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ABSTRACT

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the musical and inner 

human processes that emerged in the lived experience of solo and joint free improvisation 

from the viewpoint of the improviser, also exploring how those processes related to the 

improviser’s world. 

 The study included eight adult participants, musicians and non-musicians 

(amateurs), who varied in their improvisational experience as well as in age, personal and 

professional background. Each participant was engaged in one solo and one joint 

improvisation (with the researcher) on their chosen musical instruments. Improvisations 

were followed by in-depth semi-structured interviews involving immediate impressions 

of the experience as a whole, followed by listening to the recorded improvisations where 

participants identified significant musical moments 

 The synthesis of verbal and musical data revealed five interconnected, non-linear 

phases of the improvisers’ movement toward the attainment of creative freedom. Those 

were: Acceptance and Trust (letting go of expectations and judgment), Adaptation 

(moving through uncertainty with self and with another), Emergence (taking individual 

and social risks toward discovery), Transcendence (experiencing flow and moments of 

sync) and Expansion (experiencing the joy of individual and mutual creation). These 

emerged phases portrayed various musical and extra-musical dimensions of the 

improvisers’ way of thinking, searching, acting, being and feeling in and through sound-

making- from the very beginning to the ending phases of their solo and joint experiences.
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 Reflecting humanistic-existential thinking and other relevant literature, the 

findings of the study showed a direct link between individuals’ involvement in 

improvisation and the development of courage, intentionality, adaptability, vulnerability, 

and empathy within meaningful musical engagement as essential qualities toward 

authentic growth.  

 Participants’ musical experiences also showed a link between improvisation and 

life meaning. They specifically discussed issues of letting go of judgment, developing 

flexibility, taking personal and interpersonal risks and practicing mindful ways of 

listening to self and others. 

 Applications of improvisation were discussed in the context of psychotherapy, 

suggesting a protocol on the conditions, practices and emerging meanings within clinical 

improvisation work. 

 

  Keywords: free improvisation, authenticity, courage, meaning, music therapy, 

clinical improvisation 
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“The creative process is a spiritual path. 

This adventure is about us, about the deep self, the composer in all of us. 

About originality. Meaning not that which is all new, but that which is fully and 

originally ourselves”. 

 

-S. Nachmanovitch 
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CHAPTER 1 

 RESEARCH OBJECTIVE  

Introduction 

 The idea to conduct this study emerged several years ago during my master’s 

degree while I was immersed in self-inquiry, reflecting on my recorded improvisations. 

This reflexive process not only affected my relationship to sound-making but also 

deepened my relationship with myself and with others. Throughout these years, the art of 

improvisation became more than just a language in sound expression, but my way to find 

the freedom I was striving for in every new composition. My desire to further understand 

the processes that occur during improvisation, both from musical and human perspective, 

was the impetus for this inquiry. 

 Over the following paragraphs, I will expand on the source of this study and 

present its theoretical foundation, as well as the core concepts and purpose. 

Personal Source of the Study 

 As a classically trained musician, I was first introduced to jazz improvisation at 

the age of 17. Leaving the structured musical world of Bach and Mozart behind, I soon 

came to realize that this language of “the moment” was not as free as I thought it would 

be. It was also bound by rules and predetermined musical structures. Nevertheless, 

learning to improvise within these new structures allowed me to expand my awareness of 

new sound possibilities. In this continuing process, I was also developing my abilities to 

listen more intentionally, be more present, and connect with my playfulness. 
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 With my initial awareness of this potential for growth, I stepped into another 

journey as I entered music therapy studies. In contrast to jazz, I was invited to practice 

improvisation in a way that was not bound by style, rules, or expectations on how the 

music should sound. This invitation to a space with no “right” or “wrong” notes, 

paradoxically, kept me more constrained and limited. Yet drawing from my experience 

with jazz improvisation, I was searching for structure and musical reference as a way to 

find order and meaning in what seemed to be musical chaos. I was struggling between my 

need to make the “right” notes and my ability to listen to the wisdom of my musical 

impulses and make choices that were right for me. I was struck by the fact that even 

though I was invited to a space where freedom was a given, freedom was far from my 

reach. During this process, I began questioning my values and understanding about 

freedom, both inside and outside of improvisation. 

 The first questions that emerged were: Can I free myself in a musical space where 

there are no explicit limitations or pre-determined structures? In a similar vein, does 

freeing myself mean finding freedom? And if so, what processes can allow me to find 

freedom? Furthermore, what is the meaning of such freedom, both musically and 

internally? I began by exploring expressions of “chaos,” not knowing where I’m going 

while still moving forward. The more I was able to let go of my judgment about my 

sound and fears of not knowing, the more I was able to open myself to new musical 

possibilities. Another element that I noticed was my limitations, whether they were 

physical, mental, or emotional, and along with the need to create limitations as a valuable 

source toward the clarity of moving forward.  
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 Continuing this path of inquiry, I noticed distinct moments where I expressed 

greater intensity within my musical choices.  For example, I noticed moments of silence 

that paradoxically intensified the musical expression, although there was no actual sound 

making. I realized that choosing silence was choosing to breathe, taking a moment to 

imagine my unfolding sound space, thus re-connecting more meaningfully to my music. 

At other times, I could hear sounds that were raw, dissonant, or withdrawn. Suddenly, 

these moments that earlier in my inquiry would have been perceived as not pleasing or 

chaotic emerged with a new aesthetic meaning. As I allowed myself to listen, I found an 

expanded intensity in the musical qualities that brought greater determination and flow 

into my playing, thus opening new ways of listening and being in music. I came to 

recognize that my freedom is greater than the sum of its parts as it embodied infinite 

possibilities and dimensions not only in my relationship to sound, but also in my 

relationship toward myself, to who I am. In this ongoing process, it became clear to me 

that being “free to play” was not a promise of freedom, but rather a possibility for finding 

it, inside and outside of my improvisation. 

 During joint improvisations, whether with a client or in a social context, I also 

observed how sharing expressive freedom, while being with another improviser, brought 

additional qualities to my music. It became a social “listening system” where our 

individual freedom was limited. Yet, these limitations brought different qualities into our 

musical choices, as we were “negotiating” our sounds toward meaningful connections. In 

this musical path, I began to notice how my wish to find genuine musical communication 

allowed me to develop qualities such as flexibility, empathy, as well as a sense of 

responsibility toward the mutual sound making.  
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 As a music therapist and an improviser, these insights strengthened my beliefs and 

my continuing curiosity toward the power of improvisation as a venue in which the 

discovery of one’s freedom can become a practice to validate and expand the core of 

one’s being, with self and another- inside and outside of music itself.  

 

Theoretical Framework of the Study and Definitions of Core Concepts 

Existential Psychology: An Overview 

 The nature of improvisation as a practice of being in the “here-and-now” can be 

seen in the light of existential thinking. As such, it is connected with the existential 

perspective (Bruscia, 1987) on improvisational work in music therapy. The act of 

improvisation is seen as a space to explore (and analyze) the individual’s “being in the 

world” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 436); pertaining psychological patterns and ways of adapting to 

the reality of the “now”, both socially and individually (Bruscia, 1987). This theoretical 

framework echoes that of existential psychology and serves as the basis for exploring the 

improvisational phenomenon that will be discussed in this document.    

 Existential psychology focuses on the “here and now” in the understanding of 

persons as human beings in their world, their ways of coping with life struggles, and the 

capacities and resources they bring to the therapeutic process (May, 1979). From an 

existential perspective, in the world of human existence, there are four simultaneous ways 

of “being”: Umwelt, Mitwelt, Eigenwelt, and Überwelt. Umwelt refers to the physical 

world. Mitwelt means the relational world. Eigenwelt means relationship to one's 

authentic inner world and relation to the self. Überwelt refers to spiritual or religious 

values (Schneider & Krug, 2010).  
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 Existential thinking comes with its basic assumption that issues such as freedom 

of choice, responsibility, anxiety, guilt, meaninglessness, uncertainty, and death, are 

inherent to existence. Hence their experience is unavoidable. While considering almost 

all of these “given” terms as life limitations, existential therapy aims to confront people 

with the anxieties of daily life, thus creating meaning and connectedness to their lived 

experiences, expanding the ways that one exists in the world (Yalom, 1980).   

Existential Psychology and the Notion of Freedom 

 Yalom (1980) stresses that freedom always has a dynamic meaning in the human 

experience, as it is a “clash between our confrontation with groundlessness and our wish 

for ground and structure” (p. 9). Therefore, freedom is a value that co-exists with the 

“natural and self-imposed limits of living” (Schneider & Krug, 2010, p. 402). These 

limitations relate to birth, heredity, age, etc., and the realities of living, such as death 

separateness and uncertainty (Schneider & Krug, 2010). While the freedom to “do” or 

“act” is most prevalent in human thinking of physical and external reality, the freedom to 

“be” is less clear, yet is foundational for understanding human life processes in a deeper 

meaning. In contrast to the external meaning of the freedom to “do,” the freedom to “be” 

depicts internal, emotional, and cognitive attitudes and realities (Schneider & Krug, 

2010). Within these internal values of freedom, we can create meaning in our lives, 

experience a sense of power, autonomy, and possibilities, thus expanding our world both 

physically and psychologically (Schneider & Krug, 2010; Yalom, 1980). 

