as concepts related to the idea of improvisation, see Feisst 
1997; 2016.

 3 Concerning the use of the term knowledge as understood in this chapter, see Glasersfeld 2002.
 4 About the idea of aesthetic autonomy as a Classical-Romantic category, see Dahlhaus 1987: 237.
 5 E.g., C. Weichert: Schulhoff: Piano Works Vol. 2 (Grand Piano: GP631), 2013.
 6 Unless otherwise mentioned, all translations are my own.
 7 Schulhoff and Letfus performed Sami Dva at least twice in 1936 (Wilson 2019).
 8 See Wilson 2019 for an example of a Schlager written by Schulhoff (under the pseudonym Hanus Petr) 

that also served as platforms for their improvised performances.
 9 A variant of Sami Dva’s overall structure, which is not mapped on Baresel’s taxonomy, is outlined in 

Wilson 2019.
 10 In Sami Dva the A part in E flat major, the B part in B flat major.
 11 The only difference between Baresel’s description of a vamp and its actualization in Sami Dva is the 

change in key, the vamp being in E flat minor and part A in E flat major.
 12 The transcription of Sami Dva was made possible thanks to the invaluable help of Elia Marcionetti and 

Carlos Gil Gonzalo.
 13 Baresel also mentions in his book improvised countermelodies or counter-voice (die improvisierte Gegen-

stimme) (Baresel 1929: 92).
 14 In the recording, measure 89 starts around 01:43. For more information concerning the recording, see 

Wilson 2019.
 15 The expression “free fantasia” is taken from J.S. Shedlock’s 1908, translation of Riemann’s Musik Lexikon.
 16 The transcriptions of Optimistische Komposition are all based on Schulhoff’s draft copy of the piece housed 

at the National Museum of Prague - Czech Museum of Music (Cz-Pnm, manuscripts S 173-334-1 to S 
173-334-4).

 17 The B Dorian scale consists of the notes B, C#, D, E, F# G#, A, B. The D Dorian scale is made up of 
D, E, F, G, A, B, C, D and F Mixolydian of F, G, A, Bb, C, D, Eb, F.

 18 To facilitate analysis, the music has been transcribed on three staves (two treble clefs and the F-clef ).
 19 For a discussion on the possible distinction between indeterminate processes, aleatory techniques, and 

open form, see Feisst 1997.
 20 This transcription is based on the manuscript version of Part IX housed at the NYPL. Concerning the 

manuscript, see Wilson, forthcoming.
 21 In his autobiography, Luening mentions his “ jazz improvisation” while in Chicago in the 1920s (see 

Luening 1980: 232). Improvisation is also mentioned in his collaborations with Vladimir Ussachevsky, 
e.g., Luening describes the creation process of Low Speed as based on “simple sketches on which I based 
my flute improvisations.” (Luening 1980: 515)

 22 Concerning the link between authenticity and improvisation, see for instance Bertinetto 2019.
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IMPROVISATION 

AND COMPOSITION
A Schoenbergian View

Sabine Feisst

At first glance, an examination of concepts of improvisation in the works of Arnold Schoenberg 
(1874–1951), the famous modernist composer and pioneer of the twelve-tone technique, may 
seem like an unpromising topic that suggests little more than speculative outcomes. During his 
rich musical career, Schoenberg did not distinguish himself as an improvising instrumentalist, 
and, unlike some of his contemporaries, he never composed scores that allowed performers much 
interpretative freedom. But as an astute observer of his diverse cultural environments in Europe 
and the United States, a self-conscious artist, an articulate commentator on the arts, and a friend 
and teacher of such noted improvisers as George Gershwin, Oscar Levant, and George Tremblay, 
he had important things to say about improvisation, inspiration, and spontaneity. In this chapter 
I trace how Schoenberg came to terms with improvisation in Europe and America; elaborate on 
his notions of improvisation, inspiration, and spontaneity in creative processes; and show how 
improvisation found its way into his works at different stages in his career.

1 Schoenberg’s Reservations about Improvisation

Schoenberg developed his views on improvisation in the social and cultural milieu of Europe in 
which he matured as an artist, and in America.1 On both continents, he encountered a variety 
of improvisatory practices that shaped his ideas of improvisation. Crucially, however, his views 
of improvisation were intricately linked with his compositional aesthetics and his self-concept as 
a composer of artistically sophisticated “highbrow” music that is organically and logically con-
structed, highly controlled through detailed notation, and packaged as series of opera (Schoenberg 
retained the habit of assigning opus numbers to his compositions) reflecting historicity (Feisst 
1995: 40–9). In this regard, Schoenberg’s compositions seem incompatible with traditional notions 
of improvisation.

Equipped with little formal musical training from his modest family background, 
 Schoenberg experienced manifold types of music when growing up in Leopoldstadt, the pre-
dominantly  Jewish Second District of Vienna, including music improvised by cantors, church 
and street  musicians, klezmer bands, cabaret, and theater artists. From orchestrating light and 
popular operettas and creating cabaret songs, he gradually worked his way into Vienna’s elite 
musical hierarchies, composing structurally dense, timbrally rich, and technically demanding 
works that were printed and distributed by notable publishers, performed by highly acclaimed 
musicians, reviewed by newspaper critics, and theorized in music journals and magazines.2 By 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003179443-30


375

the middle of 1907, he was widely regarded as a representative of “high art” and maintained 
this reputation until he died in 1951.

During Schoenberg’s career, improvisation played a lesser role in Western art or “highbrow” 
music due to a stronger focus on class belonging, historical awareness, literacy, and notation, as 
well as changing aesthetic values. Improvisation became much more strongly associated with mu-
sical practices classified as “low art” such as Gebrauchsmusik, folk, popular, and commercial music 
often presented in informal settings such as the music halls, cafés, and amusement parks frequented 
by the lower classes (Moore 1992: 69–71; also see Landgraf 2011: 7). Thus, while ascending in 
the existing social and musical hierarchies in Austria and Germany, Schoenberg distanced himself 
from the ethnic and popular music-making in his environment and paid less attention to improvi-
sation (Moore 1992: 74–8). Artistically ambitious and historically conscious, he was interested in 
producing timeless monuments, innovative creations the details of which are as meticulously fixed 
as possible through notation. Through such works, he hoped to join the ranks of the esteemed 
composers of the past he greatly admired and earn both the attention and respect of his contem-
poraries from the social, intellectual, academic, and artistic elite as well as receive posthumous 
recognition. Generally speaking, improvisation, if not transcribed or captured on audio records 
and film, in descriptive reports or remembered, seems fleeting and transitory and unavailable for 
posterity – clearly undesirable qualities in Schoenberg’s view.

At different stages in his career, before 1905, in the early 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, Schoenberg 
grappled with oral performance practices and indeterminate notation types in 18th-century mu-
sic when he realized figured bass parts of works or arranged works by such composers as Johann 
Sebastian Bach, George F. Handel, Matthias Georg Monn, Johann Christoph Mann, and Franz 
Seraf Ignaz Anton Tuma and these experiences undoubtedly shaped the ways he notated his own 
music. In arranging these works of the past, he added many timbral, melodic, harmonic, dynamic, 
rhythmic, and tempo details not specified in the existing scores, which he deemed incomplete and 
in need of reconfiguration and enlivening.3

Schoenberg’s concern with fixity and control of musical outcomes is reflected in both his 
notation styles and performance aesthetics since the early 1900s and built on trends that evolved 
in the early 19th century, hierarchically ranking the composer above the performer. As is well 
known, he filled his music scores with numerous details that specify dynamics, timbre, tempo, and 
expressive nuances in great detail. In 1923, he suggested a Noten-Bilderschrift (image-based nota-
tion), introducing timbre symbols to replace lengthy verbal indications, although throughout his 
career, he depended on verbal instructions to complement the inherited conventions of notation 
(see Figure 26.1).

Though not unusual among his peers at this time, Schoenberg prescribed the execution of 
trills and appoggiaturas. Unsurprisingly, his four solo concertos, one each for cello, string quartet, 
violin, and piano, composed between 1932 and 1942, lack improvised cadenzas. Schoenberg often 
reflected on the inadequacy of music notation in general. From the performers of his music, he 
expected fidelity to the score. Their interpretative flexibility or improvisatory freedom, which 
Schoenberg’s brother in law, violinist Rudolf Kolisch, called “Viennese Espressivo,” is limited to 
very small amounts of alterability in his detailed scores.4

There is no evidence that Schoenberg heard Max Reger (1873–1916), whom he admired, 
and other accomplished composers improvise on the organ or that he witnessed such renowned 
keyboardists as Eugène d’Albert (1864–1932), Josef Hofmann (1876–1957), and Wilhelm Kempff 
(1895–1991), who are known to have kept alive the tradition of preluding – improvising introduc-
tions to composed works – in their piano recitals in the early 20th century.5 Schoenberg would 
presumably not have tolerated preluding or ornamentation in performances of his works as he 
strove for unadorned “truth” and “essence” in his music.
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In general, he believed that improvised performances of classical music were mostly inferior 
to composition, including improvisations by Bach. He claimed: “When Bach wrote his Musical 
Offering he made clear the difference between an improvisation and an elaborated composition. 
Though he was a great improviser, he could not do justice to a theme given by Frederick the 
Great.”6 Schoenberg’s skeptical view of improvisation was rooted in his understanding of the de-
velopment of classical music. He wrote: “Before musical notation existed a musician was primarily 
an improviser, even if he improvised the same thing several times” (Schoenberg 1947).7 Seeing 
classical music as an outgrowth of folk music, he said that “folk music is always perfect, because it 
stems from improvisation – that is, from a lightning flash of inspiration.” In his view, “[r]eal folk 
music could not exist, or survive, were it not produced similarly: spontaneously, as an inspired 
improvisation spontaneously […]. Folk tunes have been improvised singing or playing by bards, 
troubadours and other gifted persons” (Schoenberg 1950b: 202).

Strongly identified with improvisation, jazz moved to the forefront of popular music culture 
in Europe in the 1920s, capturing the imagination of many artists in both the popular and clas-
sical arenas. Although it is often stereotyped as improvised popular music, it would be wrong to 
classify all of the expressions of jazz as popular music, to assume that jazz equals improvisation, 
lacking notation and escaping fixity, and to perceive its manifold idioms as static. But in Europe 
and elsewhere the differentiation between improvised and composed jazz as well as low-brow and 
high-brow jazz was uncommon between the two world wars.

Schoenberg first experienced music marketed as “ jazz” or “American” after World War I 
when he frequented bars and cafés in Vienna and Berlin. According to the American foreign 

Figure 26.1 Arnold Schoenberg’s Noten-Bilderschrift (image-based notation). Courtesy Belmont Music Publishers.
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correspondent César Saerchinger, in 1924 Schoenberg was seen listening “with rapture to a set of 
American jazz records” and allegedly said, “Jazz is amusing. I like it in some moods, and I think 
it has its place” (Saerchinger 1924; 1931) In the 1920s, however, Schoenberg made mostly critical 
statements about jazz. It is, however, unclear what he was criticizing because it is unclear what he 
meant by “jazz” (notwithstanding the fact that what falls into the rubric of jazz is debated to this 
day). Records circulating in Europe at this time included syncopated song and dance music and 
ragtime that was influenced by African-American music, but mostly created by white musicians 
such as Irving Berlin. J. Bradford Robinson rightly pointed out that much of what was labeled 
“jazz” or “American” in Weimar Germany was overwhelmingly German commercial music with 
little relationship to African-American creativity. In his words, “The German jazz craze thrived 
on a musical surrogate developed by German musicians from their own commercial traditions, 
upon which they imposed vague notions as to the actual sound and nature of the fabled music 
from America” (Robinson 1994: 4). Military bands, salon orchestras, and so-called Radaukapellen 
(racket bands) drew on ragtime syncopations and a flamboyant performance style and marketed 
this novel brand as “ jazz” (see, for instance, filmed performances of the Weintraub Syncopators on 
YouTube or other internet platforms).

Such music may have included some improvisation, which, in the case of café orches-
tras, was often delivered by a Stehgeiger (standing violinist-leader) of East European origin. 
It would have also exhibited much repetition of musical material and mechanical rhythms. 
 Always avoiding literal repetition and mechanical expression in his compositions, S choenberg 
detested “primitive dance music” played in a “frigid” and “stiff” fashion for “dancers inspired 
by their bodies and narcotized by their dancing partners.”8 Consequently he did not favor the 
overt mixing of jazz and “serious” music and felt that jazz had not influenced his own work, 
“except perhaps in a very minor degree” (Schoenberg 1928: 242). He warned that through 
the use of jazz, a “mechanical cliché is imposed upon art” blurring the lines between “music 
of value and inferior kitsch” (Schoenberg 1999a). This position clearly allowed him to dis-
tance himself from such jazz-inspired composers as Paul Hindemith, Darius Milhaud, Erwin 
 Schulhoff, Igor Stravinsky, and Kurt Weill some of whom explored various forms of impro-
visation in their creative practice.9

To Schoenberg, a generous inclusion of elements from jazz and American dance music seemed 
irreconcilable with his then purist idea of “German music”:

As long as there is German music and one rightly understands what that has meant up to now, 
jazz will never have a greater influence on it than did Gypsy music in its time. The occasional 
use of several themes and the addition of foreign color to several phrases have never changed 
the essential: the body of ideas and the technique of its presentation. Such impulses can be 
compared to a disguise. Whoever dresses up as an Arab or a Tyrolean intends to appear this 
way only externally and temporarily, and as soon as the fun of the masquerade is over, he 
wants once again to be the person he was before.

(Schoenberg 1999b: 290 ff.)

Interestingly, Schulhoff challenged Schoenberg’s nationalist attitude in several letters:

Mr. Schönberg, I could not care less if the truth in art is German, English, French or Hotten-
tot, I don’t approve of national art. Mr. Schönberg, I am amazed that you speak of a “national 
art” […]. You say “When I contemplate music, I can only think of German music!” I openly 
and honestly admit, that I would have never thought in such a way. “When I contemplate art, 
I always think of human experience!”

(Schulhoff 1919)
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1.1 Some of Schoenberg’s Improvising Students and Friends

While Schoenberg was not close to Schulhoff, who was twenty years younger and could have 
been his student, he had several disciples who did explore improvisation, and who dabbled in 
jazz-inspired composition and composed music for popular genres (theater and cabaret music, 
songs, film scores), among them the German-born American artist Rudolph Goehr (1906–81) 
and Polish-born British Józef Żmigrod (1902–73).10 Both attended Schoenberg’s masterclass at the 
Academy of Arts in Berlin, but unfortunately little is known about their specific approaches to 
improvisation and how Schoenberg assessed this activity as their careers suffered major setbacks 
from the political upheavals in Nazi-controlled Europe in the 1930s and 40s.11

As mentioned above, Schoenberg himself had to flee the Nazis in 1933 and thereafter settled in the 
United States, where he lived until his death in 1951. There, he had many opportunities to hear live 
jazz and experience some of the most talented improvisers of his time first hand. He knew and be-
friended such skilled improvisers as Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Thomas Griselle, Oscar Levant, 
David Raksin, Artie Shaw, Nathaniel Shilkret, and George Tremblay, to name a few.12 I argue that 
they made him rethink his ideas about jazz and improvisation in his later years.

Griselle and Shilkret, whom Schoenberg taught in New York City in the 1930s, were both 
composers, instrumentalists, and conductors indebted to symphonic jazz and led their own or-
chestras. As head of the Victor Talking Machine Company’s light music department, Shilkret 
initiated and conducted a highly successful series of symphonic jazz recordings that included 
improvised passages.13 Albert Sendrey, another composer of symphonic jazz, and Gershwin were 
both acquaintances from Schoenberg’s Los Angeles years. In 1937, Schoenberg heard Gershwin 
perform his own works at a concert featuring Rhapsody in Blue, the Concerto in F, An American 
in Paris, and excerpts from Porgy and Bess. On several occasions, Schoenberg discussed Gershwin’s 
compositional style and remarked on its organic character, though he, like many others, classified 
Gershwin’s music sometimes as classical, sometimes as popular. In 1938 Schoenberg speculated on 
the role of improvisation in Gershwin’s compositional process:

[His] melodies are not products of a combination, nor of a mechanical union, but they are units 
and could therefore not be taken to pieces. Melody, harmony and rhythm are not welded together, 
but cast. I do not know it, but I imagine he improvised them on the piano. Perhaps he gave them 
later the finishing touch; perhaps he spent much time to go over them again and again – I do not 
know. But the impression is that of an improvisation with all the merits and shortcomings apper-
taining to this kind of production. Their effect […] might be compared to that of an oration which 
might disappoint you when you read and examine it as with a magnifying glass – you miss what 
touched you so much, when you were overwhelmed by the charm of the orator’s personality. One 
has probably to add something of one’s own to reestablish the first effect. But it is always that way 
with art – you get from a work about as much as you are able to give to it yourself.

(Schoenberg 1984a: 476 f.)

Now best known as a performer of Gershwin’s music and quick-witted comedian, Oscar Levant 
composed, under Schoenberg’s tutelage, a Piano Concerto (1936), blending atonality, blues-in-
spired harmonies, Gershwin-esque driving rhythms, and jazzy orchestration. Levant was a very 
talented improviser, expanding and compressing Gershwin’s music on the spur of the moment in 
his public performances.14 He delighted Schoenberg, along with large American audiences, when 
ad-libbing in music, conversations, and comedy sketches in radio and film.15 Schoenberg may have 
listened to Levant’s appearance in The Fred Allen Show, a popular radio show, on 31 January 1943 
when he participated in a comic skit referencing music by Chopin, Grieg, and modernist compos-
ers in a “symphonic jingle” for comic effect.16
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As a last example, Canadian-born American composer George Tremblay (1911–82), one of 
Schoenberg’s first private pupils in Los Angeles in the mid-1930s, was equally talented as an im-
proviser. A noted organist, Tremblay publicly improvised on the organ since childhood, gained 
visibility as an improviser in the Los Angeles jazz and contemporary music scenes. He typically 
prefaced his own “ultramodern” compositions and works by others with improvisations in the 
manner of preluding and often invited composers to submit themes on which he improvised as 
part of a concert’s program. In May 1942, the Los Angeles Times announced that, as part of the 
Modern Music Festival, Tremblay would “extemporize on themes submitted by Joseph Achron, 
Arnold Schoenberg, Ernst Toch, and Adolph Weiss” (“Timely Music to Be Played at Festival,” 
Los Angeles Times, 17 May 1942). Schoenberg followed festival organizer Arthur Jacobs’s request 
of thematic material for Tremblay, providing a three-measure theme for a contrapuntal improvi-
sation (Figure 26.2).17

Figure 26.2  Arnold Schoenberg’s letter to Arthur Leslie Jacobs from 5 March 1942 with a theme for George 
Tremblay’s improvisation. Courtesy Belmont Music Publishers.
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There is no audio recording of the performance, but Los Angeles Times music critic Isabel Morse 
Jones reported:

Mr. Tremblay took a brief look at them [the motifs] and decided what was best to do with 
them after a moment’s hesitation. He combined one by Weiss and another by Toch in a Fugue 
magnifique. It was grand Bach he made out of these two modernists. Schoenberg he turned 
into Mozart, and of Achron’s theme he built a Beethovian thundering. The audience was 
convulsed at his final filling, using a Schoenberg theme to make “boogie-woogie.” Gershwin 
seemed to be uppermost in his mind.

( Jones 1942)

Schoenberg did not attend the concert, thus we don’t know what he thought about Tremblay’s 
endeavor. In America, Schoenberg made a number of positive comments about jazz genres. In 
1938, he opined that although swing was a temporary trend and not compatible with modernist 
art music, it might “possibly influence the higher – or long-time – art in one way or another” 
(Banks 1937). In 1950, he told an interviewer that he liked to listen to jazz, enjoyed its “peculiar 
spirit” and “wit” and found much of it very good (Campbell 1950). His American improviser 
friends and students arguably helped him develop a more differentiated understanding and greater 
appreciation of jazz genres and styles and of improvisation.

2 Improvisation in Schoenberg’s Oeuvre: Rapid Composition

Although Schoenberg was never ready to sacrifice compositional control for performance free-
doms, throughout most of his career he liked certain qualities that – for better or worse – are 
ascribed to improvisation rather than to composition. These include intuition-, inspiration-, and 
spontaneity-driven activity; directness of expression; speed of the creative process; and certain 
amounts creative freedom. He stated,

The excellence of an improvisation lies in its inspired directness and liveliness rather than in 
its elaboration. Of course the difference between a written and [an] improvised composition 
is the speed of production, a relative matter.

(Schoenberg 1969: 175)

Schoenberg was not known to be a skilled improviser on any instrument. But given the speed 
with which he notated some of his music, one might suggest that, in a certain sense, he was 
an improviser.18 Schoenberg admired Franz Schubert and his own teacher and brother-in-law 
 Alexander von Zemlinsky, artists who also created works at lightning speed, and he once declared 
that composition was “slowed down improvisation” (Schoenberg 1950c: 98). He noted that “often 
one cannot write fast enough to keep up with the stream of ideas” (ibid.). When discussing his 
compositional processes, he often insisted that he was a fast writer:

I personally belong to those who generally write very fast, whether it is “cerebral” counter-
point or “spontaneous” melody […;] it often happens to a composer that he writes down a 
melody in one uninterrupted draft and with a perfection that requires no change and offers no 
possibility of improvement […] I composed three-fourths of both the second and the fourth 
movements of the Second String Quartet in one-and-a-half days each. I completed the half-
hour music of my opera Erwartung in fourteen days.

(Schoenberg 1950a: 155)
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Furthermore he suggested that he trusted his instinct. Much like Mozart, he created many works 
without sketches and drafts and refrained from improving on the music once he had put it on 
paper intuitively – just as improvisers would have to accept the results of their live performance.19 
He often resisted the advice of his colleagues and mentors to revise his works with responses such 
as, “One’s first instinct is almost always best!”20

A case in point are the intensely expressive works Schoenberg created before World War I, 
1908–11, when he interacted with Oskar Kokoschka and such artists of the Blaue Reiter group as 
Nicolai Kulbin and Wassily Kandinsky, who all explored new forms of artistic freedom, spontaneity, 
and improvisation. Kokoschka allowed for improvisation in the first performance of his plotless play 
Mörder, Hoffnung der Frauen (Murderer, Hope of Womankind) in 1908 in Vienna. In his essay “Die 
Freie Musik (The Free Music),” Kulbin discussed improvised performance of microtonal music 
(Kandinsky and Marc 1979: 130–1). Between 1912 and 1917, Kandinsky created many paintings 
entitled Improvisation (Bassie 2014: 60). In his 1912 text Über das Geistige in der Kunst (On the Spiri-
tual of Art), he distinguished between three types of paintings: improvisations, compositions, and 
impressions. He characterized his series of Improvisations, begun in 1909, as “the largely unconscious, 
spontaneous expression of inner character, non-material nature;” his Compositions as “slowly formed 
inner feeling, tested and worked over repeatedly and almost pedantically;” and his Impressions as “di-
rect impressions of nature, expressed in purely pictorial form” (Kandinsky 1994: 218).

In the early 1900s, Schoenberg’s aesthetic ideas seemed very much in line with these artists. In his 
Blaue Reiter Almanach contribution “Das Verhältnis zum Text” (The Relationship to the Text, 1912), 
he singled out Kandinsky and Kokoschka “whose material and external object is hardly more than a 
motivation to improvise in colors and forms and to express themselves like musicians have expressed 
themselves until now.”21 At this time, Schoenberg’s compositions and paintings come closest to the ide-
als of improvisation. Herein he sought to capture and suggest unconscious and spontaneous expression.

The third of Schoenberg’s Three Piano Pieces, op. 11 (1909) is a good example of how he realized 
and suggested direct expression in a rapidly composed short piece that comprises just thirty-five mea-
sures. Its overall form is most unusual and can be best understood as a series of “contrasting episodes” 
or “zones.”22 Small motivic cells of three pitches and two intervals are subjected to much variation in 
terms of their melodic-harmonic contours (minor seconds and their inversions, non-functional seventh 
and ninth chords, added-semitone tetra- and pentachords, and quartal harmonies in blocked or broken 
forms) and expanded and shortened to form units of varying length. He shuns literal repetition and the 
obvious recapitulation of musical materials.23 Schoenberg uses utmost variegation in terms of register, 
timbre, dynamics, texture, rhythm, tempo, and expression to produce strong contrasts. Compare the 
phrase in the first two measures with the second phrase in the third measure in terms of their differing 
textures and rhythms, or compare the two phrases of the opening with the four epigrammatic phrases 
in measures 4–7. Note the vigorous expression of the first six measures in comparison with the calm 
passages of measures 8–9, 11–3, and 22–3 (see Figure 26.3). The quickly changing phrases and non-
tonal harmonies function as colors. Tension builds to briefly reach a climax, but abruptly discontinues 
to start the process again (measures 16, 19, 21, 28, 30–1). The impression is that of a fluid sequence of 
unpredictable emotional ups and downs.24

In his textbook Structural Functions of Harmony, Schoenberg said:

Generally an improvisation will adhere to its subject more through the exercise of imagi-
nation and emotion than of the strictly intellectual faculties. There will be an abundance of 
themes and contrasting ideas whose full effect is achieved through rich modulation, often to 
remote regions. The connection of themes of such disparate characters and the control over 
the centrifugal tendency of the harmony is often achieved only in an incidental manner by 
local “bridges” and even by abrupt juxtapositions.

(Schoenberg 1969: 175)
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Opus 11’s third movement has caused controversies among international music scholars, who 
examined it on the one hand through the lens of “intuitive aesthetics” and on the other hand 
through the lens of its structural properties, its “short- and long-range motivic and harmonic 
networks that give it coherence.”25 It seems that Opus 11’s third piece offers both: expression of 
improvisatory “imagination and emotion” through its richly variegated sonic fabric, as well as 
“strictly intellectual faculties” via its subtle ordered processes for the sake of motivic coherence.

Composer-pianist Ferruccio Busoni who supported Schoenberg’s creativity, held improvisa-
tion in high regard and famously said, “notation is first and foremost an ingenious expedient to 
capture an improvisation so that it can be brought back to life again” (Busoni 1916: 20). Likewise, 
Schoenberg felt that notation was an imperfect form of transcribing music that was rooted in in-
stinct and relayed this idea to Busoni in two letters from August 1909 (Busoni 1987: 389, 392–7):

To what extent I realize my intentions? Not as far as I would like to. Not one piece has yet satisfied 
me entirely. I would like to achieve even greater variegation of motifs and figures without melodic 
character; I would like to be freer and less constrained in rhythm and time signature; freer from 
repetition of motifs and spinning out of thoughts in the manner of a melody. This is my vision: this 
is how I imagine music before I notate = transcribe it. And I am unable to force this upon myself; 
I must wait until a piece comes out of its own accord in the way I have envisaged.

(Auner 2003: 75 f.)26

Figure 26.3 Arnold Schoenberg, Three Piano Pieces, first of two manuscript pages, first rendering, 7 August 
1909. Courtesy Belmont Music Publishers.
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However, Busoni was unable to understand Schoenberg’s daring Opus 11, and deemed the pieces 
unpublishable. As is well known, at Schoenberg’s dismay, he made an arrangement of the second 
piece in an effort to improve upon it. But other musicians at that time, including numerous young 
pianists, saw Opus 11 as a source of inspiration. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Schoenberg’s works from 
this period touched such brilliant and noted African American improvisers and composers as Hale 
Smith, Cecil Taylor, Anthony Braxton, and James Newton. Braxton recounted his discovery of 
Schoenberg in the mid-1960s as follows:

Until that time I had always thought of Western art music as something only relevant to white 
people; it had nothing to do with me and my life […]. Experiencing Schoenberg [’s Opus 
11], however, suddenly made everything more meaningful. […] It opened up the next whole 
aspect of my life. It affected me in as profound a way as anything has ever affected me.

(Radano 1993: 73)

3 Improvisation in Schoenberg’s Oeuvre: Evocation of Improvised Traditions

One might not, however, want to take Schoenberg’s pre-World War I rhetoric entirely at face 
value, and understand all of his works from 1908 to 1912 as composed ex improviso. Some of them 
certainly show levels of contemplation, elaboration, and construction hardly achievable in in-
stinctive acts.27 Nor should we fully endorse his often limited understanding of improvisation as a 
practice largely precluding complex musical expression and structural coherence.

Schoenberg’s fervent embrace of instinctive creativity did not last. As is well known, before the 
start of World War I, he explored new musical territories, which led to his exploration of twelve-
tone composition. In fact, in 1912 he observed:

Then came the preoccupation with theoretical matters. Doing that very definitely dries one 
out […]. I have become strangely calm! […] I am missing the aggressive in myself. The spon-
taneous leaving of all constraints behind oneself and attacking, taking over.28

At this time he began to justify the necessity of conscious construction as much as he insisted on the 
importance of inspiration and direct musical expression in his compositional process. In the 1920s, 
invoking inspiration became especially vital to him as he had to fight against his public image as a cere-
bral dodecaphonic composer while his peers – Paul Hindemith, Ernst Krenek, and Kurt Weill, among 
others – successfully capitalized on direct expression and spontaneity in their jazz and  popular-music 
inflected works and captured both the public spotlight and admiration of young musicians.

Schoenberg emphasized that both heart and brain were needed in the creative process and felt 
inclined to redefine inspiration, which generally suggests the unconscious, unpredictable, and 
split-second emergence of an idea. In 1935, he stated that inspiration requires an intellectual basis 
and time:

Whether somebody is a good or a poor composer, he can be convinced of the power of his 
inspiration and the infallibility of his fantasy. May he be conventional or not, he will often 
feel the need for a conscious control by trustworthy laws and rules, and the desire will arise to 
employ consciously the means which are subconsciously conceived just as in a dream.

(Schoenberg 2016a: 251)

But fighting off such labels as “Theoretiker-Hirn (theorist brain),” “constructionist, engi-
neer, and mathematician,” (Schoenberg 1950a: 174) he stressed that he arrived at dodeca-
phony  “without intention, without knowledge, only following [his] instinct, [his] inspiration” 
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(Schoenberg 2016a: 253 and see Schoenberg’s letter to Nicolas Slonimsky, 3 June 1937 in Feisst 
2018: 104 f.). He also stated that he “opposed” “[t]he [widespread] idea that the basic set must or 
can be constructed mathematically […]. It should be invented like any other composition’s theme, 
in character and mood by inspiration” (Schoenberg 2016b: 103). He underscored spontaneity and 
freedom in his twelve-tone works and soon after composing his dodecaphonic Piano Concerto, 
his pupil Heinrich Jalowetz published the essay “On the Spontaneity of Schoenberg’s Music,” 
discussing this very work ( Jalowetz 1944).

Furthermore, in such defensive articles as “Heart and Brain in Music” (1946), Schoenberg 
suggested that complex counterpoints could be composed quasi “ex improviso” and sponta-
neous-sounding melodies could be created slowly and meticulously: “[T]the finished work gives 
no indication of whether the emotional or the cerebral constituents have been determinant […;] 
everything of supreme value in art must show heart as well as brain” (Schoenberg 1950a: 178 f.). 
Here Schoenberg implies that spontaneity and the imprévu, the unforeseen – regardless of the speed 
of the compositional process – can be musically constructed or staged!29 It is in fact possible to 
trace how Schoenberg evoked improvised traditions in both the popular and classical realms in 
his twelve-tone and tonal music after World War I and to discover how he created an illusion of 
improvisation.

Throughout the 1920s, Schoenberg subtly alluded to several improvised popular music tra-
ditions – without granting performers improvisatory freedom. The Musette of his Piano Suite, 
op. 25 has rhythmically catchy riffs as can be found in jazz; the first two movements of his Suite 
for chamber ensemble, op. 29 (1926) feature popular dance rhythms and swing band sonorities; 
and the dance scene of his comic one-act opera Von heute auf morgen (From One Day to the Next, 
1929) again references dance rhythms and jazz timbres thanks to its saxophone sounds and vocal 
humming (mm. 347–54). His Begleitungsmusik für eine Lichtspielszene (Accompaniment to a Film 
Scene) for small orchestra with enlarged percussion, op. 34 (1930) points to the practice of impro-
vised accompaniments for silent films prior to 1915 when codified collections of music for moods 
and events and cue sheets with themes for improvisatory treatment were common. Its subtitles 
“Threatening Danger,” “Fear,” and “Catastrophe,” can be found as mood categories in cheat 
books issued by Hawkes & Son, Schott, and Heinrichshofen’s Verlag. Whether all these examples 
were composed swiftly or slowly cannot be determined, but as reminders of improvised popular 
traditions they create an effect of surprise, a stereotypical trait of improvisation.

Schoenberg also engaged with improvised traditions in classical music. In the early 1910s he 
realized basso-continuo parts of four baroque works for publication in Guido Adler’s Denkmäler 
der Tonkunst in Österreich and, in 1913, with his own experience as a cellist and the skills of the fa-
mous Spanish cellist Pablo Casals in mind, composed four virtuosic and emotionally charged solo 
cadenzas for Monn’s Cello Concerto in G minor in three movements, which he called an “artistic 
experiment.”30 Schoenberg composed two cadenzas for the first and third movements (in each case 
a long and a short version) before arranging the entire work for cello solo and keyboard complete 
with a notated realization of its figured bass part, which would have been improvised in Monn’s 
era.31 Monn did not indicate any specific places for improvised cadenzas in this work as this type 
of embellishment would have been left to the soloist performing the composition, who – at the 
time – knew where to conventionally insert them. The first and long version of the cadenza for 
movement I, beginning in measure 99, displays a rich array of juxtaposed meticulously specified 
rhythmic-melodic patterns freely referencing the first movement’s main subject and showcasing 
very nuanced dynamics, measured and unmeasured passages, and manifold string performance 
techniques – all to create the illusion of a 19th-century-style improvisation (Figure 26.4).32

Schoenberg had strong opinions about the cadenza. He felt that 19th-century virtuosos who 
created “recital”-length cadenzas at the end of a concerto movement, “including harmonic and 
modulatory transformations of the original themes, extensions, reductions, embellishments and 
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quasi-contrapuntal combinations of imitating or superimposed themes and, above all, many bril-
liant runs in octaves, thirds, etc.” committed “structurally and esthetically great abuse,” as they 
undermined the effect of the six-four chord signaling “the end of all centrifugal motion.” He ob-
served that even when “produced by the composer himself [a cadenza] can endanger the stability 

Figure 26.4  Arnold Schoenberg, First Cadenza for Georg Matthias Monn’s Cello Concerto in G Minor, pages 
one and two of seven. Courtesy Belmont Music Publishers.
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of a structure whose variety does not conflict with coherence.” In his view, a cadenza “uses 
thematic material of the whole movement in a manner different from the preceding utilization.” 
A cadenza is structurally different from an exposition or a development section. “[I]t has no func-
tional meaning, because it is not organic and offers an aspect rather like that of a wart or pimple.” 
A cadenza should be created “as long as the stream of inspiration still lasted.” He revealed that, 
in one instance, he “postponed some technical difficulties for the cadenza,” composing it before 
completing the movement (Schoenberg 1950e).

