JAZZ IMPROVISATION

NAHUM PEREFERKOVITCH#*

Improvisation is an integral part of jazz — as well as of many other folk forms of the
world music culture. Initially jazz was a kind of folk music (the jazz epoch goes back to the
1880s). Jazz and jazz improvisation have been developing for some time side by side in two
forms: piano jazz and orchestra jazz. In the former (ragtime) all of the music was notated
leaving no place for improvisation, whereas the orchestra jazz players (except for the pianists)
were self-made musicians who could not read music, so that, naturally, improvisation already
existed in the early period of orchestra jazz. A pianist who was the only one able to read
music was the “professor” in the band. Naturally enough, the first jazz orchestrators were
pianists. Subsequently jazz pianists appeared who could not read music but played in
accordance with the new-style jazz traditions; this introduced improvisation as an integral
part of music performance in piano jazz too, thereby putting piano jazz on the same footing
vis-a-vis wind-instruments.

Jazz came into being at a time when the phenomenon of improvisation in “serious” professional
music had almost vanished; it could only be found in church organ music (improvisation has
always been and remains an integral part of the organist’s skill) as well as in violin cadences and
piano concertos and in opera singing. Improvised cadences vanished and were replaced by notated
ones — and this is the case today as well. Some outstanding musicians have always improvised
when performing, including in public, but improvisation as a common phenomenon in professional
music had disappeared by the end of the 18th century.

Jazz is undoubtedly responsible for reintroducing improvisation into the performance of
professional music. For a number of historical reasons, jazz performance quickly reached a very
high professional level; in some aspects (percussion instruments) even establishing a new
professional standard. In general, great jazz instrumentalists significantly extended both the
technical and expressive means of their instruments — percussion instruments, saxophones,
trumpets, trombones, guitars, and so on, which, in turn, influenced both “serious™ composers
who composed for these instruments and “serious” performers who played these instruments.

Definition of Improvisation in Music

Improvisation in music can be defined as the spontaneous creation and performance of
music — either within the framework of the set form and harmony of a certain theme that
requires preliminary training, or on the basis of spontaneous form and harmony (free
improvisation). Any musical composition begins with improvisation; there is, however, an
essential difference: a composition is created within the framework of a certain form (from
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(mprovisation i constructed by spontancously Tinking motify, phrases, and sentences
(he framework of their development.

There tv no such thing in junzz as exact pedformance of a solo theme (unlike the et of an
archestrn, which is absolutely precise), but there is the possibility of varying the main melody
(theme), primarily by embellishing i, The starting point for such varying is not harmony but
melody (Ex. 1),

Theretore, the main principle (“repetition and change” according 1o Dalia Cohen)
Bbserved but the ultimate result is obtained by accretion of the smallest elements, This resemlb
i freely told story that a narrator does not try to bring into conformity with any existi
literary form, be it a short story, novella, or novel. The story may eventually look like

novella — but only in terms of its length, not its mood. Ex. 1

An Lo Jazz improvisation as such, its function in jazz is similar to that of development i
piece of classical music. The essence of improvisation is the performer’s utmost self-expressi September Song (Anderson/Weill)
A juzz player is an instrumentalist, improviser, composer, and interpreter in one. Each o
these roles, taken in isolation, is of importance, though not of equal importance. To possess i L,  Origusl — 5 '_’_‘,r , - :
ol these qualities would benefit a “serious™ classical musician as well. However, experiene éi eyt — jl‘::i e e e
shows that the classical musician’s main roles are those of instrumentalist and interprel B I o AbMaj7 CMaj7
(with the former being more important). Not so in jazz. The role of instrumentalist is leus 0¥ - —]
important for a jazz musician; his greatest strength is improvisation linked to composition i S5 g == §
interpretation. Thus, the history of jazz abounds in examples of technically wenl
instrumentalists (such as, for example, the trumpeter Miles Davis, especially during the init .
period ol his career) who were strong and even great improvisers and as such had a significay = ,H..._G:_M__m ?-: T = 3 |
influence on jazz players who were strong in technique but weak in improvisation 4 S it - B il 1
composition. In fact, the effect of Davis’s improvisations, however poor his technique, was el o i___ FTB G: P
strong that other trumpeters, trying to imitate his manner, also copied the errors of techniq @f : g = : TE‘L m—
and harmony that became an inherent part of his style.

On the other hand, the technical progress of jazz instrumentalists is connected to the constal
search for instrumental means of self-expression that are different from those in classicul Instrumental Version
musie, where it is mainly composers, not performers, who can afford such a search. However, L_,}_L‘L —— _'_“"I " 3 'i"’ oo ] WL - 6
sometimes performers of “serious” classical music are more successful in making such progress EIEE i = = ‘i ?"r‘#é.“izé Tels ='.==',§H___’
thin the composers of this music; such is the result of categorizing musicians into composers cme labMai7 CMaj7
and performers. /% i1

In juzz such categorization is impossible, since improvisation — like a conversation — iy % ) = 3 g
abrolutely individual; any imitation of other musicians’ improvisations, perfect though it
might be, lacks individuality, and this flatly contradicts the very essence of improvisation, S p 3o A T8 ? —_— 8 . o _
The process of teaching improvisation, however, can include the use of notations of SES=S J ‘f—:jl:_ﬁ:f ':'___;‘j'j = = S £ |
someone else’s improvisations from recordings and the subsequent playing of them, CMaj7 c7 b7 Fme o7 E;;;T_-y |
sometimes together with the original recording. Here the main underlying ideas are that; 4 E: 5 4 o @
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(1) music is a language; and (2) a language can be learned using various methods, such ay
copying, studying rules of grammar, and practicing. A professional jazz player is usually
uble to imitate certain styles of playing and improvising, and also knows theory and can
do arrangements, ‘
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