 Rollo May (1981; 1979), known as the father of existential psychology who 

introduced extensive pivotal writing on existentialism within real-life experiences, 

believed freedom to be at the heart of existential principles, and therefore, referred to the 
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“freedom to be” as the “essential freedom.” According to May, valuing this essential 

freedom allows people to expand their capacity to make intentional choices of how to act, 

respond, be, and create their world, potentially transforming their lives (May, 1981; 1979; 

Yalom, 1980). May asserts that if people live without the ability to be free in their 

choices, they will not have the ability to fulfill meaningful lives and grow in their whole 

selves (May, 1981; 1979). Therefore, he considers freedom to be highly crucial to the 

therapeutic process that aims to free people from barriers that may hinder their choices 

(May, 1979, Yalom, 1980).  When people experience their essential freedom, they also 

“experience the birth of themselves inwardly, shape themselves [and] experience the 

dignity of an independent human being” (1981, p. 76). Yet, freedom “is never static,” but 

a process, an “art demanding practice”, as it conveys an inner state and therefore “must 

be re-affirmed in each act” (May, 1981, p. 76-77).   

 May (1981) presented a comprehensive examination of the different facets and 

uniqueness of freedom within the human experience while illuminating its purpose 

toward life meaning and growth. While May’s discussion on freedom is broad and 

includes philosophical perspectives, for the purpose of this study, the notion of freedom 

will be discussed within a narrower framework.  

 Freedom as a paradox. Freedom is an experience of opposites, as it co-exists 

with life-limitations and the responsibility of one’s choice to exist and act in the world. 

May (1981) stated that, 

Freedom comes alive only when we see it in opposition to destiny, and 

destiny is significant only when we see it in opposition to freedom. The 

opposites fructify each other: each gives dynamism, power, to the other. 

The emotions elicited in us by a paradox are surprise and amazement. (pp. 

66-67).   
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 Freedom and limitations. As stated above, freedom is an experience that is 

bound by limitations, as well as a person’s need for order. Therefore, to actualize the 

potential for growth and possibilities within freedom, human beings need to integrate 

what they believe to be their “life-limiting patterns” in the present while developing their 

capacity to choose “life-affirming” patterns in the future (Schneider & Krug, 2010). The 

more we can embrace limitations and the underlining fears and anxieties that accompany 

them- while also transcending our barriers and taking responsibility- the more we will 

develop the capacity to choose life-affirming patterns for ourselves and others. This 

capacity to expand one’s self-limiting patterns can lead to freedom of being, expanding 

one’s sense of self, and a greater capacity for intimacy, meaning, and spiritual connection 

in one’s life (Schneider & Krug, 2010).  

 Freedom as choice. One’s freedom to choose, in the moment, is one of the core 

aspects of understanding the freedom of being. May (1981) stresses:  

Where one asserts ‘I can’ or ‘I choose’ or ‘I will,’ one feels own 

significance […] In the act of choice, in the original spontaneity of my 

freedom, I recognize myself for the first time as my own true self. (p. 8).  

In these moments, where one can practice the freedom to choose, one can 

get connected to different aspects of the self, to imagine, to dream, as well 

as having the freedom to choose one’s attitude, despite limitations or life 

circumstances (Frankl, 1984).  

 

 Freedom, pausing, and human creativity. The capacity to actualize our 

essential freedom is portrayed within our capacity to pause. May (1981) states that in the 

pause, we are able to reflect, wonder, and sense awe. Through the pause, we “learn to 

listen to silence… [to] hear an infinite number of sounds that we normally never heard at 

all” (p. 165). This capacity to pause connects us to deeper states of consciousness that 

have no limits, thus connecting human beings to their creativity and the release of 
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original ideas. In this creative state, the human being “stands in a state of openness, 

heightened sensitivity […] with a sharpened readiness to grasp the creative impulse when 

it is born” (May, 1981, p. 171). In this state, freedom also becomes an expression that 

conveys the human intentionality toward meaningful engagement with the creative 

process, for the sake of creating. In other words, one cannot achieve freedom for the sake 

of an external reward, or from the desire to achieve a “fulfilling product”. Freedom in any 

creative act is born out of one’s true engagement and presence, dedicated to one’s being 

in the moment, which is an intentional and direct involvement in the process of creation 

(May, 1975). 

 Freedom as participant. Freedom is a phenomenon that all human beings 

experience to some degree. However, it is also a social and cultural creation, and hence 

there are many variations in the meaning and significance of freedom throughout the 

world. Freedom can be experienced as individual self-expression in some cultures, and in 

others, as participants within the community, where one’s freedom comes from 

participation in the group (May, 1981). May asserts that there will always be tension 

between the freedom of individual self-expression and the freedom as a participant, 

stressing that “in order to be free, individuals must participate actively, continually and 

directly” (p. 81). They must balance their need for self-expression and their ability to 

respect other’s autonomy as participants. Furthermore, in order to actualize freedom as a 

participant, one needs to develop compassion. May (1981) explains that, 

The capacity to have passion with another-implies empathy, the ability to 

see the world as the other person sees it. Compassion gives us fresh 

perspective on what it means to be human, and helps us judge [ourselves] 

less harshly as well as the persons who impinge on us. (p. 230) 
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Defining Improvisation 

 In its simplest sense, improvisation is the ability to react spontaneously, from 

moment to moment. The term improvisation can be used in a wide range of meanings and 

contexts, though spontaneity is a foundational characteristic of all definitions. 

Improvisation has been defined as a “collective, creative phenomenon, an individual 

skilled performance, an emerging act within a rooted practice, or a set of generative 

techniques” (Santi & Iletterati, 2010, p. 1). From this perspective, it is understood that 

improvisation is a phenomenon that goes beyond spontaneity and arbitrary response to a 

resourceful-based action that manifests within various realms of life experiences.    

 One of the very basic life experiences that most of us do not recognize as 

improvisation is conveyed in ordinary human speech. As we talk and listen, we are 

drawing on a set of building blocks (vocabulary) and rules for combining them 

(grammar). This has been given to us by culture. But the sentences we make with them 

may never have been said before and may never be said again. Every conversation is a 

form of jazz; the activity of “instantaneous creation is as ordinary to us as breathing. 

Whether we are creating a high art or a meal, we improvise when we move with the flow 

of time and with our evolving consciousness” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p.17).  

 Similarly, Ruud (1998) defines the improvised act as a spontaneous (both within 

arts and in daily life), yet resourceful action. He points out that to improvise means “to 

arrange something ‘here and now’, to put something together as you go, from available 

resources” (p. 117). According to Ruud, improvisation in any context is similar to the 

meaning of play. Both are actions that offer opportunities to “be aware of alternatives and 
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create a space in which it is possible to choose between different actions” (Ruud, 1998, p. 

119) that lead to the creation of something new. 

 Musical improvisation. Various definitions illuminate the depth and breadth of 

musical improvisation. While all definitions highlight the spontaneous and immediate 

evolving nature of improvisation, there are variations in their emphasis on the structure 

and aims. MacDonald, Wilson, & Miell (2012) define it as “spontaneously generated 

nature of the musical material while created as it is being played within a real-time 

negotiation of unfolding musical interactions” (p. 242). Bailey (1992) defines musical 

improvisation as “in-the-moment composition while creating something new in each 

performance” (p. 204), while Wigram (2004) defines it as “any combination of sounds 

and sounds created within a framework of beginning and ending (p. 37).  

The Grove’s Dictionary of Music defines improvisation as: 

The creation of a musical work, or the final form of a musical work, as it 

is being performed. It may involve the work’s immediate composition by 

its performers, or the elaboration or adjustment of an existing framework, 

or anything in between [as well as] rests on a series of conventions or 

implicit rules.  

 

Finally, Berkowitz (2010) defines improvisation as “a highly specialized instance of a 

more general facet of human behavior: the spontaneous rule-based combination of 

elements to create novel sequences that are appropriate for a given moment in a given 

context” (p. xviii- xix).  

 Free-improvisation.  While improvisation can be universally conceptualized, it 

can be distinguished by its idiomatic or non-idiomatic form. Idiomatic approaches to 

improvisation, such as jazz improvisation, emphasize the improviser’s obligation to 

follow specific rules, structures, and genres, which are geared toward performance or 
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“product”. In contrast, non-idiomatic improvisation, also known as free improvisation, is 

a realm in which the improviser is not obligated to follow any specific rules, genre, 

structures, or style. Given that, free improvisation is defined as “playing spontaneously 

derived music with no pre-determined content whatsoever, with the intent to liberate 

musical context from being any given ‘type of music’, and from any model of what music 

is supposed to sound like” (Williams, 2011, p. 9). In the context of improvisation as a 

social act, Farber, (as cited in Borgo, 2005) states that, 

[The] aim [of free improvisation] is to play together with the greatest 

possible freedom-which, far from meaning without constraints, actually 

means to play together with sufficient skill and communication to be able 

to select proper constraints in the course of the piece rather than being 

dependent on precisely chosen ones. (p. 19) 

 

This means that free-improvisation is not necessarily “free” from constraints, as in any 

other idiomatic form of improvisation. However, in contrast to a product-oriented form of 

improvisation, “free” emphasizes the process over the product (Borgo, 2002). In this 

sense, it is also “free” from the commitment to produce a “good product”. Free 

improvisation implies the absence of all external goals other than being-in-the musical 

process. Hence, the uniqueness of free improvisation, in an artistic or therapeutic context, 

is that it provides a space that embraces and challenges creative expression for all human 

beings, at any skill or knowledge level. In the context of this study, free improvisation is 

defined as a processes-oriented creative expression that allows the improvisers, in any 

context, to freely choose and create the form and structures through which musical ideas 

can manifest (Bruscia, 1987, Ansdell, 1995). 
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Improvisation in Music Therapy   