Between 1932 and 1942, Schoenberg wrote four solo concertos, two of which are free adap-
tations of 18th-century concertos and two of which are original compositions. Each of the four 
includes written-out cadenzas. While his arrangement of Monn’s Cello Concerto in D Major 
(1932) has only one brief cadenza before the first movement’s last ritornello, his String Quartet 
Concerto after Handel (1933) features a virtuosic cadenza with consecutive octaves in chromatic 
motion for the four soloists at the end of the first movement and a quasi-cadenza in the third 
movement’s center. His two dodecaphonic Violin Concerto (1936) and Piano C oncerto (1942) 
include composed cadenzas as well. For the piano concerto, which was originally commissioned 
by Oscar Levant, Schoenberg composed only one cadenza, which he embedded in the Adagio 
section. But the violin concerto contains four cadenzas: one in the first “Poco Allegro” move-
ment, another in the second “Andante grazioso,” and two in the last “Allegro” movement. All 
of them showcase soloistic violin playing with partial and sparse accompaniment and reference 
motivic-thematic material of the concerto. Following a very short sonata form recapitulation 
at the end of the third movement, the last and lengthiest cadenza of the Concerto forms the 
crowning climax of the concerto (mm. 647–718). Here, Schoenberg chronologically reviews 
thematic material and dodecaphonic features from each movement, connecting them through 
free and thematically unrelated passages.33 He creates a free rhythmic flow through changes of 
meter and tempo. He juxtaposes contrasting motives, textures, and timbres and moves freely 
from contemplative to lively expressions. Virtuosic passages are occasionally enhanced with or-
chestral interjections.34 Distinguished by highly sophisticated row treatments, this cadenza can 
nonetheless be seen as a veritable violin fantasy.35 Indeed, Schoenberg himself emphasized that 
a “cadenza is usually a ‘free fantasia’” (Schoenberg 1950d: 1).

In fact, Schoenberg had a strong interest in the genre of the fantasy and planned to write 
fantasies several times in his career. After his plans for an organ fantasy (n.d.), a cello fantasy on 
a Bach piece, and a Phantasia for piano four hands (1937) all had failed to materialize, he finally 
completed a Phantasy for Violin with Piano Accompaniment, op. 47 at the end of his life. With this last 
completed chamber work, he finally composed in a genre that evoked improvisation, imagination, 
and creative freedom.

In a discussion of the opening of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, Schoenberg speculated 
that introductions and phantasies originated in the practice of improvisation, intonation and 
preluding:

One can easily imagine that in the course of such an improvisation, whether inspired by a 
strong mood or, like warmth, merely the result of friction, intensity will have been gradually 
gained – that thus in the course of improvising, stable ideas are crystallized; and perhaps it 
is this process that preserves the directness of feeling in Beethoven’s compositions, through 
which he has become the most movingly expressive artist of our era. Also kinship with […] 
fantasies would thereby be shown, and the difference between the two would be that the in-
troduction leads to a piece while the fantasy is itself this piece. Neither firmly binds itself to 
the ideas it exhibits, but an introduction leads to a piece that does so.

(Schoenberg 1995: 278)
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Elsewhere Schoenberg counted fantasies (along with introductions, preludes, rhapsodies, and 
recitatives) among the “so-called ‘free forms’,” but insisted that they did not lack organization 
(Schoenberg 1969: 167). Because of their “avoidance of a predominant tonality,” he said fantasies 
resemble a development and “enable the player to show his brilliancy, and so contain much effec-
tive passage work rather than an abundance of beautiful themes” (Schoenberg 1969: 180).

Commissioned and premiered by violinist Adolph Koldofsky, the Phantasy, a short virtuosic 
piece in one movement, allowed Schoenberg to experiment with unusual forms of musical con-
tinuity.36 In stream-of-consciousness fashion, he frequently changes patterns, textures, timbres, 
and virtuosic violin performance techniques including glissandos, pizzicatos, harmonics, tremolo 
effects, arpeggiated chords, and large interval leaps. He alternates between unstable and stable seg-
ments, interrupted and interspersed with musical rests, to create a piece “whose unhindered flow 
is not based on any formal theories,” a piece avoiding conventional motivic work and melody.37 
Not unlike Mozart in his Fantasy in C minor KV475, Schoenberg seeks to transcend structural 
features from sonata form. The initial musical idea is saved until the very last moment and reca-
pitulated in varied form in the Coda. References to the movements of an entire sonata in four 
parts connected by transitions are fleeting: a section establishing the main motivic material (here 
a six-measure idea) followed by lento and scherzando sections and a coda. Schoenberg also used 
dodecaphonic processes and dance-like triple rhythms to create structural coherence and to unify 
the otherwise variegated musical material.38

Despite its immediate expressivity, this piece was not composed at lightning speed, like some 
of Schoenberg’s works before World War I. He made sketches and worked on the composition 
for about four weeks in spring 1949. But he succeeded in conjuring the most common properties 
associated with improvisation: unpredictable musical continuity, spontaneity, freedom, a wealth 
of expression, and virtuosity.39

4 Conclusion

Although Schoenberg had mixed feelings about improvisation, he engaged with aspects of it 
throughout most of his career – in peculiar, yet evolving ways. He saw it as a vital factor in folk 
and popular music and in classical music of the past. On the one hand, his understanding of im-
provisation as a practice whose outcomes are ephemeral, unpredictable, and often devoid of deep 
structural coherence conflicted with his desire to create complex, meticulously controlled, presti-
gious, and timeless masterpieces. On the other hand, he valued such qualities of improvisation as 
spontaneity, the speed of the creative process, imaginative and expressive freedom, inventiveness, 
and production of a wealth of ideas. He sought to incorporate the latter characteristics in his music 
at various stages in his career, reconciling them with his compositional beliefs in several ways: 
through realizing improvisation in rapid and instinctive composition without revision (“composi-
tion as slowed down improvisation”) between 1908 and 1912 and thereafter through subtly evok-
ing improvised popular traditions, through recalling and staging improvised classical practices 
in his written out cadenzas, and – most fully – in his late Violin Phantasy. During his American 
years, Schoenberg arguably developed a better understanding and appreciation of jazz and inspired 
improvising musicians associated with jazz, third stream composition and experimentalism such 
as Larry Austin, Anthony Braxton, Bill Evans, James Newton, Gunther Schuller, and Hale Smith 
to fuse improvisation with atonality and dodecaphony.
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Notes
 1 For more on this topic, see Feisst 1995.
 2 From December 1901 and July 1902, Schoenberg was music director at Ernst von Wolzogen’s cabaret, 

the Buntes Theater (Überbrettl) in Berlin. In the early 1900s, he arranged music and orchestrated op-
erettas by Robert Fischhof, Adalbert von Goldschmidt, Viktor Hollaender, and Bogumil Zepler. See 
Simon Frith’s distinction between three types of discursive practices: classical or academic music, folk 
or popular music, and commercial music belonging to the “majority culture,” in Frith 1996.

 3 Commissioned by musicologist Guido Adler, Schoenberg provided figured bass realizations of works 
by Mann, Monn, and Tuma for volume 39, Wiener Instrumentalmusik im 18. Jahrhundert, of Denkmäler der 
Tonkunst in Österreich (1912). See Schoenberg’s preface to his Handel-based String Quartet Concerto in 
Auner 2003: 241 and his letter to Alban Berg from 28 August 1933 in Brand et al. 2007: 509–10.

 4 See, for example, Schoenberg’s performance indications for his Second String Quartet, op. 10 (1908) 
in the copy of Jule Ecorcheville, the editor of Revue Musicale, who was planning a performance of the 
quartet in Paris. The manuscript is housed at the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basle, Switzerland. See also 
Mattes 2013: 110–1 and Kapp 1990: 106.

 5 Listen to Wilhelm Kempff’s 1964 recording of Beethoven’s Ecossaise in E flat Major WoO86 (1965 
Deutsche Grammophon LP 138934) prefaced by a short improvised prelude on YouTube: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=XlEnAhfgbNk (accessed November 4, 2020).

 6 Schoenberg discussed improvisation in the context of a rhapsody as an “improvisatory construction” 
(Schoenberg 1969: 175).

 7 Thanks to Severine Neff for drawing my attention to this statement.
 8 These statements stem from Schoenberg’s discussion of music in the 1920s in Schoenberg 1984b.
 9 Schulhoff’s Ten Piano Pieces (1919), Sami Dva (1933), and Optimistische Komposition (1936) and Milhaud’s 

L’Homme et son désir (1918) and Cocktail aux clarinettes (1920) are examples that involve improvisation. 
Andrew Wilson is currently researching these works for his doctoral dissertation at the University of 
Basel, Switzerland; see Wilson, this volume.

 10 Under the pseudonym Allan Gray, Żmigrod wrote such jazz-inflected works as Swing Doors, which al-
lows for improvisation and is featured in the American video game Fallout (2008). For more information 
see the chapters on Żmigrod and Goehr, although somewhat anecdotal accounts, in Gradenwitz 1998: 
127–42 and 158–68.

 11 See the correspondence between Schoenberg and Goehr in Feisst 2018.
 12 In 1942, Schoenberg had a brief encounter with Dave Brubeck who considered taking lessons with 

Schoenberg, but nothing came out of it as Brubeck seemed to dislike Schoenberg’s teaching style. See 
Storb and Fischer 1991: 5–6.

 13 An improvised performance of Gershwin’s “Ain’t She Sweet” by Shilkret’s Salon Orchestra and Gene  Austin 
can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=loQrBwK4tVI (accessed November 5, 2020).

 14 See discussions of Levant’s improvisations on Gershwin’s music in Boyd 2020: 171, 189–90, 202, 206, 
260, 270, 295.

 15 See Levant’s improvisatory skills as pianist and a comedian in the Oscar Levant Show (1958–60) on 
American TV: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bq036recOOE (accessed November 5, 2020).

 16 Listen to: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sgWAChssq0o (accessed November 5, 2020). Similarly 
Levant also delivered an improvised performance of Chopin’s Nocturne in E flat, truncating and em-
bellishing the piece, in Kraft Music Hall on 15 April 1948. In the American radio quiz show Information 
Please off 15 October 1940, Levant was presented with excerpts of Grieg’s Piano Concerto and, without 
previous knowledge or preparation, asked to continue performing them. During Schoenberg’s lifetime, 
Levant also presented an improvisatory version of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue for solo piano at the Hol-
lywood Bowl in Los Angeles on 25 July 1950. Thanks to Caleb Boyd for this information and see his 
dissertation Boyd 2020: 179–81 and 195 f.

 17 Arnold Schoenberg to Arthur Leslie Jacobs on 5 March 1942 (Schoenberg 1942): “Dear Mr. Jacobs: Here 
is a theme for Mr. Tremblay’s contrapuntal improvisation. Excuse the brevity of this letter: I have to 
attend so many things. Cordially yours, Arnold Schoenberg.” Library of Congress.

 18 Schoenberg’s students, including Lou Harrison, Earl Kim, Leon Kirchner, and Dika Newlin, have re-
ported that in classes, Schoenberg could quickly and without premeditation compose music examples 
that would appropriately illustrate a spontaneously occurring topic in a class discussion, notating them 
on the blackboard in front of their eyes.

 19 Schoenberg told his student Lovina Knight that he “used his themes as the basis for four-part canons 
which he worked out in his head as he took his daily walk. And gradually the process of formulating, 
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https://www.youtube.com
https://www.youtube.com
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analyzing, and developing a theme had become instinctive for him, no longer dependent on these more 
or less mechanical exercises.” See Knight 1990: 148.

 20 Arnold Schoenberg to Alexander von Zemlinsky, letter of 20 February 1918 in Jenkins 2016: 135. In 
this letter, Schoenberg defends his original version of his tone poem Pelleas und Melisande, op. 5 (1903) 
against Zemlinsky’s proposed condensation of this work.

 21 My translation. See the original in Kandinsky and Marc 1979: 74. Also see Dika Newlin’s translation in 
Schoenberg 1950d: 4–5.

 22 See Brinkmann 1969: 112–3; and Boss 2015.
 23 See Ethan Haimo’s insightful discussion of this work in Haimo 2006: 332–44.
 24 Listen to Schoenberg student Edward Steuermann’s historic 1957 recording of Schoenberg’s Three 

 Piano Pieces: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T4iM62WVQpc (accessed November 5, 2020).
 25 See Boss 2015; and Auner 1989: 103–28.
 26 Similarly, in 1911 Schoenberg wrote about Liszt and emphasized that “the perfected work of the great 

artist, is produced, above all, by his instincts; and the sharper ear he has for what they say, the more 
immediate the expression he can give them, the greater his work is” (Schoenberg 1984c: 442).

 27 See, for instance, the first three movements from Five Orchestral Pieces, op. 16.
 28 See his diary entry from 12 March 1912 in Schoenberg 1974: 34, translated in Auner 2003: 112.
 29 Cf. Landgraf 2011: 84–108.
 30 See Schoenberg’s correspondence with Guido Adler and with Pablo Casals (Schoenberg 1987; Ennulat 

1991).
 31 The arrangement was published in Denkmäler in 1914, but Schoenberg’s cadenzas were not included. 

Adler thought that, in regards to historically informed performance practice, they were too long. See 
Guido Adler to Arnold Schoenberg, letters of 12 and 16 April 1913 (Ennulat 1991: 111). Casals never 
performed Schoenberg’s cadenzas because he found them not idiomatic enough and too difficult to play, 
and, thus, planned to create his own versions. See Pablo Casals to Guido Adler, letter of 2 July and 15 
October 1913 (Ennulat 1991: 139, 141).

 32 Michael Bach premiered Monn’s Cello Concerto with two of Schoenberg’s cadenzas with the Or-
chestra of the Beethovenhalle under Georg Schmöhe in Bonn, Germany in 1987. The autographs of 
the cadenzas were discovered in Schoenberg’s estate in 1957 and published in 1977. Bach recorded the 
concerto with the SWR Symphony Orchestra under Kasper de Roo. Listen to Bach’s performance of 
the first long cadenza: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r7OJeQJR1tI (accessed November 5, 2020). 
In 1938 Schoenberg conveyed to cellist Emanuel Feuermann that he wanted to “arrange one or several 
of the cello sonatas by Bach […] for cello and orchestra,” intending to “intersperse one or several [more] 
cadenzas (ad libitum, of course).” See Ennulat 1991: 201. After completing only five measures of Bach’s 
Sonata for Viola Gamba and Keyboard in G Major (BWV 1027), Schoenberg abandoned this project.

 33 For an analysis of the twelve-tone techniques used in both solo concertos see Allegant and Mead 2012: 
107–36.

 34 Listen to Hilary Hahn’s rendition of this cadenza in a recorded performance with the Swedish Radio 
Symphony Orchestra under Esa-Pekka Salonen (24:48–28:56) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_
ukPsvh51hI (accessed November 5, 2020).

 35 See Holzer 2002: 20.
 36 Koldofsky collected manuscripts of music by Carl Philip Emanuel Bach, whose creativity is strongly 

associated with improvisation and the genre of the fantasy, and researched, performed, and recorded his 
compositions.

 37 Arnold Schoenberg to Josef Rufer, letter of 5 February 1951 (Schoenberg 1951). In this letter, Schoen-
berg refutes the idea that this piece is a “free variation of the first six measures.”

 38 For a detailed discussion see Schmidt 2004: 284–300.
 39 Listen to the 1968 Columbia Masterworks recording of violinist Israel Baker and pianist Glenn Gould’s 

performance of Schoenberg’s Phantasy: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iye0oXMDIGA (accessed 
November 4, 2020).
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REPEATABILITY VERSUS 

UNREPEATABILITY IN FREE 
IMPROVISATION

Thomas Gartmann

HK: I imagine that for me personally there will be evenings where musically I’ll have the feeling: 
Shit, I’m repeating myself, it cheeses me off. I can’t always present new material, but I can 
present it, musically, in different ways [and contexts]. There will be evenings where I’ll have 
the feeling: I want to do this performance like yesterday’s. But usually that doesn’t work. 
There will be such evenings. That can be frustrating, but a musician has to live with that. 
[The free jazz bass player] Peter Kowald once said, if you do one good concert a year, that’s 
great. Whatever that means [9:00–9:39].1

The ban on repetition is one of the most important dogmas of free improvisation. This taboo can 
be explained with the paradox that improvisation means inventing something in the moment, and 
you can invent something only once. So it presents a constant challenge – especially if you are 
successful in an improvisation, and would like to repeat your success and the joyfulness of the ex-
perience that comes from the flow of it. One could also take Peter Kowald’s statement to extremes 
and say that it’s not just “good concerts” that are rare; even those concentrated moments when 
everything “clicks” are rare too. This is especially true for longstanding bands whose members 
have been playing with each other for years, and who know how each other reacts in any circum-
stances. There is yet another pitfall here, which one might classify as both a dogma and a taboo: 
intention. Free improvisation is not “intentional” music.

Given this state of affairs, the musicians in question do not aim to repeat either a “good con-
cert” or a joyful moment. Instead, they try to create the ideal circumstances that can make such 
concerts and such moments possible in the first place. Koch-Schütz-Studer had been Switzerland’s 
leading improvisational trio for decades when they tried an experiment in September 2005 that 
one might justifiably describe as crazy: playing concerts of free improvisation as a trio for thirty 
evenings, one after the other, featuring two sets of forty minutes each on every night, in a venue 
designed specifically for them. The abovementioned bans on repetition and on intention seem 
here to run counter to their very intention to avoid repetition every evening for a whole month.

This venture was experimental in several ways – in fact, it was almost scientific in its 
requirements:

1  It had an experimental design under controlled conditions.
2  It had a fixed setting, in the same venue with the same duration. These unities were al-

most Aristotelian, though the third was absent here – that of a unified plot. On the con-
trary, producing something different every evening proved one of their biggest challenges. 
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“Repetition” was provided by having the same setting every evening, but it was explicitly 
forbidden in the content (see dogma no. 1 above).

3  What did change each night were the listeners – and this is of crucial importance because 
improvised music also entails interacting with the audience. Here, however, we also have to 
relativize things. Some fans came regularly to the concerts, and several journalists were also 
present on several evenings, precisely in order to experience and enjoy their diversity.

4  Self-reflection: the investigators and the investigated parties were identical here – i.e., the Trio, 
who were their own producers. This experiment made self-reflection almost a  prerequisite – 
as a statement towards journalists, and as an exchange of ideas with the public (with whom 
they sat together and drank together more than was already customary), and with those mak-
ing a film of the event.

5  The most important element here was the fact that the experiment was documented – twice 
over in act, as audio recordings and on video, though while sound recordings were made 
of all the concerts, only selected evenings were filmed. The CD2 and the film that resulted 
were not purely documentary in nature, however, but (as we shall see) themselves an act of 
“composition” sui generis, as they were edited to form a kind of montage.3 The CD and film 
are 61’09’’ and 72’ long respectively, and are, thus, roughly the same length as a dual set on 
one of the nights in question.

6  Part of the experiment was also the participatory observer – in this case, the author of the 
present essay, who attended the performance on 20 September 2005. What remains in the 
memory are the striking moments of surprise as well as the pronounced feeling of large-scale 
arcs of suspense (two aspects that seem contradictory, but aren’t), then the degree of concen-
tration, the incredible focus, the quiet and the electric energy; then there was the venue with 
its low stage. It is rare for musicians to be so close to their audience, which led to a sense of 
unity between them – not least because so many musician colleagues sat in the audience. For 
example, Irène Schweizer and Phil Minton were visible among the public, both of them ex-
ponents of free jazz – as were other colleagues of the Trio who had performed with them on 
occasion.

My reminiscences of this exceptional musical event, however, are qualified by the considerable 
chronological distance between now and then; I must also take into account the fact that I listened 
to the CD and watched the DVD two years after the event. So my memories of it are, by necessity, 
somewhat skewed. At a distance, the memory improvises too.

1 Location

The venue of the experiment was the former Nenniger locksmith’s workshop on the Pfingst-
weidstrasse in what was at the time a new cultural biotope in the western part of the city of Zurich, 
close to Christoph Marthaler’s Schiffbau Theatre, the Maag Event Hall and the jazz club “Moods.” 
Organizing such an event in this part of the city, which was notable for its dynamic cultural and 
party scene, was in itself a real statement of intent. The workshop, where previously heavy machin-
ery, piping and metal parts had been produced, signified materiality itself, iron and labor, and had 
an impressive, cathedral-like acoustic. The artist’s duo “Buffet für Gestaltung” had completely re-
vamped the venue, however, staging it as a mixture of black box, bar and factory club. The club that 
was reinvented here seemed to harken back to the myth of the clubs in the USA with their long-
term resident artists and their clouds of smoke (this was also before the no-smoking law). But the 
aesthetic of the venue was that of an art space, and it was stringent in form: there was a semi-circle 
that meant the audience could get right up close to the stage, and everything was in black. Even the 
audience was dressed in an existential black, allowing for no distractions – though it was all well-lit, 
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with a high degree of concentration and focus as a result. The exclusivity of the event – indeed, 
its near “cult”-like quality – came from the fact that the club was constructed solely for this one 
month experiment, specifically for this Trio. Afterwards, it was revamped as an art space and was 
later dismantled altogether. “The idea for this,” says Hans Koch, “was something that came to us 
during a US tour. We wanted to open something along the lines of a club in which only we would 
play. And then it would close again afterwards” (Amstutz 2005).

But the space in question was not just a club and a workshop: it was also an arena in which the 
musicians were completely exposed, rather like gladiators, for the audience to experience all their 
wheezing and their sweat.

The resultant documentation is something unique that enables us to analyze the phenomenon 
of free improvisation both as myth and as dogma. It would be incorrect to assume, however, that 
these recordings could enable us to experience the paradox of the repeatability of what is unique and  
unrepeatable – a documentation of improvisation, in other words – because both the CD and the film 
are not mere reproductions or a documentation of what happened, but structured reflections of it. They 
are new versions of the events, created by means of selection and montage and that follow their own 
dramaturgy – that of CD or of film. Unlike Walter Benjamin’s dictum that technological reproduc-
tion deprives the artwork of its aura (Benjamin 1936), these audio and video recordings – which, for 
their part, are “repeatable” at will – acquire their own cultic character (inasmuch as we accord them 
the status of “works”), not least thanks to their manner of presentation, for the video sequences have 
been expanded by adding interviews, thus offering self-reflection and self-projection too. Even if these 
interviews show the musicians as very taciturn, they come across as all the more authentic for it.

2 Fitting People

FS: I’ve played in plenty of good bands, but I think this is the best one. Usually with bands it’s like 
this: the music is right but the people aren’t. This might sound superficial. Or it’s the other 
way round, the people are right but the music isn’t. And in this case both are right and that’s 
a rarity [2:00–2:24].

Fitting people: besides the venue and the setting, getting the right “fit” of people is another 
prerequisite for success. The better people know each other, the freer they can play; mutual ex-
perience creates trust. But how should the group of “test subjects” be constituted? In the case of 
Koch-Schütz-Studer, the three men are as different as one could imagine in terms of their artistic 
and biographical backgrounds. They mix academic training with the autodidactic, and free music 
with jazz, rock and theatre music.

Hans Koch was born in 1948 in Biel, and trained first as a classical clarinetist. He only brought 
his conventional career in an orchestra to a close in the 1990s. His background includes new mu-
sic, free music and an intense interest in non-European cultures. He often plays solo, but also plays 
in chamber ensembles. His range of instruments is correspondingly broad, encompassing bass 
and contrabass clarinets, the soprano and tenor saxophones, electronics and sampling – though 
he needs his glasses for the last of these activities. The cellist Martin Schütz (*1954) also comes 
from Biel and also has experience of the free music scene. He has played live theatre music for 
the directors Luc Bondy and Christoph Marthaler and and has composed film music, including 
for Peter Liechti (Grimsel 1990; Marthas Garten 1997), the director of the video of the event under 
discussion here. His instruments are an acoustic cello and an electric 5-string cello, electronics 
and sampling. While these two men are rather introverted, their percussionist Fredy Studer has a 
completely different personality. Like Koch, he too was born in 1948. He only joined up with his 
two colleagues in 1990. He knows the director Liechti through the films Hans im Glück (2003) 
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and Namibia Crossing (2004). Studer is self-taught as a drummer and grew up in jazz and rock; 
he also co-founded the jazz/rock group OM. He plays drums and other percussion instruments. 
However different the backgrounds may be of these three men, they have a common interest in 
improvisation and in experimentation. They have also all played in duos for decades; they have 
another point of contact in their work with computers and electronics. What’s more, they are 
all true performing types, with a love of theatre. And they also complement each other well in 
human terms. The Trio is bound together not just by music, but by a deep sense of friendship.

MS: Whenever we play together, I realize that it’s a great constellation, even though we have 
known each other for such a long time. Hans and I, we have known each other even longer, 
for over 20 years. Nevertheless, it always seems fresh. And at the same time there is a natural 
blind trust that you can just slip into the flow and know that you can be sure that whatever 
anyone contributes will be respected and will be taken seriously. That you can risk putting 
yourself out on a limb, far out – and not be left behind. I believe that this trio’s music always 
works out best when we take a step back, so to speak, and just let the music flow [34:04–35:01].

Knowing each other, and having common experiences, trust and mutual respect – all these are 
a basis for successful improvisation. A band that works together regularly, thus, has an advantage 
over any “improvised,” ad-hoc ensemble. Ultimately, there is the fourth man too – the man at 
the mixing desk. Depending on availability, this is either Jean-Claude Pache or Daniel Schneider, 
who also runs the nearby jazz club “Moods.”

The participants saw their whole project as a kind of Gesamtkunstwerk, a “total work of art,” in 
which everyone made his own contribution. This is evident not least from the designations of the 
tracks, which don’t have titles but the concert date and the names of those involved – whether a 
dedication to the two sound technicians (Daniel resp. Jean-Claude for the track 9/10), or to the 
manager, the owner of the Schlosserei, the video man, the team behind the bar and so on – laying 
open a whole network of relationships.

The ritual of their rigidly fixed, repeatable experiment under controlled conditions – inasmuch 
as these conditions could be controlled at all – aims to turn a performance into an artwork. These 
expectations are intensified by the abovementioned, almost “cultic” mise-en-scène that was further 
exaggerated by the fact that it was announced publicly during the performances that they were 
being documented on CD and film, thereby confirming the artistic ambition of the venture.

We should not confuse the experimental set-up with any sense of the musicians simply “exper-
imenting” here; what’s more, any such public experimentation would have been utterly contrary 
to the expectations of the audience, as Martin Schütz has confirmed:

MS: I think it’s far too much to expect from the audience that the musicians just come to practice. 
The word “experimental” is off the mark. On stage you don’t experiment, on stage you play 
[22:06–22:18].

The Trio’s improvisation was, thus, the exact opposite of practicing or rehearsing, which would 
in any case to a certain extent be counterproductive to the idea of improvisation, which seeks 
precisely what is unexpected and unintended. In this sense, if an “experiment” signifies merely 
“experimenting,” then improvisation is no experiment. Fredy Studer sums this up aptly by con-
trasting the rehearsal with the performance, while at the same time contradicting the widespread 
myth that improvising takes place without any rehearsals:

FS: You could put it another way: It is not about trying something out in public. No, never! 
There’s no point in that. If I can’t think of the rest either “Trying out” is something we do, 
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e.g., during a practice week […] where absolutely nobody gets to listen. It’s sometimes a very 
painful experience when you listen to what you’ve recorded. Then you think: That’s only as 
far as we’ve got [22:29–23:00].

On the other hand, it is clear that automatisms and flexibility in spontaneous decision-making 
can only be founded on years of experience and intensive rehearsal, for this provides a basis on 
which you can fall back in the moment, as Alessandro Bertinetto remarked: “Decisional routines 
are often procedurally embodied thanks to repeated training and become automatic” (Bertinetto 
2012: 122, n. 2).

3 Emptiness

Another prerequisite for being able to realize the idea of a spontaneous improvisation is “empti-
ness.” The starting point of every free improvisation is the paradox of an intentionally uninten-
tional emptiness, as Martin Schütz has explained:

MS: It starts to be hard when I have to do something with intent. It is very important to me in 
improvisation that what is not intentional, that things just happen. I get myself into a certain 
state of mind and in this condition it flows – the ideas flow, also the decisions flow, you don’t 
have to make a decision, the decision just happens to you. I need to feel empty. When I go 
on stage, there must be emptiness. I can’t go straight from the shopping centre to the stage. 
That’s impossible, isn’t it? [6:28–7:14]

It is difficult to achieve this lack of intention, and there are different dimensions to it –  psychological, 
philosophical and almost dogmatic, or even religious.

Later in Liechti’s film, Studer and Koch also speak about how you shouldn’t think while im-
provising, because you’re not free when you’re thinking, and if you rein in the music, it can’t flow 
properly. “In 30xTRIO we were concerned with just this music that is generated out of nothing-
ness; by registering nothing but time, it enables the audience to forget about time itself,” as the 
journalist Irene Genhart put it (Genhart 2006: 48).

There are several things here that are noteworthy. First, you can’t switch directly from your 
everyday life to performing on stage. Indirectly, this means that you need some kind of caesura, 
a framework in which to perform. Secondly, you need a conscious emptiness that you actively have 
to create. You have to “empty” yourself in order to play. Thinking is “forbidden”; you have to 
“cancel out” yourself. In this, the musicians are strict with themselves, pursuing this ascetic of 
emptiness with an iron will: “You have to empty yourself mentally and forget about the previous 
concert, because otherwise you start to censor yourself. We insist on it being new every time” 
(Bosshard 2005).

So where can we situate our observations in historical, theoretical terms? In Western Europe, 
and especially in Switzerland, with its highly active improvisation scene, there still existed un-
shakeable ideological positions some twenty or thirty years ago that in recent years have been 
almost impossible to maintain. This paradigm shift was subjected to extraordinarily fierce debate 
and reflection after the publication of an article by Thomas Meyer with the polemical title – “Is 
free improvisation at an end? On the past and the present of a fleeting art form” (a title invented 
by the editor of the journal, not by Meyer). His carefully formulated hypothesis prompted others 
to disagree with him: “Perhaps the accents have actually shifted,” he wrote,

and the act of liberation that was central in the 70s and 80s has receded so much into the back-
ground that some musicians, like Jacques Demierre, prefer to place the concept of “freedom” 
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after that of “responsabilité,” to signify a desire to take responsibility for everything. Freedom 
solidifies into a lack of it, if it only gazes at its own navel.

(Meyer 2010: 8)

In free improvisation, there are indeed numerous taboos, though most of them are only implicit. 
“What are the taboos and totems of improvised music?” – this is the challenge issued by the sax-
ophonist Bertrand Denzler. However, several improvisers point out that most of their dogmas are 
things of the past, and are now obsolete: “The dogmas of free, improvised music belong to the 
last millennium; it’s become much freer since then,” claims the tuba player Marc Unternährer, for 
example. “We don’t want to reach a point where we have to liberate ourselves from the dogmas of 
free improvisation as you seem to understand them, like the free jazz musicians had to at the end of 
the 1960s,” adds the percussionist Lucas Niggli. The visual artist Miriam Sturzenegger, however, 
situates the problem in historical terms:

Free improvisation was an ideology back then, one for which you gave everything. This is 
the urgency that the article wrote about – the revolution that is over. […] Free improvisation 
as an ideology, as it was lived out back then, is over today.

And the cellist Alfred Zimmerlin sums it up as follows: “We are happy that we can concentrate 
completely on the music today, without any ideological ballast and without having to be revolu-
tionaries” (discussion in Dissonance online, 2010).

In theoretical terms, the abovementioned commandment of emptiness is founded in a concept 
of nothingness. The British guitarist Derek Bailey has an apt metaphor for this act of creating out of 
nothing, as well as for the vanity of ever hoping to “capture” an improvisation: “[I]t really is like 
sand, you have to make it stick, naturally it doesn’t stick, you can just form it and then it’s gone and 
I think that’s a great attraction. I think to make it stick is actually a kind of heresy” (Scott 1988).

Many improvisers see this in more dogmatic terms, however. For example, Richard Scott 
insists that

improvisation has to escape its own idiomatic history and identity as surely as it needs to 
escape from other genres. If it is to be “free,” then free improvisation needs somehow also to 
be free from itself. It thereby contains an innate negation and a certain pull towards a kind of 
nothingness or no-thingness.

(Scott 2014: 5)

We should also see this emphatic nothingness as a political stance typical of the post-1968 era of 
negation. At the same time, however, we have to bear in mind Deleuze’s dictum of the “Empty 
Man in a Full Space”: “An empty space, without characters (or in which the characters themselves 
show the void) has a fullness in which there is nothing missing” (Deleuze 1989: 245).

Already on the empty stage, the improviser stands within the context of his own previous 
concerts:

He doesn’t necessarily need to invent anything or to impose anything on the blankness of the 
stage, because there is no blank empty space patiently awaiting his actions to give it meaning 
in the first place. Even an empty stage is already a play of forces. The space he walks onto 
is already full, pregnant with its own plurality of directions and gravities, which are quite 
apart from, and yet inseparable from, those that may be encapsulated within the body of the 
performer.

(Scott 2014: 9)
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It is precisely in order to avoid this heavy burden of tradition and social expectations that a new 
space was created for this project (and only for this). This helped to “radicalize” the improvisations 
inasmuch as the space itself was also developed ex nihilo. It thereby provided the ideal conditions 
for improvisation according to Michele Biasutti’s definition, which itself referred back to the 
“real-time music” of the Berlin scene of the mid-1990s onwards: “Music improvisation could 
be defined as the real-time creative performance of novel music and consists of inventing music 
extemporaneously” (Biasutti 2017: 1).

But what exactly does this mean? Marcello Ruta states that the notion of free improvisation 
is in conflict with the idea of implementing a pre-defined normative sound structure; so the use 
of prefabricated materials contradicts the principle of improvisation, not least on etymological 
grounds: “The […] meaning of improvviso (not foreseen – done in the moment) seems in fact to 
exclude the use of pre-established sound-structures, or performing instructions, as a rule to be 
followed” (Ruta 2017: 518). In our case, we could add that the samples are prefabricated, but were 
recorded in the moment and are being applied to a new context, and are, thus, also improvised.4

4 Start

The initial question as to who is going to start a new piece is one that implicitly requires a deci-
sion, though it is always taken in the moment and may never be prepared in advance.

MS: How shall we start today? That’s the most difficult part of the evening, how to start.
FS: That’s exactly it. We could say: He’ll start with a solo or we’ll start loudly together. Whatever. 

So far we never had the feeling we’ve got to plan it, and I think that’s a great quality. After 22 
nights we still don’t feel we have to talk about how we’ll start. 3 or 4 years ago it always went 
like this: You start on your own. Or: Martin starts on his own. ”Some sounds!!” Yes, that’s 
what we used to do. Then suddenly we stopped doing it [44:02–44:45].

Given this absence of intention, how to begin a new piece is one of their biggest challenges. The 
keyword, “Some sounds!!” by Martin Schütz is to be understood literally: their music simply 
emerges out of some sounds or other.

The transitions in all this are fluid. Sometimes the sounds come from the distortion box, some-
times from a sizzling hi-hat and sometimes the latter is imitated by the voice. It becomes truly 
unintentional when a sound action begins outside the scope of the Trio and their sphere of influ-
ence. It might be a member of the audience lighting a cigarette, someone filling a water glass, the 
laughing of the bartender or the noise of a fan – any of these can trigger something new:

MS: Music begins right here with a ventilator like this one. There’s loads of music in that thing. 
At first it got on my nerves, I wanted it to be absolutely quiet in here. Then I said to myself: 
It really is very hot in here [11:20–11:50].

While such “natural” sounds expand the sound spectrum beyond the scope of the instrumental, 
the computer also has a comparable role to play, precisely because not every manipulation enables 
the resulting sounds and noises to be predicted or plannable. The aesthetic, formal processes and 
sounds thus reflect the world of electronic music, to such an extent that the Trio was able to inte-
grate sounds from the then-current New York DJ scene into their live electronics. In this regard, 
Hans Koch said:

HK: The whole set up with computers and instruments is very important of course. I try to make 
sounds on the instruments like I do on the computer. It interests me to see how far I can go. 
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I’m starting to like the computer as much as an instrument. I keep trying to get right into the 
sounds [5:25–5:54].

