Free Improvisation

An Interview with Benjamin Boone

What is your experience as a free improviser, and is that all you do?

BB: No, I’m primarily a composer in the traditional sense. But to me, improvisation and composition are inter-related – the primary differences between the two are the speed at which they are executed and the number of instruments at your disposal. Within the world of improvisation, I’m primarily a jazz improviser, but I have increasingly become more and interested in free improvisation. My main outlet for free improvisation is the TransAtlantic Reed-String Project, a duo I have with an incredibly talented musician, German violinist Stefan Poetzsch. We’ve toured Europe four times, recorded twice for Bayerischer Rundfunk Studio Franken – Bavarian National Radio, composed a soundtrack for a Karl Valantin film, Der Sonderling and  performed it at the Erlangen (D) silent film festival, toured the US twice, and released a Capstone Records CD, Ostwärts – Westwärts. I’ve also recorded a solo free improvisation CD for Artship Recordings and a free improvisation with pianist/composer James Miley appears on State of the Union 2001, an Electronic Music Foundation compilation CD produced by Elliott Sharp. But TARSP is my main outlet. Your readers can read more about this and hear samples on my website. www.BenjaminBoone.com

Why do like to engage in free improvisation when there is a plethora of composed music out there? 

BB: Because free improvisation requires a tremendous amount of spontaneity and creativity – perhaps more than any other musical experience. This is particularly true if you begin with no “rules” or “structure” in mind. 

In fact, in my experience, there is no greater feeling in music than rendering an effective free improvisation – an improvisation with no preconceived ideas or structures. To develop musical structure and coherence on the spot requires that you communicate on an incredibly high level with those with which you are improvising. You must not only hear what they are doing, you must also understand the nature of their musical utterance and then glean its myriad potentialities. You must release yourself from the grip of your self-critical mind and trust your innate musical and technical facility. You release yourself from all thought except the music. When you achieve all of this, you have superceded normal consciousness and tapped into what it means to be alive.

Is there really such a thing as a completely “free” improvisation?

BB: No, because everything that comes out will come from what you have plugged in throughout your life. Your culture, sound world, musical sensibilities all will play a role. In other words, absolute “freedom” is always an illusion, a myth – something we need to think about in regards to our governmental structure and the nature of our existence. For example, you cannot escape the effects of gravity, so how free are your movements? Similarly, our culture defines limits – like what “success” is, that we wear cloths, that we drive on the right side of the road, and the like. On a personal level, you can try to escape the narrow capabilities of the human mind, but your reality is still shaped by that mind. That said, free improvisation is one of the few ways you can be freer – its like meditation. 

Many say that improvised music doesn’t resonate with them

BB: Well, some of it probably doesn’t and some of it probably would if they heard it. It depends on whom you are listening to and what language they choose to use, and whether they give the listener something familiar enough that they can hang on. Saxophonist Bennie Wallace once said to me, “A train can carry passengers really fast, but to do so, it has to go slow enough for them to get on in the first place. Once they are on board, if you accelerate slowly, then you can ultimately take them as fast as you want. But they have to get on first.” I like to think that my music – both composed and improvised – is both accessible and artistic. I try to get people on board and THEN take them on a ride. 

The bottom line is that there is “good” and “bad” music in every genre, and from every period. Mozart even admitted to having his fair share of musical duds in his letters to his father. You cannot bat 1000. One thing is certainly true, you come up with ideas you may never have come up with otherwise when freely improvising. And the audience gets to experience creation, which can be exciting.

How do you approach a free improvisation?

BB: It depends on who I am improvising with. But I do always approach it from a compositional perspective. I pay attention to what has been played – what everyone has played – and use that in a developmental way. I think of my role at every moment – how I can contribute. I have to leave my ego at the door – my job is to be part of a team, not a star. One of my best improvisations, which appears on the Capstone TARSP CD, was one where I made background sounds about 90% of the time. Stefan was playing a gorgeous melody and so I saw my role as providing color. It’s my least technical improvisation, but the most tasteful. I’m proud that I didn’t come to the foreground much. It means I was in a good space and listening.