 Improvisation in music therapy, also known as clinical improvisation, primarily 

belongs to the free realm but can be viewed either as free jazz improvisation or as an 

avant-garde form of music-making (Pavlicevic, 2000; Ruud, 1998). It is defined as “an 

inventive, spontaneous, extemporaneous and resourceful [while involving] creating and 

playing simultaneously” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 5). Similar to its artistic, non-therapeutic 

realm, Bruscia (1987) emphasizes that the musical product, in music therapy 

improvisation, may not always result in what we perceive as “music”, as it relates to both 

the clients and therapist. Bruscia (1987) points out that while music therapists strive to 

improvise at the highest artistic level, the essence of improvisation in music therapy, as a 

process-oriented medium, is to accept and adapt to any musical or sound forms produced 

by the client, regardless of its aesthetic production (Bruscia, 1987). Nevertheless, the 

balance of freedom and the therapist’s use of musical structures and stylistic features 

depend on the model, the therapist’s musical skills, and theoretical orientation

 improvisation in music therapy may be active or passive. Active improvisation 

implies that both client and therapist are participating in the improvisation. Passive or 

receptive improvisation implies that one of the parts is listening to the other and is not 

actively involved in the improvisation process (Bruscia, 1987). Music therapy 

improvisation may be referential or non-referential. A referential improvisation occurs 

when something is represented outside of the music itself, such as feeling, an idea, a 

person, or an experience, while non-referential improvisation occurs when nothing is 

represented but the music itself (Bruscia, 1987). 
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 In one of the most comprehensive books on improvisation in music therapy, 

Bruscia (1987) gathered numerous clinical models of improvisational work. He classified 

these models according to the role of improvisation in the therapy process, and 

practitioners’ theoretical orientations and approaches to working within specific settings 

and clients’ groups. Three of these models will be briefly described here. The first model 

is the Nordoff-Robbins’ creative music therapy approach. This approach to improvisation 

adheres to the use of structured musical experiences and musical qualities in the 

improvisational process, seen as the primary source toward the development of the 

clients’ musicality, and responses to structured musical qualities that promote clients’ 

growth and ability to free their musical and creative self. In the creative approach, music 

is used as therapy, meaning that the creation of music is the primary motivation of the 

experience, and an end by itself, in which desired musical goals promote clinical growth 

(Aigen, 2005). Nordoff and Robbins, the pioneers of the creative approach to music 

therapy, believed that clients’ “personal freedom is realized through musical freedom, 

interpersonal communication through musical ‘inter-responsiveness’; and self -

confidence through independent creativity in music” (as cited in Bruscia, 1987, p. 27). 

Nordoff-Robbins’ theoretical orientation was based upon humanistic psychology, which 

regarded the value of the human condition as a process toward creativity, intrinsic 

learning and motivation, peak experiences, growth motivation, and self-actualization  

( Rogers, 1961; Maslow, 1970, 1976). 

 Juliet Alvin developed another relevant model of improvisation, called free 

improvisation therapy. Alvin’s model represents a pure approach to free improvisation, 

applied to both the therapist and the client, which adheres to the creation of spontaneous 
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sounds and invention of musical ideas that are not bound to any musical criteria or 

musical style. Alvin refers to the word “free” as the will to create sounds in the moment, 

whether this is the sounding of an instrument different ways, playing or vocalizing in an 

unorganized way, or inventing musical forms and melodies regardless of musical skills or 

formal musical rules or criteria. She further pointed out that “no matter what the outcome, 

the client’s attempts to freely make sounds or ‘instant’ music are accepted as self-

projections, and musical standards of achievement are not imposed” (as cited in Bruscia, 

1987, p. 77). Alvin believed that the therapist needs to respect the freedom of the client in 

the process of choice-making, both as it relates to music and the self. Additionally, she 

also stressed that the therapist and client should have “equal control over the musical 

situation” (as cited in Bruscia, 1987, p. 77). In both Alvin and Nordoff-Robbins’ 

approaches, improvisation is primarily non-referential, and both view the musical process 

and development as a direct reflection of the development of the clients’ self.

 Analytically oriented music therapy, developed by Priestley, follows a 

psychodynamic approach to improvisation that is based on verbal discussion and 

referential exploration. According to the analytical model, the improvisational experience 

is less concerned with the improvisation experience, rather being focused on the symbolic 

representation of the improvisational product, and its role in unfolding repressed conflicts 

and the client’s acceptance. The intent is for the client to channel creative negative drives 

toward more positive ones (Bruscia, 1987). In addition, the analytical model focuses on 

client-therapist relationships, both as depicted inside the symbolic meaning of 

improvisation, as well as outside, within the processes of transference and 

countertransference. Other models have evolved and presented diverse and unique 
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perspectives on improvisation work in music therapy. They have emphasized the 

complexity and challenges of articulating and implementing improvisation, both within 

its idiomatic and non-idiomatic forms, in the therapeutic process (Wigram, 2004). 

 While all models presented differ in their theoretical orientation, there is 

considerable overlap in salient features and applicability of their techniques. Regardless 

of the model selected, or the theoretical orientation of the music therapy improvisation 

used, the goal of improvisation in music therapy is to expand clients’ state of well-being 

by increasing different levels of awareness in and through the improvisation process. 

Levels of awareness are interconnected and provide different lenses to understand the 

human process in improvisation as well as provide a framework for promoting and 

assessing therapeutic change inside and outside of the music. Music therapy 

improvisational models involve processes for promoting awareness to the physical 

environment, ways of physical being such as body sensations, increased awareness of 

music, emotional recognition, and self-expression. Interpersonal and communicative 

awareness that expands personal and interpersonal freedom is also promoted in 

improvisational models in music therapy. 

The Focus and Rationale of the Study 

 As previously discussed, the notion of freedom, from its existential viewpoint, is a 

core concept that leads to healthy processes of the human experience that promotes 

opportunities for growth and life meaning. Yalom (1980) points that while the term 

‘freedom’ is not found in the psychotherapist’s lexicon, it “plays an indispensable role in 

both theory and practice of all traditional and innovative therapy” (p. 215). Similarly, the 
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notion of freedom, in the context of improvisation, is central to its practice and theoretical 

understanding both within artistic and therapeutic processes.   

 Improvisation, whether in the context of art, therapy, or life itself, is one of the 

most mysterious realms of exploration. Yet, it accurately depicts the desire to “live one’s 

life as a free, responsive and spontaneously expressive person” (Nachmanovitch, 2001, p. 

771), also conveying the aspiration to achieve authentic forms of communication 

(Nachmanovitch, 2001). Interestingly, while most of us associate freedom with 

improvisation, there is a paucity of literature and research that delves into its meaning 

both as a musical and a human phenomenon. Given the interdisciplinary characteristics of 

free improvisation, in which artistic, therapeutic, and life processes co-exist, and the fact 

that it is a central method in music therapy, the purpose of this study was to expand the 

understanding of improvisation in articulating the conditions, processes, and meaning that 

cultivate improvisers’ aiming for finding freedom.  

 That being said, in most existing studies in music therapy, the improvisational 

process is examined from the therapists' viewpoint, and much less focusing on the clients’ 

views on the meaning of their unfolding musical process.  Stige (1999) pointed to the 

minor attention to clients’ viewpoint stating: “how are we supposed to know the meaning 

from the client’s perspective? Many of our clients cannot speak of their experience and if 

they can, it remains very hard, if not impossible, to express the meaning of music in 

words” (p.61). While Stige doesn’t underestimate the knowledge and expertise of the 

therapist to grasp the meaning of the client’s music, he emphasizes the importance of 

learning from the client’s perspective as “an equal man” and the therapist as an 

“empathetic partner” (p. 61).  Although Stige’s comment was more than a decade ago, the 
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issue of learning about the client’s perspective still needs much exploration within music 

therapy literature. 

 From that perspective, my role as a researcher was not to interpret the 

improvisational experience, but rather, be the “story-teller” while presenting an analysis 

that delves into the deeper meaning of the improvisers’ views on their musical process, as 

they move toward the attainment of freedom. 

 The context and rationale for free improvisation. In order to let things evolve 

naturally, free improvisation, similar to its clinical form, was regarded in this study as 

being process-oriented, that is not attached to any style or rules. Also, while 

improvisation was seen within the context of its existential nature, it didn’t follow any 

particular model or reference for its implementation. In the joint improvisation, there 

were no predetermined choices on my role. I wanted to provide as much freedom for the 

improviser and for myself, being a co-improviser and a listener, to also let things evolve 

in their natural way as a basis for this inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 LITERATURE REVIEW  

Introduction 

 The keywords used in the searching of the literature were freedom, experience, 

improvisation, and process, in various combinations. The literature search revealed that 

no studies to date had explored the experience of freedom in improvisation. The search 

for studies that explored improvisation as a process, which is at the center of this study, 

mainly yielded publications in the area of Jazz that pertain to cognitive processes of 

learning, musical thinking and developing skills (Berliner, 1994;  Berkowitz, 2010; 

Sudnow, 1978; Sawyer, 1992; Pressing, 1988a). A literature search of the psychological 

and human processes within both music therapy and other related fields also yielded a 

very limited number of studies (Ahonen & Houde, 2009; Fidelibus, 2004; Kossak, 2007; 

Mathieu, 1984; Ng, 2011, Sansom, 2007). Consequently, the theoretical foundation for 

exploring freedom in human experience will be based on existential theories, specifically 

May’s (1981) writings. To expand the review of the notion of freedom, I targeted my 

search for related concepts of freedom, such as free will, freedom of choice, play, flow, 

and creativity that are also relevant to improvisational processes 

 Given the interdisciplinary nature of this study and the complexity of its core 

concepts, improvisational processes, and freedom, this review aims to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of these topics and will include both theory and research. 