5 Decisions

Ending a piece or a development is similarly difficult to beginning it, precisely because it means 
making a decision again – as we can see in the following dialogue between Martin Schütz and 
Fredy Studer:

MS: Today, with that groove, somehow you let that go on far too long. I know… I nearly went 
mad. That’s because Studer wants to hear it. Yes, alright. I thought whenever is he going to 
stop? It crossed my mind afterwards as well. A bit late, but it doesn’t matter. No. I felt fine 
doing it. I asked myself, is he so in love with that thing that he can’t stop? I was miles away, I 
didn’t hear it. […] FS: But you know, talking about hesitating or a clear decision, I once said 
in an interview or such like: With Hendrix, I simply don’t hear any hesitating, they are clear 
decisions. I know what you mean… MS: when you criticize hesitation. FS: That happens to 
me, too, I know what it’s like. When you improvise, that can happen. And if that happens a 
lot, and during a concert, then it will be horrifying. Then I wish for a rock band on stage that 
knows: We’ll play this song! Of course, you were right to say what you did about Hendrix 
because, he was simply a musician. I don’t think hesitating was ever an option for him, then of 
course you must consider: We are all over 50 now. At the time you’re talking about he was… 
26! [38:08–40:12]

The three men each ensure that the very opposite of anything “comfy” or “fun” occurs. Radical-
ism is what drives them, ensuring that longer moments of beauty are immediately stifled, islands 
of comfort are disturbed, and chains of suspense are rent asunder. All these taboo things are al-
lowed to occur – but not for too long, especially when their free improvisation advertises itself as 
 non-idiomatic and non-referential as a matter of principle (Demierre 2010). In this, however, the 
Trio reveals itself to be pretty undogmatic, far removed even from the “nothingness” postulated 
by Scott above (2014: 5). Here, in an ideal postmodern manner, we repeatedly find all manner of 
stylistic borrowings. According to one’s listening experiences, one sometimes seems to hear snip-
pets of rock, or an overtone-rich, esoteric-sounding mood, while at other times the music sounds 
like klezmer or one perceives an electronic bustling or jazzy sounds, through-composed grooves, 
and even the hardest of metal riffs. This free improvisation is by no means completely unidiom-
atic; it’s more a kind of polystylism. Even bits and pieces of classical music can be heard, like a roll-
ing “basso continuo” or a repeated ostinato. Other listeners are reminded of the  Jamaican reggae 
sound engineer King Tubby, who played a major role in the development of dub. Sometimes it’s 
the obsessiveness with which they work at their material – in both a musical and a physical sense – 
while at other times it’s their sheer joy in virtuosity that is put on show here. And at other times, 
they succeed in sounding more like some kind of intermezzo, though we naturally don’t know if 
all this really sounded like that in the concert, or whether it is the result of montage.

 “The first few days ran like on autopilot, and now we start to ask ourselves things like ‘have 
I already played that?’”, Schütz remarked (Bosshard 2005), and Koch told to the present author 
after a concert: “The first five concerts were exciting. Only the first Sunday proved difficult, be-
cause we had to play in Willisau [at the jazz festival] on the afternoon.” The additional matinée 
performance at a festival intensified the problem of not repeating themselves, because they were 
playing twice on the same day and had to try and keep a clear head, even though they were tired. 
This was all the more important because the commandment to innovate is an unwritten law of 
improvising: “There’s an urge always to play the newest material – the material that hasn’t yet 
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been composed” (Amstutz 2005); we shall hereafter delve further into the relationship between 
improvisation and composition.

An improviser is faced with the same dilemma as the boy in Heinrich Kleist’s novella Das 
Marionettentheater, who elegantly pulls a thorn out of his foot: his movement in the mirror looks 
so graceful to him that he would like to repeat it, but this in itself means he loses his spontaneity, 
and, thus, also the innocence and naturalness of the act. What Kleist requires in this metaphor of 
the puppet master is also true of improvising. One’s consciousness has to be switched off, because 
it acts immediately as a kind of censor. In such moments, a feeling can emerge that is not actually 
recognized, but is felt as something fluid, as “flow”:

FS: The moment it happens, what counts is: If you have 3 grooves one after the other – fuck it, 
then that’s it, then you simply have to work your arse off! Yes, I mean it. I do agree with you. 
At moments like these I can say so [28:28–28:50].

6 Flow

In an earlier study by the present author, “flow” is repeatedly mentioned in interviews as a 
by-product of a good working atmosphere. For example, a cellist has described such moments as a 
subjective experience that is perceived as a mutual interaction with the audience:

So there are these flow situations, where you have the feeling that something is flowing 
through you and it reaches the people who are there. I’d describe that as an optimum concert. 
You don’t really even feel yourself anymore, because you just dissolve in the thing. […] For 
me, it’s these flow moments. I think these moments where you feel that something or other is 
emerging that you couldn’t completely prepare – both through playing together and through 
the audience that hears something and thereby also intervenes in the whole performance.

(Gartmann et al. 2019: 352 f.)

The prerequisites for “flow” experiences can be summed up as individual excellence, a successful 
attentiveness in a team that manifests itself as mutual trust, active support of processes that unfold 
and anticipating subsequent actions. Flow experiences can point to a high level of performance, or 
can support such a performance through the way in which they provide individual recompense. 
Mutual flow experiences are regarded as a “gateway to increased creativity” (Marotto et al. 2007: 
388). Flow and the act of its production have a circular impact; in fact, they stimulate each other 
in a mutual fashion, like a spiral. “Flow can enhance improvisation inducing a sense of spontaneity 
and a natural flow of musical ideas” (Biasutti 2017; cf. Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

But this spontaneity can only develop like this when it is not forced. Awareness and thinking 
are further taboos of improvisation because they deprive one of the absolute freedom of the mo-
ment to act out of the moment, as it was claimed by the musicians for ideological reasons.

HK: It’s risky when you start speaking about something like that. It may be good, but on the 
other hand it’s shit because the next time you play, your mind [Bewusstsein] is aware and 
remembers. Then you start thinking, and then you start to censor. And you take huge steps 
backwards. Thinking is your worst enemy in a situation like this. I don’t think that much. 
You must do, you wouldn’t be so articulate otherwise. It’s all about wanting to make progress. 
No, you don’t make the progress like that. With dogmas you don’t make progress. FS: That’s 
not what I mean. It’s actually a way of saying: I don’t like it when you do that. That’s not what 
I’m saying. The next time that situation comes up. And you realize you would like to open 
the window, but you remember: Shit, no, he doesn’t like it, he feels the draught on his neck 
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that’s complete shit because that’s where the problems start then there’s simply no freedom 
anymore [28:50–30:09].

7 “Recordings of Improvisations Repeat the Unrepeatable”  
(Bertinetto 2012: 121)

“Musical performance is an ephemeral and unrepeatable event,” confirms Bertinetto. On the one 
hand, “the improvisational process per se is singular, unrepeatable and incorrigible” (Bertinetto 
2012: 106), but on the other, repetitions of individual turns of phrase or sounds are also implicitly 
forbidden. Marcello Ruta describes the unrepeatability of an event as one of the primary charac-
teristics of improvisation:

If we refer, however, to musical improvisation as performed action, rather than as performed 
sonic structure, it seems that unrepeatability turns out to be an appropriate property to char-
acterise it. […] Free improvisations, as musical events, are per definition unrepeatable.5

These statements are as insightful as they are unambiguous. Our experimental project is so special 
because the whole process is repeated within it – thirty times differently, but all under the same 
“laboratory conditions.” And thanks to the video, the different instances of this process can even 
be compared – at least in part. The notion of differentiating in improvisation between process 
and product is helpful, and comes from Alessandro Bertinetto: Action is not the result (Bertinetto 
2012: 113). Here, however, we have to differentiate things, as he also admitted later, and rightly 
so: “Post-production manipulations of the recorded material are the rule” (Bertinetto 2012: 120).

This is true in our case study to an even greater degree, because the production process did not just 
comprise improving the sound quality of the recording, but also involved editing and assembling the 
recordings anew, with the individual excerpts being chosen in a far more selective manner than is the 
case with “normal” recording sessions and recording situations. When Bertinetto remarks that “Only 
the result of an improvisation can be frozen, defrosted and tasted repeatedly” (Bertinetto 2012: 121), 
by “result” he means the product – the acoustic result. In our case, it is interesting that the reverse is 
true. The product is a montage that is far from being any sonic image of what was played; instead, the 
product here is the process that was captured in excerpts, and thereby made repeatable.

The paradox that we can use recordings to make the unrepeatable repeatable is a problem that 
is solved by Bertinetto inasmuch as he denies it the character of an improvisation: “The music that 
we are listening to in the recording is not the improvisation, but its sonic image that attests to its 
unrecoverable vanishing.” Instead, he promises a kind of transformation: “Radical ontological 
transformation (from live improvisation to recorded improvisation) converts the unrepeatable 
music played into an item (ideally) repeatable without loss of identity in multiple performances, 
which are (tendentially) all identical or aurally very similar)” (Bertinetto 2012: 121). With “very 
similar,” he probably means that the recordings in question are available on different media – 
 normally audio media. These different representations (in our case on CD or DVD) make possible 
the ontological transformation from music improvisation to musical work.

Thus, CD and video present us with two very different forms of the paradox inherent in com-
posed improvisation. In his funding application for his film, the director Peter Liechti acknowl-
edged that the special nature of his idea becomes manifest here: “[…] to listen to the TRIO is also 
to participate in a process.” In retrospect, he remarks that only the film can record and play back 
the live event:

The exciting directness and the sensuality of this music are essentially only conveyed if you 
are physically present for it – or through the specific medium of film, which in a best-case 

Repeatability versus Unrepeatability
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scenario can intensify it. It is one of the privileges of film that it can be edited: we can shorten 
the circuitous, at times strenuous or perhaps even boring path of an improvised concert so as 
to reduce it to its highpoints – without leaving out the creative struggle to get there.6

What’s more, such fixed improvisations can also serve as objects of study, rather like written tran-
scriptions: “like recordings, transcriptions are not improvisations anymore, [… they are] tools for 
studying past improvisations and for learning how to improvise” (Bertinetto 2012: 124, note 18). 
Here, however, engaging with these objects is so interesting because the process itself is reflected 
upon and documented, meaning we can study this process, too, to a certain extent.

Audio recordings of improvisations can also be regarded critically, precisely because of their 
ontological metamorphosis. David Grubbs has expressed skepticism about the transformation 
from improvisation to composition, as he has written in an expanded context:

[…] the practice of improvisation yields performances of improvised music; performances of 
improvised music become recordings; these recordings, through the process of being desig-
nated with a title and composer, become compositions; and improvisers, for better or worse, 
become recording artists.

(Grubbs 2014: 110)

It is for this reason – which is also ideological – that certain musicians such as the AMM Collective 
reject recordings out of hand, while Jacques Demierre once remarked both rightly and categori-
cally that “improvised music dies in every concert” (Demierre 2010). Repeated listening does not 
lead to added value in the listening experience, believes Demierre, but on the contrary, it leads 
to atrophy (Badrutt 2021). In order to find our way out of this dilemma, which is widespread on 
the improvisation scene, the British guitarist Derek Bailey proposed incorporating the dimension 
of the listener, saying: “If you could only play a record once, imagine the intensity you’d have to 
bring into the listening” (Watson 2004: 424). Bailey’s approach, thus, endeavors to reclaim for 
the listener of audio recordings that uniqueness that is inherent in improvisation, and thereby 
preserve it.

To have the imagination to be able to listen to an audio recording but a single time should be 
understood as a provocative means of contrasting the unique, unforgettable experience of being 
at a live concert with listening to music on a sound recording – an act that can be repeated to the 
point of reaching inattentiveness. Bailey understands this uniqueness as an apt manner of listening, 
because free improvised music is solely committed to the moment, and when it is preserved as an 
audio recording it is transferred into a different materiality. By “pinning it down” in an audio re-
cording, its meaning and its impact are dissipated. This is especially the case when one listens to it 
repeatedly, which is why musicological analysis has been deemed an approach that is inappropriate 
for the material (Nanz 2011: 9 f.; Badrutt 2021).

8 Conclusion

In contrast to Bertinetto’s postulated “normality” of things that are “all identical or aurally very 
similar” as stated above (Bertinetto 2012: 121), the two representations considered here (the CD 
and the video) are not identical at all. Thanks to the act of montage they are as different as they 
could be, in terms of both their music and their media. We are not dealing with a “frozen” version 
of the event, but an assemblage – a kind of “composed” improvisation. One could describe them 
as a composed, compromised form of improvisation, though of two very different types. The 
CD is a documented form of the sonic result – it presents improvisation as sound that by means of 
montage and post-production techniques has been transformed into an artwork sui generis, as an 
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abbreviated snapshot of 30 evenings – very different from the audio documentation of the iconic 
“Cologne Concert” of Keith Jarrett, whose ebb and flow were reproduced relatively faithfully. 
The CD here is, thus, an artifact with work status and an object worthy of aesthetic and critical 
reception (cf., e.g., Bertinetto 2012: 112). In the case of the video production, however, we are 
dealing with both a selection that reflects the sonic (and visual) result, and that also documents 
that result with far more radical editing (and in far shorter sequences than on the CD). But at the 
same time, the close-up, flexible hand camera also documents excerpts of the process of the impro-
visation, which is emphasized all the more by the additional statements made on the video by the 
participants. The director Liechti himself realized through his recordings that only the film could 
reflect the process and the product adequately, precisely because it tells its own story and because 
its use of editing and concentration means it can penetrate to the core of the improvisation:

Their sets are largely improvised, and it is part of the essence of improvised music that it 
sometimes “sags”; for longer periods it simply hangs there, looking for something, in order, 
ultimately, to find results that are all the richer for it. The cinematic montage lets us shorten 
the long, sometimes strenuous path taken by the improvising musicians to reach their flights 
of fancy, and – without excluding the creative struggle – it enables us to concentrate it all in 
a musical route that allows us up-close insights into the interior life of this music. Only the 
means of film allow us to convey the exciting vigor and sensuality of a LIVE concert to an 
audience that is itself unable to be there physically.

(Liechti 2006)

Notes
 1 P. Liechti, Hardcore Chambermusic – A Club For 30 Days, 2006 (Intakt DVD 131). The quotations are in 

Swiss-German dialect in the original. HK = Hans Koch, MS = Martin Schütz and FS = Fredy Studer. 
We quote here from the English subtitles, with occasional edits where necessary. Excerpts can be found 
on YouTube at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8qCbdczbqno (accessed July 29, 2019). All the 
quotations in text, marked with a timeframe, refer to this work.

 2 Koch-Schütz-Studer, Tales From 30 Unintentional Nights, 2006 (CD Intakt Records 117).
 3 Audio: we find excerpts from evenings 10/11 and 21 edited together, then 25, edited down in increas-

ingly concentrated form (on two tracks): 26 and 28 ff.
 4 Other authors have also pointed out the not every element of a musical improvisation is created ad hoc or 

“ex nihilo”; cf. Alperson 1984: 21 f.; Brown 1996.
 5 Ruta 2017: 516.
 6 Liechti 2006.
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THE RISK OF IMPROVISED MUSIC

An Ethnographic Approach

Tom Arthurs

1 Introduction

Whether jazz-fact or jazz-fiction, while planning this chapter, the story of a well-known 
 London-based jazz and blues guitarist quickly sprang to mind – a musician who notoriously orga-
nized a field-trip of “free” improvisers to a motorcycle speedway race.1

While at first glance the connection between motorsport and Improvised Music may not be 
altogether obvious, the tenacious protagonist nonetheless used the occasion to underscore and 
relativize both parties’ notions and conceptions of risk: contrasting the riders’ breakneck flirtation 
with death to the improvisers’ fear of potential humiliation in front of an audience, and the general 
perception of musical improvisation as an inherently risky activity.

As far as I know, no-one has lost their life directly in the pursuit of Improvised Music-making, 
but the story nonetheless suggests various important questions. What might the two activities 
have in common? What are the risks involved in musical improvisation, and Improvised Music, 
in particular? And, in a field of artistic activity that still often conjures up images of divine inspi-
ration, ideas arriving “out of the blue,” and the enduring misconception that performance takes 
place without reference to any prior preparation or experience (Blum 1998; Arthurs 2015) – is the 
activity of Improvised Music-making (and other connected art forms) really as risky as its popular 
perception might suggest?

Can we be more specific and scientific about this supposedly most mystical of activities? Can 
we create a precise definition of “risk” in the context of Improvised Music-making? What might 
it mean to “fail” or to “succeed,” and what is at stake? Can we talk concretely about how musi-
cians might negotiate the perils of such a field?

Fortunately, a range of key texts in improvisation studies and connected disciplines have al-
ready long put paid to the idea that musical improvisation is any such aleatoric, random, or magical 
act (in this way at least), and it is now generally accepted among academics and musicians that 
most (if not all) improvised activities rely on more-or-less complex networks of prior experiences; 
cultural conventions, assumptions and agreements; musical materials and structures that have been 
developed and practiced in advance; and agreements constructed by particular working groups 
and long-term musical relationships (Nettl 1974; Marr and Bailey 1992; Arthurs 2015; Berkowitz 
2010; Blum 1998; Chan 1998; Manuel 1998; Nettl and Russell 1998; Slawek 1998; Small 1998; 
Pressing 2000; Kinderman 2009; Levin 2009; Rasmussen 2009; Solis and Nettl 2009; Berkowitz 
2010; Arthurs 2015 Manuel 1998; Marr and Bailey 1992; Nettl 1974; Nettl and Russell 1998; 
Pressing 2000; Rasmussen 2009; Slawek 1998; Small 1998; Solis and Nettl 2009).
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On a more macro-level, the sociologists Becker and Bourdieu propose that each music scene 
(artworld or field of artistic production) is constructed around a set of shared conventions (values, 
experiences, knowledge), and that these agreements serve to connect its members and create what 
might then be recognised by those participants as Art (Bourdieu 1984, 1993; Becker 2008).

From this point of view, the Improvised Music scene is certainly no different to any other field of 
artistic activity, even if its conventions are not always clearly evident to a lay audience (or, as Becker 
might put it, to the otherwise well-socialised member of society). To use the terms of Bourdieu then, 
the field of Improvised Music-making requires a specific cultural competence for its interpretation and 
appreciation; therefore, why should it not also require a specific definition and understanding of risk?

From this starting point, my ethnographic research on the Improvised Music community of 
Berlin during 2012 and 2013 uses grounded theory (interviews with thirty-four musicians and ex-
perts selected by social network analysis) and participant observation (around seventy concerts) to 
examine the aesthetics, ideologies and practicalities of one sub-world of contemporary E uropean 
Improvised Music-making.2

This chapter unites some of these findings to explore the idea of genre-specific risk in Impro-
vised Music-making – evaluating it on its own terms, exploring the variables on which it depends, 
and examining the strategies by which it is mediated.

2 Defining Risk: Two Axes of Appreciation in Improvised Music-making

2.1 Musical/Sounding Outcomes

One key finding of my research in Berlin was the proposition that any analysis of Improvised 
Music-making (at least in the terms of its audience and participants) should distinguish between 
two levels of appreciation: the “musical,” “sounding,” “aesthetic” outcome of a performance, and 
the interaction and process that generated it.

“Good” musical outcomes were often discussed in terms of sounding and aesthetic outcomes so 
clear, well-structured and united that “every note fits – it could have been written out,” where “ev-
eryone actually finds their absolute place in the thing,” or, as drummer Yorgos Dimitriadis put it:

You have your place, your space, what you’re supposed to do [and] so does everybody else… 
It’s like rock… [when] everything clicks together, and when it all clicks, it rolls. [This] hap-
pens also with our music. […] It stays in a groove… this music makes me dance, [and] with 
this glue, and this locking together, the whole thing happens.

Such positive musical/sounding outcomes were generally defined by the convergence of homog-
enous aesthetic tastes and aims or convergences of timing,3 and this occurred on the micro-level 
(choice of materials, density of ideas, speed of events) and the macro (architecture, global pacing, 
evolution of global structure, density).

Accordingly, musical/sounding outcomes that were considered “good” were expressed in terms 
of genre-specific conventions of the music “happening,” “working,” “locking-in” or “grooving,” 
and the precise criteria for these terms were generally known and passed on only intuitively and 
wordlessly (learning by doing) between the scene’s expert listeners and musicians.

2.2 Process and Interaction

Aside from the musical/sounding level of appreciation already discussed, Improvised Music per-
formances were also often assessed by expert listeners and musicians in terms of the underlying 
processes and interaction of the participants.
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Most practitioners and listeners agreed that it was relatively rare that the musical/sounding 
level would “work” consistently over the course of an entire performance and, accordingly, most 
Improvised Music concerts included various degrees of “searching” – where the musical result 
was far from “happening,” “grooving” or “locking-in,” and the aesthetic outcome was far from 
homogenous. In such cases, differing intentions clashed, opposing voices competed to show the 
way forward and, sometimes, nobody would take the lead at all.

As vibraphone player Els Vandeweyer put it, “sometimes there’s these really searching periods 
in the music where there’s nothing much happening,” and in the words of saxophonist Anna 
Kaluza:

Maybe there are amazing things happening at some point, but then there will be very strange 
moments too – it can’t be avoided, and it shouldn’t be.

Compared to other more conventional music styles, appreciation of the role of searching periods 
appears quite unique to Improvised Music performance practice, and, in the opinion of many par-
ticipants in my fieldwork, this was still one of the most difficult elements for non-expert listeners 
to grasp – the axis of musical/sounding appreciation lending itself somewhat more willingly to the 
traditional tools of music analysis.

From this point of view, the performance of (pre-)composed music is obviously much less 
“risky” – searching playing almost no role in the final recording or concert, and any traces of 
doubt and insecurity caused by such experimentation having been long erased from the final 
product. Indeed, much experiment and trial-and-error in this sense (dare we call this improvisa-
tion?) has usually already taken place in the process leading up to performance (whether during 
composition or rehearsal), and by the time an audience encounters such “finished” works (whether 
it be Mozart or M.I.A.), these processes are usually no longer evident in the concert, score, mp3 or 
video, which, in turn, becomes the central text for discourse and analysis (Cage 1969: 35).

As an inevitability of the creation of Improvised Music however, which is undertaken by mul-
tiple authors in real-time and where much of the collective process unfolds before the eyes and 
ears of the audience,4 such searching moments were deemed inevitable, and, for many Improvised 
Music practitioners, these moments in themselves became a focal point for a particular kind of 
discussion and enjoyment.

This, in turn, inspired a range of differing tastes and practices for musicians, who situated 
themselves between the following two poles:

-  Musicians who avoided searching, quickly seeking homogenous musical/sounding outcomes 
in order not to risk that the music is not “happening,” “grooving,” or “locking-in” (or that a 
mutually enjoyable aesthetic experience was not attained).

-  Musicians who provoked, encouraged and embraced long periods of searching: in the hope 
that this would be rewarded by the emergence of moments of particular novelty or beauty. 
Such “special moments” were generally considered impossible without such risk-taking or by 
reverting to short-term solutions.

The first position outlined here is probably fairly self-explanatory, and is one that is easy to rec-
ognise for any music-lover searching for aesthetic perfection in the sense of more conventional 
composed music.

To the lay audience, however, the second school of thought – where searching was embraced, 
encouraged and actively explored – might require somewhat more explanation. Simply put, why 
should an audience pay to watch and listen to a band searching for, and not necessarily reaching, 
a “good”-sounding conclusion?

The Risk of Improvised Music
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By means of explanation, bassist Antonio Borghini (very much a fan of such processes) told the 
following story, recalling a first-meeting of cellist Tristan Honsinger and vocalist Phil Minton:

[They’d] been wandering around into nothingness for 25 minutes or something… [and] even 
myself, I was saying, “What the fuck is going on, come on, I mean you both have all the tools 
to get out of that… Come on! Do something!” […]

And surely enough, the flower blossomed after 30 minutes, and probably [was] something 
that wouldn’t have happened if they started doing their own tricks and were safe. […] That 
was really enlightening.

For such connoisseurs, searching was often just as enjoyable as the result, and bassist, archivist, 
historian and “expert listener” Klaus Kürvers made a direct comparison to literature (“the crime 
novel is only about searching”), while trumpeter Axel Dörner described how

In the moment it feels very uncomfortable… where there’s different levels of timing, or 
somebody’s somewhere else in the musical structure. But then it’s very interesting suddenly, 
the way it turns. […]

That’s part of it. Sometimes, if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t mean it’s uninteresting music. It’s 
maybe more interesting when you listen back to it. […] I had this experience a couple of times 
where I’d play a concert, and the more uncomfortable part seems to be more interesting, [and] 
seems to have been more interesting for the audience.

Genre-specific perceptions of “honesty” and authenticity played a considerable part in this appre-
ciation and, in many cases, these qualities and the interactional/processual axis of musical appre-
ciation were deemed more important than the realisation of a “beautiful,” “working” or coherent 
aesthetic outcome – the perceived integrity of the process, and the equality of the participants, 
having a higher value than the musical/sounding result.

Drummer Christian Lillinger, for example, praised one of his closest colleagues and collaborators:

[This musician], he’s incredible. He’s always doing something different – he’s searching, like 
a child. He searches, and for me it’s totally fine if a concert is shit, because [he always takes] 
the risk to do something new. And sometimes, OK, it didn’t work – but so what? He tried 
something. And that’s really [this guy]. And it’s great. And when it goes well, then it goes 
really well. That’s what it’s about.

Electronic musician Valerio Tricoli described one concert where “a recording of that gig is not 
even music I think! It’s not even fucking music,” and one expert listener explained how, in such 
cases:

It’s like a character movie they show. It’s not only the music. The music is only the surface. 
[There are] lots of things showing underneath.

Another participant added that:

For me it’s an issue of if I have to reconstruct [a performance] in terms of the music… or just 
in terms of the performance. If I just have to say, “OK, it was just a performance with some 
music put into it. But the important thing was the performance.” Or… if I have to say… “It 
was… musical improvisation with a strong performative element, in which the musical part 
failed.”
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Based on findings from my interviews then, such distinctions appear somewhat pertinent when 
considering ideas of risk in Improvised Music-making – on one hand, the risk that the music 
and musicians would not “lock together,” “find their place” or “groove” within a homogenous 
 musical/sounding result, but also the risk that long periods of searching would (or would not) 
result in the unique and amazing moments that otherwise legitimised the pursuit.

Already, then, two quite differing perceptions of risk-management in Improvised Music prac-
tice become apparent:

-  Where the aim was the fast and efficient realisation of a homogenous, harmonious, concrete 
musical/sounding result – the risk being that this wouldn’t happen;

-  Where the aim was to create novel and “amazing” moments following searching and experi-
mentation, and where the risk was that the uncertainty and vagueness of that searching would 
not be legitimised in an “amazing” and novel “working” outcome – despite the preservation 
of “honesty,” integrity and the novelty of interaction.

3 Mediating Risk: Tastes and Strategies

Within this framework of musical/sounding vs. interactional/processual appreciation‚ four main 
approaches emerged in response to the questions, challenges and risks already discussed.

These were referred to by participants as:

1  “Real Improvising”
2  “Tricks” and Conscious Interventions
3  Pre-Planned Rules and Concepts
4  Composition

These distinctions served to create social allegiances within Berlin’s Improvised Music scene, and 
performers often expressed clear tastes in their membership of one or more of these groups. Some 
musicians remained loyal to one approach or ideology, whereas others were more flexible, or se-
lected different approaches depending on the context.

3.1 “Real Improvising”

For so-called “real improvisers,” the main aim was to reach and maintain a state of flow, distin-
guishing their “real” or “pure” approach to improvisation from more “cerebral,” or “conceptual” 
practices.

In terms of quickly reaching musical/sounding outcomes, “real improvising” was the riskiest 
tactic, and prioritised the attainment of the flow state, the process of interaction and the integrity 
of the performers’ intentions, interactions, authenticity and “honesty,” over the fast realisation of 
a homogenous aesthetic result.

As a result, searching was welcomed and encouraged, and for purists and defenders of this way 
of playing, such as Antonio Borghini, the use of any pre-planned concepts or conscious strategies 
directly opposed his/her perceived freedom of expression:

[“Real improvisation”] touches the very core of the process for me, which is… the freedom to 
[make] your own associations with things. […] For me [it] would be very hard to know that 
I can’t do things when I improvise.

I think it’s very dangerous to push a player into a line… [and] that’s the risk of conceptual 
improvising. [Sometimes people say] “OK, let’s play just pianissimo,” and for me this is shit. 
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I mean, OK, but I would rather have you playing that strong that you’ll make me play pianis-
simo… As far as Improvised Music is concerned, that’s my point.

As Borghini intimated, for many musicians concerned with “real improvising,” all the instructions 
for music-making existed in performance itself (with no need for prior discussion or arrangement), 
and these instructions took the form of a series of mutually understood cues and signs. These signs 
were used by performers in real-time and as part of the flow process, and each musician listened 
for and responded to these, in order to construct a collectively composed piece.

Biliana Voutchkova explained how, in the moment:

The way that I always play, I allow things to appear. I don’t make necessarily decisions [sic]… 
and the decisions are more like “matter-of-fact.” You come to this point when, “This is the 
thing to do,” and it’s not really coming of “OK, now I will do this,” but it’s coming of, “This 
is where we’re going now, and this is where we are, and there is only that that I can do.”

There is not so much freedom in the sense that, “Ah, I can do anything.” No, no. It’s like 
a very particular thing. And this comes from this sensitivity that you build… and the people 
around you. Things appear somehow, and they go a certain direction and then you learn to 
follow this, so it’s somewhat again dealing with the unknown, but at the same time you rec-
ognize certain directions.

She continued:

I’m not thinking… [and] it’s the wrong term for this work. There is no thinking happening. 
Or maybe we call it intuitive thinking or something. […] It’s somehow connected to the 
body, and is connected to the experience and… to responding to some things that are already 
happening. So it’s more a responsive thinking, if you want to call it [that]. Or intuitive re-
sponsive thinking, then, rather than – “The composition has to go this direction because…” 
[…] It’s not coming this way.

Many musicians described “real improvising” as “instinctive” or “subconscious,” and – returning 
to our motorcycle racers – improvisers’ descriptions correspond well to Csikszentmihalyi’s por-
trayal of flow states attained by experts in a wide range of “risky” fields (Csikszentmihalyi 2014).

Taking the analogy further, one expert listener went so far to compare Improvised Music prac-
tice with the mastery of martial arts, describing how:

I think that’s one of the principles of the whole thing… you learn, you learn, you learn the 
technique, but to master the technique you have to forget what you learn. And I think at least 
for my perception, it’s [about] the people who forgot… what they learned, and simply do – 
like you drive a car – you don’t think about driving a car. […] The technique is no question, 
the thing is no question… it grows out of itself.

Remembering Pressing’s work on the psychology of improvisation (Pressing 1984, 2000), it is 
quite conceivable that expert improvisers have trained themselves to make lightning-quick “sub-
conscious” evaluations of their surroundings and act accordingly – this decision-making relying 
on the execution of a learnt repertoire of cognitive assemblies that run on a level too fast to 
perceive consciously. Such assemblies use feedback and feedforward to predict outcomes, and 
make use of previously learnt and practiced materials (motor memory), experiences with the same 
musicians (and others), short- and long-term memory during a given performance and other ac-
cumulated conventions, cultural knowledge, concepts and ideologies.5 Of course a full study of 
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these connections is far beyond the scope of this chapter, but hopefully these questions might be 
addressed elsewhere, with time.

3.2 “Tricks” and Conscious Interventions

Although many musicians described some (or all) of their musical practices as “real” or “pure” 
improvisation, others consciously exited the flow state, deciding to send strong signals to their 
colleagues, in order to change the direction of the music from what would have “automatically” 
happened had they not intervened.

Guitarist Olaf Rupp compared this to building and maintaining a camp fire:

When I play [it’s] a thermic process that creates its own energy by burning itself. [But] some-
times, like on the fire, you have to arrange it… you put some wood, you put it in. […] I 
influence it. […] I enjoy this game between the freedom and my influence on it.

Talking quite concretely about the need to reach clearer musical/sounding outcomes more quickly 
than with “real improvising” (and therefore deliberately curtailing searching moments), saxo-
phonist and clarinet player Tobias Delius described how:

I try to come there thinking of it a bit like a blank page – “OK, let’s see what happens.” But 
I don’t think it’s only about that. It’s also about making conscious decisions about starting 
and stopping or trying something else or not. […] It’s important also to… think, and to make 
strategies as you’re playing.

[Sometimes] I feel or hear that the music needs just… for a completely new voice to be 
added, which may, or may not, have anything to do with what’s going on already. Like an-
other layer, which then, by default somehow, will become part of the whole afterwards.

Let’s say we’re all… making a nice muddy rumble in the lower register, and that’s going 
on, and we’re all happy, we’re enjoying it, or we’re assuming we’re enjoying it! [laughs] And 
then, suddenly, let’s see what happens if I do something completely different. […] “Ok – 
let’s see what happens if I whistle a melody through my instrument now.” Those kind of 
things, as if you might be reading a book and somebody just, [whoosh], flips a few pages – 
that can of course happen naturally, without any kind of pre-meditation, but sometimes 
it’s also just like “OK.” [Or] of course, also just stopping – just to stop playing, or just in a 
very quiet piece, saying, “Look, why don’t I just play a very loud event now suddenly,” or 
something like that.

For Rupp, conscious interventions also served to create aesthetic stability in the group or sculpted 
macro-level architectural decisions, in the sense that

In some situations, it’s really important to really consciously lock yourself to avoid making 
contact with the others. I think there are situations where this is important, because you 
thought to establish some roots where the tree can grow.

Very often I’m thinking about developments, and [I] try to anticipate dead spots – so I 
don’t follow him to this, because I know it’s better if I have something else going on when 
he meets his dead spot, or changes. And this is all guessing… it’s all a game – because then 
[maybe] he doesn’t go to that spot… [maybe] there is no dead spot when he plays!

Such conscious interventions were often referred to by participants as “tricks,” and in addition to 
changes in musical material, these also included the use of physical movement (changing position 
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on stage), spoken text (mainly also improvised) or visual imagery (one musician told me how he 
would decide to imagine himself suddenly in a dentist’s waiting room).

A change of interactional strategy was another “trick” used by such musicians, and  inside-piano 
and electronics player Andrea Neumann would sometimes pause her flow mid-performance to 
ask:

Do you react fast, do you never react, do you try to ignore the other one, or do you want to 
sound parallel, or do you want to sound completely together?

Bass clarinettist Rudi Mahall took into consideration that:

I hear the notes that they play, and I can say which notes they are, and then I can decide “Ah, 
he’s playing an A now, what am I going to play over this A? Or should I also play the melody 
that he’s playing?” […] [Or maybe] I just repeat what I did five minutes ago… or maybe I’ll 
play what one of the others was playing one minute ago, and simply play that. [Alternatively] 
if the others are playing loud then I might just start playing so quietly that nobody can hear 
me anymore.

In addition to purely musical concerns, for some musicians tricks and conscious interjections 
were part of a professionalism aimed at quickly attaining “good” musical/sounding outcomes in 
high-pressure concert situations, and one bassist described how

If I don’t like how something’s going, then I feel pressure – it’s a difference between a festival 
gig and a normal bar gig. […] You can go “This has got to get good,” and “Fuck, this isn’t 
happening!” and so “I’ve got to make this happen.”

This, however, was not an opinion shared by all – and many “real” improvisers considered this 
attitude to be against the ethics of “pure” improvisation in general, and too great a compromise in 
terms of the authenticity, “honesty” and artistic freedom that they sought to represent.

