Improvisation

1. Improvisation is the most natural form of music-making. It is the starting point for a musical child, and, along with memorisation, remains the basis of all music-making in many cultures.

2. It is in the western world of classical music that improvisation is seen as an extra, rather scary and super-human additional skill, which you can only consider taking up once you have learned how to play sophisticated compositions accurately from a printed score. This view needs to be challenged!

3. Accordingly we can try a few simple procedures to free up our latent off-the-cuff skills, relating what we do to moments in the liturgy where some music of unspecified length is needed.

A few examples (please add more) :

a) Immediately before the service starts. This can be a quiet extension or filler between the opening set-piece voluntary and the start of the service. Equally it can be a loud fanfare and introduction for the first hymn.

b) Following an Offertory hymn, when there is still some choreography continuing, whether up and down the aisles or around the altar area. Maybe a fanfare or reflective interlude at the Gospel.

c) Following a Communion anthem or motet while folk are receiving.

d) Following the final hymn, leading to, or serving as, the final voluntary.

In the examples above there is usually a stimulus, and this need not be restrictive. You are not obliged to do anything elaborate or deeply structural, but you can put yourself into the emotional place where an improvisation can begin on its own terms.

a) The opening voluntary may contain a chord progression or melodic idea which lends itself to extension. A quiet improvisation is the least challenging, and most players would start with something of this kind. A loud, rhythmic fanfare which merges seamlessly into a play-over and successfully led first verse takes more nerve, and frankly some preparation. Yes, preparing an improvisation is allowed!

b) A rousing Offertory hymn will again provide a stirring stimulus, and you may try a reharmonisation of the final verse to enhance this effect. Or alter the final cadence so the music just has to keep going.

c) Again, a quiet Communion anthem may serve in similar fashion to the opening voluntary, yielding short, simple musical ideas which feed a quiet improvisation.

d) Similar to b), though if the improvisation is to become the voluntary itself, some preparation and thought as to its structure and direction may be useful.

Note that preparation and response to musical stimuli are part of good improvising, and these have a legitimate place in your practice schedule. Indeed, it may be a blessed relief from unremitting note-learning!

A few tips:

1. Avoid long held pedal-notes. Try starting high up on manual(s) only, then introducing a melodic pedal figure (also, maybe at higher pitch) after a few opening chords or melodic phrases.

2. If ever you find you are getting harmonically stuck, suddenly go to a held unison or octaves. This might even serve as a pivot to a different key.

3. The more you improvise the better you will get at it. Record yourself and listen critically.

4. Improvising is initially a “right-brain” activity. Let it become instinctive rather than working out logically where you are going. The left brain can happily kick in once you are a confident improviser, and is quite useful for making up instant fugues and French cyclic symphonies in your recital programmes. But only when you are confident to do so!

5. Above all, be daring and outrageous (especially during private practice), even atonal. Try putting your hands and feet down randomly, open your ears, and go with whatever emerges.

6. And enjoy!
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IN BRIEF

DO

FEEL FREE – JUST PLAY AND GO WITH WHAT COMES OUT

PRACTISE IMPROVISING AS PART OF YOUR PRIVATE PRACTICE ROUTINE

PREPARE THE OUTLINE OF AN IMPROVISATION IN ADVANCE

RECORD YOURSELF AND LISTEN TO THE RESULT

EXPLORE THE EXTREME HIGH AND LOW REGISTERS OF 
MANUALS & PEDALS

VARY THE TEXTURE – LAND ON A UNISON,  OMIT PEDALS, TRY A TWO-PART TEXTURE  ETC

DON’T 

WORRY ABOUT RULES OF COMPOSITION, HARMONY  ETC. THESE CAN EASILY SLOW YOU DOWN AND REDUCE FLUENCY.
ALWAYS USE MAJOR & MINOR TRIADS – TRY SOME DISSONANT SOUNDS AS WELL. DOMINANT 7THS CAN IRRITATE IF OVERDONE.
HANG ON TO THE SAME PEDAL NOTE FOR TOO LONG. 

MAYBE PAY SOMEONE TO KICK YOU WHEN THIS HAPPENS.

WORRY ABOUT “WRONG NOTES” –  UNEXPECTED NOTES CAN BE TURNED INTO SOMETHING NEW.