The review is divided into the following sections: 1) Freedom in the human experience: 

this section will expand on May’s conceptualization on the notion of human freedom; 2) 

Theoretical literature on improvisational processes as a discipline, also drawing from jazz 
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literature, while addressing the meaning of freedom in improvisation, and 3) a review of 

exited research on improvisers’ experiences in free improvisation.  

Freedom and the Human Experience 

 The question of freedom and its conceptualization within the human experience is 

a complex area for exploration. Freedom, as May (1981) points, is not a state of being but 

rather an action, a state of mind, a memory or a gesture of kindness-all that is invisible. 

By this elusiveness and invisibility, the notion of freedom achieves an “infinite quality” 

and an “ever new-set of possibilities” (May, 1981, p. 53) for the health-professional, the 

researcher, and the layperson to discern its meaning. Human beings in everyday life refer 

to freedom as an action, or as May defined it, like freedom of, or from doing, free from 

external constraints such as work, obligation, time, or external authority (May, 1981).  

 May (1981) points to the attempt of the psychological realm of practice and 

research to find a tangible meaning of freedom, usually referred to as the freedom of 

action or freedom of will, as seen in phrases such as “ I can,” or “ I will,” statements 

(May 1981, p. 53). Nevertheless, the use of these phrases, although far from capturing the 

depth and breadth of what freedom is, can give the individual a sense of autonomy, 

power, and hope. This capacity to “do” or to choose freely is a foundational quality 

inherent in a person’s sense of vitality and wellness.  

 Freedom in everyday life. One of the most tangible conceptualizations of 

freedom in everyday life is a person’s realization of free will. Moreover, the freedom to 

choose in everyday life events is viewed as essential autonomy that is fundamental to 

well-being and fosters a sense of independence, self-determination, and personal 

expression, as well as an agency for controlling one’s world and destiny (Markus & 
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Schwartz, 2010). The philosophical debates on the definition of free will, with its 

relevance to freedom and freedom of choice, are beyond the scope of the current 

discussion, and their implications are less relevant to the topic being explored. Yet, 

drawing from May’s (1981) writing, it is important to understand that free will, doesn’t 

refer to a state of being, but points to “will” as the capacity for self-realization, to choose 

and initiate an action based on free choice. Free will is therefore defined as one’s 

intentionality toward action, and the realization of the possibilities within the freedom to 

choose one’s actions internally or externally. 

  So far, few studies have explored the experience of freedom in everyday life. 

Feldman, Baumeister, & Wong (2014) investigated people’s conceptualization of their 

freedom by looking at their beliefs on free will and making choices. Their findings 

showed that a human’s belief in free will is strongly linked to the idea of choosing. The 

more people enjoy the process of making decisions, the more they are confident in their 

ability to make choices, thus deliberating intentionality toward their choices- the more 

they experience a greater sense of fulfillment in their life. Despite the “quantifying” 

aspect of freedom, this study illuminates the aspect of freedom in human processes and 

its relevancy to intentionality, enjoyment, and belief in one’s freedom to choose as a 

significant process toward human growth and wellness. This relationship, between the 

elements of intentionality and freedom, was explored by Graef & Csikszentmihalyi 

(1980). They found that people’s sense of freedom is also linked to whether they 

experience intrinsic motivation for their choice of action, as well as whether they 

experience a sense of confidence and mastery toward what they are choosing to do. 

“Whenever people feel free, they also wish to do whatever they are doing and vice versa” 
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(p. 413). This sense of involvement and mastery toward an activity not only promotes an 

experience of freedom, but  “appears to be an important dimension of the quality of 

everyday life” (p. 412). These conclusions are also linked to the experience of flow and 

its relevance to freedom, which will be discussed over the next paragraphs.  

 Freedom and play. Play, in any context, conveys an embodiment of human 

freedom, as it is both an activity and an attitude that reflects a desire toward freedom 

(Pitt, 1996). The wordplay has a broad meaning and cannot be pinned down to a single 

definition, doctrine, or situation. Play is first, and most of all, an “attitude, a spirit, a way 

of doing things” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 43). Nachmanovitch (1990) describes “play” 

as a space where we can “free ourselves from arbitrary restrictions and expand our field 

of actions” (p. 43). These possibilities for freedom, inherent in play, foster opportunities 

to practice flexibility and different ways we choose to respond to and interpret our reality, 

thus allowing play to become a space to find novelty, creativity, and meaning 

(Nachmanovitch, 1990). 

 Not surprisingly, one of the only comprehensive discussions on the links between 

play and freedom, drawn from existential thinking, and explored with great depth, is in 

Sartre’s philosophical writings (as cited in Pitt, 2012). Play is indicative for itself, as it is 

a reflection of subjectivity, authenticity and human discovery of himself as “free in his 

very action” (p. 112).  

 According to Netzky (1974), more than any other form of human experience, play 

is an act that is characterized by free choice, as one can stop play whenever he chooses. 

Play that is imposed is no longer play. Therefore, play can become a space through which 

we can free ourselves or diminish the reality of the world. These realities pertain to the 
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material necessities and existential concerns, such as life and death, that usually limit a 

person’s capacity to experience his freedom to be and discover (Netzky, 1974). 

 In play, something occurs, which transcends the immediate needs of life and 

implies that freedom is the source and meaning of play. While this may be true for 

spontaneous play, where there are no explicit rules, it raises the question of whether we 

can experience freedom in the presence of rules. Netzky (1974) further suggests that the 

rules, in play, might be viewed symbolically as representing human existential 

necessities, yet in play, these “demands” or structures are re-apprehended by freedom. In 

other words, even though we are aware of the rules or limitations, we are also aware that 

in contrast to life situations, they are ultimately harmless. From this perspective, mankind 

is the source of the rules, in which the freedom to choose gives these external necessities 

their efficacy. 

. The acceptance or creation of necessary limitations, such as rules, can provide us 

a sense of safety, thus expanding our capacity for finding freedom in play (Netzky, 

1974). Nevertheless, whether play is spontaneous or has explicit rules, to affirm freedom, 

it must be understood as an autonomous category of a human’s experience, hence, “play 

cannot be used as a means to some other higher goals if it is to remain play […] but must 

be its own end” (Netzky, 1974, p. 128). This also implies that experience of freedom in 

play cannot be truly promoted unless its reward is intrinsic. 

 Based on these conditions, Netzky (1974) defines play as “an affirmation of 

human choice… that transcends and mocks the demands that normally comprise our 

situation… through the rules” (p. 129). From this perspective, play (as freedom) is 

paradoxical by nature. It is a space in which free choice affirms human desire to “break 
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the rules” and transcend limitations that are either imposed internally or externally. 

However, within this freedom, being human also hold the desire for form, rules, or 

demands. The capacity to accept the limitations or external realities, eventually allows 

what was perceived as a barrier, to become a necessity in which freedom can grow. 

Consequently, these conditions, through which humans can “free themselves” in the 

moment, for the sake of playfulness, make the act of play one of the most enjoyable 

human experiences.   

Freedom, Flow Experience and Improvisation 

  What is flow? In addition, what are the links between flow and the notion of 

freedom discussed thus far? Csikszentmihalyi (1997a), who discovered the phenomenon 

of flow in his study of creativity, describes it as: 

When a person’s entire being is stretched in the fully functioning body and 

mind, whatever one does become worth doing for its own sake, living 

becomes its own justification. In the harmonious focusing of physical and 

psychic energy, life finally comes into its own (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a, 

p. 32). 

 

Similar to the notion of freedom, flow can manifest within any sort of human experience 

and span of a person’s life in professional, social, artistic, or leisure activities. As 

described above, in the state of flow, there is a sense of inner harmony that results from 

the capacity of a human to be fully absorbed with what he is doing. According to 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997a; 1990), to be in “flow” means the person has developed a deep 

level of concentration, experiencing balance between the challenge of the activity and the 

skills required, and has invested their whole self and energy, within the specific 

boundaries of the stimulus. In a state of flow, the person has a deep sense of clarity and 

purpose, along with a purposeful awareness of the activity. 
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 One of the central, and probably most mysterious characteristics of the flow 

experience is its paradoxical meaning. It has been reported that in those moments where 

psychic energy is fully immersed in the activity, the person is feeling in control, fully 

conscious of all actions. At the same time, there is a sense of letting go, described as 

“self-forgetfulness” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a, p. 113). This implies that in the state of 

flow, people stop being aware of themselves, or the “ego-self” that is concerned with 

one’s external realities such as worries, fears, self-judgment, as well as a sense of time 

and surrounding. This capacity to be aware and simultaneously let go of the interruption 

of the ego brings an order in consciousness that has a sense of clarity and synchrony 

between thinking, being, and doing. In this state, the activity becomes autotelic, meaning 

that there is nothing we seek to gain, other than the experience itself, and the activity we 

do is worth doing for its own sake (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  

 The experience of flow does share similar characteristics with experiences of 

freedom. Yet, it is also important to note that in linking the notion of flow to freedom, 

there is no attempt to re-define or contextualize the notion of freedom, but rather, to 

present an additional lens to view the possibilities of understanding freedom within the 

human experience. 