3.3 Pre-planned Rules and Concepts

Limiting the risk of non-working aesthetic outcomes, and reducing the potential for searching even 
further, were musicians who used pre-planned rules and concepts as a basis for  improvisation – 
agreeing on common aims, processes and strategies before performance, and not deviating from 
them during its course.

Such decisions greatly increased the chance for immediate homogenous musical/sounding 
outcomes, and encouraged the emergence of specific musical textures, sound choices, harmonic 
fields, densities and counterpoints, which participants felt could not be achieved through “real 
improvising” alone.

Many felt that using pre-planned rules and concepts helped them further avoid the kind of 
“subconscious” habits, “licks” and clichés that often surfaced whilst “real improvising,” and strate-
gies ranged from the simple use of stopwatches or egg-timers to limit the length of certain sections 
of improvisation (and therefore force change), to the use of simple-yet-clear verbal instructions. 
Clarinetist Michael Thieke described how, in the group The Pitch:

What we fix is the [tonal] material, so we have these pitch sets, which are usually four notes, 
and… we go from this pitch set to the other and there might be overlapping periods between 
the two, but it’s the idea to keep them really separate. […]
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These pitch sets are actually transposed structures. So one of them, transposition zero 
would be C, C#, E, and F#… then this structure, [is transposed by a] minor 2nd, or minor 
3rd… transposed [through] every 12 notes, and then there’s the inversion, and that’s the only 
material we use. […]

Going back from transposition zero to inversion 10 [for example]… that’s the piece. […] So 
that these fields seem to move slowly from one set to another. […] You can [improvise] within 
these changes… stay on one note, or… go [with] the changing colors.

Or the other thing that we fix, usually, is the way we use [the pitch sets], so we… name 
them like “frozen”… or “liquid,” to have a certain type of movement or space. “Frozen” is… 
very, very slowed down. Almost like drone music but not with the idea to do a drone, but 
at least a very slowed down melody, that is basically long tones. And this “liquid” would be 
more like [the composer Morton] Feldman… not the way he repeats, but more these little 
phrases that have like a melodic phrase character.

It might easily be said that such detailed instructions left relatively restricted scope for the individ-
ual freedom and searching valued by “real improvisers,” however, for musicians active in this area, 
the specific, immediate and concrete musical/sounding outcomes that emerged were considered 
well worth the sacrifice.

For such musicians, it was mostly unimportant whether or not their work was still termed “im-
provisation” (bringing to mind Blum’s suggestion that performance practice should be evaluated on 
a spectrum from more to less improvised), and, for many, such restrictions opened the doors to other 
more novel, unique and unexpected forms of music-making – encouraging them to question habits, 
seek freedom in less familiar places and move beyond the “automation” of the flow state.

As Australian bassist Clayton Thomas explained:

It doesn’t matter to me, necessarily whether I’m improvising or not… because actually [the 
group] The Ames Room doesn’t improvise, we play a process. But the process frees us up from 
our own tricks, and so maybe I’m improvising more because I’m… less aware of what’s going 
to happen. […]

I’m going to put you on another planet and see how free you are [there], as opposed to, 
“You’re free to do whatever you want,” on the same planet all the time.

While some groups like The Pitch and The Ames Room performed processes in concert and re-
cording situations, for others, rules and concepts were only for use in rehearsals or when work-
ing together for the first time – forging connections and developing group-specific “language” 
or conventions, which culminated in the individual aesthetic and interactional identity of each 
group.

Aside from small group situations, however, rules and concepts were often introduced to cre-
ate aesthetic focus and clarity in groups of eight musicians or more, where the rapid arrival of 
homogenous and “good” musical/sounding outcomes through “real improvising” was deemed 
highly unlikely, mainly due to an unmanageable number of conflicting wishes and aesthetic aims.

In 2012–13, two main improvising orchestras played regularly in Berlin, and both the Split-
ter Orchester (members of the Echtzeit/[post-]reductionist community) and the Berlin Improvisers 
Orchestra (Ber.I.O., musicians more connected with jazz and free jazz) had upwards of twenty 
members each.6

Despite their aesthetic differences, participants in both ensembles agreed that in larger groups:

Bad things can happen then when it’s completely free. […] People just play because they don’t 
want not to play – they think they have to play.
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And Anna Kaluza, one of the key organisers of Ber.I.O., added that:

I don’t think it sounds so satisfying [when people improvise freely in a large group context] – 
it’s just too messy. We just don’t do it well enough I think, the really free improv. I think it 
can be learnt, but… people really want to play, and it’s just almost like 20 people just practic-
ing for themselves sometimes.

Splitter Orchester often attempted to resolve these challenges with pre-decided rules and concepts 
(even though in many concerts they would choose not to use them), and Biliana Voutchkova 
described how:

We do a lot of exercises and a lot of work [in] pre-concert times, in order really to find each 
other. […] When you’re in a smaller group… you don’t really need so much preparation… 
but with Splitter it’s needed because we all do this small work on a smaller scale, but when 
we all come together it’s bringing all these other little worlds together and they really need to 
find each other. […] [Rules and concepts] just make it better, and to make it fresh and to have 
more possibilities again, that we don’t get trapped into doing the same.

Andrea Neumann explained a rule from Splitter’s tubist Robin Hayward where “you have an idea 
to play something, but that you play it thirty seconds later,” and also commented that such rules 
were not necessarily as restrictive as they might at first appear:

When you have a good rule you can act very free in it. For example there is a rule… it sounds 
so simple, but it’s so effective, when one person changes [material], then everybody has to 
change in the structure. But it doesn’t mean how many people are involved – you don’t have 
to play, [and] sometimes just two people can play. [A lot of different things can happen] inside 
this, with all the improvised skills.

Adopting a different approach, Ber.I.O. focused less on preparation and more on the moment of 
performance, developing an ever-evolving collection of hand signs that were known to all mem-
bers of the orchestra. These signals could be used to define specific textures, dynamics, choices 
of musical material, rhythmic features and orchestration, and also cued various unison gestures, 
starts and stops.

Musicians received these “conductions” in real time from one or more conductors (who were 
also improvising with these signs)7 and, showing how such decision-making could lead directly to 
concrete musical/sounding results, Anna Kaluza described how:

[One musician] introduced a new sign, [whereby] his arm moved like a clock. And with his 
fingers he indicated how many either long or short notes we were allowed to play during the 
clock going round. So sometimes it was only one or two… [and] it was great because there 
was nothing happening – only “prrrp” [quietly]… [pauses, silence]… “prrrp” [quietly again]. 
And that’s very rare. It would never ever happen without this [conduction].

Like Neumann and Thomas, Kaluza was careful to add that her aim was not to restrict the free-
dom of the orchestra’s members, and that, despite the election of a conductor or conductors, 
equality and a flat hierarchy should remain intact among the players:

We all know that if we don’t feel well with someone conducting us, or don’t like a situation, 
then we can always rebel… [and] if you think, “Well no, the music seems to want this or 
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that,” then do it! It’s OK. We’re all still responsible for it. […] And then… usually afterwards, 
the conductors say, “Yeah, great, it was good when you just joined in without me.”

Members of Splitter Orchester and Ber.I.O. generally agreed that after much common work on 
rules, concepts and conduction, good “real improvising” should be a possibility in large group 
scenarios, but only after several weeks of consecutive rehearsal and reflection, during which time 
the urge “just to play” should be sufficiently tamed, and mutual understanding and a set of con-
ventions for interaction and the management of aesthetic aims should emerge.

3.4 Composition

Finally in this chapter, and even further reducing the risk of non-working musical/sounding out-
comes not occurring, many improvising musicians employed composed or pre-planned materials 
or concepts in their performances.

Through the use of composed materials, pre-decided aesthetic outcomes or processual/ 
interactional frameworks suggested or defined certain directions for improvisation before a single 
note was even played. While this substantially limited the options for in-the-moment improvisa-
tion, the specific musical/sounding outcomes produced were generally deemed worthy of this loss 
of “honesty,” authenticity and freedom (in the sense of “real improvisation”).

Just as with the pre-planned rules and concepts detailed in the previous section, musicians 
evaluated which elements benefitted from being fixed in advanced (“composed”) or decided in 
the moment (“improvised”), however, here, compositional materials were more substantial and 
clearly defined, and the ratio of pre-planning to in-the-moment freedom was noticeably more 
skewed towards the former.

The use of compositional materials varied between jazz- and Echtzeitmusik-related improvis-
ing activities, and these differences will be explored below.

4 Jazz and (Post-) Free Jazz Related Composition

For many musicians with a background in jazz, compositions were now not just merely vehicles 
improvising “over” (like the swing feel or harmonic chord changes of traditional/modern jazz), 
but were used to look “for atmospheres and moods that make good starting points for improvisa-
tion,” or for “arriving somewhere, or finding a quick consensus in the band.”

Compositions were used to provide moments of focus and consensus in otherwise “manic” 
improvising, and pieces were generally not meant to be treated with the reverence assigned 
to “the work” in classical music. Short compositional “pillars” were often written with cer-
tain players in mind, and musicians were encouraged to interpret these pieces with their own 
sound and personality, as well as potentially being instructed to “destroy and slash-and-burn 
everything.”

In many cases, compositions could be invoked during an otherwise improvised performance 
(without planning or a pre-decided set-list), and as drummer Steve Heather explained, when he 
played in the trio Booklet:

We also have all of these songs that we’ve worked on, from all over the place, but the idea is 
just we go on stage and just play. […] If someone brings one in, you can join it, or you can 
counterpoint it. And in a way, aesthetically for us, the less slick it is the better, because we 
don’t want to be clever. It’s not about being clever, it’s about being musical. […]

It’s exciting to hear… if [the others are] bringing in something… [and] you choose how 
you want to never-get-your-way-to-where-you-wanna-be in that song.
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In this case, the compositions could be performed differently each time, and Heather’s bandmate 
Tobias Delius added that:

[With] the method we use… we don’t know exactly when they’re going to come in, or if 
they’re going to come in. […] It’s not like we say, “This tune, we’re just going to play nice 
and sweet,” we don’t make that decision.

It was hoped by many that compositional elements might help bridge the gap between non-expert 
listeners and more abstract forms of improvisation (Booklet’s repertoire included songs by Duke 
Ellington and Jimi Hendrix, as well as original compositions), and others also saw this as an op-
portunity to get gigs and recognition in the wider international jazz scene.

5 Echtzeit Composition

Aside from improvising musicians working in more jazz-related areas, musicians of the 
 Echtzeit-scene also used compositional or pre-planned elements in their work.

This was especially common in solo concerts, and bassist Mike Majkowski described how 
when he played solo:

Every time I play a solo concert I always have some kind of a game plan, but the way I follow 
the plan always changes. Or how loose I am with the plan is different from concert to concert. 
Or [if ] I’m able to leave open periods of… chaotic activity and then see where it goes.

In one performance:

The whole piece only had three pitches. I knew that I would begin with pizzicato D, followed 
by high D harmonic with the bow, and a lower C# harmonic with the bow, and that was the 
first cell that I would repeat. And then, over time I would drop the C#, and then just continue 
with the D pizz[icato], and D bow, and that that would last for 10 minutes. That was the first 
section. [The] second section would be retaining that high D, but with pizz[icato], and play-
ing an open E string at the same time – “Boom… Boom…” [sings]. You know, so somehow, 
that thread of the high D remains. And then that would last for 10 minutes. And then the last 
10 minutes would be that same D and E, but introducing the C# harmonic again. So that was 
a pretty clear, strict, straight kind of thing.

In such cases, strict limitations could lead to extremely concentrated performances, and Andrea 
Neumann described how such decisions could shift her focus onto different areas of the music, 
thereby allowing her to find more improvisational freedom and sensitivity in new terms:

Since almost more than one year, when I have a solo… I play… a sort of composition that 
works with movement… that’s very set.

The skills of an improviser are in it, because how you work with [electronic] feedbacks, 
[and] there are quite a lot of decisions you have to make, even when the material’s quite clear. 
How long you have one sound, when the next is starting, if you do it then again, or if you 
start with another one. […] I [also] have to listen very, very carefully first to produce [the 
feedback], and also to know then what I want next.

Somewhat predictably, such pre-planning was deemed undesirable by devout “real improvisers” 
(although some musicians operated in both domains), and in order to distinguish themselves from 
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“real” purists and to put a name to their practices as “performer-composers,” such composers 
came to describe their work as “Echtzeit Composition.”

This body of work exhibited a fascinating range of improvisational practices within partially 
composed/pre-planned frameworks, and, for percussionist Burkhard Beins, this allowed him to 
carefully curate known and unknown elements of his work and to compose processes and free-
doms specific to each piece, performer, or performance:

For me, improvisation means appreciating and welcoming the unknown and unforeseeable, in 
contrast to an attempt to achieving something one already thinks he knows, or one has thor-
oughly thought out beforehand. In that sense, all areas I’m working in involve improvisation 
to a certain degree, but usually it’s a combination of both [improvisation and composition].

Nowadays I would want to use the term “Improvised Music” exclusively for a musical 
praxis, which is predominately in favor of ad-hoc meetings and all the challenges coming 
with it, which can be great. [However,] hopefully as a result of this process of theoretical 
differentiation currently flourishing within our circuits, “Improvised Music” [...] can be-
come a term distinct from another term for a different musical praxis of long-term groups 
using a combination of improvisational and compositional elements – maybe something like 
 “Echtzeit composition.” Subsuming it all under “Improvisation” seems too unspecific to me.

Aside from solo work, Echtzeit Compositions were often developed collectively, and groups worked 
together using improvisation, recording and reflection to create musical structures that were fixed 
to greater or lesser degrees, and performed repeatedly. Written scores (if there were any) were 
not necessarily legible to other musicians, and were intended mainly as an aide-memoire for the 
 performer-composers themselves (and not as a means for other musicians to recreate their work).

Michael Thieke and Kai Fagashinski’s clarinet duo The International Nothing had scores that 
were (quite deliberately) incomprehensible to anyone other than themselves, and the duo evolved 
a unique notation system specific to their needs – using diagrams of unconventional fingerings (for 
multiphonics), verbal instructions, durations and graphic elements.

Describing by far the least “improvised” example of performance practice discussed until now, 
Thieke explained:

For 4 years, or 3 years, we worked on this stuff, really intensely… [and] it took us a long 
time always to write these pieces, [and] to record them. The pieces got a lot more detailed by 
playing them, so when we first recorded them, we’d never played them live, so then the first 
record came out and only after [that] did we start to play live. And then by playing concerts, 
those pieces got actually a lot better, but also the pieces then we wrote got a lot more detailed. 
[…] We had these general topics, which was like a search for “beatings,”8 [but] now there’s a 
lot of little variations on these things.

Biliana Voutchkova compared this process to her work in the dance world:

[This] is also a way that dancers work a lot more than musicians, I think. And I think this way 
is really… the way to go, even purely musically. […] You find material just improvising… you 
somehow shape it in some way, and it could become a piece. […]

You’re researching, and you don’t know yet what you have. And in order to find it, you 
have to talk about it. […] You say, “OK, this is what happened in this moment when I was 
next to the wall, this is what I felt, this is how it felt.” Then you write it down. [You] look at it, 
and then you collect all this information and then a certain clarity appears. Then it becomes 
really clear that it’s working, or it’s not.
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Thieke concluded that, in the end, his process was not so different to conventional (musical) com-
position methods, but did point out that, in the case of The International Nothing, there were now 
two authors instead of one, and the creative steps leading to the work’s completion were executed 
in a somewhat different order:

I think also in composition there’s a lot more improvisation than people would like to admit – 
even those ones who have really strict systems of composing. […] The improvisation happens 
during the composing process [but] instead, improvisers compose in the moment, but still 
with some material that is pre-conceived. I think that’s very close to each other, [and] it’s just 
the meaning of time or maybe the function of time in the process is different. […] Certain 
things happen at a certain different point of the whole process, looking back from the [per-
spective of the] product, the concert [or] the recording.

6 In Conclusion

This chapter has offered a whirlwind introduction to concepts of risk and risk-management in the 
world of Improvised Music-making in Berlin during 2012–13.

Separating the musical/sounding and processual/interactional levels of performance allows for 
two distinct classifications of risk – one defined by the search for fast homogenous “working,” 
aesthetic outcomes, and the other, by the preservation of genre-specific definitions of “honesty,” 
authenticity and intention (explored through “searching” and rewarded, in the best cases, by the 
emergence of novel and striking aesthetic results).

Musicians defined their musical identities according to their tastes and relationship with 
these risks, and chose from four main strategies to negotiate the “perils” of different settings and 
challenges.

These techniques ranged from flow-state “real improvising,” “tricks” and conscious interjec-
tions and pre-planned rules and concepts, to the use of concrete compositions (which may or may 
not have emerged through processes involving improvisation).

These strategies affected the risk of good musical/sounding outcomes being reached (and at 
what speed), whilst having important implications for musicians’ adherence to their underlying 
ideologies, interactional choices and the emergence of novel, concrete or pre-defined aesthetic 
aims.

Dicing with death, then, maybe it isn’t – but the complexity of risk-taking in Improvised Mu-
sic, as well as the space for individual taste and identity in navigating these choices, shows how 
different ideologies can exist simultaneously within a field that is generally considered homoge-
nous to the lay listener, and offers important further insight into a range of improvising behaviours 
beyond.

Notes
 1 For the purposes of this article, the term “Improvised Music” refers to the scene of improvisers or 

improvising musicians belonging to the post-1960s post-jazz tradition of European Improvised 
 Music (emerging from 1960s American Jazz and Free Jazz). This scene encompasses the historically 
contested designations “Free Improvisation,” “Open Improvisation,” “Free Improvised Music.” and 
 “Non-Idiomatic Improvisation,” (Bailey 1993: 83) and contains several sub-scenes and aesthetic distinc-
tions of its own (Arthurs 2015: 100).

 2 Since the early 1990s, following the fall of the Berlin Wall, Berlin has been commonly held to be one of 
the most important worldwide centres for Improvised Music-making (Beins et al. 2011; Arthurs 2015).

 3 My research identified eight main sub-styles or sub-genres active in Berlin’s Improvised Music scene, 
each with its own different aesthetic aims and values (Arthurs 2015: 110–6).



The Risk of Improvised Music

419

 4 It is important to remember that many improvisers draw on a repertoire of materials that are prepared to 
various degrees, and have been practiced and explored in advance. Improvised Music also, in this sense, 
is perhaps not as risky as most people might otherwise believe. Many musicians only made conscious 
choices to dive into the unknown, such as trumpeter Axel Dörner, who described how only in certain 
cases, and as a conscious choice:

I like the idea of controlled-discontrol. […] Basically I know what’s happening if I do certain things, 
but sometimes I like to play the trumpet a little bit like a synthesizer, where you turn a knob and 
you don’t know what’s happening. Or you know roughly what’s going on [laughs] and… you have 
to deal with this.

 5 Contrary to popular belief, the majority of the improvisers I interviewed practiced intensively and 
regularly with both conventional and more unconventional technical and musical materials (Arthurs 
2015).

 6 See (Arthurs 2015: 100) for definitions of these sub-scenes.
 7 This system of “conduction” was inspired by the work of American cornetist Butch Morris, and was 

used by similar improvising orchestras all over the world (Kaluza and others having first encountered 
the system whilst visiting the London Improvisers’ Orchestra some years earlier). Whilst they used cards 
with written text instead of hand signals, Splitter Orchester used a similar method in their 2015 Creative 
Construction SetTM performance at the Berlin Jazz Festival (at the initiation of their guest, trombonist and 
academic George Lewis), and saxophonist/composer John Zorn’s Cobra remains an essential reference in 
the field of directed large group improvisation.

 8 A psychoacoustic effect caused by the interference between two sounds of very slightly differing pitch.
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EMPATHY IN IMPROVISATION

Deniz Peters

When two or more humans make music together, that togetherness comes in degrees of inter-
personal density and depth. It can range all the way from being thin and shallow, in the sense 
of being largely empty of interpersonal contact or relevance, to being so rich with interrelation 
that expressivity and experience become shared – that two or more voices become one without 
their individual autonomy being lost. In this chapter, I consider this latter kind of togetherness in 
improvisation, which is arguably the closest (most proximate) and fullest kind one can encounter 
between musicians. I argue that such togetherness fundamentally requires empathy: mutual empa-
thy between the musicians, and empathy towards the emergent joint music, resulting in the joint 
experience of an emergent additional, interpersonal entity – a shared voice.

Many accounts of improvisation draw attention to the social dimension of group perfor-
mance, praising the ethical potential of collective improvisation. Yet the very capacity by which 
 dialogue – ethical interpersonal encounter – is reached (when it is), is often obfuscated by evoca-
tions of the broad cliché of “chemistry,” or relegated to efficient and respectful territorial nego-
tiations, or plainly ignored in accounts that implicitly take asymmetric relationships for granted 
(in presuming the roles of soloist and accompaniment may shift yet persist as a duality). What is 
often side-lined or squarely remains out of view is the immensely rich psychological dimension 
and potential of improvisation, as it offers itself to those in dialogue. This occurs even where 
dialogue is centrally considered, as in Bruce Ellis Benson’s important The Improvisation of Musical 
Dialogue: A Phenomenology of Music (2003). In “Being Musical with the Other,” the closing chapter 
of the book, Benson’s key concept to describe relationality is responsibility, with no mention of 
empathy; however, a central passage implicitly acknowledges this capability as core to dialogue:

On the one hand, as composer or performer or listener I open myself to the other when I feel 
the pull of the other that demands my respect. On the other hand, my openness to the other 
cannot be simply a complete giving in to the other, for then I am no longer myself and am 
instead simply absorbed by the other. Thus, a dialogue can only be maintained if there is a 
pull exerted by both sides.

(Benson 2003: 170 f.)

While Benson identifies dialogue as a central issue and value, then, what is meant by “openness to 
being pulled” remains in dire need of unpacking, and the personal nature of the dialogue is curi-
ously muted. It seems clear that both “openness” and “pull” are metaphors that imply references to 
psychological involvement; however, here as elsewhere in general, the experiential dimension of 
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interpersonal phenomena is rarely reflected upon further, or a matter of detailed research. Hence, 
musical togetherness remains little understood.

My aim in this chapter is to elucidate (mutual) empathy as being a key capacity for dialogical 
musical encounter, contributing to a better understanding of improvisation in its ethical po-
tential. Empathy is not the only aspect of course, but it is a precondition for responsiveness and 
responsibility not to go astray, and, thus, for the magically bonded playing that marks profound 
interpersonal musical encounters. I shall show how empathy, combined with a set of other human 
capacities, is at work at the detailed level of (variously successful or failing) dialogical musical 
action within a series of artistic experiments aimed at questioning and deepening an established 
dialogical relationship. In conclusion I put forward the thesis that opportunities arising from mu-
tual empathy are what primarily gives group improvisation its substantial interhuman potential. I 
start with a brief introduction to the key concepts involved and some of the central work that has 
been done on these concepts and our understanding of them.

1 Empathy and Related Concepts in and Beyond Music

While the word “empathy” is ever present in the media and in vernacular conversation, it appears 
only sporadically in academic writings on music, for example when Andy Hamilton writes that

improvisation makes the performer alive in the moment; it brings one to a state of alertness, 
even what Ian Carr in his biography of Keith Jarrett has called the ‘state of grace.’ This state 
is enhanced in a group situation of interactive empathy.

(Hamilton 2000: 183)

Detailed discussions of the role of empathy in musical perception and musical practice are sparse. 
Within the aesthetics of music, Jerrold Levinson’s (1996) persona theory of musical expression and 
Roger Scruton’s (1997) account of musical understanding refer to empathy in passing as bearing 
on how one comes to hear personal expression as part of the listening experience; only Kendall 
Walton (2015) has unpacked the notion and made it a central aspect of his aesthetics (I shall re-
turn to his understanding below). Music psychology offers a single edited collection Music and 
Empathy (King and Waddington 2017), the volume combining chapters from music psychology, 
performance research, and pedagogy. Some of them are remarkable, such as those of Matt Rahaim 
(2017), Anthony Gritten (2017), Felicity Lawrence (2017), and Caroline Waddington (2017), yet 
none of these concern improvisation directly. Even the voluminous Oxford Handbook of Critical 
Improvisation Studies (Lewisand and Piekut 2016) has merely a few passages that discuss empa-
thy, the most substantial being that of Gary Peters (2016: 449–53), who is sceptical of empathy, 
presupposing that “empathy desires [an ontological oneness] to be preserved rather than created 
[by empathy].” (I am in turn sceptical of oneness being ontological, but this point would need 
elaboration elsewhere; in any case, the “ecstasy experienced when such empathy seems – in those 
fleeting moments – to have been attained” [2016: 453], in what I argue is one of we-ness, of shared 
emotion, rather than a state of ontological oneness.) Related understandings of interpersonal mu-
sical phenomena from ethnomusicology, sociology, phenomenology, and performance research 
exist, such as entrainment (Clayton 2019), tuning-in (Schütz 1976), responsibility (Benson 2003), 
responsiveness (Sparti 2016), and perception-action cycle (Linson and Clarke 2017), yet do so 
without discussing the phenomena in terms of empathy. A excellent account is Georgina Born’s, 
whose concept of microsocialities differentiates between relational art, socially engaged art, and 
further forms (Born 2017: 39), is aware of four planes of social mediation (2017: 43), allows for a 
complexity of musical object (Born 2017: 44), and is sceptical of idealisations by Schütz (1976), 
Small (1998), and Attali (1985) (Born 2017: 45). Born is, thus, looking at the same aesthetic coin 
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concerning the relationship between collectivity and individuality within the ensemble (e.g., 
Born 2017: 48) from the side of social aesthetics and in terms of agency and mediation, as opposed 
to the aesthetics and phenomenology angle I offer here (cf. Peters 2017; 2020a; 2020b).

Outside the musical context, empathy features in Gestalt-psychologist understandings of aes-
thetic perception. Empathy is really only reflected upon to any sophisticated depth in the philoso-
phy of psychology, such as the philosophy of emotion, and in ethics – yet rarely within the context 
of art or artistic practices.

But what is empathy? Empathy refers to the basic human capacity of arriving at a feel for anoth-
er’s psychological state. We seem to have a knowledge of what another person feels, knowledge 
of what it is like for them in their current state. Edith Stein, in The Problem of Empathy (1989), 
conceives of empathic perception as sui generis (1989: 11): we become aware (gewahr werden) of what 
the other feels, but we can never be entirely sure, and, therefore, need to sustain the process of 
becoming aware, correcting our knowledge on the way (Stein 1989: 84–7). This is an important 
early insight into a characteristic of empathic knowledge: it is uncertain. Somehow I come to know, 
or believe I come to know, another person’s psychological state, affects, feelings, moods, emotions, 
attitudes, etc., and this impression can vary in degrees of accuracy and conviction (I can be very 
sure, I can be almost sure, I can have an inkling, I can always be mistaken). Just as importantly, 
the knowledge is one of their state as it differs from mine. Third, the knowledge comes in the form 
of an experience (I do not merely have a thought or theory about it, I feel a state that is not mine).

The third aspect bears some relation to (emotional) contagion. Contagion names the phenom-
enon when I come to be in a state perceived in another, involuntarily, and holding no active belief 
about it. I pick up the state (or what appears to be a state) by way of an unwitting, preconscious 
imitating/resonant response. During this experience, I am not interested in the other person’s 
state as being theirs; I am not concerned with them as an individual person, I don’t want to know 
more about their state; rather, I immediately act out of the new, imitated state I am in. I am, thus, 
not sure whether the person remains in this state, nor do I enter a dialogical setting: the relation 
remains asymmetric. It is characteristic of contagion that I do not reflect upon the state. As was 
said, I might not even be conscious of my replication, less even of its accuracy. Instead of checking 
to see whether what I “caught” was an accurate match, it is my own response I pay attention to 
immediately.

Martha Nussbaum, in Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (2001), has given a 
closely related account of empathy. For her, empathy “designates an imaginative reconstruction 
of another person’s experience, whether that experience is happy or sad, pleasant or painful or 
neutral, and whether the imaginer thinks the other person’s situation good, bad, or indifferent” 
(2001: 302). Further, it “is always combined with the awareness that one is not oneself the suf-
ferer” (2001: 327); and “empathy may be inaccurate” (2001: 328). Note that while Stein speaks of 
awareness, i.e., some form of recognition, Nussbaum characterises it as an act of reconstruction 
involving the imagination. (Kendall Walton’s rich discussion nevertheless treats empathy more 
like a single act of introspection and projection [2015: 9 ff.] than a process of approximation and 
continued perceptive interest, implicitly not accounting for the possibility of error, which is why 
I refrain from further discussing it in the present context). Nussbaum’s definition draws attention 
to a fourth crucial aspect of empathy: it does not (yet) contain a judgement about the felt state. 
Nussbaum, thus, decisively distinguishes empathy from compassion, differing from “psycholo-
gists and psychoanalysts [who] sometimes use the term ‘empathy’ to mean some combination of 
imaginative reconstruction with the judgement that the person is in distress and that this distress 
is bad” (2001: 302). This distinction is of essential importance as, without it, contagion, empathy, 
sympathy, and compassion are easily conflated. For instance, even in Michael Slote’s remarkable 
account, empathy, much like contagion, involves “having the feelings of another (involuntarily) 
aroused in ourselves” (Slote 2010: 15), yet, much like sympathy, it “doesn’t involve a felt loss of 
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identity”. This apparent contradiction between taking on and, at the same time, not taking on 
another’s feelings remains uncommented. Phenomenologically, however, one can feel the em-
pathised feeling of another as that of another, while retaining one’s current feeling. Not to account 
for this would be to miss the real possibility of identificatory choice. Without the above distinction, 
we would be left without a term for the phenomenon in question (the felt awareness of another 
person’s feeling). Hence, we might further overlook the fact that empathy might also be part of 
an antipathetic relation: in schadenfreude (malicious joy) someone empathises with someone else in 
order to not only intellectually enjoy but to savour that person’s misfortune.

In empathy, then, I sense the other’s state without taking it on. This was the main difference 
from contagion: the other’s state does not (yet) become mine; I do not recognise it as my state, nor 
do I act out of it as being my state. The state (at first) remains the other’s and my interest is turned 
to and focuses on the quality of the other’s state: “Am I getting it right?,” “Is it changing?” The 
sense of the other person’s state that I appear to be getting is as important as it is puzzling. It is 
marked by a paradox: I seem to experience the quality of the state, or what I take to be the quality 
of that state, without taking the experience to be my experience. I experience something that I do 
not experience. Is this genuinely paradoxical, or is it an antinomy?

In voluntary acts of vivid imagination one can palpably imagine being distressed, or content. 
These are states I know from myself, and I can bring similar knowledge to what I perceive in 
empathising with another. This is sometimes called mental simulation and seems to match what 
Nussbaum calls “imaginative reconstruction.” Crucially though, the empathetic act is a response to 
what I perceive, and what I know to be a mere (active) perception of another’s actual state (and I do 
not know how accurately my perception matches that actual state). That is, empathy isn’t a projec-
tion (like simply imagining another person’s joy, lust, irritation, mischief, or suffering), but names 
my capability of assuming a feeling other than my own current one and striving for accuracy in 
this. Contagion unwittingly shifts one’s state, whereas empathy has the structure of a question.

2 Empathy in Improvisation? Experiments in Straining the Shared Voice

With this family of concepts in mind, what are the phenomena at hand during actual improvisa-
tion? In Peters (2020a) I looked at a detailed setting of establishing and reached (peak) dialogicity, 
arguing that, via mutual empathy, a shared emotional narrative was worked out through joint 
action; here, I will give an account of a series of experiments that explored the stability/borders/
dissolution of dialogicity artistically, i.e., in concrete musical practice, by challenging it.

The sessions to which I refer took place within the framework of my artistic research project 
“Emotional Improvisation”1 during an artistic research residency by Simon Rose and Katharina 
Hauke that lasted from 23 January until 10 February 2018. Katharina Hauke is a Berlin based 
experimental documentary filmmaker, cinematographer, and vocal performer who had been on 
a research residency earlier within the project in 2016 with the instrument of her invention, the 
mikrokontrolleur, and was well primed to film the artistic research process (rather than music vid-
eos). To actively enter the performance situation as a third – experimentally filming – member 
of the trio was in fact a particular research focus in some of the sessions. Simon Rose is an ex-
traordinary international saxophone improviser and scholarly author from London who has been 
based in Berlin for a number of years now and is increasingly working in transdisciplinary artistic 
settings after many decades of solo and small ensemble practice. My first ever musical encounter 
with Rose in 2016 marked a culminating point in the research project, as we discovered shortly 
after our very first sessions that we could readily form a compound instrument and a shared voice 
that would span entire pieces. A selection of recordings of pieces from the first days convinced Leo 
Feigin to publish them via his label Leo Records (Edith’s Problem: CD LR 812, 2017). My continu-
ing work with Rose over three more research residencies refined and confirmed my experience 
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and understanding of what we reached together and how we did it, and I published a chapter on 
this understanding including a detailed analysis of one of the pieces in Performance, Subjectivity, and 
Experimentation, edited by Catherine Laws (Peters 2020a: 17–32), as well as in German in an ed-
ited collection by Arnold Jacobshagen (Peters 2020b). During those few residencies and a couple 
of performances at artistic research conferences, we felt so curiously assured of our interpersonal 
sense that we decided to challenge our practice via situational interventions, going to our limits to 
learn more about what enabled our interpersonal connection in the first place. This idea became 
one of the central research topics of the 2018 residency, and on four of the days we explored a 
large number of ways in which to – playfully and radically – interfere with our duo proximity, in 
a series of experiments.

The main location the experiments took place in was the esc Medien Kunst Labor in Graz, a 
venue of current sound and media art productions, exhibitions and performances in one of the nar-
row streets of the historic part of Graz. The esc offers a single space of about 10 × 22 metres and 3 
 metres in height, concrete floors, interspersed with a number of columns of varying thickness, and 
almost entirely surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass windows. The windows create a semi-public 
 ambience as passers-by on three sides can incidentally glean some of the action inside through the 
glass, depending on the sunlight outside and their curiosity. Curtains exist to close of the venue 
entirely from outside views, yet, when drawn aside, the space is filled with enough, largely indirect, 
daylight to allow for natural light for filming. Simultaneously open and reclusive in varying measure 
over the course of the day, the half-privacy creates a fascinating open lab environment, in terms of 
 inside-outside visibility and (attenuated) audibility in both directions. The columns are thick as trees, 
so that even inside the space there is notable visual and auditory obstruction and interference. Next 
to Rose, Hauke, and myself, Günther Berger (sound recording), Margareth Tumler  (notekeeping), 
and Paula Peters (photos and B-cam) participated in the lab-work at esc, mainly documenting and 
assisting, but also including some explorative microphone handling by Berger. Between and some-
times within two or three lengthy improvisation sessions each day we had group discussions, and on 
some evenings we reviewed and discussed the recordings of the day (stimulated recall).

The series of experiments spanned about forty pieces and consisted of situational variations to 
strain, hinder, or make strange our resources of creating improvisational proximity and dialogue. 
Some of the settings were premeditated, some spontaneous. They included: visual and auditory 
obstruction (Curtain pieces I and II), bodily interventions (Piano drag, Sax under piano, Umbilical 
cord, Back-to-back), acoustic/listening interventions (sax behind my back, sax to column, sax to 
window), instrumental alterations (sax plus water in Sax under piano, reading instead of sax in 
Hörspiel), and mediatisation (Headphones). While the spatial and material changes – in contrast 
to a verbal priming – introduced unusual spaces of improvisatory action, the musicality of the 
actions remained important throughout, as musical cohesion and the finding of the shared voice 
in and despite the circumstances was the research interest. I shall now discuss a selection of these 
improvisations in which we coped differently with different impediments, highlighting various 
aspects that matter to the present question, beginning with the Curtain pieces, then going over to 
Sax under piano, Hörspiel, and Headphones.