Can you give beginners some guidelines for free improvisation?

BB: Sure, I’ll try. But first let me suggest that folks check out the book Effortless Mastery Liberating the Master Musician Within by Kenny Werner. It helps people get rid of the part of their minds that is so critical. That said, here are things for beginners to thibk about:

• Close your eyes and opening your ears. 

• Play a few notes or a sound. All that follows must flow from those initial sounds. In other words, the die has already been cast, so follow through.

• Listen and ask how you can contribute to the sounds you hear. Play only when you think you can contribute. Often, young players all play together too much of the time. Let others speak and wait. Silence can be an extremely tasteful option.

• Always identify your role, and the role of others. If a background is being played, then do you want to contribute to that, add another background layer, play a melody over the background, play atmospheric colors, add rhythmic drive, increase or decrease tension, etc.

• Vary the instrumentation. If a saxophone, trumpet and piano are playing, then ALL of them playing is only one of many instrumentation possibilities. You could also have 1. solo sax, 2. solo trumpet, 3. solo piano, 4. piano and sax, 5. piano and trumpet, 6. trumpet and sax. Why deny these various combinations? It works for Brahms, Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky and Corigliano!

• It is easy to improvise polyphonic texture. So explore homophony, heterophony, homorhythmic and monophony textures as well.

• Think like a composer. Remember what you have played and return to it. Use devices like sequences, phrases, etc.

• You can imitate, but try and think conversationally. If all you did were imitate the other speaker, the conversation would be vacuous. Think in terms of “responding” rather than “imitating.” 

• Know what builds (and releases) tension, and then you can shape the piece. You can give the piece a dramatic arch.

• Know when to stop. One pitfall is “the piece that never dies.” When its time to end, then end, otherwise you are being self-indulgent.

• Another pitfall is to box everyone in harmonically. This is particularly important to think about if you play an instrument that can render chords, like guitar, piano, string instruments, vibes, etc. If you play tertian chords, you are telling everyone, “I’m giving you the chord and you must follow me.” That’s not very democratic. Instead, provide more ambiguous chords, and try not to dictate. There is enough of that in the world already…

That’s a lot to think about, and may be hard to implement. Can you recommend any concrete group  exercises, a mechanism to help people get started freely improvising with others?

BB: Sure. But first its important for an individual to just get used to playing freely – without music. Try and pre-hear something in your head and make it come out your instrument. Think in terms of some broad musical gesture or idea. This could be a simple general shape, like ascending lines that crescendo, an arch or a jagged line. While playing, remember what you have done and think about what you’d like to do next. 

For a group setting, here are some exercises that might help:

1. Sit in a circle. One person begins and plays a short phrase, the person on the left then plays an answer to the phrase. Continue the pattern of musical question/answer all the way around.

2. Sit in a circle. One person is designated as “it.” They play a phrase, the person to the left answers. The person who is “it” repeats the phrase (they can vary it) then the next person answers it, etc.

3. One person plays some colors (no melody). The person on the left plays a color over the original player. When the original player fades out, then the NEXT person on the left begins to play. In this manner, TWO people will be playing simultaneously until the end. Next, allow three players to play at then same time, then four, etc. The results are pieces based on timbre.

4. Like #3 above, but all players play a rhythmic figure. Then do it again, designating some one to play melody and someone to play color.

5. Like #3 above, but all players play melodies (rendering a polyphonic texture).

6. Like #3 above, but each player plays one note and holds it (you are creating harmonies).

7. Now combine rhythm, melody, harmony and color.

8. Spilt into groups of 2 or 3. Assign a function to each player (both of you play long notes and play in an essentially homorhythmic texture – or – one of you sets up a rhythm and the other plays a melody, etc.).

After completing exercises like those above, split into groups and make no designations – it is time to truly improvise. 

Thanks for your time.

BB: It’s been my pleasure. 