 The core elements that link flow to freedom, in human experience, are related to 

the inherent qualities of the freedom of being, that similar to its function within the flow 

experience, allows persons to transcend the limitations of the ego-barriers. Similar to the 

state of flow, freedom of being, as described by May (1981), captures the human capacity 

for “heightened consciousness” (May, 1981, p. 178), which refers to the capacity to 

transcend the boundaries of the ego. Or in other words, freeing the self from the 
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limitations of existential concerns and anxieties hence allowing a person to move forward 

and pursue greater meaning in life 

 Flow and being-in- improvisation.  Csikszentmihalyi (1997a) brought to 

awareness the theory of flow while studying creativity, also refers to its effect within the 

creative engagement of improvisation. He writes “music improvisation…is an excellent 

vehicle for the flow experience […] if the musician can choose the right level of 

difficulty for his own level of skills, and then go a step beyond that, the criterion of 

balanced challenges and skills is met” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997b, p. 49). When these 

conditions are met, there is a sense of control through which the improviser can let go of 

thinking and experience enjoyment and self-expansion while improvising. 

 Sawyer (2006) points out to the potential transcended qualities of improvisation, 

stating that being in improvisation “minimizes the role of the intellectually conscious 

mind” (p.232); “It’s like riding a wave; too much of the conscious mind will slow you 

down and you’ll slip off the back of the wave, dead in the water. But too much of the 

unconscious mind will make you crash over the edge”. (p. 232).  

Gustavsen (1999, 2008) describes the experience of flow in improvisation as 

being completely absorbed in playing. Gustavsen believes that in this state. The 

improvisers are able to simultaneously be inside and outside of their bodies and 

minds: these are moments of ‘leaping into playing’ where you forget about all 

these tools you’ve learned” […] focusing on qualities––on music as experience. 

(p. 15)  

 

 Berliner (1994), in his extensive interview study with Jazz improvisers, describes 

the inner experience of the improviser in flow as being “caught up in the music”, “dance 

with it,” “expressing [the] total self in the music”. (p. 217). The processes described here, 

which portray peak or flow moments, result from the capacity to go beyond one’s 
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consciousness. That means, the capacity to expand structural patterns that are limited in 

their essence, into actions that expand these limitations, and as such, expand the sense of 

self and capacity for greater meaning and transcendence in the musical moment.  

 Fidelibus (2004) explored music therapists’ flow experiences during joint 

improvisation with their clients. Similar to the previous studies, the researcher describes 

the experience of flow as a movement toward letting go of thinking about “technical and 

harmonic conventions” (p. 50). Other processes toward flow involved the therapists’ 

acceptance of their limitations and break free from self-judgment and other emotional 

barriers. Drawing from mindfulness practice, the findings illuminated the meaning of 

being-in-improvisation as a direct practice for cultivation, presence, empathy, deep 

listening, and compassion. 

Improvisation, Freedom, and Constraints 

 Improvisation in any context is a language of spontaneity, an act of immediacy in 

the “here and now” where the improviser is composing in the moment. This leads us to 

one of the greatest paradoxes of improvisation, which parallels the notion of limits within 

freedom. Pressing (1998b) states that improvisation, or any other form of music-making, 

although aiming for expressive freedom, is ruled by constraints of a diverse nature. These 

constraints have different meanings according to the context and genre of improvisation. 

Although these constraints are seemingly paradoxical, they also “provide the freedom 

that is at the heart of improvisation” (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 180).  

 Nachmanovitch (1990) emphasizes the power of limits in improvisational 

processes, pointing out that the commitment to rules or limits “free [the improviser’s] 

play to attain a profundity and vigor otherwise impossible” (p. 84). At the same time, 
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limitations in improvisational processes “forces us to change our own limits” 

(Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 84) and expand our capacity to practice our will for freedom, 

while choosing to play with or against the convention of “rules” (Ruud, 1998). Therefore, 

the essence of improvisation “ is not breaking with forms and limitations just to be “free”, 

but using them as the very means of transcending ourselves […] Form used well can 

become a very vehicle of freedom, of discovering the creative surprises that liberate 

mind-at-play (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 84).  

 Improvisation, freedom, and knowledge.  Another form of constraint in the 

improvisation process is knowledge. Improvisation, as well as any creative discipline, has 

a foundation of knowledge that defines different structures, styles, and techniques. This 

knowledge, as comprehensively examined by Sudnow (1987), includes the improviser’s 

body, motor memory, and hand positions that provide musical movement repertoire. All 

of this accumulated knowledge, whether it was learned formally or informally and within 

different levels of proficiency, increases the possibilities of the improviser to choose, re-

invent, “rebel” against, and explore in the moment. Berkowitz (2010) compared the 

improvisational process with language stating that constrains within word choice and 

grammar provide rules and elements while still open an “infinite variety within the 

framework they supply” (p. 179). Similarly, musical formulas, along with rules and their 

variation, provide structural tools that allow “for limitless and unique musical expression 

through their use. (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 179-180). In other words, as Berkowitz (2010) 

stresses, constraints within the musical language not only liberate the improviser, but the 

infinite possibilities available in each moment can facilitate “flexibility and freedom” in 

the improvised moment (p. 181).  
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 These elements of knowledge in improvisation are primarily explored in the 

literature of jazz improvisation centered on cognitive and neurological perspectives of 

learning improvisation, which go beyond the boundaries of this study. However, these 

ideas do provide a broader lens to help understand some of the foundational elements and 

processes through which freedom is promoted in the unfolding musical moment that is 

relevant to the present study. 

 In the improvisational process, knowledge and skills can be expressed at both the 

explicit and implicit levels. The explicit level refers to the knowledge of style, rules, 

scales, and other knowledge of musical structures that are learned. According to Pressing 

(1998a), the higher the skills, the more knowledge is internalized within the memory of 

the improviser’s body responses and mental schemas, which allows the improviser to 

develop greater freedom to choose his responses in the moment. Implicit knowledge, in 

its broad definition, refers to processes in which there is a “lack of conscious effort” in 

the musical moment (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 7).  

 Implicit knowledge also refers to the improviser’s intuition, as well as expressions 

that reflect other informal music experiences (Berkowitz, 2010). In the improvised 

musical moment, there is eventually an interplay between the logical or conscious 

processes, and the intuitive or unconscious processes of knowing that nourishes the 

creative freedom and inspiration in the process of improvisation (Tandberg, 2008). 

According to Swanwick (1994), intuitive knowledge is the most important type of 

knowledge in the improvisational process, as it depicts deeper processes of listening and 

inner knowing that expands the freedom and possibilities of musical expression.  
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The Focus and Context of this Study 

 The focus of this study was to understand the improviser’s experience within the 

free act of shaping musical sound in the unfolding moment, both as a musical and human 

phenomenon and as a way to examine the relationships between them and toward life 

itself. So far, small amounts of published research studies have been found on processes 

of free improvisation, specifically in addressing the human experience of the unfolding 

musical moment. Yet, within the existing literature in all related fields, there is an 

emphasis placed on the value of human processes for understanding the meaning of the 

spontaneous act of improvisation, both musically and non-musically (Borgo, 2002; 

Bruscia, 1987; Kanellopoulos, 2011; Nunn, 1998). 

The Improviser’s Experience  

 In his examination of free-improvisation, Nunn (1998) explores the human aspect 

by examining the meaning of the free-driven action in the improvised moment that he 

titles “the wisdom of the impulse” (p. 1). Nunn states that the “impulse” that gives free 

improvisation its directness cannot be viewed as a “mere physiological automatic 

reaction to stimulus […] (Nunn, 1998, p. 2), but as a source of deeper human intelligent. 

Nunn further asserts that similar to life, human behavior, in the process of free 

improvisation, is influenced by multiple factors including physical, psychological, 

cultural, environmental, or emotional factors that direct the human impulse toward the 

musical moment. He points out that, when a person is given a task like making music, 

there needs to be some awareness and predetermination about how sounds do connect 

and how they group themselves into musical characters. But whatever happens,    

The involvement of the human being will be evident [as] there is usually 

something “musical” about the sound which we acknowledge, even 



 

30 

 

though it may be different from what we are used to, it is heard as music. 

It is a human expression. (Nunn, 1998, p. 6). 

 

 As noted earlier, in music therapy literature, free improvisation is viewed from a 

somewhat different lens. Bruscia (1987) views the process of free improvisation looking 

from existential thinking on human processes. According to Bruscia, three dimensions 

depict the improviser’s ways of “being in the world” of improvisation. The first 

dimension pertains to the improviser’s intra-musical relationship, creating musical 

objects and qualities, as well as relationships between the music and the improviser’s 

body. The second dimension pertains to the intrapersonal world of the improviser, such 

as thoughts, feelings, traits, and other inner processes that manifest in and through the 

musical moment. And a third dimension pertains to the inter-musical and interpersonal 

relationships between the improviser to others in joint improvisation.  