During Curtain I (Peters’ hands and piano behind the curtain) we are about 10–15 metres apart, 
located diagonally across the space. The piano is largely behind the curtain, with its body inside 
a recess framed by the venue’s glass facade, so that I have to slide my hands under the curtain to 
reach the keyboard. Sitting with my back to Rose, I cannot see and can only faintly hear him – 
any finer detail of inhaling, breathing, nuances of soft playing does not reach me. With my hands 
covered, Rose, in turn, can only see my back and hears a muffled piano sound starved of resonance 
and colour. We improvise a set of three pieces, and the literal and perceptive distance intro-
duced shows in the slight asynchronicity during much of our playing right from the beginning. 
The beginning of a piece is momentous in its extreme concentration, fragility, unpredictability, 

Empathy in Improvisation



Deniz Peters

426

and far-reaching consequences: one creates an opening full of potential. To create this opening 
 together – knowing when and how to begin together – is a skill. During earlier research sessions 
with Paul Stapleton playing his Bonsai Sound Sculpture during a three-day visit in April 2016, 
Stapleton and I realised that we had a shared sensitivity for joint closure, effortlessly finding co-
herent (elegant, surprising, striking, seamless, organic, etc.) endings together; the beginnings 
however often felt clumsy, distracted, awkwardly disconnected, predictably tentative. We then 
decided to experiment with beginnings, doing a whole series of a cycle of miniatures named “You 
begin,” “I begin,” “We begin,” with pieces (gestures, actually) being only a few seconds long. 
As it turned out, this changed the game, as we not only became able to begin together in vari-
ous ways, but we noticed that “We begin” would drastically improve the musical quality of our 
larger improvisations (so much so that this could be thought of as a discovery in itself, deserving 
a separate chapter). Stapleton and I had completed our shared voice by developing a shared sense 
of beginning. With Rose, this kind of beginning had been an unspoken given, even in our first 
encounter back in March 2016. Yet now, separated by curtain and distance, we enter slightly out of 
time, albeit in matching dynamic and attitude. The temporal shift – slight as it may be – between 
Rose’s first (0:10) and my second and third notes, immediately becomes a point of interest, with 
us returning to that first utterance three times. In the first return (0:16) I enlarge the distance; 
the second return at 0:26 (after a short silence) re-enacts the out-of-time beginning (this time the 
distance is even slighter, Rose’s toneless sound is first, out tones set in together), with the third re-
turn at 0:34 enlarging the temporal distance further, after which we bring the first shape to a close 
together (0:42). Three seconds of joint silence. Starting as we (0:45). We missed, pondered, and 
found the joint beginning together, through the first frail phrase. Sustained notes allow for some 
blending, a few unisons, a first tonality. After two brief foregrounding gestures by Rose (1:00) and 
myself (1:06), then both of us (a slow tilting semitone motive with some timbral overlap yet regis-
tral distance) until the silence at 1:25, the gesture from the beginning returns, back to being out 
of time. Distraction (mine) dispels the ties until, after yet another silence, we try hard to match at 
an increased volume (oddly trying to hear each other better but producing a clichéd group of joint 
short sonic bursts). I shift to a repeating chord with dynamic variations, yet the curtain muffles my 
harmonics and resonances and undercuts Rose’s attempts for spectral blending. After Rose’s lone 
return to an earlier colour of his tone and via a silence at 3:29, we end through my separate ending 
reminiscent of that frail opening tone colour. Zooming into a recorded performance to this level 
of detail lays open how we are trying, in every miniscule moment and aspect of sound, to create 
coherence through sensing the other’s state as present in both the quality of the sound – i.e., the 
sensitivity to time, timbre,  articulation – and the unfolding composition – i.e., the working sense 
of structure, rhythm, gesture. Restrictions in sensing the other’s presence in this – like muffled 
overtones – lead to divergence and fragmentation. It is not just any listening that we apply; we are 
listening out for the other’s sensibility, the other’s nuanced expressive presence. We are trying to 
listen through to them and, when we succeed, coherence ensues. The second piece or movement 
of Curtain I (starting 3:54) is a case in point: Rose limits himself to timbrally, dynamically, and 
temporally varied trills, while I limit myself to repeated chords, with strings variously dampened 
or let to vibrate in shades by the right hand. At 5:21, the atmosphere changes, we both reduce 
action space even further to sustained repeating notes/chords, and I start to play inside or on the 
margins of Rose’s sound, finding ways to converge, finding expressive balance, finding a shared 
voice. Upholding the balance, we build and repeat states of tension (6:30–50 and 6:54–7:28) and 
release affected through a single note change within the overall sonority and texture. The way we 
succeed in finding a shared area of timbral interest and uphold the sensitivity to that area creates 
such strong proximity that the spatial distance and sonic impediments seem completely overcome. 
In the third movement, the process of tuning in into each other’s sensitivities and area of expres-
sive presence is rather lengthy; I shall refrain from a detailed description in this context.
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In Curtain II (Rose behind curtain) we reverse the spatial situation; there are again about 8–10 
metres between us, this time Rose is completely obscured from my view by the curtain, nor can 
he see me. The curtain now being between us, and with Rose playing in the recess’ tiny space 
against the glass walls, he is engulfed by his own sounds, while mine are at a remove, suffering 
additionally from passing through the curtain. The duo starts loosely, as two individual players, 
clearly reaching out, spinning long gestures in the hope of catching enough from the other to 
still compose together, which leads to a fair success of a joint narrative after minute 4. (A note in 
passing: As in Curtain I, the video montage of two camera positions side by side places us in an 
artificial visual proximity; yet the oddities at the borders between the images reveal the gap, just 
as listening to Curtain I with headphones reveals the separation of the instrument’s sounds that 
might appear more joint than they actually are when listening back from simple loudspeakers.)

The limitation to small variations within a sustained textural sonority enables us to connect 
even in cases of greater disturbance and perturbance. In Sax under piano, Rose is lying straight 
on his back right under the piano, with his head close to the grand’s back leg. He partly filled his 
saxophone with water on the spur of the moment. Thus we can hardly hear, and certainly not 
see, each other: not only is the piano’s body between us, blocking, swallowing, reflecting, and 
dispersing much of the spectrum of his sound (engulfing him), my own playing, in turn, floods 
my frontal hearing space. The oddly incarcerated scene and the self-inflicted water-blockage (the 
result of which neither Simon Rose nor I never heard before) prompts me to start with a bodily 
inhibition: using a technique I first arrived at during a research residency with Bennett Hogg in 
which we explored unusual relations between imagining and doing, I begin to play a fast, intricate 
ten-finger broken texture slightly above the keyboard, imagining the sound I would make, but 
not actually making a sound. Slowly lowering my hands, arms, and upper body, I gradually let 
the pattern release into sound, so that initially, only the noise my fingers make on the top of the 
keys are heard, then joint by slowly gathering individual notes. Rose starts with bursts of flut-
tering noises that turn into bubbling, joint by a low drone-like growl. We jointly enter a highly 
active overtone-rich texture (although any detailed listening to each other is impossible), which 
we uphold, submerging and emerging out of each other’s sound. Rose unfathomably navigates 
the extremely gradual changes and shifts between watery tones and crackly noise solely via lip, 
tongue, and breath control, breathing circularly through the entire piece. Swells in mid- and high 
register parts of the highly animated texture at matching pitches precede a joint burst into a shriek 
like sonority. As inchoate as our shared voice is, it brims with recognition, resistance, fear, hope, 
exhilaration, inhibition. I hear this brooding sound as simultaneously endangered (suffocating, 
screaming, fluttering) and dangerous (growling, relentless, engorging). Our coarticulations work, 
we remain in and move through this tense gesture together.

Concentrating our sensitivity on a shared presence in timbral expression (like in Sax under pi-
ano), or on a shared sense of time (as in Curtain I ), gives us something to sense the other in, making 
the connection expressive of character rather than arbitrary or mechanic. Rose and I found this to 
hold true even in an experiment called Hörspiel, in which Rose, instead of playing the saxophone, 
whisperingly read a passage from Shakespeare’s Macbeth. His prosody and my sparse spacious reso-
nant intervals from the piano (shifting weight between the registers) sufficed to catch each other’s 
sense of time and urgency, leading us to sudden points of precise synchrony and coarticulation 
(voice and piano sound becoming one) at textual highlights.

Did we ever lose an expressive connection completely? Yes. In Headphones, an experiment 
in which both Rose and I wore closed headphones, with sound recordist Vincent Ederle mov-
ing through the space using a directional microphone routed to the headphones, we were ac-
tually unable to overcome the distance introduced by the mediatisation, and produced clichéd, 
pointless, decentred playing that lacked responsiveness. While the result was not entirely medi-
ocre throughout due to some solistic intensity, it was to us a frustrating display of succumbing to 
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the auditory limitation and distraction and resorting to a conventional “wordy” style, doodling 
even, and  falling short of arriving at a shared expressive character: no shared tonality, no shared 
 timbral space, no gestural coarticulation, no shared sense of time; many notes empty of empathic 
 relation – something Rose and I wanted to forget (despite its usefulness in the research context) 
and even refused to listen to immediately after the event, as Hauke notes in her research report.2

3 Lessons from Straining the Shared Voice

Summarising the point of, and insight from, the experiments: what is lacking, or fragile, under the 
influence of the interventions, is not the basic playing together – we still were – but a substantial 
and subtle expressive (character) cohesion. We react to the situational restrictions on the duo by 
resorting to stability, restraint, and limitations in means, choices, and developments, creating a 
looser weave, so to speak, which is a less expressively lucid one (although it is fascinating with 
how little intersubjectivity can still emerge if mutual empathy is high: we often find loopholes 
to each different situational impediments, shifting attention to temporal, or timbral, or gestural 
action spaces where shared sensibility can still unfold). Constraints in hearing mean that we still 
listen, but in that too, little is given to us in expressive nuance for us to be able to empathise and 
build a deep reciprocal connection. We are listening out, but while sounds do reach us, the other’s 
personal presence – like a partly masked face – reaches us too faintly, thereby narrowing, frag-
menting, and incapacitating the shared expressive work. We still take risks, but our sonic offers 
to the other often go astray, not just in structural terms, but in terms of building areas of shared 
sensitivity. The work then becomes rudimentarily connected, with an audible lack of shared feel: 
fewer shared gestures and coarticulations, slower responsivity, increased individual memory work 
and bodily patterns, narrower timbral work, fainter pulsation, loss of a shared sense of time, arbi-
trary tonality, rare atmospheric changes, few points of unison, little counterpoint, etc.

In what sense do we hear the other’s expressive presence or affective reality? This is, of course, a 
chapter in itself; but, in the present context of freely improvised music where sonic qualities rather 
than conventions of tonal practices play a decisive role, there is abundant bodily expressivity, both 
in direct ways and in the specific form Peter Goldie (2000: 133–4) calls “adverbial expressivity”: 
One might hear the other playing tentatively, affectionately, brokenly, hastily, insistingly, burstingly, 
exasperatedly, growlingly; the sound appears like speaking or singing calmly or shriekingly, breath-
ing hastily, scratching angrily, thumping thunderously, whistling feebly, sloping mournfully, growling 
threateningly, resonating assertively. (Note that there is no isomorphy between bodily effort of in-
strumental playing and bodily expressivity as heard in the sound; one can make a strained sound 
without straining, and one can strain one’s hand at the keyboard for a large but unstrained, conso-
nant interval.) The expressive character is related to the action character, of the instrumental action, 
but also of an imagined action. This kind of expressivity as heard in the action of the other is, at 
first, due to spontaneous empathy (what is called low level empathy): we hear – and feel (Peters 
2015) – the character in the action. But, in staying turned towards the other – already during the 
course of an improvisation, but also over a larger extent of time – we grasp a more complex ex-
pressivity of the other’s personal character (higher level empathy). Differently put, we learn some-
thing about the other at the moment of playing, through the musical decisions they make, not 
only in material or functional terms, but in affective terms (what experience to stick with, follow 
up, engage in, or distance oneself from). Finally, there is also an expressivity heard in the overall 
musical result – the expressivity of what Jerrold Levinson conceives in terms of a “persona,” Roger 
Scruton called “no one’s,” and I have called the “Musical Other.” In the present case, where the 
musical course ensues live between improvisers, musical character becomes the place in which the 
expressivities of players and musical other combine. That is, it is, paradoxically, fictional (as in the 
musical other’s) and personal (as in his or mine). This is what we play with in playing together, this 
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is what the dialogue – whenever it ensues – is about.3 Affectivity is permanently proposed; then 
we do something with it, venture into its intricacies, explore its paths, conflicts, and contrasts, 
decentring sympathetically with autonomous integrity. The dialogue is marked by an iridescence 
between self-expression, character-expression, and developing fiction, as we empathetically fol-
low up, antipathetically resist or block, or sympathetically take on the feeling, together exploring 
moments of truth, self-revelation, and fictionality in emotional improvisation.

4 Conclusion

In a state of empathic perception, feeling him, myself, it, and us, through the music (as his, my, 
and our action) the empathic grasp of feeling qualities is what enables us to make our joint actions 
a joint emotional work. This confirms why it makes sense to distinguish empathy from sympathy 
or compassion in naming the phenomenon of distinctly experiencing the other’s expression, and 
hearing his (or her) state therein. Over and over again, there are distinct moments of choice: do 
I accept this musical offering as my (and our) feeling, or do I leave it as hers, his, its? Do I work 
from empathy, or in sympathy? Will this inkling grow to a full blown state? And can I hear that 
I am being heard? Is trust emerging? Do we hold this state together? Where in the landscape of 
possible affect does reciprocity lead the emotional narrative through and to? What happens when 
we empathise or even sympathise with uncomfortable musical suggestions? Empathy in improvi-
sation is, thus, the gateway to an intersubjective affective and expressive realm from the mundane 
to the existential: the inner workings of “chemistry.”4

Notes
 1 The “Emotional Improvisation FWF/PEEK: AR188” project was funded by the Austrian Science Fund 

(2014–19) and involved lab-work and lab-concert performances with twenty-four guest researchers 
in duo (mainly), trio, and quartet settings with myself: improviser and composer Dr. Bennett Hogg 
(electronics/violin, Newcastle University), Dr. John Ferguson (electronics/guitar, Brown University), 
Sabine Vogel (flutes, Berlin), composer and performer Dr. Gerriet K. Sharma (electronics, Graz), Ritwik 
Banerji (saxophone/electronics, Berlin), Tatjana Bliem (voice, Graz), Magdalena Chowaniec (dance/
choreography, Vienna), Dr. Emma Lloyd (violin, Edinburgh/Paris), musicologist and improviser Prof. 
Dr. Ellen Waterman (flute/voice, St. John's Memorial University), Rachel Austin (voice, songwriter), 
Dr. Simon Rose (saxophones, Berlin), improviser and inventor Prof. Dr. Paul Stapleton (BoSS, Queen’s 
University/SARC Belfast), composer and performer Stevie Wishart (hurdy gurdy/violin, Brussels), Prof. 
Dr. Stefan Östersjö (guitars, Malmö), Vietnamese zither-virtuoso Thuy Thanh Nguyen (Dan Tranh, 
Malmö), Alexander Deutinger (dance/choreography, Graz), Dr. Reinhard Gagel (piano/ accordion, 
 Berlin),  cinematographer, performer and inventor Katharina Hauke (mikrokontrolleur/voice, Berlin), 
Dr. Jonathan Impett (trumpet, Ghent), Dr. Bertl Mütter (trombone/horn, Vienna), improviser and 
composer Dr. Chris Williams (double bass, Berlin), Jadi Carboni (dance/choreography, Berlin), Almuth 
Kühne (vocal artist, Berlin), and Joshua Hyde (saxophone, Melbourne).

 2 “Weder Peters noch Rose wollten in den Listening-/Viewing-Sessions das Video von diesem Versuch sehen oder 
 Audio hören. Sie konnten sich mit ihrem Spiel nicht identifizieren und aus ihrer Sicht war das Experiment  gescheitert” 
(“Neither Peters nor Rose wanted to see the video or listen to the audio of this experiment during the 
listening/viewing sessions. They could not identify with their playing and in their view the experiment 
had failed”); Katharina Hauke, research report of 1.3.2018, p. 15.

 3 I have in mind what Martin Buber in his Dialogue called genuine dialogue:

There is genuine dialogue – no matter whether spoken or silent – in which each of the participants 
really has in mind the other or others in their present and particular being and turns to them with 
the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between himself and them.

(Buber 1932: 196; 1954: 214 ff.)

 4 Research for this chapter was supported by the Austrian Science Fund FWF within the artistic research 
project “Emotional Improvisation” FWF/PEEK:AR188.
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IMPROVISATION 

IN POP-ROCK MUSIC
Stefano Marino

1 Preliminary Remarks: Improvisation in Life and Art

Improvisation is a fundamental and unavoidable aspect of the human experience in general, a spe-
cific trait of human practices, often linked to expertise or competence, that displays itself at vari-
ous levels in all dimensions of life. Unless we believe in the totally predetermined character of all 
events, every action seems to imply, to a greater or a lesser degree, contingency and the possibility 
of facing the surprising, the unknown, the unforeseen and the unexpected (Bertinetto 2016a: 
189–220). Thus “the performance of any action involves elements of improvisation”  (Bertinetto 
2018a: 131), and hence the latter can be understood as a human ability and practice by no means 
limited to art but rather one rooted in life as such. To some extent we improvise at work, in our 
personal relationships, during a conversation, while having sex, when taking an exam, when driv-
ing our car and in many other aspects of our everyday life in general.

If improvisation is a genuinely human practice and a true component of human experience in 
general, it can nevertheless be argued that it is particularly significant in the performing arts – 
where improvisation is quite often intentionally practiced as a means for producing art, a “devel-
opment of creativity in real-time,” a “creative rearrangement not only of materials […] but also 
of forms, styles, conventions, techniques, and habits” (Bertinetto 2018a: 131 f.) – that the specific 
features of improvisation manifest themselves in perhaps the clearest way and become fully ex-
plicit, thus facilitating also a philosophical understanding of this practice. In the broad, variegated 
and articulated realm of the arts, music is surely one of the artistic practices in which improvi-
sation plays a major role and represents “a common – indeed, perhaps basic – feature of music 
throughout the world” (Brown 2011: 59). Indeed, “not all performances have always come about 
by virtue of a performer’s following a fully specifying score,” as we have been used to thinking in 
the Western tradition of so-called serious music only for a few centuries: “many performances of 
music involve improvisation; many presuppose that performers will embellish and follow general 
principles associated with genre and occasion – in fact most musical performances do so, especially 
of a non-classical kind” (Goehr 1992: 31).

Although improvisation has played a constitutive role in the development of music as such 
throughout the world in all ages and all places, if we focus on contemporary music it is probably 
jazz that, rightly or wrongly, is usually considered as involving “the most highly developed im-
provisation” that “calls for performance values unlike those that are important in classical music” 
(Davies 2005: 490). In other words, in our time it is probably jazz that is commonly viewed by 
most listeners as “the paradigm example of improvisation” (Brown 2011: 59), and it is not by 
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chance that it has been emphatically defined as “the infinite art of improvisation” (Berliner 1994). 
As an implicit confirmation of this primacy commonly assigned today to jazz when it comes to 
musical improvisation, theorists such as Robert Nozick or Michael Tomasello, in referring to the 
component of improvisation implied in basic experiences of human life like sexuality or think-
ing, immediately choose jazz as a paradigm. Nozick, in investigating sexuality as a fundamental 
dimension of human life, explains that “[l]ike musicians in jazz improvisation, sexual partners 
are engaged in a dialogue, partly scored, partly improvised, where each very attentively responds 
to the statements in the bodily motions of the other” (Nozick 1990: 64). Tomasello, in turn, in 
presenting his original hypothesis of shared intentionality as a fundamental element of a natural 
history of human thinking, claims that, although “[t]hinking would seem to be a completely 
solitary activity,”

for humans thinking is like a jazz musician improvising a novel riff in the privacy of his own 
room. It is a solitary activity all right, but on an instrument made by others for that general 
purpose, after years of playing with and learning from other practitioners, in a musical genre 
with a rich history of legendary riffs, for an imagined audience of jazz aficionados. Human 
thinking is individual improvisation enmeshed in a sociocultural matrix.

(Tomasello 2014: 1)

2 Some Observations on the Concepts of “Popular,” “Pop” and “Rock”

However, jazz is only one among the many different musical genres in which improvisation plays a 
significant role. Although jazz, along with “radical,” “free” or “non-idiomatic” forms of improvised 
music, is the kind of music most people tend to associate with improvisation, this must not eclipse 
the fact that improvisation has played and continues to plays an equally relevant role in other musical 
genres. Here I will stress the significance improvisation had and has – at different levels, in different 
ways and to higher or lower degrees – in the context of so-called “pop-rock music.”

Before discussing this significance, it is important to offer some information and clarification about 
the notion “pop-rock music.” In the field of musicology the notion of “popular music” has often 
proven to be difficult to define in a clear, unequivocal and rigorous way, in particular due to the differ-
ent interpretations of the idea itself of “popular” and the different methodological approaches. “Study 
of popular music is now an established academic field,” which, as has been noted, “continues to grow 
and thrive in spite of […] a failure to agree about the meaning of popular in popular music,” given 
that “[several] distinct concepts of the popular are at work here” (Gracyk 2007: 7). So, while many 
people probably tend to spontaneously associate the notion of “popular music” with the kind of music 
mostly heard on the radio and other mass media, this does not exclude the fact that, depending on the 
semantic breadth of the notion of “popular” employed, blues and jazz can also be considered forms 
of popular music. For example, as noted by Alyn Shipton apropos of jazz, “its history is inextricably 
bound up with the development of popular music as a whole” (Shipton 2001: 12).

In recent times, Alva Noë has proposed that we simply use the term “pop music” “for a whole 
gamut of musical forms: rock, rhythm and blues, soul, hip-hop, top forty, reggae, but, impor-
tantly, not jazz, folk, or the music of the Broadway musical” (Noë 2015: 168). Now, I consider 
highly questionable and quite controversial some of Noë’s claims according to which “pop mu-
sic […] looks like music, but it isn’t,” because people, for him, don’t “engag[e] with it as music” 
but rather appreciate it only for external factors such as the exhibition, spectacle, fascination and 
“aura” of the star system, blind obedience to fashion, and the personality, charisma and sex appeal 
of the musicians (Noë 2015: 168–72). In my view, Noë’s all too critical account of what he calls 
“pop music” is the umpteenth example in recent times of what Richard Shusterman had already 
diagnosed in the early 1990s as a typical tendency of intellectuals to denigrate and vilify “popular 
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art or mass culture […] as mindless, tasteless trash,” without recognizing the fact that popular art 
provides us with “too much aesthetic satisfaction to accept its wholesale denunciation as debased, 
dehumanizing, and aesthetically illegitimate,” not to mention the fact that popular art often “has 
the power to enrich and refashion our traditional concept of the aesthetic.” Quite significantly, 
Shusterman’s favorite example is precisely rock music, “which can be so intensely absorbing 
and powerful that it is likened to spiritual possession,” and which “suggest[s] a radically revised 
aesthetic with a joyous return of the somatic dimension which philosophy has long repressed” 
 (Shusterman 2000: 169, 173, 178, 184). However, notwithstanding my criticism of some of Noë’s 
views on this topic, I agree with him that a concept like “pop music,” used in a broad sense, can 
be useful to immediately identify a variety of genres and subgenres on the basis of certain “family 
resemblances” between them.

One might still object that “rock” and “pop” (narrowly understood) are musical forms based 
on different principles and have different aesthetic traits (Mecacci 2011: 147–62). Moreover, one 
might argue that “rock,” not “pop,” must be understood as “a universal language” (“rock is 
both Elvis and Brian Eno,” and “even what does not sound like ‘rock,’ in principle, falls within 
its history”) (Maurizi 2018: 141), drawing the conclusion that “rock” should not be included in 
the concept of “pop” but, on the contrary, certain artists and bands commonly defined as “pop” 
should be included in the history of “rock” (see Scaruffi 1989–97). As observed by Robert Fripp,

[r]ock is the most malleable musical form we have. Within the rock framework you can play 
jazz, classical, trance music, Urubu drumming. Anything you like can come under the ban-
ner of rock. It’s a remarkable musical form. […] One can, under the general banner of rock 
music, play in fact any kind of music whatsoever.

(Tamm 1990: 20 f.)

Anyway, as has been noted by Theodore Gracyk, “musical category is a matter of genealogy as 
much as sound”:

In viewing a large chunk of popular culture as rock, we operate at a relatively abstract level 
[…]. As such, “rock” operates largely as an ideological abstraction, not as the label of an ob-
servable property of the phenomena it unifies. […] The concept of rock, like that of jazz, is 
an umbrella for a wide range of musicians and performance styles with some common an-
tecedents and influences.

(Gracyk 1996: XI, 5)

On this basis, and given the delimited and specific purposes of the present contribution, I will 
follow here Noë’s functional suggestion to simply use the notion of “pop” for a gamut of musical 
forms ranging from rock ’n’ roll to “examples of avant-garde commodities” (Middleton 1990: 
43) in certain sophisticated forms of contemporary popular music. At the same time, due to the 
abovementioned terminological and conceptual problems, I will also add “rock” to my definition. 
Thus, in the following pages, I will always use the expression “pop-rock.”

So, what is the role played by improvisation in pop-rock music? Without any claim of com-
pleteness, in the next sections I will examine some of its dimensions. As noted by Bill Bruford – an 
extraordinary improviser who, as is well-known, was active for several decades as drummer in 
such bands as Yes, King Crimson and Earthworks, collaborating also with Ralph Towner, Eddie 
Gomez, Annette Peacock, David Torn, etc.:

 the idea that the unforeseen or the surprising are foundational constructs of creativity is 
becoming commonplace. The “unforeseen” is linked through its Latin etymology to the 
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notion of improvisation, a key skill of the jazz performer as she or he deals literally with the 
unforeseen in real time.

(Bruford 2018: 199)

Mutatis mutandis, the same thing also holds true for performers of pop-rock music. Just like jazz – 
although, of course, in different ways, with different musical features and sometimes to a less 
 developed degree – pop and rock also “challenge the traditional division between the musical 
work and its performance” (Gracyk 1996: 170), sometimes conferring an essential significance to 
the (partial or total) reinterpretation of a song in real time during the performance.

3 Varieties of Improvisation in Pop-Rock Music: The Relation Between 
Performance, Composition and Recording

Starting from the relation between improvisation, performance, composition and recording, it 
is a well-known fact that both performance and composition (as well as recording) play an im-
portant role in pop-rock music. According to Gracyk, “[a] rock aesthetic, a general theory about 
rock music as an object of critical attention, […] must focus on recorded music” (Gracyk 1996: 
IX). There are good reasons to agree with this view and to consider it convincing in the case of 
certain works belonging to the broad and complex field of pop-rock music in which the recorded 
version of a song may have a primacy over the live performance (leaving aside here the potential 
questions of musical ontology concerning the changing status of a piece in a live performance or 
in a recording). An example can be the fourth take of Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” from 
July 16, 1965 that, according to Mecacci (2011: 8), captured the real essence of that song in an 
unrepeatable way precisely in that recorded version, and of course it is possible to make reference 
to many other examples of single songs (and also to entire albums).

However, such a primacy of recorded music must be counterbalanced by the acknowledgment of 
the essential significance of performance in pop-rock music. While the fundamental quality and value of 
certain pop-rock artists or bands stands out mostly in their recordings, which surpass and even outdo 
the aesthetic quality and value of every possible live performance of the same songs (for example, due 
to an extensive and sometimes experimental use of overdubbing or other technological effects cre-
ated by producers and sound engineers in the recording studio, or due to still other factors), in other 
cases the opposite is true: namely, the importance and “legendary” character (so to speak) of certain 
artists or bands mostly derives from their exciting live performances, which thus have a primacy over 
the recorded work and quite often also involve a significant amount of improvisation. In these cases, 
fans are likely to claim that no recording will ever capture the energy, intensity and freedom of the 
performance of a live concert experienced in person, especially when the artist or band in question 
is famous for improvised jams on stage. For certain artists or bands, such as The Grateful Dead and 
many more, the “primary strength is live performance. They consistently rank as top concert draw 
and their core audience trades and compares tapes of their live shows with the devotion of Charlie 
Parker fans comparing alternate takes of his improvisations” (Gracyk 1996: 82). As has been noted 
apropos of King Crimson (but in a way that can be easily applied also to other pop-rock musicians 
and bands), “the ‘way of doing things,’ the factor of hazard, are difficult if not impossible to capture on 
recordings” (Tamm 1990: 20), and are actually an integral part of what makes pop-rock music unique 
and, of course, an integral part of the practice of improvisation.

Returning now to the question of the connection between performance, composition and record-
ing, it is quite interesting to note that improvisation plays an important role in pop-rock music pre-
cisely at the level of the relation or even intersection between these different dimensions. For example, 
let us think of the way in which the musical character (and, besides this, also the commercial suc-
cess) of certain famous pop-rock songs has been sometimes determined, among other things, by the 
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presence of a component of improvisation in the composition and/or the recording. “Like a Rolling 
Stone” is a good example in this context, given that before recording the version that would later be 
published and widely recognized as one of the greatest masterpieces in this musical genre, Dylan and 
his band had unsuccessfully demoed the song several times. It was only when they decided to play it in 
a more rock-oriented style and, in particular, when a session musician named Al Kooper improvised 
an organ riff – thanks to which (beside the melody and the lyrics worthy of a Nobel Prize, of course) 
the track would immediately become recognizable and unique – that the real essence of the song was 
fully grasped and brought to completion. In this case, a small and somehow accidental improvisation 
by a sideman spontaneously emerged during a performance in the recording studio and proved to be 
of decisive importance for the definition of the shape, the sound, the meaning and also the fame of a 
song, eventually becoming the object of innumerable attempts at imitation.

Other examples can be found in the work of Robert Fripp, starting from his famous collabora-
tion on David Bowie’s album Heroes. In 1977, Fripp was in New York when he suddenly received 
a phone call from Brian Eno and Bowie who were recording in Berlin and who had experienced 
some problems with certain guitar parts for the new songs. They invited Fripp to join them and 
take part to the recording, and Fripp, who had spent a few years in a state of self-imposed retire-
ment, flew to Berlin and offered a contribution that would soon prove to be a genuinely decisive 
component for the musical value of Heroes. Slightly different versions of that legendary phone 
conversation report that Fripp replied to Bowie’s and Eno’s invitation: “Well, I haven’t really 
played guitar for three years […] but I’ll have a go!’” or: “Well, I haven’t really played for three 
years – but, if you’re prepared to take a risk, so will I” (see Tamm 1990: 89, and also the Wiki-
pedia entry on Heroes). As for the subsequent recording sessions, upon arriving at the recording 
studio, and still suffering from jet lag, Fripp was invited to immediately play something, “with no 
rehearsals, no plans and no written chords”: he recorded a guitar part for “Beauty and the Beast,” 
the opening track of Heroes, and the first take, largely improvised, was used in the final mix of the 
song, thus establishing a sort of virtuous cycle between improvisation, performance, composition 
and recording (Bertrando 1984: 109). As a matter of fact, there was a strong component of impro-
visation involved in a creative process of this kind, as already testified by Fripp’s abovementioned 
expressions “I will take a risk” or “I’ll have a go”: “[Fripp] enjoyed the freedom Bowie gave him: 
Bowie would roll a tape he’d been working on, and Fripp would simply ad lib straight over the 
top, with little or no premeditation or planning” (Tamm 1990: 89).

Beside the collaboration with Bowie, other examples taken from Fripp’s long and exciting m usical 
career testify to the role that improvisation can play also in the context of pop-rock music. In Se ptember 
1972, Fripp was invited by Eno to his home studio, which was equipped with a system of tape recorders 
that made it possible to produce original loop effects that Fripp immediately and  successfully experi-
mented with. Indeed, within less than one hour Eno and Fripp had produced a twenty-minute piece 
entitled “The Heavenly Music Corporation,” published as Side One of No Pussyfooting, their album 
released in 1973, and described by Fripp with the following words: “All improvisation. Pure improvi-
sation. […] [Fripp] plugged in and played. It was easy: you are here, just do it” (Bertrando 1984: 107). 
As is well-known, in that very same period Fripp had also formed a new line-up of King Crimson 
with musicians such as John Wetton on bass and vocals, David Cross on violin and mellotron, Bill 
Bruford on drums and Jamie Muir on percussion, “whose list of avant-garde credits included work 
with  saxophonist Evan Parker, guitarist Derek Bailey, the Battered Ornaments and Boris”: “Muir […] 
appeared to Bruford as a direct link with ‘the world of free jazz and inspiration’” in a context funda-
mentally definable as “rock” like that of King Crimson:

There was a renewed emphasis on improvisation in live performance in King Crimson’s music 
of this period – but not the kind of improvisation common in jazz and rock, where one soloist at a 
time takes center stage and riffs and rhapsodizes, running through his chops while the rest of 
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the band lays back and comps along with set rhythm and chord changes. In its best moments, 
King Crimson improvisation during this period was a group affair, a kind of music-making pro-
cess in which every member of the band was capable of making creative contributions at every moment. 
Mindless individual soloing was frowned upon; rather, everyone had to be listening to everyone 
else at every moment, to be able to react intelligently and creatively to the group sound. This was a 
period when Fripp stressed the “magic” metaphor time and again; for to him, when group im-
provisation of this sort really clicked, it was nothing short of bona fide white magic. Violinist/
keyboardist David Cross described the process this way: “We’re so different from each other 
that one night someone in the band will play something that the rest of us have never heard 
before and you just have to listen for a second. Then you react to his statement, usually in a 
different way than they would expect. It’s the improvisation that makes the group amazing for me. 
You know, taking chances. There is no format really in which we fall into. We discover things 
while improvising and if they’re really basically good ideas we try and work them in as new 
numbers, all the while keeping the improvisation thing alive and continually expanding.”

(Tamm 1990: 56 f., 59 (my emphasis: S. M.))

Of course, the kind of unplanned, spontaneous and, most of all, collective improvisation devel-
oped by King Crimson in the period 1972–74 represents an exception rather than the norm in 
the world of pop-rock music, with some comparable examples that may include The Grateful 
Dead, The Jimi Hendrix Experience, Tim Buckley, The Velvet Underground, Pink Floyd, Soft 
Machine, Area, Sonic Youth, Einstürzende Neubauten, Tortoise and, to some extent, also more 
mainstream-oriented bands like Radiohead in their most experimental moments. In most cases, 
however, the role of improvisation in pop-rock music is narrower and usually more focused on 
the performance of the individual soloist – which is precisely the kind of partial or limited im-
provisation in pop-rock music that King Crimson and other bands radically aimed at putting into 
discussion and actually overcoming. Indeed, it must be said that the late 1960s and early 1970s 
probably represented a particularly fertile and prolific moment in the history of pop-rock music 
as far as experimentation and the development of unusual sources of creativity are concerned, 
including free and radical improvisation. As has been noted,

[t]he collective long-duration improvisations and semi-improvisations that were so prevalent in the 
1960s and 1970s embodied the era’s conjectural societies and their rites, laboratories for hy-
pothetical forms of commutuality […]. Extraordinary to think it now, but some of the most 
successful bands in the history of popular music – notably The Beatles, Rolling Stones and Pink 
Floyd – dabbled in some aspects of free improvisation, whether as players, listeners or benefactors. 
Lengthy one (or two)-chords jams, improvised noise freak-outs, guitar feedback, tape mon-
tages and out-of-tempo improvised passages were becoming almost obligatory for mid-1960s 
rock and funk groups with radical tendencies – Love, The Seeds, The Beatles, The Rolling 
Stones, The Byrds, The Velvet Underground, The Fugs, Funkadelic, The Mothers of In-
vention, Santana, Chicago, Quicksilver Messenger Service, The Temptations, Red Crayola, 
Gong, The Grateful Dead.

