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Classical Musicians Learn to Improvise

BY CORINNA DA FONSECA-WOLLHEIM

ach emploﬁed it at the request of
: kings, Beethoven used it as a

weapon in duels, and women
swooned when Liszt got carried away.
But at some point in the early 20th cen-
tury, improvisation disappeared from
classical-music performance. Now a
new generation of composers and per-
formers is rediscovering it as a central
part of the creative process—and, quite
possibly, as a remedy for the shrinking
of classical-music audiences.

For Preston Stahly, a composer and
| 1982 winner of the Charles Ives Prize, it’s
one of the most important 1ssues in mu-
sic today. He uses the term “avant-pop”
to describe his own music and that of a
heterogeneous group of other compos-
ers who grew up playing rock and jazz
while studying counterpoint and 12-tone
music in college. The wall separating the
two worlds turned many com-
posers away from academia and
into an alternative music scene
that is driven by composer-per-
formers and chamber-music en-
sembles capable of playing and
improvising in a number of
styles.

At the Tribeca New Music
Festival in downtown New
York earlier this month, curated by Mr.
Stahly, a musical anthropologist
might have studied some of the vital
signs of this new scene: a jungle of ca-

bles connecting instruments to slim -

notebook computers, string guartets
- whose members perform standing up
(and, at times, walking about), appre-
ciative whoops from the wine-sipping
audience in response to animprovised
solo. And an audience that was, on av-
erage, younger than the performers.
One of the highlights of the festival,
and an example of the melding of impro-
- visation and progressive music, was the
concert by the Sirius string quartet of

compositions by two of its members, vio-

linist Gregor Huebner and cellist Mike
i Block. The String Quartet No. 3 by Mr.
Huebner, a German jazz violinist who
traces his roots to Central European
gypsy fiddlers, was inspired by New
York, with each movement representing
a different place in the city: Times
Square was noisy and brash, Red Hook re-
vealed its gypsy contingent, 125th Street
pulsed with incandescent jazz solos.
The effect of these improvised pas-
sages felt far fromrandom: Bound into a
tightly constructed—and unmistakably
modern—musical architecture, each

-1 breakout solo seemed as me\qable as it

'was spontanheous. Interestingly, a look
at Mr. Huebner’s score reveals few notes
and many verbal cues to the perform-

ers. The final movement, in fact, ends
. with the single word “CHAQOS” written

~across the last measure.

| Not every classically trained musi-
cian would know how to respond to

such instruetions. Dutch composer Ja-

cob ter Veldhuis —whose “Take a Wild

-

Guess” for stri..., ;aartet and electroni-
¢y, distorted taped speech made
many a hip-hop artist look sedate when
it received its world premiere at the fes-
tival—recalls his own frustration when
he began using improvised elements in
the 1970s: “I found out that when you
tell a classical musician to improvise
you get strange results. . . . One guy
played the Dutch natlonal anthem"’

. A consequence has been the grow-
ing number of composer-performers.
In a way, this, too, is a return to the ori-
gins of concert music, when composers
like Bach, Mozart and Chopin wrote,
played and improvised their own mu-

sic. The separate profession of the per-

ore pragmatically, college%._i
| also have to prepare musk’

former is a result of the 19th-century
emergence of a middle class that fos-
tered a greater demand for live music
while at the same time canonizing the
masters of the past. Eventually, per-
formers stopped writing—let alone im-

Rediscovering a central part of the
creative process, and possibly, finding a
remedy for the epidemic of shrinking

concert audiences.

nrovising—their own cadenzas in con-
certos, while some composers began to
write music for instruments of which
they had little practical understandmg
Improvisation, meanwhﬂe,‘became in-
tellectually suspect.

Today, it is increasingly back at the -

beginning of the creative process for
composers, many of whom use .com-
puter software to record, notate and
then edit a piece. When Michael Lowen-
stern, a bass clarinetist and composer
from Brooklyn, received a commission
from Meet the Composer to write a vio-
lin concerto for Todd Reynolds, he he-
gan by asking the violinist to improvise.

“l told him, improvise something

that sounds country. And I would love
- it if you could do it in D. And I'd like it
even better if you could do it in 90

beats per minute,” the composer said.
Mr. Reynolds recorded the result and
Mr. Lowenstern worked with it.

As more composers expect instru-
mentalists to be able to improvise, mu-
sic colleges are adjusting their curricu-
lums. The National Association of
Schools of Music, an umbrella organiza-
tion that sets standards in music educa-
tion, added improvisation toitslist of re-
quired subjects for the bachelor’s de-
gree in the early 1990s. At the Manhat-
tan School of Music, improvisation is
part of a new graduate program in con-

temporary music, and is open on an elec-

tive basis to all classical-music students.

Justin diCioccio, the school’s chair-
man of jazz studies, says that “improvi-
sation calls on you to be not only a per-
former, but a composer, editor and ar-
ranger, too.” As such, it 1s not just im-
portant in training instrumentolists

for the demands of new music, but for-
developing listening skills essential i in’
any kind of ensemble work. -
At Mannes College and the Cums
Inst1tute unprowsatlon for classical-
musicians is taught by Israeli pianist -
and composer Noam Sivan, who incor-.
porates improvisations into his con--
certs, for instance following a perfornt--

ance of Bach’s “Goldberg Variations”.

with his own-externporization on the-
theme. “You learn music by alw_ay$-
playing what is given to you,” he says.’

-“But how do you learn to be an artist if-

you don’t practice that aspect of mak'-
ing up your own music?”

d"'.

cians for the changing reali-
ties of the business. Where tradition-.
ally the goal of most students was to-
land a j-ob in an orchestra, the shrink--
ing number of such positions.
calls for a new flexibility. Train--
ing in different genres, and an..
ability to play—andi unpromse-—
nonclassical music makes an in--
strumentalist more employ~.
able. Nadia Sirota, a violist on*
the faculty at the Manhattap-
School of Music who. some~,
times performs with rock-
bands and songwriters, puts it this-
way: “The kiss of death for your ¢a-_
reer is when you turn up and say: ‘Oh,*

Idon’t do that””

That Ms. Sirota, asa violist, isat a}l,
active m’%opular music thhhghts thi-
other side of the coin. As classical mir--
sic takes on some elements of pap,:
composers of.indie rock are dlppmi*
into the élassical-music tool box, usifg-
such traditionally uncool instruments;
as oboe and French horn to enhancé-'
their sound. “It’s a development that-
bodes well for the song genre,” says
Ms. Sirota. “And as for us classical mu:---
sicians, let’s be honest: We all secretly”
want to be rock stars.” %
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Ms. da Fonseca-Wollheim is .
writer living in New York.
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