 Bruscia (1987) further addresses the notion of freedom as central to the 

manifestation of these existential dimensions, in that the improviser’s freedom to choose 

does not automatically lead to choice. But rather, choice requires a responsibility to own 

one’s music, which requires both the freedom and will to choose, in the moment 

intentionally. Given that, Bruscia (1987) defines freedom as the ability of the improviser 

to “identify and evaluate one’s alternatives and to freely choose the preferred 

alternative”, while will “is the act of choosing” (p. 463). 

 Montuori (2003) discusses the constructive value of the improviser’s will in the 

process of improvisation, drawing from the meaning of the word “extemporize”, which 

means to do something in a “makeshift”. He points out that improvisation, both within art 

and life processes, can be seen as an act of choice, making the best of things while 

awaiting a return to the way things should be done. Thus, referring to the process of 
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improvisation as an “exception, something we can ‘fall back on’ when things don’t go the 

way they should. (p. 244)  

 Improvisation also includes the capacity to recreate and expand possibilities from 

which individuals can grow. Nachmanovitch (2001) emphasizes the parallel processes 

between improvisation and life, stating that improvisation is not just about free invention 

in the moment, but as much about the improviser’s capacity to respond, develop 

flexibility, and adapt to the unfolding musical changes. In improvisation, as in life, the 

improviser needs to respond “freely and easily to the constant stream of so-called 

interruptions that life [as improvisation] throws at us-working into the flow [..,] without 

being thrown by them” (p. 781). Another existential view, suggested by Peter (2012), 

points out that free improvisation not only challenges the aesthetic instinct in free choice 

but also challenges the improviser’s freedom to “respond to a particular existential 

predicament: What to do? How to do it? Like this? Or like that?” (p. 2). 

 Another aspect of the human experience in free improvisation, suggested by 

Montuori (2003), is that in freedom to form, there is a process of self-organization in 

which the improviser is moving between an experience of chaos and order. In this 

process, the improviser is using inner resources, such as knowledge and experience, to 

create musical narratives in which risk-taking, constraints, freedom of choice, and 

possibilities are forming new meaning and order. Montuori explains that to improvise 

means to draw on all our knowledge and personal experience and focus on the very 

moment we are living while freeing the self from the fear of the musical unknown. 

Through this process, the improviser becomes a “participant in the world, rather than 

simply observing it” (Montuori, 2003, p. 246). Therefore, in the improvisation process, 
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we are able not only to make choices, but also develop a perception of “who and where 

we are, and a willingness to take risks” (Montuori, 2003, p. 244), while expanding our 

individual narrative in and through sound making. 

 So far, a paucity of studies has explored the improviser’s personal experience in 

the unfolding musical moment also in relation to life itself. Mathieu (1984) explored the 

improviser’s experience in solo as well as in music-dance duet improvisations. In the 

musical portion of the study, the researcher engaged the participants in three solo 

improvisations that provided a narrative for describing their experiences as they unfolded 

in the moment 

. Mathieu (1984) discusses her findings while explaining the immediacy of the 

improvised act as an intentional process of embodied musicality. Her findings present a 

comprehensive analysis of the improviser’s living experiences of the evolving musical 

moment, such as thoughts, emotions, images, body sensations, and silences that emerged 

in the present moment as a depiction of the improviser living experiences, both inside and 

outside his music. Mathieu further describes the meaning of the living experiences of the 

improvised moment, as parallel to the usual way of being of the improviser, pointing out 

that “ the improvisation is not foreign to what [the improviser] experiences in life in 

general; it is reflective of it” (Mathieu, 1984, p. 85-86). One of the conclusions of her 

study points to the improvisers’ commitment to the process of being in the moment 

through which they were “forming through” sound (p. 154). The author further highlights 

the vitality that manifests during the improvisational process through which the 

improviser’s sounding world promotes an “active and alert commerce” (p. 154), while 

connecting between the objective sound events and the understanding of his self.  
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 Ng (2011) studied his improvisational performances, utilizing an auto-

ethnographic approach, by recording and analyzing 20 piano-free improvisations 

followed by a reflexive listening process. The purpose of his study was to examine the 

“living musical moment” while exploring how embodied knowledge, dialectical 

exchanges (with the listeners), and emotional and intellectual stimulation did construct 

and reconstruct experiences in various contexts for the free improviser. In one of his 

excerpts, Ng (2011) illustrates his “musical living” experience:  

My hands seemed to move on their own volition, guided by my 

connectedness to my thoughts, emotions, body, my instrument, my 

environment […]. I could sing deeply from the self…my emotion rose [...] 

it felt like such as a real reflection of myself, like a sort of self –

recognition. (p. 13)  

 

In his findings, Ng describes the improvisational experience as a feedback loop that 

evolves within three levels of consciousness: 1) The consciousness of musical knowledge 

and automated decision making, 2) Experience-negotiating the evolving sound structure, 

and 3) Assimilate- reflecting on the next immediate actions (p. 26). 

 According to Ng (2011), the improviser’s dynamic involvement in these levels 

constructs musical meaning through a cyclic process in which the improviser is moving 

between constraints and “the attempt to subvert that order” (p. 25). Ng argues that by 

exploring within the order and musical constraints “through interaction between the self 

and the various aspects in a given context “(p. 25), one’s identity is defined. While Ng 

(2011) touches on cognitive and emotional aspects of the improvisational process, his 

study does not explore the psychological nor the interpersonal meanings that promote the 

improviser’s building of his self-identity. Additionally, the study is based solely on the 

researcher’s personal experience. 
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 In another study by Ahonen & Houde (2009), the researchers explored the links 

between Maslow’s theory of self-actualization and peak experiences and the improviser’s 

musical process while being in a joint play. Similar to the current study, the researchers 

utilized interviews that included a reflexive listening to the audio-taped improvisations 

aimed to achieve a closer understanding of what happens during the process of musical 

improvisation. Drawing from the improvisers’ impressions, the findings illustrated 

different levels of experiences that were indicative of processes of self-actualization.  

 The primary findings showed processes toward letting go of thinking, 

identification of unnecessary defenses, growth choices, taking risks in the unknown, self-

awareness, and peak experiences.  The findings also touched on the phenomenon of 

synchronicity and its relevance to human connectedness.  

 The previous studies highlight the manifestation of human experiences in the 

improvised moment. Showing the potential of improvisation as a musical unfolding 

“living” process in which one’s intentionally to choose and act, points to its role in 

promoting personal and interpersonal growth.   

The Dialectic Human Experience in Free Improvisation  

 As addressed in the introduction, the notion of freedom in human experiences is 

not only an individual process but also a process that is viewed within the presence and 

participation together with others. This is also an integral part of the current inquiry. 

Freedom then is a dialectical space that allows human beings to “participate actively and 

continually” (May, 1981, p. 81) while balancing between the individual need for freedom 

and respecting others’ autonomy in finding their freedom, as an act toward compassion 

and empathy (May, 1981). Similarly, the improvisational act is not only an individual 
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process but a dialectical and communicative dynamic space in which the improviser 

“negotiates” between his individual freedom and others’ (Borgo, 2002), while finding 

non-verbal ways to attune to each other’s voice (Stern, 1985). As such, negotiating shared 

freedom is also a relational process that involves listening, acceptance of diversity, and 

responsibility. 

 Kanellopoulos (2011) points out that while the essence of the improvisational 

process stems from the individual choice to pursue musical freedom, it is a process of 

obligation to act meaningfully both in relation to the self and others “and the commitment 

to music-making” (p. 119). According to Kanellopoulos (2011), the dialectical space of 

improvisation can be viewed as “an attitude of consciousness that apprehends improvised 

musical invention as a mode of music practice where freedom and obligation co-exist”  

(p. 120). In this process, responsibility is not only an adherence to social norms among 

improvisers but also an internal dialogue between “forming and realizing musical 

intention” (Kanellopoulos, 2011, p. 120). Furthermore, he argues that free improvisation, 

as a “living process”, not only cultivates responsibility but becomes a dialectical space 

that provides opportunities to practice art and life in the “flux between oughtness and 

freedom, outside and inside, reflection and immersion, interaction and autonomy between 

pursuing the unknown and accepting temporary finalizations” (Kanellopoulos, 2011, p. 

128). 

 Lewis (2013) discusses the dialectical process of improvisation as a “pathway to 

appreciation of ‘others’ and acceptance of personal responsibility in the collective task of 

meaning-making [as] qualities of democratic group communication” (p. 256). Lewis 

(2013) emphasizes that through this negotiation process, the improviser learns to develop 
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aesthetic consciousness and a responsibility to the musical moment that expands their 

listening skills toward a meaningful dialogue both within himself and with other 

improvisers. Similarly, Borgo (2002) discusses improvisation as a space in which the 

negotiation of freedom provides opportunities to share different perspectives and 

worldviews, allowing the articulation of both individual and social meaning within the 

form of music-making.  This encourages improvisers to learn about each other’s musical 

styles, preferences, and expressions, which “allow for a meaningful relationship to 

emerge and be explored” (Borgo, 2002, p. 175). 

  Sansom (2007) explored the lived experience of free improvisation while looking 

at what happens when two professional musicians improvise together. The research 

focused on the relational meaning that emerges through the dialectical interaction also as 

a lens for understanding the development of self-identity while forming of musical 

meaning. The conclusions of the study illuminate the interpersonal element of freedom 

and the improviser’s negotiation between his social roles like following or leading, 

accompanying, or soloing while moving toward freedom and discovery of self–

expression. The study suggests that the improvisation process is an encountering and 

relational process of adaptation and negotiation in which the improviser “fuses and makes 

distinct qualities of experience” (p.10). These qualities include productive aspects, mental 

states, attitudes, and aesthetic preference, in which the improviser is moving between 

connected and detached states of involvement and between intuitive and intellectual 

responses.  