(Toop 2016: 199 f. (my emphasis: S. M.))

A slightly different example than the one previously mentioned with regard to a certain phase of 
the career of King Crimson can perhaps be best represented by the absolutely sui generis, eclectic 
and multifaceted Frank Zappa who, as is well known, experimented with such different musical 
genres as rock, pop, reggae, disco, punk, heavy metal, jazz, electronics and avant-garde music, 
and who fruitfully combined rigorous composition in the case of his symphonic works and a large 
amount of freedom in performance and improvisation in his most rock/jazz-oriented works. As 
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has been noted, “long instrumental improvisations/experiments” were surely one of the things 
“for which the Mothers [of Invention] were so famous”: a record like Uncle Meat from 1969, for 
example, “with its mixture of tape, symphonic scoring, free jazz improvisation, blues, doo-wop, 
and everything in between, challenges all preconceived notions about your typical rock-and-roll 
record” (Fisher Lowe 2006: 64, 87). Zappa really appreciated improvisation as an approach to mu-
sic and often used it in different ways and combinations in his work with different bands from the 
late 1960s to the late 1980s. Indeed, when comparing composing music using the Synclavier and 
playing live or in studio with real musicians, in his autobiography Zappa explicitly claimed that 
“[s]ome of the things live musicians do that machines don’t do are good, and some are bad. One of 
the good things that live musicians do is improvise. They respond to the moment, and can play more 
expressively” – although, in his typically sarcastic and very edgy style, Zappa immediately added:

But musicians tend to be lazy, and they get sick and skip rehearsals. In fact, they do the kinds 
of things that other people do in normal jobs. […] Machines don’t get loaded, drunk or 
evicted and don’t need assistance moving their families around in “emergency” situations. 
[…] Subtracting the bullshit and the mistakes, if I had to choose between live musicians or La 
Machine, I must admit, from time to time I’m almost tempted to opt for the “human element.”

(Zappa and Occhiogrosso 1989: 97)

However, although in his early works with The Mothers of Invention Zappa sometimes did not 
disdain the practice of free-form and collective improvisation, in most cases his improvisations 
were guided by him as the undisputed leader and director of the band, be it a small combo or a 
large ensemble. In his autobiography, Zappa clarified some aspects of his particular method of 
guidance of improvisations, especially live in concert, explaining that he had gradually developed 
“an assortment of ‘stock modules’ in [his] stage arrangements” and a series of “cues on stage” to 
direct the instantaneous reinvention of a song by the band during a live performance: “Each guy 
in the band understands what the norms and ‘expected mannerisms’ are for these different musical 
styles, and will instantly ‘translate’ a song into that musical ‘dialect’” (Zappa and Occ hiogrosso 
1989: 94). An attitude and approach that can perhaps be partially compared to Butch Morris’ 
method of structural improvisation known as “conduction” or to similar methods developed by 
Anthony Braxton and John Zorn.

4 The Stimulating and Creative Role of Mistakes in Pop-Rock Improvisation

Anyway, the particularly sophisticated role played by improvisation in the music of Fripp and 
Zappa appears to be more an exception than the rule in the field of pop-rock music. In fact, as 
noted by Gracyk by way of a quick comparison between the typical and most frequent role played 
by improvisation in jazz and in rock,

most jazz musicians conceive of their music in terms of individual performances, inviting 
individualized developments of musical motives, rather than being fixed compositions. When 
successful, each jazz performance, recorder or live, is an independent musical work. […] Of 
course, for jazz even the loosest jam session or improvisation requires an organizing schema, 
but the performance is tailored to the players’ individualities and their resulting interaction. 
[…] With rock music the organizing schema is seldom approached along these lines, yet there 
is [some] freedom for personalization of the material […]. Much of rock’s personalization comes in 
rhythmic accents, timbre, texture, and vocal inflections. Rock is not a complete stranger to impro-
visation […]. But it is not the norm. Solos are often brief and largely planned out in advance. […] 
Rather than regarding rock as an opportunity for improvisation or a faithful manifestation 
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of an independent musical work, rock interpretation stakes out a middle ground which fuses a song 
and the available performance means (including engineering) into a distinctive product of 
mass reproduction. […] While there are exceptions, jazz and rock usually involve a balance 
between the autonomy and cooperative production of its performers and technical personnel.

(Gracyk 1996: 169 f. (my emphasis: S. M.))

So, much of the personalization of songs and also of improvisation in the field of pop-rock music 
concerns rhythmic accents, timbre, texture, vocal inflections and interplay between the musicians, as 
well as guitar, keyboard or drum solos. Now, certain kinds of pop-rock music may easily fall prey to 
the objection of being able to only practice what Adorno called “pseudo-improvisations” rather than 
genuine and real improvisations, because of their tendency to reduce the role of improvisation to a 
limited, merely patterned and, as it were, pre-digested embellishment of details in parts of the song 
whose function remains completely determined by the underlying harmonic and rhythmic schemes 
(see Adorno 2002: 437–46). However, as previously mentioned, other forms of pop-rock music justify 
more convincingly the claim that improvisation plays a significant role also in this field, as it hap-
pens in all the different cases in which the presence of established and style-compliant constraints, 
structures, schemata and habits does not lead to the confinement of the practice of improvisation to 
a mere substitution and embellishment of details in pre-determined parts of the song, but rather lets 
improvisation profoundly influence and modify the structure of the song itself and, thus, determine 
its development and its meaning. In general, it can be said, therefore, that improvisation in pop-rock 
music ranges from a minimum typically represented by the freedom granted to single musicians to 
insert extemporaneous “fills” in the song to a maximum (rarely) represented by radical, free and “out-
side the box” improvisation (Maurizi 2018: 113, 129).

Beside this, it must be noted with regard to guitar, keyboard or drum solos in pop-rock music, 
that sometimes the (partially or totally) improvised solos can be long and sophisticated, can reach 
high levels of technical refinement and quality and can be no less enviable than those of great jazz 
musicians. However, it may sometimes happen that the performance of a great soloist in pop-rock 
music lacks expressiveness or even disintegrates into boredom (rather than raising enthusiasm and 
excitement) because of the soloist’s tendency to merely display his/her virtuosity during the (par-
tially or totally) improvised solos, whereas it would be better to give primacy to directness and 
immediacy. For this reason, it may sometimes happen in pop-rock music that short and simple 
solos by self-taught and non-virtuoso musicians sound more powerful, expressive and convinc-
ing than those performed by technically well-trained and virtuoso musicians only interested in 
self-indulgent exhibitions of their technique. A good example, in this specific case, is represented 
by Neil Young, who is famous, among other things, for his long, open, technically simple but 
expressively intense, and often very noisy, improvised solos (for instance, in such legendary live 
albums as Weld), apropos of whose guitar style it has been correctly noted:

The virtues of simplicity are too often ignored, especially when we start comparing works of 
art. Chad Taylor, the guitarist for the band Live, identifies Neil Young as his favorite guitar 
player. But Taylor’s admiration is not directed at Young’s virtuosity: “He is so limited, but 
there’s something beautiful about that kind of simplicity in rock & roll”.

(Gracyk 2007: 27)

A comparison between the guitar solos of, respectively, Eric Clapton and Neil Young in the won-
derful version of “My Back Pages” played at Bob Dylan’s 30th Anniversary Concert Celebration 
very well exemplifies the contrast between the calculated “classicism” and, as it were, Apollonian 
formal perfection of Clapton’s guitar solo and, vice-versa, the unstoppable vehemence and, so to 
speak, Dionysian exaltation of Young’s noisy and almost free-form improvised solo.
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Now, the practice of musical improvisation, broadly understood as a kind of intentional expo-
sure to the unexpected, the unknown and the unforeseen, naturally implies a certain risk of mak-
ing mistakes during a (partially or totally) unprepared and unplanned performance. Of course, 
sometimes a mistake is simply a mistake, i.e., an error during the performance that merely disturbs 
and interrupts the development of the musical discourse and, thus – depending on the gravity of 
the mistake and other factors – may corrupt or even destroy its meaning. However, as happens in 
jazz and other musical genres, so also in pop-rock, sometimes mistakes can prove to be not only 
something to avoid and to be afraid of in the name of an abstract ideal of perfection, but also some-
thing to fearlessly confront during a performance inasmuch as the experience of mistakes can be 
surprising occasions of creativity that force the performer to rethink and transform in real time the 
tune being played. In Pink Floyd’s legendary Live at Pompeii, while playing a particularly powerful 
version of “One of These Days,” Nick Mason famously lost one of his drumsticks, which is clearly 
a musical mistake that could happen at any time to any drummer, even great jazz virtuosos, and 
that, depending on the musician’s capacities, may have different consequences at a musical level. 
In that case, Mason not only instantly reacts to the unexpected situation without interrupting his 
playing or panicking, but after promptly picking up a new drumstick he also proves capable of 
using this unforeseen problematic situation as a sort of incentive to further enhance the intensity 
and expressiveness of his drumming during the rest of the song, improvising some very powerful 
“fills” that fully compensate for his previous mistake and, thus, performing in the end a truly 
unforgettable version of “One of These Days.” Developing the capacity to cope with the unavoid-
able possibility of mistakes (as part of human life, in general, and as part of artistic performances, 
in particular), understanding them and even using them as stimulating challenges or occasions to 
enhance one’s creativity is an important aspect of jazz improvisation (Bertinetto 2016b, 2018b) 
and, although in different ways and quite often at a more limited or less sophisticated level, the 
same thing also holds true in pop-rock music.

Another example that can be profitably referred to in this context is Kurt Cobain’s mistake 
at the beginning of Nirvana’s famous hit “Smells like Teen Spirit” during their performance of 
the song at the band’s now-legendary Live in Reading (1992). Although Cobain is precisely one 
of the examples mentioned by Noë in support of his abovementioned (and highly questionable) 
thesis that pop-rock music is devoid of any strictly musical significance, i.e., “[it] isn’t primarily 
music” (Noë 2015: 175) and fans simply idolize singers without ever really listening to them, it 
is nevertheless well known that Cobain, as a composer and performer, was gifted with truly un-
common powers of expression, intensity and emotional strength. As observed by Brad Mehldau, 
one of the most original and sophisticated piano players of our time, who also offered a wonderful 
jazz version of “Smells like Teen Spirit” for piano solo in his 4-CD box 10 Years Solo Live: “Kurt 
Cobain had that ‘for-real’ vulnerability, and it seemed he had no choice but to scream it out at 
us, completely unhinged, like a scared man-child. That’s what made his expression so strong” 
(Mehldau 2015). Now, as brilliantly testified by the abovementioned version of “Smells Like 
Teen Spirit,” the capacity to successfully cope with the permanent and irremovable possibility of 
mistakes can sometimes function as an unexpected source of inspiration and can lead musicians to 
excogitate new surprising solutions in real time, reacting in a quasi-instinctive way to the unex-
pected situation and instantly rethinking and changing a part of the song – thus confirming also 
in pop-rock music the idea of a “dynamic relation between ‘mistakes’ and normativity,” i.e., the 
idea that “normativity […] is flux, in fieri” (Bertinetto 2016b: 127 f.). In that specific case, although 
the guitar part of the verse of “Smells like Teen Spirit” is very simple (actually consisting of only 
two notes repeated in a way that creates a sort of hypnotizing atmosphere), at first Cobain misses 
the right notes and everyone instantly recognizes the mistake. However, as can be clearly seen in 
the official video of that performance – now available on YouTube – Cobain somehow seizes the 
moment, uses the unexpected mistake as an occasion to immediately put to test his creativity and 
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promptly improvises a different and somehow nonsensical riff that nonetheless fits in very well 
with the structure of the song and is instantly blessed with a smile by Nirvana’s bass player Krist 
Novoselic. Not only that but – probably inspired by the unforeseen accident in the first verse of 
the song and his extemporaneous but successful solution to that problem – when it comes to the 
guitar solo, Cobain, during the same live performance at the Reading Festival, suddenly and 
surprisingly inserts a noisy, chaotic, absolutely free-form and radically improvised solo that is 
completely different from the standard one that he would usually play and that may easily remind 
fans of 1990s alternative rock of the most experimental and vehement moments of Sonic Youth, 
definitely conferring a new, unthought-of and indeed unique quality to that specific live version 
of “Smells Like Teen Spirit.” As has been noted,

[a]lthough standards of artistic value are assumed before the musical performance, in accor-
dance with the musical genre and the style of the musicians, they can also change during the 
development of the performance itself. The way […] performers cope with unpredictable per-
formance situations produces the sense of the performance, that is, the normativity of that spe-
cific performance. This amounts to saying that the normativity of the performance does not 
only regulate what is happening within the performance, but emerges from what happens. In 
other words, normativity is open, rather than fixed, because it is constitutively moving along 
with the concrete development of the performance.

(Bertinetto 2018a: 120)

5 Improvisation as Embodied Practice: The Example of Pop-Rock Drumming

Some philosophical contributions on musical improvisation, with a special focus on jazz, have 
proposed that we “solve the puzzle” concerning this particular practice with conceptual tools 
provided by, for example, modern and contemporary philosophers such as Kant, Wittgenstein and 
Derrida (cf., e.g., Bertinetto 2018c; Goldoni 2018a, 2018b; Bertinetto and Marino 2020). Other 
recent contributions on this topic have tried to investigate improvisation, and especially free jazz, 
by bringing it into conversation with Husserl’s phenomenological analysis of time consciousness 
and retention-protention scheme (Angelino 2019). In the present context I would like to add 
Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics to this list, on the basis of the particular contribution that this 
approach can offer apropos of the role played by the body in musical practice, in general, and in 
improvised music, in particular.

As noted by Luca Marconi, “[e]very sound (either vocal or instrumental) is necessarily per-
ceived in more or less direct connection to body attitudes and behaviors that are potentially able 
to produce an equivalent sound” (Marconi 2009: 49): so, “a presence of somatic phenomena” is 
always implied by music as such (Marconi 2010: 177). At the same time, however, Marconi adds 
that certain forms of music definitely emphasize “the bodily adhesion to the sound dimension” 
more than others: for example, “all ‘African-derived genres’ (above all jazz, but also blues and 
rock) promote and appreciate listening and paying attention to the bodily gestures through which 
every performer develops his/her personal way of playing music,” whereas other musical styles 
tend to reduce the importance of the role of the body in the performance and, hence, as it were, 
“desomatize the sound” (Marconi 2009: 51, 60). Connecting in an original way these insights to 
those provided by Shusterman in his rehabilitation of popular art through the specific example of 
“African-derived genres” such as rock, funk and rap, we can see that the experience of this music

can be so intensely absorbing and powerful that it is likened to spiritual possession. […] Rock 
songs are typically enjoyed through moving, dancing, and singing along with the music, 
often with such vigorous efforts that we break a sweat and eventually exhaust ourselves. […] 
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Clearly, on the somatic level, there is much more effortful activity in the appreciation of rock 
than in that of high-brow music […]. The much more energetic and kinesthetic response 
evoked by rock exposes the fundamental passivity of the traditional aesthetic attitude of dis-
interested, distanced contemplation – a contemplative attitude that has its roots in the quest 
for philosophical and theological knowledge rather than pleasure.

(Shusterman 2000: 178–84)

Shusterman recognizes the body’s crucial role in music and argues that this recognition would 
need “to be taken a step further in a pragmatic direction”: for him, “[m]ore than guitars or violins 
or pianos or even drums, our bodies are the primary instrument for the making of music,” and 
also “more than records, radios, tapes, or CDs, bodies are the basic, irreplaceable medium for its 
appreciation.” In general, “our bodies are the ultimate and necessary instrument for music” at all 
levels (Shusterman 2008: 126). Now, such a seemingly easy and, as it were, obvious remark as “our 
bodies are the primary instrument for the making of music” is actually very powerful in empha-
sizing an essential aspect of musical practice, sometimes neglected by philosophers: namely, the 
unavoidable somatic component of all music-making – including classical music: with its rigorous 
distinction between the composer and the performer, with its Werktreue ideal of performance, 
with its very precise postures prescribed to both the musicians and the listeners, etc. – that certain 
forms of musical performance take to the extreme, as in the particular case of improvised music.

Improvisation can be considered a genuine source of knowledge, and more precisely a kind of 
knowledge that is more a “knowing-how” than a “knowing-that” and a kind of knowledge that 
can be described in terms of “embodied skills” (Sparti 2005: 135). In performance arts like music 
and dance, the body plays indeed a very fundamental and special role, both in itself and in its tight 
and sometimes inseparable relationship with the musical instrument. This is true in general – and, 
thus, at all levels and in all musical styles or genres – but it is especially true in the case of (partially 
or totally) improvised music, in which the musicians, in order to be able to face the challenge 
of the unknown and the unexpected in the free interplay with their musical partners, with the 
audience and with the surrounding environment, must be really in sync with their instrument 
as if it were a part of their body. As observed by Shusterman in the typical melioristic spirit of 
somaesthetics that aims to fruitfully combine both theory and practice,

the body deserves humanistic study to improve its use in the various artistic and scholarly 
pursuits that it underlies and serves. Musicians, actors, dancers, and other artists can perform 
better and longer with less attendant pain and fatigue when they learn the proper somatic 
comportment for their arts, how to handle their instruments and themselves so as to avoid un-
wanted, unnecessary muscle contractions that result from unreflective habits of effort, detract 
from efficiency and ease of movement, and ultimately generate pain and disability. […] Such 
learning of intelligent somatic self-use is not a matter of blind drill in mechanical techniques 
but requires a careful cultivation of somatic awareness.

(Shusterman 2006: 10)

Improvisation often requires a relationship with the instrument that involves feeling as though 
it is something like an extension of one’s own limbs and, thus, is based, among other things, on 
a strong and indeed unavoidable somatic component, i.e., on a fundamental role played by the 
body during the performance, with the musician’s body completely involved and immersed in the 
performance. In the specific case of pop-rock music, let us think of the particular level of somatic 
involvement by the musician in the playing of music that is (partially or totally) “instantly com-
posed” during the performance, and hence the often inimitable postures and uses of their bodies by 
such performers as Elvis Presley, James Brown, Mick Jagger, Pete Townshend, Jimi Hendrix, Janis 
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Joplin, Jim Morrison, Grace Slick, Carlos Santana, Jimmy Page, Lou Reed, Iggy Pop, Patti Smith, 
Bruce Springsteen, Freddie Mercury, Prince, Kim Gordon, Flea, Tori Amos, Jeff Buckley, PJ 
Harvey, Nick Cave, Beth Gibbons, Eddie Vedder, Thom Yorke and many others. On the one 
hand, the capacity to arrive at an adequate and accomplished level of improvisation in music (also 
in the field of pop and rock) requires a kind of musical knowledge that includes what we may call 
here somatic knowledge: a progressively increased knowledge of one’s own body, of its potentialities 
and also of its limits. On the other hand, in a somaesthetic spirit of pragmatic meliorism, this may 
also prove to be a genuine source of improvement of one’s capacities to use one’s body in new, 
unexpected, creative ways. Learning to play an instrument so fluently as to be able to instantly 
compose or simply reinvent in real time a musical piece, as happens during improvisations at var-
ious levels, requires what Robert Fripp described as follows with reference to his development of 
particular guitar techniques: “There was a knowing in the hand through doing it for years which 
I consulted. […] My body knew what was involved, but I didn’t know about it” (Tamm 1990: 15).

At this point, I would like to exemplify some of my previous theses by referring to what I con-
sider a truly exemplary case, namely the explicitly and emphatically somatic relation of a drummer 
with his/her musical instrument. In fact, although the same phenomenon can be observed in 
pop-rock music in the case of guitar, bass, piano and saxophone players, and of course also singers, 
the example offered by drummers – due to the perhaps higher level of somatic involvement that 
drumming requires because of its very nature, with all the limbs of the body being simultaneously 
and in coordination active in beating drums, cymbals, cowbells and so on, so that the role of the 
body as agent in the creation of music becomes especially tangible in drumming – may prove to 
be more useful for our purposes. Different musical styles in pop-rock drumming, as exhibited and 
displayed especially in improvisations (such as particular “drum fills” during the song or also drum 
solos in the typical fashion of the 1970s), are indeed not only revealing of different technical skills, 
different aesthetic choices and taste preferences in the use of certain cymbals or drums, different 
shades and nuances in the application of single- or double-stroke rolls, paradiddles, single- or 
double-bass drum pedal techniques and all the other “rudiments” for drumming, but are also 
revealing of different “somatic styles” (Shusterman 2011).

Just to name a few examples of leading figures in modern pop-rock drumming that have be-
come famous for their improvisation skills, please consider how inseparable Keith Moon’s, Carl 
Palmer’s, Ian Paice’s or Lars Ulrich’s passionate and overwhelming drum style is from their tu-
multuous physical approach to the instrument due to an unrestrained musical enthusiasm that, 
especially in Moon’s case, sometimes leads to somewhat “uncoordinated” movements. Or, vice-
versa, consider how inseparable Jeff Porcaro’s, Gavin Harrison’s, Matt Chamberlain’s or Manu 
Katché’s extraordinarily precise, calculated and metronomic drum style is from the accurately 
controlled and coordinated movements of all their limbs and parts of their bodies during the 
performance. Consider how inseparable Ginger Baker’s, Jon Hiseman’s, Bill Bruford’s or Stewart 
Copeland’s impeccable class, sensitivity and touch is from their relaxed, non-ostentatious and 
“disciplined” somatic style, even when playing very “undisciplined” and ferociously improvised 
tunes (freely using here the “discipline/indiscipline” conceptual pair, given Bruford’s long-time 
involvement with at least three “incarnations” of King Crimson). Consider how inseparable John 
Bonham’s, Dave Grohl’s, Dave Lombardo’s or Igor Cavalera’s energetic, powerful and, so-to-
speak, muscular drum style is from a posture that immediately shows, at the very level of their 
bodies’ movements, the capacity to connect a high level of fluency and mastery of their instru-
ment to a unique feeling for rhythm. Consider also how much the distinct drum styles of var-
ious drummers enrolled in a given pop-rock band in different years are also connected to, and 
reflected by, their dissimilar somatic styles; and how much this, in turn, can influence the entire 
band’s practices of musical composition and performance at various levels, including improvi-
sation. A useful example in recent pop-rock music may be those of the different musical and 
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somatic styles provided by Dave Krusen, Matt Chamberlain, Dave Abbruzzese, Jack Irons and 
Matt  Cameron in the various stages of the career of Pearl Jam. Finally, consider how relevant 
and striking,  eye-catching,  impossible-to-pass-unnoticed is the connection between the purely 
 musical  dimension of  drumming and its somatic dimension on the occasion of partially impro-
vised  duets or even trios starring drummers characterized by heterogeneous styles such as, for ex-
ample, Pat Mastelotto and Bill Bruford in King Crimson from 1994 to 1997, or Butch Trucks and 
Jai Johanny “Jaimoe” J ohanson in The Allman Brothers Band or still yet Pat Mastelotto, Gavin 
 Harrison and Bill  Rieflin in King Crimson from 2013 until 2019.

Interestingly, an account of musical creativity that also pays attention to the dimension of the 
surprise, the unforeseen and the unexpected (and thus improvisation), and that precisely exempli-
fies through drumming its conception of creativity and performance as a meditated, embedded 
and also embodied “action in context,” has been offered by a pop-rock drummer, Bill Bruford, 
in his academic study Uncharted: Creativity and the Expert Drummer (2018: 3–14, 45–52, 199 ff.). 
Although Bruford’s book is not specifically dedicated to trying to answer such questions as, for 
example, how embodied knowledge is present, needed and learned/developed in the case of im-
provisation in pop-rock drumming, in some chapters it nevertheless pays close attention to the 
somatic dimension of music with a focus also on improvisation. This is the case, for example, with 
his intriguing observations on the way in which musical activities (in the matter in question, those 
of pop-rock drummers)

are governed by a cultural tradition that regulates and shapes the experience of creative 
practice, and take place within a community that mediates and promotes the psychological 
behavior and meaning-making of the individual. […] Embracing a particularly corrosive 
ideology, however, the broader drum culture (that enfolds the community) is something of 
an extreme case,

as testified to by a few “sets of issue” among which, for Bruford, prominently figures a deep-
rooted anti-somatic prejudice deriving from no less than “the impact of the Cartesian mind/body 
split” (Bruford 2018: 16 f.). For Bruford, “the link between creativity and the drum culture” (that 
especially manifests itself during improvisations) is problematically “mediated by the corrosive 
influence of the culture’s organizing ideology,” defined as “the articulated system of meanings, 
values, and beliefs that can be abstracted as the ‘worldview’ of the drum community,” and that, 
at least to some extent, seems to reinforce “distinctions between the culture of drummers and 
other instrumentalists,” which can be connected to “Western music culture’s perceived predis-
position against the ‘rhythmatist’” (Bruford 2018: 133). On this basis, Bruford criticizes a certain 
“historical insistence that notions of aesthetics, mind, harmony, and the intellect are superior to 
hedonism, body, rhythm” that “has become embedded” in a widespread but mistaken “drum 
ideology” that, in a philosophically ambitious way, he even dares to trace back “to René Descartes 
and the seventeenth century dualist notion of the ‘mind/body split.’” Bruford observes – in a way 
that can be intriguingly compared to Shusterman’s philosophical critique of the high culture/
popular culture dichotomy – that “the equation of ‘serious’ with the mind and high culture, and 
‘fun’ with the body and thus low culture, became established in the United States and Europe 
in the mid-nineteenth century,” and that characteristically, while “a good classical performance 
[is] measured by the stillness it commands,” “a good rock concert [is] measured by the audience’s 
physical response and bodily movement” (Bruford 2018: 133).

Starting from these presuppositions, if we shift our attention to the specific case of performances 
(partially or totally) based on improvisation, also in pop-rock music, we can see some effects of 
“[t]his musical dichotomy of aesthetic/mind versus hedonistic/body” grounded in “the falsity of 
the mind/body split [and] the separation of thought from feeling” (Bruford 2018: 134, 136). That 
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is, we can understand and then criticize the still quite common but incorrect idea of “bodily re-
sponses [as] mindless” and, as a consequence of the high level of somatic involvement that drum-
ming requires, “[t]he conception of drumming as ‘mindless’” and the fact that “the Western kit 
drummer [has] become imbued with the primitive, the sexual, and the mindless” (Bruford 2018: 
134 f.). With regard to this, the experience and practice of drumming in pop-rock music, that 
often involves also a component of improvisation, can offer a good example to support the efforts 
of somaesthetics to put aside traditional prejudices against the body and reevaluate its central role 
in art and performance. In turn, a somaesthetic critique of the neglect of the somatic that has been 
characteristic of a great part of Western philosophy and culture can provide a suitable theoretical 
framework for a revaluation of improvisation (in pop-rock drumming and, of course, also in 
other musical forms and with regard to other instruments), due precisely to the key importance 
of the involvement of the body in this practice. From this point of view, a somaesthetic approach 
to pop-rock music can offer crucial insights for a renewed understanding of some of its dimen-
sions, including the role of improvisation. Conversely, the study of an open musical practice like 
improvisation can prove to be of valuable importance to broaden, enhance and deepen an open 
philosophical field like somaesthetics, which finds a favorable application in popular arts, such as 
pop-rock music.
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“IMPROVISATION” IN PLAY

A View Through South Indian Music Practices

Lara Pearson

1 Introduction

As someone who researches styles of Indian music typically labeled as “improvised,” I find the 
notion of music improvisation to be endlessly troubling. Occasionally I catch myself using the 
term “improvised” for the sake of brevity, and then hate myself for doing so – because what do I 
mean by using this English-language term, forcing the colonial legacy on India and its music once 
again, when even within European traditions the concept has been problematized? This chapter 
charts my quest to find a better way to conceptualize music typically described as “improvised,” 
to understand more fully what it is about such music that leads to use of the term, and to assess 
whether, after problematizing the concept, there remains anything of value in its application to 
musical practices.

My journey begins from current positions on the topic within musicology. In recent decades, 
musicologists have argued for the socio-historical contingency of the notion of “music impro-
visation,” and have questioned the usefulness of the terms “improvisation” and “composition” 
in identifying distinct types of musical practices. Following Goehr (1989), Nooshin (2003) and 
Cook (2004), I argue that concepts of musical improvisation and composition are historically and 
culturally dependent, with the terms themselves often acting as tokens for notions quite distinct 
from their apparent or literal meanings. In particular, I argue that there is no sense in which music 
improvisation and composition can be viewed as lying in opposition to each other; instead, each 
one is part of the other, as improvisation in its broader sense (spontaneous creativity) is involved 
both in the process of music composition and in the performance of composed works, while com-
position (when defined as the act of putting things together) occurs during “improvised” music 
performance.1

In order to progress from these arguments that problematize improvisation as a category of 
musical activity, and to find more accurate ways to understand such music, I present an exam-
ination of creative processes in the South Indian style known as Karnatak music – a performance 
practice that developed historically in the royal courts and temples of South India, and that is now 
presented in concert halls and at temple festivals in the region.2 This practice lends itself well to 
deliberations on music improvisation, as it possesses a wide range of formats that show varying de-
grees of proximity to prevailing concepts of improvisation and composition.3 In order to consider 
music improvisation more broadly, I will compare processes involved in Karnatak music perfor-
mance with those in two other styles that typically come to mind for English-speakers as being 
“improvised”: namely jazz and free improvisation. These have, in some circles, become exemplars 
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of what music improvisation is, and so, on this basis alone, need to be considered in this chapter. 
For each style, I focus on what musicians do in preparation for and during performance because, 
I suggest, it is through analysis of specific musical practices that prevailing concepts of improvisa-
tion can be problematized, and from which more appropriate understandings can be formulated.

In an attempt to move beyond the problematic concepts of musical improvisation and composi-
tion, the second half of this chapter presents an alternative way of conceptualizing music-making. 
I propose that it is fruitful to think of musical practices, as combining that which is fixed and that 
which is in play, where that which is fixed affords recognition and that which is in play presents 
leeway – latitude, room to move. Importantly, I argue that both aspects exist simultaneously in all 
styles; in any given phrase or format there may be elements that are fixed – that must be present in 
order for the phrase or style to be recognizable, while at the same time, there will be elements that 
are in play – where there is leeway, scope for the performer to move and be creative. Moreover, 
the features that are fixed and in play can vary from style to style, format to format, and any given 
musical element (phrase or process) may show fixity at some levels and play at others.

Finally, based on examination of the specific musical practices discussed and following from 
my deliberations on fixity and play, I explore a narrow concept of music improvisation that can 
briefly be defined as “play within and between pre-existing musical structures, with some goal in 
mind.” The chapter closes with a discussion of how this concept of improvisation functions also 
in everyday (non-musical) improvisations, such as in conversation and other forms of interaction, 
and thus, in fact, emerges as being a broad and highly applicable conception of improvisation.

2 Historical and Social Context of the Improvisation/Composition Divide

The problematic status of the concept of “music improvisation” can be appreciated by considering 
its history, understanding the notion as situated in particular historical and cultural contexts. Lydia 
Goehr argues that the term “improvisation” acquired its modern meaning at the end of the 18th 
century. She connects this acquired meaning with the rise of the “work-concept,” which emerged 
“as a result of a specific confluence of aesthetic, social, and historical conditions,” leading music 
to be viewed as an “independent practice,” “geared towards producing enduring products” and 
determined by “general concepts of fine art and the autonomous work of art” (Goehr 1989: 56). 
Aesthetic discourses of that time, which have persisted to some extent, supported notions of the 
composition as a perfected artifact, existing in the form of the musical score, and requiring faithful 
“reproduction” by performers (Cook 2004). Nicholas Cook reveals the “performance as reproduc-
tion” paradigm to be an idealization; in practice, performers of composed works make countless 
decisions – sometimes planned, sometimes in the moment – about how a given work is performed, 
rendering each performance substantially different (2004). This type of performance-based cre-
ativity is more usually termed “interpretation,” and is typically viewed as being distinct from “im-
provisation,” notwithstanding the fact that many qualities, including spontaneity and performer 
freedoms, are shared by both “improvisation” and “interpretation.” As Richard Cochrane notes, 
“The practice of improvisation in fact exists in all musical performances except for those carried 
out solely by machines” (2000: 140).

Here we have our first hint that, in practice, music improvisation cannot be distinguished from 
composition through qualities typically ascribed to it. Qualities such as spontaneity and freedom 
exist both in the interpretation of composed works and in “improvisation,” while reliance on 
pre-composed material also exists in both formats. Instead of attempting definition through as-
sociated qualities, the concept of musical improvisation is better understood as arising within a 
particular social and historical context in opposition to composition. Without the idealized con-
cept of the musical work – the composition – as something complete and perfect in itself, there is 
no need for the musical category of improvisation. Around the world, musical practices manage 
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perfectly well with no concept of a distinction between “composed” and “improvised” music. 
Instead local names are given to the various formats that make up a style, which typically do not lie 
in opposition to each other in the way that composition and improvisation are now considered in 
contexts influenced by European notions. For example, in Indian music, there was no word equiv-
alent to “music improvisation” until the early 20th century when the terms manodharma saṅgīta 
and kalpana saṅgīta (both meaning something akin to “music of the imagination”) were coined to 
refer to those musical formats that were not “compositions” (Kassebaum 2000: 98).

It is not a coincidence that these terms arose in India at a time when the country was engaging 
in a self-conscious comparison of its own art forms with those originating in Europe – a com-
parison forced on the inhabitants of India through the unequal power relations of the colonial 
encounter. These conditions led some influential voices within India to call for a restructuring of 
cultural practices to better represent their ideal of India, and to argue for the value of their own art 
forms in comparison to those of the West. In response to the ideological pressures of colonialism 
and in the context of the Indian independence movement, the performing arts in India were sub-
ject to calls for the styles to be standardized, for repertoires to be established, and for the practices 
to represent an idealized, spiritualized image of India (Subramanian 1999; Allen 2008). Indeed, 
this is the period in which Karnatak music could be said to have adopted an “imaginary museum 
of musical works” (Goehr 1992) – canonizing the compositions of three 18th-century composers 
who became viewed as saints and are commonly referred to as “the Trinity” (Trimurti). However, 
although one might argue that a “work-concept” developed in Karnatak music in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, there are significant differences between this canonization of musical 
works and that found in Western art music. In the case of Karnatak music, there is no confusion 
between notation and the work; there was no shift, as described by Gavin Steingo in the context 
of Western art music, from performance being supported by a score, to the score being supported 
by performance (2014: 85). As will be explained in the following sections, in Karnatak music prac-
tices, notation acts primarily as a prompt for memory and the realization of compositions varies 
across performer lineages and even individual performers.

3 “Improvisation” and “Composition” in Karnatak Music:  
The “Othering” of Improvisation

In order to understand how unsuitable the terms “improvisation” and “composition” are for dif-
ferentiating Karnatak music formats it is necessary to know a little about how the various formats 
are learnt and performed in this style. “Compositions” are taught orally/aurally – with some 
supporting notation being handwritten, either by the teacher from memory, or by the student in 
response to the teacher’s demonstration (Pearson, forthcoming). At first, the aim for students is to 
precisely emulate their teacher’s rendition of the composition, but as students progress and become 
more independent from their teacher, they are free to add their own interpretations; for example, 
they might vary the melodic lines slightly or even add extra variations (the “theme and variation” 
structure is common in Karnatak compositions). As a result, performances of the same composi-
tion can differ significantly from musician to musician, and even between different performances 
by the same musician, with only the song lyrics remaining precisely the same.