 One of the issues discussed was the improviser’s desire to know what was going 

on in the partner’s mind while improvising, to make a meaningful relationship in and 
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through the musical interplay. This theme emerged throughout the interviews, along with 

the desire to “be as free as one would like to have been” (Sansom, 2007, p. 6). Samson 

describes the process between two improvisers as a unique involvement that reveals a 

relational-continuum, through which both qualities of content and process open freedom 

opportunities for “expression of the self, its denial, rejection, affirmation, 

acknowledgment, and acceptance” (Sansom, 2007, p. 8).  

 In another study, Kossak (2007) explored the dialectical meaning of improvisation 

through a phenomenological, heuristic, and art-based inquiry, in order to understand and 

define the phenomenon of “attunement” within free sound and rhythmic improvisation. In 

this study, the definition of attunement is related to peak experiences and flow, and 

described as a psychological, sensory, and spiritual experience that brings a sense of 

harmony and “feeling at one with another being” (Kossak, 2007, p. 11). The participants 

in the study were musicians and expressive arts therapists who were engaged in a joint 

free improvisation (both dyads and small groups) and a subsequent interview for 

examining their artistic and verbal reflection on their experience. In a similar approach to 

the current study, Kossak (2007) explored the notion of attunement, also looking into its 

therapeutic meaning, in the lived experience of free improvisation. In addition, the 

processes that promote or inhibit attunement were examined. Kossak (2007) identified 

ten stages in the process of attunement and mis-attunement in the shared free 

improvisational space. Among these were: seeking safety and exploring the individual 

territory, taking risks, expressing vulnerability, experiencing mis-attunement, empathy, 

and findings flow. 
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Summary 

 The current review of theory and research showed the depth and breadth through 

which improvisation can be understood, both within artistic and therapeutic contexts, 

illustrating the rich ground upon which personal and interpersonal human processes can 

be explored. Yet, what is missing in most studies, is the attention to the musical qualities 

and musical development, which can provide an additional and important lens for 

understanding how musical choices and dynamic changes are portrayed and reflect the 

improviser’s inner processes.  

 Another factor that was missing in the previous studies was the fact that all 

participants were musicians and belonged to a specific group (i.e., performers, music 

therapists, music/art students). In addition, in all of the studies as reviewed above, 

improvisations were conducted on single or specific instruments, primarily chosen by the 

researcher in either solo or joint improvisation. Therefore, in this study, I sought to 

expand the understanding of improvisation by examining the improvised act (played on a 

variety of musical instruments), looking through the lens of a diverse group of 

participants, including musicians and non-musicians, to gain a broader perspective.  

 The realm of musical improvisation is still considered to be a new area of inquiry 

in the academic community. Hence this study aimed to fill the gap in knowledge both 

within music therapy and other related fields on the potential of free improvisation as a 

practice for cultivating inner and musical growth. 
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The Research Questions 

 While my initial intention was to point to moments that were defined as 

“moments of freedom”, I came to realize that to understand freedom in improvisation I 

needed to shift my focus, and open a wide space for exploration, rather than aim to view 

freedom as an end in itself. My purpose was to look closely and sensitively at the human 

journey into sound-making in order to explore what happens when participants are 

invited to a space of being “free to play” on their own and with another.  Therefore, my 

primary research questions shifted to the following:  

1. What are the improvisers’ experiences of their unfolding musical processes? 

2. Are there significant moments? If so, what are the essential musical and extra-musical 

meanings that underline these moments?  

3. In what ways do these moments depict the improvisers’ perspective on their life? 

My sub-questions were:  

1. What are the conditions that promote the improvisers’ experiences toward attaining 

expressive freedom?  

2. In what way the musical characteristics emerge within significant moments that 

reflect the improvisers’ inner processes?  
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CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Overview of Rationale and Research Design   

 The purpose of this study was to delve into the improviser’s lived experience of 

musical improvisation, to understand the musical and inner process that emerges in the 

attainment of one’s freedom, and its relationship to their life-world experiences. The 

research method that seemed to be the most appropriate for my inquiry was 

Phenomenology- a field of philosophy that seeks to understand and gain insightful 

descriptions of how we experience the world pre-reflectively (Van Manen, 1990). 

Phenomenology is the study of the life-world experiences, “the world we immediately 

experience […] [it] aims at gaining a deeper understanding of our everyday experiences” 

(Van Manen, 1990, p. 9) rather than conceptualizing or abstracting it. Phenomenology 

seeks to discover “the truth of the matter, to describe a phenomenon in the broadest sense 

[…] as it manifests itself to consciousness, to the experiencer” (Moran, 2000, p. 4). 

 The core question of a phenomenological inquiry is: what is the essence of 

experience for those who experience it? It delves into the subjectivity and reflexivity of 

human consciousness to promote a “direct insight into the essence of things” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 49) that cannot be revealed in ordinary observation. Phenomenology is a 

commonly used method in qualitative research that seeks to gain a deep understanding of 

the shared meaning of human experiences, exploring life-world (environmental, physical 

body in space, time, and connection with others), and events as they spontaneously occur 

in the course of daily life (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). 
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Phenomenologists focus on describing what all participants have in common as they 

experience a phenomenon. 

 Initially, my focus was on transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) as 

the methodological framework for this study because it is less concerned with the 

interpretation of the researcher’s personal experience and more focused on describing the 

‘lived experiences’ of the participants in the research. As I proceeded with the interview 

process and the analysis, it became clear to me that my involvement with the participants’ 

music (in a joint improvisation) and their reflections and stories did not only bring 

curiosity but also my personal insights into the underlining meanings of their 

experiences. This process of inquiry became broader than transcendental perspective to 

phenomenology and more closely aligned with Interpretive Phenomenology Analysis 

(IPA).  

 IPA was developed by Jonathan Smith (see Smith et al., 1999) and originated 

from the phenomenology that adheres to Husserl’s philosophy of consciousness, and to 

hermeneutics (theory of interpretation).  IPA recognizes that the researcher’s engagement 

with the participants’ text has interpretive elements. As a consequence, this requires 

careful examination aimed at accessing the participants’ inner world without distorting 

the real meaning of their words (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). Additionally, this 

process allows the researcher to explore and make the most of the potential of 

phenomenological tradition in sharing the participants “lived experience” “without fear of 

distortions” (Alase, 2017, p.13)  
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 The most important aspect of the IPA tradition is the ability of the researcher to 

explore in detail and make sense of the ‘lived experiences’ of the participants (Smith, 

2004) and truly allow the inquiry to convey the phenomenon under study.  

 In IPA, the research questions are broad enough to allow expansive data to 

emerge in a way that is flexible in letting unanticipated themes to emerge (Alase, 2017).  

In the current study, I employed a semi-structured interview that sought to explore both 

immediate reflections on the improvised musical process as well as meaningful moments 

that the participants experienced while listening to the recorded improvisation. The 

questions provided both a focus for the reflection as well as a spontaneous exchange that 

opened a space for deeper insights, feelings, and thoughts around these questions. 

 Following each interview, the recordings were transcribed with detailed accuracy 

giving attention to pauses and vocal gestures as a foundation for further analysis 

(Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). 

Selecting the Participants 

 As I began designing my research, a central question had to do with who I would 

include in this study that would best inform my research questions. I also had to consider 

the variety of participants needed to gain insights from a wide spectrum of human 

experience in improvisation toward the gathering of rich data.  Hence, my aim was to 

have “maximum variation” (Creswell, 2007) in participants, to allow diverse perspectives 

of the phenomena under study to be included. 

 According to Hyncner (1999), “The phenomenon dictates the method, not vice-

versa, including even the type of participants” (p. 156). Therefore, the individuals 

included in this study had to “purposefully inform an understanding of the research 
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problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 125). In other words, 

the first criteria for selecting my participants was their ability to relate to the phenomenon 

under inquiry as “co-researchers” (Moustakas, 1994). My focus was on non-diagnosed 

adults who were interested in exploring this field of free improvisation and were capable 

of reflecting upon and describing their experiences 

 Once the study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Temple 

University, flyers were placed in the Boyer College of Music and Dance and at the local 

facility where drumming groups were held.  As individuals responded, in order to create a 

maximum variation, I selected participants who differed in age, professional background, 

and level of musicianship. My participants included four men and four women to balance 

the gender ratio. Ages ranged from 20 to 70 years old. 

Gathering the Data  

 Initial interview and ethical consideration. I conducted an initial interview via 

phone conversation to gather information on the potential participants’ musical and 

personal backgrounds, as well as to assess their ability to express themselves clearly and 

to gain an understanding of their previous involvement with improvisation. This initial 

phone conversation was significant for building rapport with my participants and preparing 

them for the in-depth interviews with all its parts.   

 Once participants agreed to take part in the study, at our first face-to-face meeting, 

informed consent was given for signature, indicating a willingness to participate in the 

study. I used informed consent adhering to Temple IRB requirements (See APPENDIX A). 