Meanwhile, performances of manodharma formats, widely referred to by English-speakers as 
forms of “improvisation,” must include stock phrases (often referred to as prayogas or “character-
istic phrases”) and motifs that are essential to the proper expression of the rāga (melodic entity). 
These characteristic phrases are assimilated during the learning process, learnt not by rote but 
rather implicitly – through listening and imitating. Such phrases are, effectively, pre-composed 
and fixed to a large extent. However, performers have freedoms regarding how to put the phrases 
together, and are also free to pull them apart and play with the elements – the shorter motifs and 
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notes within the phrases. They may then develop and play with these shorter motifs as they like, 
as long as the grammatical rules of the rāga are not broken in the process.

So in the ways described above, all formats in Karnatak music – whether typically considered 
as improvisation or composition – simultaneously include pre-existing elements as well as free-
doms for the performer. In light of this, grouping some formats into the category “composition” 
and others into “improvisation” makes little sense. However, the “sense” behind these categories 
can be understood if one considers their socio-historical contexts. As Laudan Nooshin argues, 
oppositional thinking, such as that seen in the composition-improvisation divide, arises through 
certain pressures, which, being societal, are also ideological and political in nature (2003: 243). 
As explained above, the term manodharma, and the categories of improvisation and composition, 
were adopted in the context of the colonization of India and in the midst of the highly unequal 
power relationship imposed on the country. Nooshin, writing on the related case of Iranian music 
during the 20th century, argues that the conceptual opposition of improvisation and composition 
was a tool for the continued “othering” of the East: an Orientalist attitude that found it com-
fortable and convenient to essentialize the music of “the East” as “improvised” in opposition to 
the “composed” music of “the West.” Because the notion of improvisation in this othering was 
associated with the non-rational and non-cerebral, Nooshin argues that the “improvisation” of 
the East could, therefore, be excluded from the category of “real art,” which should be cerebral 
and notated (2003: 245–8). From the 1960s onwards, a switch occurred as improvisation became 
more frequently valorized, due to its positive associations with personal freedom, naturalness and 
spontaneity – but even as improvisation was valorized, the imaginary dichotomy with compo-
sition was maintained (250). Nooshin notes that in both cases “the continued oppositional para-
digm between improvisation and composition was partly rooted in a perceived need to perpetuate 
difference and in particular for European art music to maintain its ‘others’” (251).

Thus, the music improvisation-composition opposition must be viewed as a product of dis-
course – emerging from ideology and societal power relations both within European contexts and 
across cultures. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to ask whether there is anything meaningful within 
the concepts of music improvisation and composition, despite their opposition being largely a 
product of various “otherings.” How do the qualities ascribed to diverse forms of “improvisation” 
compare across cultures, and are the creative processes involved similar? In the next section I will 
explore these questions, with examples from jazz, free improvisation and Karnatak music.

4 Qualities Ascribed to “Improvisation” Across Cultures

In jazz and free improvisation contexts, qualities typically associated with improvisation include 
spontaneity, risk, novelty, freedom, disruption and egalitarianism.4 For many musicians and com-
mentators in the Global North (Europe, North America, Australia, etc.), these qualities have be-
come associated with music improvisation to the point that improvisation without such qualities 
might seem impossible – and if possible, then perhaps viewed as inferior or unethical.5 However, 
in Karnatak music and elsewhere around the world, there are formats that are routinely referred to 
by English-speakers as “improvised,” where qualities such as novelty and freedom are not prom-
inent in local discourses on the style. For example, in Karnatak concert reviews and newspaper 
articles on musicians there is rarely any mention of such traits. Instead, qualities such as knowl-
edge, tradition and mastery are among those more typically highlighted. How can both styles be 
“improvised” when the qualities ascribed to each appear to be distinct – one emphasizing freedom 
and spontaneity, and the other tradition and knowledge? I suggest the answer lies in the fact that 
such characteristics are elements of discourse, and are thus in flux both within and across cultures. 
If we look more closely, we can see that all of the (sometimes opposing) qualities mentioned above 
are present in Karnatak music, as well as in jazz and free improvisation.
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4.1 Spontaneity and Preparation

The quality of spontaneity, typically valorized in discourse on free improvisation and jazz perfor-
mance, is also central to one of the dictionary definitions of the word “improvisation.” Meaning 
“without preparation,” the term “improvisation” is poorly attributed to any musical practice. 
Performers of styles considered to be “improvised” spend many years listening to and imitating 
other performers, learning the idiom and practicing for fluency, before being able to perform pro-
fessionally. They then spend the rest of their lives working further, refining their understanding 
and skills. From accounts given by jazz musicians (Berliner 1994: 21–58), this appears to be the 
case in jazz as much as it is in Karnatak music. In the latter, students spend many years listening 
to renowned musicians, imitating them and memorizing compositions. As a result, performers 
gradually assimilate the building blocks of the style – the characteristic phrases and motifs that are 
required to convey the mood of individual rāgas. In jazz, the learning process is similarly lengthy 
and demanding, requiring years of imitation, sometimes including deliberate memorization, until 
fluency in the idiom is acquired. Paul Berliner argues that “Just as children learn to speak their 
native language by imitating older competent speakers, so young musicians learn to speak jazz by 
imitating seasoned improvisers” (1994: 95). Basing his argument on numerous statements from 
jazz musicians, he summarizes as follows:

Many students begin acquiring an expansive collection of improvisational building blocks by 
extracting those shapes they perceive as discrete components from the larger solos they have 
already mastered and practicing them as independent figures. They acquire others selectively 
by studying numerous performances of their idols.

(Berliner 1994: 101)

In this way, the learning process for jazz performers appears similar to that for Karnatak musicians, 
who also learn “improvisational building blocks” by listening to and imitating others, as well as 
from memorized compositions. Although the building blocks used by jazz musicians are likely 
to change over time as their styles develop, the fact of their existence is attested to by analyses of 
skilled improvisers’ performances. For example, Thomas Owens (1974: viii) presents details of 
Charlie Parker’s use of around 100 “principal motifs,” and Stefan Love (2012) examines schemata 
(recurring patterns) in Parker’s performances.

Even in free improvisation, a style that emerged in rejection of many existing musical 
norms, there is a process of amassing musical devices and processes that become characteristic 
of the individual performer’s style. Indeed, without the presence of such devices and pro-
cesses, how could any performer be said to have a “style”? Free improvisers typically draw on 
a range of extended instrumental techniques, non-tonal musical gestures (perhaps exploring 
timbre or physical movement) and ways of developing such techniques and gestures over time. 
Derek Bailey famously argued that free improvisation is “non-idiomatic” (1993: xi–xii), a 
characterization that has since been countered. For example, George Lewis notes that based 
on the details of Bailey’s argument, “it may be difficult to see how free improvisation avoids 
becoming an idiom like all the others out there” (2004: 22). Interestingly, in an interview 
with Henry Kaiser (1975), Bailey himself explained that he employed a self-devised stock of 
patterns and processes:

But some things, I know what’s going on all the time. They’re patterns really. I may as well 
be playing licks. But they’re useful in that they form the basis of the language and you can get 
some impetus going from them. You can keep the thing moving along like that.

(Kaiser 1975; Lash 2011: 153)
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Bailey was amongst those who developed the idiom of free improvisation, which is perhaps why, 
at the time, he felt that he played outside of any idiom. This particular idiom is based on a nega-
tion of elements commonly found in other styles: for example, avoiding tonality (a hierarchy of 
pitch relations), and performing without a regular pulse or meter. In addition, performers might 
use a number of “devices,” which in some ways are comparable to the “characteristic phrases” and 
compositional techniques of Karnatak music, providing building blocks that can be played with 
and processes for developing them. In the following, Bailey describes a few of such process-based 
and gestural “devices” that he used at the time:

A device I use sometimes is to play something quite nothing – sloppy would be a good word – 
then try to figure out what it was. So then you slow it down a bit and try to look at what it 
would have sounded like if you had played it properly. […] A little trick I’ve been working 
on lately is sliding the pick on the side of the string, which can produce a high scream. It may 
not work at all, and the pitch is totally unpredictable.

(Kaiser 1975)

Bailey lists several more devices in the first edition of Improvisation (1980):

A list of the types of measures which proved successful would include: combining pitch with 
non-pitch (“preparing” it but not using a fixed preparation), constructing intervals from 
mixed timbres, a greater use of ambiguous pitch (e.g. the less “pure” harmonics—7th on-
wards), compound intervals, moving pitch (which includes glisses and microtonal adjust-
ments), coupling single notes with a “distant” harmonic, horizontally an attempt to play an 
even mix of timbres, unison pitches with mixed timbres—elements of this kind, and many 
others, proved useful.

(Bailey 1980: 128)

Through such performer accounts, we can understand that free improvisation, like Karnatak mu-
sic and jazz, employs something akin to characteristic motifs (musical gestures) and processes for 
developing them. Although spontaneity is involved in bringing together and elaborating on such 
building blocks, years of preparation and practice are required in order to develop and achieve 
fluency in the pre-existing material and processes.

Having discussed the significance of preparation across all three styles, I now consider its 
putative opposite: spontaneity. While spontaneity features heavily in discourse on jazz and free 
improvisation, it is less commonly discussed in Karnatak music, where musicians are more typi-
cally praised for their knowledge of rāga and adherence to tradition. However, when learning to 
play the style and when speaking with musicians, it becomes clear that performers of this style 
also value spontaneity and “creation in the moment.” The Karnatak flautist and musicologist 
T. Viswanathan describes the performance of rāga ālāpana (a manodharma format) as a balancing 
“the elements of spontaneity and planning” (1977: 70). In the following, he describes the process 
from a performer’s perspective:

He [the performer] combines the various phrases, inflections and expressive styles he has 
learned, sometimes changing them very little, at other times creating a new synthesis. Oc-
casionally he will also be able to produce phrases and twists of melodic imagination sponta-
neously. Such material may have not been sung before, but must nevertheless conform to the 
traditional aesthetic rules of the rāga.

(1977: 52)
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A similar combination of prepared (pre-existing) and spontaneous aspects can be seen in the 
following description given by the Karnatak vocalist and mathematician Srividhya Balaji, who 
characterizes her experience of singing rāga ālāpana as a process of emergence:

While improvising, what encourages me to start the alapana with a certain phrase of a raaga 
is highly dependent on my knowledge base in the raaga and what I am feeling at that given 
moment, in that specific context. Once the first phrase has been sung, either the aesthetics, 
emotionality or logical patterning of this phrase informs what the second phrase would be in 
the sequence. This phrase now affects the third phrase similarly, and so on. The sequencing 
of these phrases is emergent on the spot.

(Balaji 2019: 405)

In summary, the testimony of musicians makes it clear that both spontaneity and preparation are 
present and important in all three styles discussed here, notwithstanding the different emphases in 
discourses associated with each style.

4.2 Novelty

Novelty is clearly prized in jazz performance. The ability to avoid playing the same thing twice 
can even be seen as an indicator of greatness. For example, the trumpeter Doc Cheatham asserts:

If you went to hear trumpet players like Louis Armstrong, for instance, they would play any 
tune like “Chinatown,” and they’d play fifteen or thirty different choruses, and they would 
never repeat the same thing. They had so much talent. Every time they’d play a tune, the solo 
would be different.

(Berliner 1994: 268)

Similarly, speaking of his own practice, the jazz trumpeter Red Rodney explains that he tries to 
create all the time – even though he may not always succeed, and adds, “but when I do, and I sur-
prise myself, that’s when I’m happiest” (Berliner 1994: 268). Again, it is the novelty in particular 
that is valued and enjoyed.

Although novelty is not heavily emphasized in Karnatak music discourse, senior artists are 
often lauded by more junior musicians for their ability to produce something new within the 
traditional framework. For example, Hemmige V. Srivatsan writes of his teacher, the esteemed 
vocalist K.V. Narayanaswamy:

On stage, KVN [K.V. Narayanaswamy] constantly explores new vistas, all the while staying 
within the classical realm. He sings even the same kriti [composition] slightly differently from 
one concert to the next – for example, by adding new saṇgati [phrases]. Once, he sang Swati 
Tirunal’s Kripaya palaya saurey (Charukesi) as the main piece three days in a row, but each 
rendition was different from the other two.

(Srivatsan, n.d.)

Furthermore, it is clear that skilled Karnatak musicians enjoy finding something different, some-
thing new, during their explorations of rāga. My own teacher, the violinist T.V. Ramanujacharlu, 
explained during an interview that he sometimes aims to avoid “fixed saṅgatis” – meaning the 
stock characteristic phrases. To achieve this goal, he plays with phrases in various ways, decon-
structing them into their constituent motifs, dwelling on certain elements and dragging them 
out, and interrupting the completion of a phrase with another element (personal interview, 
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Srirangam, 16 August 2014). While performing rāga ālāpana, he often appears to be searching in 
amongst the phrases for something of interest, something different or intriguing; and when he 
finds it, he might visibly enjoy the discovery. Thus, although tradition rather than novelty is typ-
ically emphasized in Karnatak music discourse, the latter is also important to Karnatak musicians, 
much as for jazz musicians.

4.3 Freedom versus Tradition

Considering the title of the genre, it is unsurprising that the quality of freedom is heavily empha-
sized in discourses on free improvisation. However, it is equally clear that freedoms in this style 
are not without limit. Free improvisation practitioners typically avoid tonality, and instead favor 
non-hierarchical pitch relationships, or even non-pitch-based timbral exploration. In addition, 
stable pulses and metrical structures are frequently avoided. Such idiomatic tendencies must be 
considered not only a freedom from certain structures, but also a restriction to not employ those 
structures. Melvin Backstrom (2013: 2) notes,

what has often struck me about so-called “free improvisation” is how un-free its perform-
ers often are in limiting themselves to only a small portion – that of the most abstract, 
rhythmically irregular, and non-tonal – of the total sonic possibilities available for musical 
instantiation.

Free improvisation is essentially defined by that from which it is free – a negation of previous 
styles. It is, therefore, defined in the context of, and as positioned against, certain aspects of pre-
ceding traditions.6 Thus, free improvisation must be considered equally defined by its traditions 
as by its many freedoms.

Jazz performance, meanwhile, draws even more clearly on its traditions. Berliner (1994) em-
phasizes the extent to which young performers tend to imitate their idols, even sometimes mem-
orizing solos from recordings, before eventually forging their own styles (95–119). Similarly in 
Karnatak music, students idolize and closely imitate their teachers for many years, before later 
developing their own performance styles. Both jazz and Karnatak music, however, have freedoms 
in addition to their traditions. In both styles, performers are free to play with the pre-existing 
building blocks of these styles, and even create their own motifs and phrases as long as they con-
form to the norms of the style.

Through the comparisons above, it can be seen that differences apparent at the level of discourse in 
the three styles fail to persist in practice. All three musical practices involve all of the qualities discussed 
– spontaneity, preparation, novelty, freedom and tradition. I suggest, therefore, that the differences 
apparent in discourse are likely to emerge from ideologies relating to their particular socio-historical 
contexts. Furthermore, the presence in all three styles of all commonly attributed qualities as well as 
their notional opposites demonstrates that such qualities are largely irrelevant in identifying whether 
something might be “improvised” or not. In addition, as argued by Cook (2004), qualities of sponta-
neity and freedom are significant also in the performance of composed works.

Thus, we arrive at an impasse; the concepts of music improvisation and composition are con-
tingent on specific social and historical contexts, in performance practice there is no clear op-
position between the two supposedly opposing forms, and there are significant problems with 
conceptualizing improvisation in terms of commonly associated qualities such as spontaneity and 
freedom. It is tempting to argue that the concept of “music improvisation” is corrupt to the extent 
that it cannot be meaningfully used.

In order to progress from this impasse, based on the above examination of processes and struc-
tures within musical practices, I propose an alternative way of conceptualizing music-making, 
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founded on qualities of fixity and play that exist concurrently and at every level, and in which play 
is dependent on fixed elements.

5 An Alternative Approach: Fixity and Play in Musical Practices

As argued above, when defined as “spontaneous creativity,” improvisation can be said to occur in all 
music-making, while pre-composed and otherwise pre-existing elements are also present in all musical 
styles. As both aspects (the spontaneous and the pre-existing) exist in all  music-making, it would be 
sensible to develop an account that builds on this observation. I suggest that  music-making can fruit-
fully be considered as combining that which is fixed (pre-existing) and that which is in play (affording 
leeway for the performer) where both exist simultaneously and at different levels in any given format. 
The two aspects can be thought of as threads that intertwine, running together throughout the per-
formance. That which is fixed affords recognition – for example, recognition of the composition or the 
rāga – and that which is in play affords creativity: latitude for the performer.

The concept of play employed here draws on the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer, who charac-
terizes art as play, in which the observer becomes part of that play. Gadamer notes,

we find talk of the play of light, the play of the waves, the play of gears or parts of machinery, 
the interplay of limbs, the play of forces, the play of gnats, even a play on words. In each case 
what is intended is to-and-from movement that is not tied to any goal that would bring it to 
an end.

(Gadamer 1989: 104)

I find the sense of play expressed in the phrase “the play of gears” to be particularly evocative. In 
mechanical engineering, such play is referred to using the term “backlash,” as in the following 
definition: “backlash, sometimes called lash or play, is clearance or lost motion in a mechanism 
caused by gaps between the parts” (Wang et al. 2015: 99). Thus, the parts of a mechanism are the 
fixed elements and play results from spaces between these elements. In engineering terms, this 
results in “lost motion”; in practice, it results in a degree of free motion between the parts – some 
looseness between elements of the machine. Translating this to music-making, we can imagine 
a structure in which there is space between interlocking elements, affording “play” within the 
system.

More generally, play is always the movement of something against something else – as in the 
play of light on water, or of gears against each other. It is an interaction between connected objects 
that produces free movement in a limited range. One of the common dictionary definitions of 
play is “to move or operate freely within a bounded space.”7

In order for play to occur, there must also be something that is fixed or bounded – there must 
be a system in order for there to be play in the system. In my conceptualization of these notions 
as applied to music, the “fixed” aspect of the play-fixity binary is fixed only to the extent that it is 
recognizable; it is fixed in the sense of being established, such as a norm, rather than in the sense of 
being unchangeable over time. In music, the “fixed” elements – the recognizable musical objects 
such as phrases, motifs, gestures, structures and compositional processes – also have movement 
within them; for example, there is also play between the notes and articulations that make up a 
motif. Therefore, in applying these notions to music, I propose that the qualities of fixity and play 
exist simultaneously and at every level. Play can occur both within and between notes, motifs and 
phrases and elements of structural schemata, and can involve, for example, freedoms in articu-
lation and emphasis, as well as in dynamics and timbre. Between and within every conceptually 
fixed or established element of a musical style there is the potential for play, which may or may not 
typically be realized in that style.
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In this model of music-making, it is not possible to differentiate entire styles by the degree or 
extent of play because it may exist at different levels in the various musical formats of any given 
style. For example, in Karnatak rāga ālāpana (elaboration on rāga), there is a high degree of play 
in the ordering of characteristic phrases and motifs – more than is typically found in Western 
art music compositions. However, the fixity within the motifs that make up the stock phrases in 
Karnatak music can be greater than those found in Western art music composition. In order for 
a Karnatak motif to correctly express a rāga, the emphases and de-emphases (accents and dynam-
ics) must be placed precisely according to tradition, otherwise the rāga may not be recognizable. 
Meanwhile, in Western art music, a phrase or motif from a well-known composition would still 
be recognized as such even if the emphases within it were altered.

An important feature of the fixed aspects of these imaginary mechanisms is that they are fixed to 
the extent that they are recognizable. For example, in Karnatak music, characteristic phrases are fixed 
to the extent that they can be recognized as belonging to a particular rāga – so that they convey the 
character of the rāga, which is a primary goal of performance in this style. However, the elements of 
such phrases are not completely immovable – some play within the phrases does exist. Each rāga can 
be recognized by knowledgeable listeners through its characteristic phrases, motifs and the particular 
“feel” created when the performer follows the grammatical rules of the rāga and norms of the style. 
Similarly, in Western art music, a composition is fixed to the extent that it can be recognized as that 
composition by experienced listeners and musicians. Recognition and the experience of familiarity 
are of great importance in our interactions with music – they are part of what makes music pleasur-
able (and can also play a role in displeasure). Familiarity is central to experiences of anticipation and 
expectation; in order to expect that something will occur during a phrase or a process, we must be 
familiar with it. Numerous music psychology studies have argued for the significance of expectation 
in musical pleasure, with both the fulfillment and violation of expectation having the potential for 
being pleasurable, depending on the context (Huron 2006; Gebauer et al. 2012). Hearing a familiar 
and beautifully performed characteristic phrase in Karnatak music and knowing where it is likely to 
be heading is part of the pleasure of the style; this is similarly true in Western art music. Recognition 
is the means by which we orient ourselves within a musical space.

Furthermore, it is the fixed (established) and therefore recognizable aspects of a musical genre 
that can become part of the canon of that style, in the sense that they are idealized (considered 
to be perfect), revered for their qualities, and come to represent the style. In Western art music, 
it is the compositions that have been canonized and that are approached with great reverence. In 
Karnatak music, the early 20th century saw the canonization of a few composers and their com-
positions. These now act as ideals within the style and have come to represent it to some extent. 
However, we might also consider the status of rāgas. These are also idealized and treated with great 
reverence; they are considered to have individual identities and, as a group, they can be taken to 
represent that which is valuable in the style.

Could rāgas, therefore, also be considered as “musical works”? Goehr mentions “the Indian 
raga” in passing, referring to it as lying further from “romantic music” and the work-concept than 
“the eighteenth century sonata” (1989: 61). In some respects, it is clear that rāgas do not match 
commonly held notions of musical works – they are not the creation of one person, they are not 
notated from start to end, and they are, in some ways, relatively dissimilar across performances. 
However, I would argue nevertheless that rāgas do conform to several aspects of the work concept. 
Rāgas are considered to each have an individual character or mood that is revealed in performance; 
successful performances must include the rāga’s characteristic phrases and motifs, and any other 
phrases performed must follow the rules of the particular rāga: its grammar. In this sense, rāgas 
have a discreteness to them; they are musical objects that can be repeated. One might say, for ex-
ample, “the vocalist last night sung Kalyani” – Kalyani being the name of a specific rāga. A rāga 
can be described as portable:8 it is a musical object that may be performed by different musicians.
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Furthermore, like other musical works, rāgas are eulogized and idealized. For example, the 
renowned vocalist R. Vedavalli writes of a rāga named Todi: “for centuries, Todi has captivated 
the souls and imagination of generations of musicians and composers by its sheer ocean-like depth 
and vastness” (Vedavalli 2012). Although not all rāgas are eulogized to this extent, all rāgas are 
considered to be perfect in themselves: each has an internal coherence, a character that is complete 
in itself.

Within the Karnatak style, the proper performance of rāga ālāpana has become a marker for 
“classicism” in a way that simply playing compositions without rāga ālāpana is not. The musicologist 
Harold Powers argues that “the ‘rāga-concept’ is the central regulative concept in Indian classical 
music, like the work concept for European classical music,” but concludes, however, that “a rāga is 
not a work” (Powers 1996: 20). I suggest it is unlikely that rāgas could ever be entirely accepted as 
“works,” considering that the concept of the musical work was originally defined solely in terms of 
Western art music. More importantly for the arguments made in this chapter, whether or not rāgas 
are considered to be “musical works,” they do function as such in certain respects. They are discrete 
musical objects, considered to have individual characters that are perfect in themselves, and thus are 
canonized in the style – they are able to represent the style. All of this relies on their quality of “fix-
ity,” their ability to be recognized, despite the scope for play when they are performed.

In order to illuminate further how these elements of fixity, play and recognition interact in 
musical practice I will elaborate in more detail how they apply in two Karnatak music formats: 
compositions and rāga ālāpana.

5.1 Fixity and Play in Karnatak Compositions

Certain elements in the Karnatak style can be described as fixed in the sense that they are either 
learnt or assimilated as units, and are thus recognizable by musicians and knowledgeable listeners. 
Examples of such fixed and recognizable elements include the characteristic phrases of rāgas, and 
sections of kritis (a form of song composition). While compositions such as kritis are fixed to the 
extent they are recognizable, it is worth considering what in particular makes them so – what is 
fixed and what is in play in this format.

The primary fixed element in a kriti is its lyrics (sāhitya). These tend to be approached with 
a reverence similar to that accorded “the work” in Western art music, and may not be altered 
by performers. However, the melodies of kritis can vary substantially from performance to per-
formance – there is “play” in the melodic line. At the same time, fixity exists within motifs and 
phrases that comprise the melodic lines of compositions, to the extent that the motifs and phrases 
should be characteristic of the rāga. This means that they should either be among the stock char-
acteristic phrases, or otherwise conform to the rāga grammar.

Details of a kriti’s melody, as it was learnt from one’s teacher, can be changed by a musician 
either in advance or alternatively in the moment of the performance. As a result, any given kriti (or 
other form of composition) will be rendered in notably different ways by different performers. If 
then notated as a memory aid, the different versions of a composition will be rendered differently 
on the page. It is important to note that the solmization-based notation in Karnatak music is used 
only as an aid for memory and, furthermore, it is never used in public performance. The notation 
represents the basic notes (svaras) and their approximate durations, but does not include details 
of the ornaments performed on and between the notes and, therefore, does not provide detailed 
rhythmic or pitch information, or indeed details on emphasis and dynamics. In order to decode 
such notation, the musician must know which ornaments (gamakas) can be placed on each basic 
note (svara), and this is dependent on the rāga and immediate melodic context (Pearson 2016a). In 
this way, the notation is not so much the “script” as it is a prompt for the actual script, which is 
held in one’s memory. Thus, fixity in this style arises not from notation, but rather from memory.



457

5.2 Fixity and Play in Rāga Ālāpana

The manodharma form, rāga ālāpana is a musical format without any underlying meter in which 
the soloist draws and elaborates on phrases and motifs that are characteristic of the particular rāga 
being performed. These phrases and motifs are assimilated during the learning process, acquired 
from compositions and the ālāpana performances of teachers and other performers. In rāga ālāpana, 
these characteristic phrases and motifs can be considered the “fixed” element. They should be 
performed precisely according to tradition in order to convey the mood or character of the rāga – 
which is the goal of rāga ālāpana performance.

In addition there are a plethora of rules that might be said to act as fixed points or boundaries, 
but within which there is play. These rules concern (a) the overall structure of the ālāpana (for 
example, the typical way of moving from lower to higher octaves and back again), (b) which orna-
ments can be played on a note (svara) in a given melodic context and (c) additional norms applied 
when the performer is not playing stock characteristic phrases: for example, regarding which note 
can be used to start and end a phrase, and the permitted order of notes within phrases. Taken 
together, these rules can be considered the fixed points within a performance. Nevertheless, there 
is still much that is “in play” for the performer. Musicians can play with the characteristic phrases 
to an extent, deconstructing them into smaller sections, perhaps repeating or dwelling on some 
parts. Performers use compositional techniques, such as delaying resolution of longer character-
istic phrases by inserting other elements before the ending. Performers might also “play” with 
individual pitches or groups of pitches permitted in the rāga that are not characteristic phrases, 
working through different permutations of a few notes, repeating musical ideas but with small 
changes, additions and extensions. Such play is indeed one of the goals of rāga ālāpana perfor-
mance, and is admired as long as it adheres to the rules and norms of the style.

Thus, in rāga ālāpana there are fixed points – phrases, motifs and rules/norms – but the per-
former is free to play in amongst these, to explore the loose areas within and around this fixity. 
When we speak of the “play” in a system or a machine, we refer to the free movement between 
otherwise fixed or established elements. An analogous exploration of the latitude between that 
which is fixed is the specialty of the skilled Karnatak musician. Performers demonstrate their 
knowledge of the rules and characteristic phrases of rāgas, and even of the history of the style – 
sometimes weaving in idiosyncratic features from the performances of great musicians from pre-
vious generations. These are the traditional elements of the style. Meanwhile, performers display 
their creativity and aim to affect the audience by playing within these confines, exploring free 
movement within the system. All of this usually occurs without any interest in breaking the sys-
tem, although some skilled performers do push the performance to a type of breaking point, cre-
ating deliberate ambiguity with regards to which rāga is being played, before returning to clarity.

6 Finale: Improvisation in Everyday Life

Having developed a concept of music making as involving interweaving threads of fixity and play, 
with the goal of moving beyond the problematic notion of “music improvisation,” I am left, con-
sequently, with the sense that there might be something of value in the notion of “improvisation” 
in music. Here I do not refer to improvisation as a category of music-making, which I argue is 
moribund, but rather, I suggest there is value in the notion of improvisation as a quality in music 
making, something that occurs in all styles and formats. This concept of improvisation draws on 
my exploration of fixity and play in musical practices, and can be defined as “play within and 
between pre-existing elements, with some goal in mind.”

The rationale behind this concept is as follows. Based on discussions in this chapter of what 
musicians do in performance, we can see that all three styles of music discussed – Karnatak, jazz 
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and free improvisation – draw on relatively short, pre-existing phrases and musical gestures, re-
membered by the performer. Musicians are free to arrange, develop and play with these phrases 
as they see fit within the rules and traditions of the musical format and style. This is all done with 
a number of goals in mind – for example, of affecting others who are present (the audience or 
dancers), demonstrating skill, engineering a playful interaction with a co-performer, discovering 
something new in one’s own performance and simply for the pleasure of playing. To put it more 
concisely, based on these styles at least, it appears that music “improvisation” can be accurately 
conceptualized as a process of bringing together and playing with pre-existing elements, with any 
number of goals in mind. Notably, this definition also works for the improvisation that occurs 
when someone “composes” a musical work prior to its performance. Furthermore, the definition 
of improvisation as “play within and between pre-existing elements” is also applicable to the im-
provisation that occurs when a musician performs a “composed” work. Conceptualized in this 
way, “music improvisation” can be freed from the confusing and misleading tangle of associated 
qualities (spontaneity, freedom), political and ethical positions (egalitarianism) and deliberations 
on degrees of difference and sameness across performances.

Considering music improvisation in this way also opens an avenue for comparing such mu-
sical practices with improvisation in everyday life. Here I refer to the improvisations that take 
place when we, for example, converse with others, or attempt to fix something that is broken. 
In his work on conversation as improvisation, Keith Sawyer notes, “in the many everyday situ-
ations where no script is specified—dinner conversation, small talk waiting for the bus, gossip 
in the company cafeteria—most of us can rise to the occasion and engage in emergent, im-
provised behavior” (2000: 184). He explains that everyday conversation draws on  pre-existing 
structures:

When the barber says, “How’s all the family?” no one would claim that he’s being creative. 
These aren’t really his own words, since thousands of people have said exactly that line in 
exactly that situation before. Like the barber, we often use catchphrases in conversation – 
phrases like “Could I talk to you for a minute?” or “Give me a break.” Because a million 
people have said exactly the same sentence, we could think of these sentences as scripted 
lines. Linguists call these little bits of script formulaic speech. But using formulaic speech still 
requires improvisational creativity; a catchphrase can send many different implicit messages, 
depending on the situation.

(Sawyer 2006: 155)

Sawyer (2000, 2006) compares such creative use of formulaic speech in conversation to the use 
of pre-existing structures in jazz performance. In daily life, however, there is much beyond con-
versation that can similarly be considered improvisation, such as our everyday interactions with 
objects and people, and fixing things that are not working as they should. Such activities also draw 
on pre-existing structures (ways we have managed similar repairs and interactions before, or seen 
others do), which we bring together and adapt in the hope of achieving a desired effect. Philip 
Agre, in his work on the dynamic structure of everyday life, argues that “contingency is a central 
feature of the world of everyday activity and improvisation is the principal means by which people 
get along in the world” (1988: 1):

Everyday activity, however routine, is not a matter of mechanically following a plan. You 
might or might not have plans and signs and shopping lists to help you carry on your daily 
activities, but in any event you must continually redecide what to do. Everyday activity is, in 
this sense, fundamentally improvisatory.

(Agre 1988: 41)
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Amongst the dynamic phenomena addressed in Agre’s analysis are “the accumulation of re-
sponses.” I suggest these are analogous to the pre-existing musical structures that I have discussed 
in this chapter, with which improvising musicians and composers play. Agre (1988: 41) defines 
these “accumulated responses” as follows: “When you do something repeatedly, you accumulate 
a repertoire of methods for dealing with the opportunities and contingencies it tends to present. 
Individually these methods are useful for saving the trouble of figuring them out again.”

Following this line of thought, in daily life, our interactions typically involve improvising, based 
on a repertoire of accumulated potential responses. Whether we are conversing, fixing something 
or improvising music we use a limited range of materials (for example, pre-existing chunks of 
music and speech, processes for developing musical gestures or methods of dealing with repairs) to 
obtain a desired outcome. In all these cases, there is no full script for how to proceed, only chunks 
of pre-existing material and approaches. The “performer” has freedom regarding how they arrange 
and develop the pre-existing materials, dependent on their particular goals and skills.

Thus, I suggest that the narrow concept of music improvisation presented above, defined as 
“play within and between remembered pre-existing material,” is highly relevant even beyond 
musical contexts. This apparently narrow concept emerges as being extremely broad, applicable 
also to improvisation in everyday life. This conceptualization emerges from the notions of fixity 
and play developed in this chapter; fixed elements – the repertoire of accumulated responses – are 
brought together with some goals in mind, and the play in the system is that of latitude afforded 
to the individual in using or performing these elements.

Through the ideas developed in this chapter, I have aimed to form an understanding of both 
music and everyday improvisation that is based on observation of practice, rather than being 
 pre-determined by uncritically assumed conceptual configurations. By taking such an approach, I 
suggest that it becomes possible to move beyond essentializing tendencies, where elements of dis-
course relating only to specific practices and socio-historical contexts are treated as though they have 
universal relevance. This is important not only for the sake of accuracy, but also to end the stereotyp-
ing of musics from non-European backgrounds, which often subjects them to categorizations based 
on “otherings” founded on colonial mindsets. In my quest to find a better way to conceptualize 
music typically defined as “improvised,” I thus propose a rejection of improvised music as a category, 
and a shift towards considering improvisation as existing in all music, where it can usefully be con-
sidered as play within and between pre-existing material. As in everyday improvisation, the fixed 
elements in music are not entirely unchangeable, but rather they develop over time. They are fixed 
only to the extent of being recognizable as a norm at that time and place, and as a viable response to 
a given situation. By emphasizing the centrality of pre-existing material in all music making, I mean 
to highlight also the similarities between improvisation in music contexts and everyday improvisa-
tion. In both cases, the combination of fixity and play in improvisation affords effective interaction 
between people, comprehensible to those involved. This play within and between pre-existing ma-
terial is, thus, fundamental to success in all of our interactions, whether musical or otherwise.

Notes
 1 As Nooshin (2003: 256) argues, “the perennial question of whether a piece of music is ‘really’ impro-

vised becomes somewhat immaterial, since ‘improvisational’ and ‘compositional’ elements can be found 
in all music.”

 2 This is a form of music making with which I have been involved since learning to play Karnatak violin 
and mridangam in South India (2007–11), leading me to conduct research on its pedagogic and perfor-
mance practices (Pearson 2016a, 2016b).

 3 Due to the colonization of India by the British and the imposition of the English language, such English 
language terms are now used by some in India, and have certainly had an impact on the conceptualiza-
tion of music in India.
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 4 See for example Borgo (2002), where such qualities are emphasized. Meanwhile, Berliner (1994: 1 f.) 
critiques the tendency for “spontaneity” to be emphasized in discourse on jazz, and Goldman (2016) 
identifies an inappropriate emphasis on qualities such as spontaneity, freedom and novelty in music psy-
chology studies on improvisation.

 5 Regarding the inferiority and ethical implications of prepared elements, the jazz trumpeter John McNeil 
explains, if

I were to try to play mechanically, playing things I’ve worked out before, it might make me sound 
real good, but it would also make me feel guilty – as if I haven’t really done anything good. I’d prefer 
to make things up as I go along.

(Berliner 1994: 268)

 6 See Lewis 2004: 22 f. and Backstrom 2013.
 7 See https://www.thefreedictionary.com/play (accessed October 26, 2020).
 8 See Butt (2005: 29) and Hamilton (2020: 291) on portability as a feature of musical works.
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32
IMPROVISATION IN ARAB 

MUSICAL PRACTICES
A. J. Racy

In the Arab world, the phenomenon of musical improvisation is historically deep-rooted, widely 
practiced and, in general, aesthetically and culturally held in high esteem. This realm of artistry is 
associated with a certain technical skill and a particular emotional effect. As a craft, it is connected 
to an established set of theoretical concepts and structural frameworks, but it also appeals to the 
performer’s spontaneity and intuition. Ideally, improvising develops through knowledge and ex-
perience, as well as talent and inspiration.

1 Nomenclature

With this general profile in mind, we may assess the use of the word “improvisation,” and by 
extension some of its translations in other world languages. Closely considered, the term poses 
certain conceptual complications. Generally, the expression may embrace a shade of imperfection 
or inadequate preparation. The given English synonyms, for example, range from “extemporiz-
ing,” “impromptu” and “spontaneous” to “ad-lib,” “make do” and “playing by ear.”1 In the east-
ern Arab world, the word “improvisation” has been translated, rather literally, into the classical 
Arabic concept of irtijāl, which, practically speaking, is outside the professional Arab musician’s 
jargon. Actually, this term tends to elicit some aversion, as it carries the ambivalence suggested by 
the notion of “improvisation.” However, this Arabic term is often heard in the context of poetry, 
for example in Lebanon, when a good zajal poet-singer (or qawwāl), creates a couple of lines (as 
traditional in proper meter and rhyme) “on the spot.”2

In some ways, the literal term of “improvisation,” as well as some of its equivalents, prompts 
certain ponderings. Such a polysemic coinage as “improvisation” carries multiple overtones, some 
of them being flattering or benign and others negative or suspicious. We may venture an ex-
pression that recalls or recaptures the musical phenomenon that we are actually addressing. One 
possible construct comes to mind, namely, “intuitive creation.” This option, however, may have 
to include the context and the idiom, basically the “practice” and the “music.” Such a construct, 
although applicable, seems wordy or cumbersome.

Meanwhile, some researchers, among them ethnomusicologists who are engaged in the “im-
provisation” discourse, have suggested identifying the musical phenomenon simply by the manner 
in which it is being created. Among the illustrations (with italics added) are: “In the history of 
musicology, improvisation – sometimes defined as the creation of music in the course of performance – 
has played a minor role” (Nettl 1998: 1), or “creating music spontaneously is usually appreciated as 
an art but also linked to a realm of meaning that extends beyond the immediate musical content” 
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(Racy 2016: 230) or “Improvisation – in the broadest sense, the practice of making compositional deci-
sions in the moment of performance – is part of virtually every musical tradition in the world” (Solis 
2009: 1). Beginning with such elemental portrayals, we may revisit the term of “improvisation” 
as a workable expression. Initially, we recognize the practicality of this term, which readily lends 
itself to so many basic derivatives such as “to improvise,” “improvising,” “improviser,” “im-
provisatory” and “improvisation.” And practically, the term as generally used seems to cover a 
variety of improvisatory modalities and generic forms. Short of keeping the above derivatives 
all in quotes, we may rehabilitate the traditional usage by reconstituting its complexions, based 
upon our research findings. In a sense, we are inductively collecting our data toward forming our 
theories and conclusions.

2 Worldviews

In Arab and many other cultures, people take interest in musical improvisation for a variety of rea-
sons. Many cherish the art for its significance and aesthetic gratification. Accordingly, improvisation 
in its various manifestations may transcend ordinary musical practice and challenge the established 
theoretical common expression (see Ghiselin 1952; Gerson-Kiwi 1970; Bailey 1992: ix). It may also 
embrace an extraordinary musical ability that represents the performer individually, thus displaying 
his or her own talent and distinctive ingenuity (see Chernoff 1979; Bailey 1992; Racy 2000).

Also typical in the Near Eastern Arab world, improvisation is usually associated with a physical 
and mental state of inspiration (salṭanah) that empowers the improviser to excel musically. That 
state instills musical ecstasy (ṭarab) in the audience, especially the diehard listeners (sammī‘ah, sin-
gular sammī‘, from the word sama‘ or “audition”). This latter concept carries spiritual, mystical 
and philosophical connotations (see Racy 2003: 120–46). Furthermore, as a traditional art form, 
the improvisatory practice tends to eloquently embrace or represent, the local musical aesthetic as 
epitomized by the modal system, or the maqāmāt (singular, maqām) (see Racy 2000: 305). Actu-
ally, improvisatory performances often take place in live and intimate gatherings. Keen listeners 
look forward to submerging themselves in the ecstatic experience and engaging directly in a cre-
ative audible or subtle feedback with the performer (Racy 1991, 1998, 2003).

Generally, these and related musical affinities are shown to align with a human disposition that fa-
vors free will, variegation, experimentation and learning through trial and error (see N achmanovitch 
1990; Hall 1992). Furthermore, the improvisational idiom, as experience, may resonate with spiritual 
transcendence, flow, “deep listening” and ecstatic transformation (see Csikszentmihaly 1990; Racy 
2000: 309–14; Becker 2004). In context, however, such inclinations come to fruition through local 
cultural guidelines and the musicians’ creative intuitions and insights. In this case, the musician, rather 
than recalling a premeditated or fixed structural form, intuitively produces traditional m atter-of-course 
renditions reminiscent of a “habitus” (Bourdieu 1990: 55).

In a related vein, the creation or re-creation of certain models has its ideal arena in the art of 
storytelling. Actually, the self-contained rendition becomes a performance in its own right. When 
I was growing up in a small Lebanese village, I knew my father as a talented storyteller, who later 
became a well-known and prolific writer and poet. His own narratives, I suspect, have influenced 
my own skill as a musical improviser.3 Briefly, in the Arab world, the prevalence of such perfor-
mative practices may give credence to the notion that improvising is basically spontaneous, innate 
and, in a sense, natural.

3 Ingredients

It is common to speak of music in terms of a binary scheme that differentiates between the 
improvised and the “composed,” or “precomposed.” Such binarism exists in many world 
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traditions. Accordingly, “in the Middle East, improvisation has the high prestige associated 
with freedom and unpredictability, while in the West, precomposition has the prestige associ-
ated with discipline and predictability” (Nettl 1998: 8). In some traditions, however, the dual 
structure may not be all strict or diametrically oppositional. In the Arab Near East, for example 
in Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt and other neighboring countries, the composed and the 
improvised domains, though they may exist separately, sometimes occur in the same musical 
works or genres. Furthermore, through a finer or micro-analytic lens, the two styles seem to 
share many musical components. Some researchers have noted that, on a certain level, the pro-
cesses of improvising and composing are comparable and related (see Nettl 1974, 2009: xi–xii; 
Blum 2009: 239, 241). Two ethnomusicologists have conducted a pioneering case study on my 
own improvisations as a Lebanese musician. The co-authors, Bruno Nettl and Ronald Riddle, 
in two of their publications gave an account of several modal (maqām) instrumental perfor-
mances. They identified the variable, or optional, features, or in a sense, the “improvised” 
material, but also brought to attention many reoccurring components such as brief rhythmical 
patterns, melodic sequences, thematic configurations and other building musical elements (see 
Nettl and Riddle 1973, 1998).4

To add, the “improvising” in improvisation and the “composing” in composition may be pres-
ent in a matter of degree. Sometimes, the performance may seem ambivalent, or hybridized, es-
pecially when both styles merge or when the improviser quotes excessively from existing sources. 
Also to keep in mind, numerous Arab musical genres do not follow literal or concrete models. 
Instead, they usually derive from familiar and related musical outlines, sketches and skeletal out-
lines. I refer to these elements together as “musical-types,” which may become fleshed out as 
actual and identifiable musical representations. The process entails a certain measure of flexibility 
and stylistic license.

4 Categories

The complexities presented above reflect the task of constructing an improvisatory typology. 
Since generic boundaries can be fluid and sometimes overlap, it is not always practical to speak of 
discrete analog terms. Some of the genres are known by name and are also recognized for their 
improvisatory potentials. In other cases, the musical expressions do not have standard names but, 
in practice, reveal a certain improvisatory component. Below I demonstrate some examples that 
together attest to the creativity and imagination within one of the basic facets of Arab music. My 
chosen items derive from the ṭarab-urban and regional-folk domains and from the earlier and 
current practice eras.

1  One example occurs when a musician interprets a usually precomposed and familiar musical 
work, but in the process spontaneously adds his or her own musical embellishments. The 
tools used may include certain ornaments, extending or shortening some notes, inserting 
certain pauses, introducing different rhythmic figures, displaying different timbral effects and 
many others. Such applications are meant to “beautify,” or “enchant,” without exaggerating 
or compromising the integrity of the original compositional work.

The creative process, however, is basically improvised. It takes place without deliberate 
preparation or premeditation, and flows intuitively. Although it demonstrates genuine musi-
cal acumen, the phenomenon, or “the thing,” is almost taken for granted as part of the perfor-
mance. The practice, however, may have lost some of its luster given the emulation of specific 
sound recordings and the use of musical notation, as well as the recognition given to original 
composers. However, the practice continues to be heard on valuable sound recordings, as well 
as be experienced directly in live performances.
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2  Another example takes place when a – typically small – ensemble of instrumentalists inter-
prets a compositional work with each of the players filling in his or her own musical bits 
and pieces. Together, their coordinated contributions produce the full musical body. This 
approach, which suggests a certain division of labor, or a hocket-like technique, does not 
have a standard name in Arabic, although a few decades ago, the borrowed Western term of 
“heterophony” was suggested as a name.5 Obviously, in this case, the mode of performing is 
collective rather than soloistic. The group applies a variety of techniques, such as dividing sin-
gle notes among the different musicians, or coordinating the roles of the up and down beats, 
or the placing of some pauses. Also, the meter plays an important role. As we borrow another 
term, namely “heterorhythm,” we would observe the occasional division of certain rhyth-
mic patterns among the musicians, as well as the placing of some syncopations and rhythmic 
accentuations. Such distribution of roles occurs intuitively, as a second nature, especially for 
highly skilled performers.

This artform is typical of the early 20th-century Egyptian idiom. It was ideally suited for 
the takht ensemble, which was relatively small and consisted of instruments that are compati-
ble in their melodic compasses, dynamics and ranges, but are distinctive in their timbres and 
modes of sound production. This ensemble, which played by itself or accompanied singers, 
used all or combinations of the following: the ‘ūd (the short-necked, fretless plucked lute); the 
qānūn (a Near Eastern plucked zither); the Western violin (with a different tuning and played 
with a local Arab technique [earlier being the Egyptian rabābah, namely a two-string upright 
spiked fiddle]) and the nāy (a reed flute). Also included was the riqq (a small frame drum with 
cymbals), which played with virtuosity and kept time for the group.

Historically, however, this aesthetic began to gradually recede in favor of other recent 
genres. In the 1930s and later on, the urban musical domain witnessed the prevalence of larger 
ensembles, or the firqah format, which used multiples of specific instruments, for example of 
violins and cellos and many Western-type instruments, as well as the familiar takht instru-
ments. Similarly introduced were other textures such as unisons and octave layers. However, 
the improvisatory based heterophonic skill has been preserved in the Egyptian folk instru-
mental ensembles.

3  In this category I elaborate on the phenomenon of musical types (see above). I am presenting 
examples and their contents and also their improvisational dimensions. One such example is 
the music connected to the Lebanese zajal, namely, the sung folk poetry genre and its sub-
genres, each of which has its own melodic configurations and meters. Other examples include 
many typically strophic vocal constructs that fit the song-type profile. Some of them include 
the genre shrūqī, or qaṣīd (literally, “poetry”), which is traditionally performed by the shā‘ir 
(poet-singer) in Arab Bedouin nomadic communities, today mostly settled in Syria, Jordan 
and the Arabian Peninsula. The theme of this genre is usually heroic or narrative-related, 
while another genre is the ‘atābah, which is emotion or love oriented. In both cases the per-
former, usually male, accompanies himself on the rabābah (a Bedouin single-string upright 
fiddle with skin-covered sound-box). However, in urban Arab areas, singers – male and in 
some cases female – perform these genres using the local urban intonations and with urban 
Arab musical instruments. Also to be included are some narrative expressions that are in-
toned and ritualistic and widely heard, such as the adhān, or the Islamic call to prayer. In this 
category, the creative process flows from potential pointers, such as musical contours, me-
lodic themes, phrasing patterns, structural forms, metric designs, cadences and many others, 
toward building the fully constructed musical work. In the process and during the various 
performances, there may be a considerable dimension of improvisation.

4  This category features an instrumental ensemble genre that, for the most part, is precom-
posed, but includes passages in which the individual musicians improvise calls with responses 
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by the other musicians. Known by the name taḥmīlah, this genre is associated with the earlier 
traditional Egyptian repertoire, although it is also performed in other Near Eastern places. Its 
aesthetic seems closely attuned to the takht medium, being an intimate collection of distinc-
tive, as well as compatible, sonic elements. The genre is almost entirely metric and uses lively 
rhythmic modes that bring into the performance a dance-like ambiance. The structure of the 
taḥmīlah may vary. However, usually there is a group-played theme that opens the musical 
piece and that reappears in some form at the end. In the middle come the episodes in which 
each of the single instrumentalists is expected to engage in the, typically short, calls in alter-
nation with group responses. Then there comes a related full-ensemble theme for the closing.

In this art form, the execution is technically challenging throughout, but especially in the 
solo-group exchanges, which are viewed as the climactic features. To begin, in the group 
passages, the performers must be musically responsive, confident and mutually interactive. 
Also in the call-and-response dialogues, the musicians progressively and gradually shift into 
the higher basic phases of the original maqām, as well as modulate to other maqāmāt. Mean-
while, a certain hierarchy may be observed, when a celebrated or guest caller is given certain 
prominence. In practice, the musicians are judged by their individual abilities to improvise, 
as well as to play together as a group.

5  A further category consists of a vocal composition that includes a middle section in which the 
leading singer engages in complex and highly creative interactions with the accompanying 
chorus. This genre, namely the dawr, which is closely associated with Egypt and uses collo-
quial Egyptian lyrics, was one of the classic musical specialties of the most eminent singers 
and composers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Some of them were affiliated with, 
or influence by, the local Sufi orders. Among the well-known who were singers and, in many 
cases, composers as well, included Muḥammad ‘Uthmān (1845–1900), who was known for 
developing the art form and introducing important technical features in its structure; ‘Ab-
duh al-Ḥāmūlī (ca. 1843–1901) and those who were active during the early decades of pho-
nographic recording were Shaykh Yūsuf al-Manyalawī (1847–1911), Shaykh Ṣayyid al-Ṣaftī 
(1875–1939), Dāwūd Ḥumṣī (1870–1937), Ṣāliḥ ‘Abd al-Hayy (1896–1962) and others.6

In terms of structure, the dawr begins with a precomposed section in the maqām of the 
composition and is sung by the leading vocalist alone or with some musical “touch ups” 
by the vocal accompanist. The composition closes with a segment that is related to, or an 
abbreviation of, the opening section. In these two parts, as usual, they use a rather slow or 
stately īqā‘, or meter, namely the eight-beat maṣmūdī pattern. However, the middle part, or 
the hānk section, presents a vast arena for improvisatory musical workmanship between the 
leading singer, or muṭrib (literally, ṭarab maker) and the chorus, namely the sannīdah (singular, 
sannīd, or “supporter”). The features that appear in this inner section are somehow filtered 
from the main musical opening material, thus bringing to mind the notion of a musical de-
velopment. What happens includes interaction between the leader and the chorus initiated 
by the leader; introducing repetitions of chorus phrases or single words, or even syllables that 
provide shifting backgrounds for the leading vocalist’s responses. Also, presented are melodic 
and rhythmic ostinatos for the leader’s vocalized stretches in the original maqām and in other 
related maqāmāt. Another particularly notable technique is referred to as āhāt (singular, āh), 
literally a sustained choral vocalized note on this syllable. In this case, an āh drone is initiated 
to form a background for the vocalist. Such a drone may shift to yet other higher steps and 
so on. The percussion, typically on the riqq, maintains a waḥdah, namely the basic repeated 
accentual pattern.

Historically, the domain of the dawr gradually declined across the middle of the 20th cen-
tury, to the disappointment of some musical theorists, composers and aficionados in many 
parts of the Arab world. Some have blamed the incursion of Westernization and the influence 
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of commercial sound recording, as well as the lack of the needed skill and the interest. Fur-
ther noticed also has been the fixation of the intricate musical workmanship that used to be 
extemporized. However, such more set and modernized examples have included some inter-
esting pieces by Shaykh Sayyid Darwīsh (1893–1923) and Muḥammad ‘Abd al-Wahhāb (ca. 
1901–91).7 And in later years, brilliant performances were given by Mary Jibrān (1911–56), 
who was born in Beirut, Lebanon, stayed for some time in Egypt and later was active in Syria. 
She was highly admired for her “authentic” skills and for being a musician’s musician. Also 
nowadays greatly admired have been the contemporary oriented versions by Syrian singers, 
such as the famous Aleppo superstar Ṣabaḥ Fakhrī (b. 1933).

6  Another category consists of a basically precomposed song genre in which the singer includes 
an inner passage for taking musical liberties that are based on the song proper. The material 
considered here is reminiscent of the previous category, but it has its own ambiance and 
emotional dynamic. Instead of interacting with a chorus, the solo singer is accompanied by 
a firqah, which is comparable to, but a bit larger than, the takht. With its generic name, as 
 ughniyah (literally, song), it refers to the typical urban song, which in this case is relatively long 
and most often uses local colloquial Arabic or sometimes classical Arabic for the lyrics. It may 
appear in different structural forms and usually has an instrumental prelude, instrumental in-
terludes and other related sections. Furthermore, the music may be presented live in concert 
halls and public venues or heard on radio broadcasts or on available recordings.

This profile actually applies to the late celebrated legend, Egyptian diva Umm Kulthūm 
(1904–75). Most applicably perhaps are her longer traditional works from the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, years that some devotees consider to be her golden treasures. She worked with 
some favorite composers and lyricists, as well as recognized her faithful listeners who looked 
forward to savor the ecstatic ṭarab experience and to relish the singer’s musical mastery and 
compelling presence (see Danielson 1997). In the course of the typical concert, or ḥalflah 
(which means a “ceremonial gathering”), some noteworthy gesturing or “play” may take 
place. One example that I refer to as “expected surprises” includes repeating a favored musi-
cal passage, or instead of proceeding with the forthcoming part of the song, repeating a full 
musical section, to the great excitement of the listeners.

However, in the awaited improvisatory inner segment, which incidentally does not have a 
standard technical term, the music takes a different and clearly felt musical ambiance. The ac-
tion may become rather minimalist and delicate, with a heterophonic texture on the musical 
fillers. A waḥdah grid gives the singer a certain rhythmic framework and, with an added me-
lodic layer, provides emphasis on the sequence of tonic notes when the singer goes into dif-
ferent maqām modulations. However, in some instances the singer may also create vocalized 
stretches that ride over the soft accentual track. Also sometimes Umm Kulthūm may briefly 
do some “text-painting” through briefly producing some suitable alteration of vocal timbres.8

7  The taqāsīm genre is probably the most familiar and the most spoken and written about. 
In some ways it embodies the local modal, or maqām system, as practice, experience and 
aesthetic. Furthermore, it is intimately associated with the phenomenon of improvising, or 
considered by some as “pure improvisation.” Meanwhile, the basic improvisatory approach is 
shared with many practices, especially Qur’anic chanting, which is not considered “music,” 
but rather treated as a supremely venerated expression, as well as a model for many other sa-
cred and secular genres, such as Sufi-oriented and other vocal chant-type genres, in the Arab 
world and further areas in the Islamic world. Particularly significant is the presentation of the 
chanting message. Since the Qur’anic text is treated as holy revelation, the chanting avoids 
earthly impositions, such as musical composing or rhythmic application and accompaniment, 
for example with instruments. Instead, the chanting is technically and aesthetically shaped by 
the text itself in accordance with the formal articulation rules, or tajwīd. Moreover, in many 
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world communities, the deliveries have applied the Arab-oriented modal, or maqām, system. 
The chanting, especially in the ornate and melodically elaborate mujawwad style, has set an 
eloquent and engaging example of the traditional improvisatory practice.

Comparably, the taqāsīm genre, has a special profile of being “flexible,” “free,” or “natural.” 
In other words, the perception is that the taqāsīm idiom is not bound by a fixed compositional 
structure or a strict metric pattern and, at least in the eastern Arab practice, a particular textual 
repertoire. Instead, the taqāsīm substance is viewed as a direct embodiment of the maqām, as po-
tentially felt, or imagined, or simply improvised. Certainly, the taqāsīm material comes up when 
musicians wish to illustrate the maqāmāt. Ideally, they may do that through live illustrative 
examples.9 Such intimate connections between the taqāsīm and the core of the musical tradition 
has contributed to the significance and continuity of the improvisatory practice.

In performance, the taqāsīm-proper has a typical profile. Generally, the performance 
length may range from a few minutes, for example as a filler in a composed work, to half an 
hour or more as an independent event. Stylistically, the performance is punctuated by short 
pauses that separate between the phrases. Usually, the phrases terminate with rather stylized 
cadential figures, or qaflāt (singular, qaflah, literally, “closure”). Emotionally charged, these 
typically propel the listeners to utter certain cheers, or to give compliments to the musician. 
Also, the individual taqsīm would be set in a particular maqām, actually one of the some 
dozen maqāmāt that are generally used. The performer may stay in the same maqām or make 
modulations to other, usually related maqāmat and end with a return to the original maqām. 
Good, or musically enlightened, listeners may admire the performer for his or her good pac-
ing of the musical flow and the “natural” manner in which the modulations are executed. 
Also appreciated may be the consistent tempo and particularly the use of correct intonation, 
through the use of small and delicate microtonal intervals (or ‘urab) that instill ecstasy, or 
ṭarab, in the listeners. The musician may also be praised for introducing some “brilliant,” or 
novel, gestures. Indeed, the taqāsīm event resembles telling a story, or taking a journey, while 
navigating through the familiar and the unexpected.

The taqāsīm idiom appears in different technical formats. Besides the basic solo format, or what 
some musicians refer to as fālit (literally, “loose,” or “untied”), others are described below.

a Taqāsīm may be briefly accompanied by a drone, or zann (a colloquial onomatopoeic word) 
on a different instrument. This combination can be quite ecstatic and inspiring but may limit 
the freedom of shifting to different modes or, by extension, tonic stations.

b Taqāsīm, are often accompanied by a metric pattern (or ‘ala al-waḥdah). This addition, which, 
for example, consists of the repeating accentual-type meter (or waḥdah), may be produced on a 
riqq, or frame drum or other instruments. This combination may generate a certain appealing 
dynamic. However, a certain challenge may emerge, mainly in establishing good and cre-
ative coordination. Also, in this format, the improviser has to create a balance between being 
almost detached from the beat and, from time to time, falling right upon the beat. Actually, 
in the Arab tradition, when performing metrically, there appears to be a golden rule that the 
musicians, including singers, would like to have a steady beat, but rather to play with it rather 
than to play on it. In other words, treating the beat rigidly as a metronome, is a sign that the 
musician is not competent, or not an insider to the local musical tradition.10 Obviously, using 
longer and more complex meters for accompaniment would need further attention and mu-
sical expertise. And furthermore, when the long accompanying ostinato is combined with a 
melodic pattern, the application may demand even more focus and calculation.

c In some contexts, the taqāsīm material appears as a component in some compound, or suite-
like, forms. For example, the Egyptian waṣlah at one time typically started with an ‘ūd taqsīm 
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that led to a pre-composed instrumental prelude. Also included was a section of layālī and 
mawwāl, which are improvisatory vocal genres performed by the lead singer and accompanied 
by the qanūn. The performance usually culminated in a dawr. Comparatively, in the Syrian 
fāṣil medley, some taqāsīm sections may be heard in different places, especially to introduce 
certain precomposed genres. And, in North Africa, for example, in the Moroccan nūba (or 
nawbah) suite, which consists of a sequence of precomposed sections or “movements,” and 
taqāsīm and mawwāl-type vocal improvisations may be included. Such improvisatory compo-
nents tend to vary in their styles and functions. They may also adapt organically to the overall 
orientations of these aesthetic models.

However, the stylistic diversity has developed through the artists’ own talents and their histori-
cal and geographical background. Since the middle decades of the 20th century, there has been 
an impressive assortment of profiles among the improvisers. To use the ‘ūd as an example, the 
relatively few ‘ūd taqāsīm recordings by the celebrated composer Riyāḍ al-Sunbāṭī (1906–81) 
have been deeply appreciated for their delicate beauty, impeccable musicianship and engaging 
ṭarab quality. The solo ‘ūd performances of Farīd al-Aṭrash (1915–74) that have often appeared 
within the artist’s longer songs for large Egyptian and other Arab audiences, have impressed the 
listeners with the strong technique and the dynamic musical ambiance. Also at times, audience 
members became mesmerized when in his taqāsīm he inserted his adaptation of “Asturias” from 
Suite Española, Op. 47, by Isaac Albéniz (1860–1909). By comparison, Munir Bashir (1930–97), 
with others from Iraq, studied with a virtuoso ‘ūd teacher from Turkey – namely, Sharif Muhyi 
al-Din Haydar (1888–1967) – and belonged to the so-called “Iraqi ‘ūd school.” Bashir, whose 
‘ūd type produced a distinctively resonant and bright timbre, promoted the ‘ūd as a solo con-
cert instrument. He performed at international venues in Europe, the United States and many 
other countries. His musical style has evoked a meditative-like ambiance and at times recalled 
Spanish, Indian and blues styles, as well as incorporated Iraqi-based material. Also from the later 
generation, there are many highly accomplished individuals who have developed their own mu-
sical styles and careers. A case in point is Simon Shaheen (b. 1955), an internationally acclaimed 
‘ūdist and also violinist, with specialty in both the Arab and the Western styles. He is also a 
composer and active promoter of Arabic musical heritage, which he has presented on his many 
recordings and taught at his established Arab Music Retreat in the United States. Actually, he 
and I released a joint album titled Taqāsīm: The Art of Improvisation in Arab Music, featuring A.J. 
Racy on the buzuq (long-necked fretted lute) and Simon Shaheen on the ‘ūd (Racy 1993). We 
presented several maqām renditions in a duet-like, alternating approach with the two of us.11 
Also to be acknowledged are the numerous improvisers, whose specialties have been these and 
other traditional instruments and idioms.

5 Coda

In this chapter, I began with a brief introductory profile meant to provide a point of entry for my 
presentation, as well as to orient the reader to the subject matter. However, as an ethnomusicol-
ogist and a certain insider to the research context, as well as a musician and improviser, I looked 
closely into the basic terminologies that we generally use and to construct a more inclusive and 
nuanced report on the improvisatory practice in the Arab world, with certain focus on the east-
ern areas. In the process, however, the probe has revealed a complex and rich creative musical 
terrain. Culturally, the improvisatory tradition carries shared meanings, attitudes and interpre-
tations, as well as connotates place and self-identity. Historically, the improvisatory legacy harks 
back to earlier eras and brings to mind notable local and international scholars and historians. 
Today, among the younger generations, some collectors have developed a serious interest in sound 
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recordings that have included improvisatory performances from the early nineteen twenties and 
later. Aesthetically, or technically, the improvised repertoire is noted for its creative and varied 
generic forms. Particularly impressive is the imagination and vision in the production of such 
categories that blend both the composed and the improvised idioms. Indeed, the musical practice, 
which typically incorporates certain improvisatory components, has its own aesthetic and techni-
cal features that transcend common, typically formal and minimalistic theories. Emotionally, the 
improvisatory practice is associated with certain empowering and transforming states. Its tradi-
tional realm embraces the mystical and spiritual experiences. In essence, it also illustrates the close 
connection between the secular and sacred. Politically, however, the improvisatory expression 
has been affected, usually adversely, by the legacies of colonialism and, furthermore, the trends of 
Westernization and modernization. To add, the local, largely Western-oriented, Arab conserva-
tories have seldom, if ever, offered improvisation as a study subject. Actually, some directors have 
frowned upon the improvisatory endeavor. However, given the recent interest in the local musical 
heritage, the expanding cosmopolitan climate and the increasing geographical contacts have en-
couraged musicians from different cultural backgrounds to perform together. Such “fusions” have 
given improvisation further importance, as well as added characteristics to the new cross-cultural 
musical language.12 Briefly, besides the world-nourishing and timeless artistry, improvisation is a 
metaphor for our quests and curiosities, as well as a microcosm of our lifelong expectations and 
experiences.

Notes
 1 Such interesting and useful synonyms can be found in the authoritative The Synonym Finder, Rodale J. I. 

and editors. For these and other expressions, see the entries “improvisation,” “improvise” and “impro-
vised” (1978: 546–7).

 2 Incidentally, another interesting formal Arabic term is istiṭrād, which applies when a speaker is carried 
away, or adds some ideas that are not meant to be included. Usually critiqued or sometimes appreciated, 
such unplanned additions may bring to mind such notions as “impromptu” or “off-the-cuff,” or perhaps 
just “improvised.”

 3 My late father, Salām Racy (Salām al-Rāsī, 1911–2003), who came from a family of writers and artists, 
was known as a poet and communicator. He was born and grew up in the Lebanese village of Ibl al-Saqī. 
He possessed a remarkable talent for storytelling or, as he later on preferred it to be known, for being 
a tale (ḥikāyāt) reciter. In his renditions or narratives, he weaved particular nuances, details and vivid 
depictions through a distinct dimension of wit and humor. In the 1960s, he began to write his repertoire 
in his own style in classical Arabic with occasional inserts in colloquial Arabic. He gained significant 
popularity in Lebanon and the Arab world, as a historian, folklorist, oral historian and social critic, as 
well as a “teller.” Besides his sixteen best-sellers, he gave public lectures and performances and presented 
a popular series of his own talks for television. He also received numerous honorable recognitions by 
officials and cultural and literary societies.

 4 The project took place when I was a graduate student at the University of Illinois, USA. For the proj-
ect, I recorded my own examples at different times on the buzuq (long-necked fretted lute) and the nāy 
(reed flute). These were taqāsīm (singular taqsīm, or instrumental improvisation) in a variety of maqāmāt 
 (singular maqām, or melodic mode). From the selections, the researchers chose sixteen examples in 
the mode Nahawand. Now, I am remembering with great respect of my late mentor, Professor Bruno 
Nettl, and my late older friend and, at the time, my fellow graduate student at the University of Illinois, 
Dr. Ronald (Ron) Riddle.

 5 A well-known Egyptian musicologist, namely, Dr. Samha Elkholy (Samḥa al-Khawlī), brought up the 
borrowed term for this practice and recognized the importance of the musical phenomenon in Arab 
music. See Elkholy 1978. See also Racy 2003: 80–2.

 6 The title “Shaykh” is given to males who have been connected with a religious or Sufi background.
 7 In two well-known compositions, one by Darwīsh and another by ‘Abd al-Wahhāb, the āhāt segments 

incorporate some Western-sounding harmony.
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 8 For an excellent example of songs from the era mentioned, I recommend these three: The first is titled 
“Ghulibt Aṣāliḥ,” with Aḥmad Rāmī (1892–1981) as lyricist and Riyād al-Sunbātī (1906–81) as com-
poser. The second song is titled “il-Awwilah fil-Gharām,” with Bayram al-Tūnisi (1893–1961) as lyricist 
and Shaykh Zakariyyā Aḥmad (1896–1961) as composer. The third song is titled “Anā fī Intiẓārak,” with 
Bayram al-Tūnisī as lyricist and Shaykh Zakariyyā Aḥmad as composer.

 9 Often, the theoretical representations through bare scales, tetrachords and different intervals, usually 
based on a fixed equal-tempered quartertone system, give a minimalist and compromising view of the 
musical practice.

 10 Actually, this aesthetic applies to other traditions. For example, in a jazz colloquium certain members 
made interesting comments, for example, by Charles Keil, on “participatory discrepancies,” or as being 
“in sync but out of phase” (1995: 8). See Keil 1995.

 11 The album, which has been widely listened to and theoretically studied by musicians, students and 
other improvisers, has notes by Philip Schuyler (Lyrichord Stereo LP and CD. LLST 7374, New York, 
recorded in 1982, released in 1983).

 12 For more information on world musical fusions, including my own participation in them, see Racy 
2016: 239–43.

References
Bailey, D. (1992) Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music, New York: Da Capo Press.
Becker, J. (2004) Deep Listeners: Music, Emotion and Trancing, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Blum, S. (2009). “Representations of Music Making,” in G. Solis and B. Nettl (eds.) Musical Improvisation: 

Art, Education and Society, Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, pp. 239–62.
Bourdieu, P. (1990) The Logic of Practice, R. Nice (trans.), Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Chernoff, J. M. (1979) African Rhythm and African Sensibility, Aesthetics and Social Action in African Musical Idi-

oms, Chicago, IL and London: The University of Chicago Press.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990) Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, New York: Harper & Row.
Danielson, V. (1997) The Voice of Egypt: Umm Kulthūm, Arabic Song and Egyptian Society in the Twentieth Cen-

tury, Chicago, IL and London: The University of Chicago Press.
Elkholy, S. (1978). The Tradition of Improvisation in Arab Music, Giza, Egypt: Imprimerie Rizq.
Gerson-Kiwi, E. (1970) “On the Technique of Arab Taqsim Composition,” in E. Schenk (ed.) Musik als 

Gestalt und Erlebnis: Festschrift Walter Graf zum 65. Geburtstag, Wien: H. Böhlau, pp. 66–73.
Ghiselin, B. (ed.) (1952) The Creative Process: A Symposium, New York: New American Library.
Hall, E. T. (1992) “Improvisation as an Acquired Multilevel Process,” Ethnomusicology 36/2: 223–35.
Keil, C. (1995). “The Theory of Participatory Discrepancies: A Progress Report,” Ethnomusicology 39/1: 

1–19.
Nachmanovitch, S. (1990) Free Play: Improvisation in Life and Art, Los Angeles: J. P. Tarcher, Inc.
Nettl, B. (1974) “Thoughts on Improvisation: A Comparative Approach,” The Musical Quarterly 60/1: 1–19.
——— (1998) “Introduction: An Art Neglected in Scholarship,” in B. Nettl and M. Russell (eds.) In the 

Course of Performance: Studies in the World of Musical Improvisation, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, pp. 1–23.

——— (2009) “Preface,” in G. Solis and B. Nettl (eds.) Musical Improvisation: Art, Education and Society, Ur-
bana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, pp. ix–xv.

Nettl, B. and Riddle, R. (1973) “Taqsīm Nahawand: A Study of Sixteen Performances by Jihad Racy,” 
Yearbook of the International Folk Music Council 5: 11–50.

——— (1998) “Taqsīm Nahawand Revisited: The Musicianship of Jihad Racy,” in B. Nettl and M. Russell 
(eds.) In the Course of Performance: Studies in the World of Musical Improvisation, Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, pp. 369–93.

Racy, A. J. (1991) “Creativity and Ambiance: An Ecstatic Feedback Model from Arab Music,” in B. Nettl 
(ed.) The World of Music, Special issue on improvisation 33/3: 7–28.
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