It included the procedures to be used in the research, the length of involvement in the study, 

the permission to audio record the session and information on how the data would be used. 
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The informed consent also included the risk and benefits, as well as the voluntary nature 

of the participation and the participants’ ability to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Also, confidentiality was maintained through the use of pseudonyms given to the 

participants. Any identifying information of the participants drawn from the data was 

omitted from the final document as well as from the data that was shared with other 

professionals. 

 The participants’ backgrounds. In the following section, I will give a general 

description of each participant. This description includes their musical, educational or 

professional backgrounds, as well as the nature of my acquaintance with them.  

 I came to know four of the participants: Sara, Dona, Steve, and Dave, in a 

community group for free improvisation that had weekly meetings.  Sara, 60 years of age, 

a social worker, had an informal musical background, mainly while singing in church 

choirs. She taught herself to play the guitar, but her main interest was singing. Dona, 55 

years old, had a formal education in musicology. However, she never pursued a career in 

her profession. Simon, age 70, had no formal musical background, however, in his early 

years, he took some flute lessons which he occasionally still is practicing and also attends 

to the improvisation group over the last two years. The last one of these four participants 

was Dave, 50 years of age, who was a priest with no formal musical background, yet, he 

told me that he liked to explore new instruments and teach himself new skills such as 

playing the guitar and the keyboard.   

 Of the remaining four, Amanda, 35, is a music therapist with a classical 

background. As a music therapist, Amanda mainly used singing and accompaniment. 
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Mike, 32, was another music therapist. Mike was a percussionist for over a decade, and 

this was his main passion and interest.  

 Gerry and Jenn, the youngest participants, were both jazz majors at Temple 

University. Gerry, 21-year-old, also had a long classical background as a pianist before 

he pursued his jazz studies at the age of 16. Jenn, a 20 years old woman, engaged in 

singing from a very young age in her church choir. Yet, she had only started practicing 

jazz during the last six months before our interview. For both Gerry and Jenn, free 

improvisation (with no rules detached) was a new realm which they had never explored 

until the point of the interview. 

 Data Collection Timelines. The decision to conduct the interview over one 

meeting rather than two or three meetings was mainly practical. Scheduling more than one 

appointment would have been a difficult task for most participants and increased the chance 

of dropouts. Therefore, I invited each participant to one long interview, asking them to 

allow time that could range from four to six hours. This extended time allowed the 

participants to engage with their experiences meaningfully while taking the time to 

improvise, listen to the audio recordings, and reflect. I also received the participants’ 

agreement to contact them by email or phone if I needed to clarify certain answers or ask 

further questions about their experiences. Because of the extended length of the interview, 

breaks were also included in this process so that participants were able to take care of 

personal needs, stretch and leave the music room space for a brief period. 
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The Interview Procedure 

 The interview took place in the music therapy room at Temple University, 

Philadelphia. The room contains a wide variety of instruments, a large space, and a good 

acoustic space for recording the improvisations and the interview. Additionally, this 

space provided an environment that was private and safe. The interview had two parts: 

First, following a short conversation and exploring instruments, the improvisers were 

invited to play a solo, followed by a semi-structured in-depth interview process that 

included listening to the audio recording of their solo improvisation. After a 30-45 min 

break, participants were invited to choose their instruments for playing a joint 

improvisation, followed by listening to that improvisation and a semi-structured in-depth 

interview.  Ruud (1998) emphasizes that the empathic nature of qualitative research 

“must focus on the intentions of the participants we observe” (p. 109). Likewise, Smith et 

al. (2009) state that “the aim of an [IPA] interview is largely to facilitate an interaction 

which permits participants to tell their own stories, in their own words” (p. 57). That also 

means that researchers need to develop bonds with their participants through 

interpersonal and interactive relationships, while also modifying “initial questions in the 

light of participants’ responses” (Ruud, 1988, p. 57).  In the process of gathering the 

participants’ inner experiences, as a researcher, I wanted to create an interactive dialogue, 

through which I connected empathetically to the reality of their “here and now” lived 

experience, to gain an enriched understanding of their perspectives, values, world views, 

and beliefs that manifest in and through their improvisational experiences. 
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 Selecting the instruments for improvisation. Each participant was invited to 

explore and freely choose among a wide variety of instruments such as melodic and 

harmonic instruments, like flutes, piano, and guitar, as well as percussion instruments like 

floor drums, xylophones and smaller sorts like woodblocks and bells. Participants could 

also use their voice. In addition, the choice of instruments for improvisation, both within 

the solo and joint was not limited to only one. In the joint improvisation, I chose my 

instrument after the participants chose their own, following my intuition on what would 

complement the participants’ chosen instruments in the best way, and create a sense of 

balance between sounds, yet support, but not direct the improvisation.  

 Listening procedure.  As a framework and reference to this in-depth listening-

interview process, I adapted a reflexive listening procedure similar to those documented 

by Ferrara (1991), Lee (2000), and Arnason (2002), which have been used by music 

therapists to analyze clients’ improvisations. 

 Ferrara (1984) was the first to present a phenomenological approach to music 

analysis by forming a link between formal analysis of describing the music, to extrinsic 

meanings such as the listener’s feelings, associations, as well as contextual ontological 

meanings that seek to understand the relationship between the music and the composer’s 

(improviser’s) world. Lee (2000) and Arnason (2002) developed methods of analyzing 

musical improvisation through multiple layers of listening, that include the formal 

analysis of musical structures and qualities, as well as different interpretive reflections 

such as feelings, impressions, images, clinical processes, and contexts for unfolding 

multiple levels of meaning from improvisation. In Lee’s (2000) approach to analysis, one 

of the procedures also involves the client’s /improviser’s reflection on significant 
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moments that clients were moved to react to while listening, a procedure that was adapted 

to this study for exploring the participant’s responses to identify significant moments. 

 Based on these approaches, during the interviews, I utilized a reflexive multi-level 

listening sequence for discovering layers of meanings that emerged throughout the 

improvisation process within solo and joint play. In these levels I included 1) an open 

listening, that invited the participants to listen to each of their improvisations and reflect 

on any immediate thoughts, images, feelings, body sensations that emerged during the 

listening and 2) a focused listening that invited the improvisers to target moments that felt 

significant or stood out to them 

. The listening and interview steps.  Following each segment of improvisation 

(first solo and then joint), there were a few moments of silence.  Following the silence, I 

asked the participants to report on their immediate experience of being in the 

improvisation Questions were: 

Describe your immediate experience of the improvised musical moment?  

What feelings, images, sensations come to mind? 

Next, I invited the participants for a retrospective reflection that involved listening to the 

audio recording of each of their improvisations. In this part of the interview, the 

improvisers were invited to engage in an open listening to share their immediate 

reflection on each of their improvisations that included questions such as: 

What thoughts immediately come to mind as you are listening?  

What stands out to you as you listen to the development of the music?  

What feelings, sensations, or images it evokes? 
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Following this initial open listening, I asked the participants to listen again to each of 

their improvisation, this time, asking them to stop the recording at the point where 

something stood out to them in one way or the other. Then we listened again to each of 

the excerpts and discussed their experience through another set of questions. In this semi-

structured interview, questions aimed to explore how these moments conveyed different 

aspects of their experience - musical, personal, and interpersonal- as well as in relation to 

their own life. The following questions guided this part of the interview: 

What do you notice about this moment that was significant to you? 

What stands out to you musically and non-musically as you reflect on this 

moment? 

How does this moment convey a movement toward freedom or lack of freedom? 

In what ways (if at all) your experiences of significant moment, relate or open a 

door to view aspect from your own life?  

Questions that followed the joint improvisation were similar; however, they focused on 

the participant’s perspective on the joint interaction and relational aspect of experience.   

 The nature of the semi-structured interview allowed other relevant questions to 

evolve spontaneously throughout my dialogue with the participants. As the interviewer, it 

was important for me to emphasize to the participants that they could take time to 

respond and allow any thoughts to emerge and share with me. I found it to be an 

important comment as I was noticing many moments of silence that emerged through the 

conversation that allowed the participants to reflect on some of the difficulties they 

experienced in finding words. Nevertheless, I wanted to open as much space for the 

interview to take a natural direction in whatever was emerging in the “here and now” and 
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depict the improvisational process within its whole and parts.  

 The interview/listening sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed. In addition, 

musical excerpts of the participants’ significant moments were transcribed by the help of 

a musician. The transcriptions of the musical excerpts were created via Sibelius 2015 

software for music notation. This software also provided assistive tools for listening to 

the recorded music in a way that allowed greater precision while notating 

 As stated, the purpose of the musical transcriptions was to bring another 

dimension to the finding and show how the verbal meanings conveyed the musical 

meaning and vice versa, as described by the participants.  

Researcher as Participant 

 Being the primary researcher, one of the dilemmas I had encountered while 

designing my study was how to participate in the joint improvisation, as an observer and 

avoid subjective experiences and biases. Considering the purpose of the research, inviting 

another person into improvisation, posed further complications, as well as some ethical 

issues. To avoid these ethical concerns, I participated in the joint improvisation taking the 

role of “participant-observer” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Participant observation, a 

method originally developed for qualitative studies within the fields of anthropology and 

sociology, has been adapted for qualitative studies, as a method of inquiry and data 

gathering (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The researcher is both a participant and an 

observer, with various degrees of involvement (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 

 The aim of this approach was to gain access to individual experiences and world 

views that focus mainly on its social meaning and experiences by the individual or group. 

While this approach to the inquiry can be challenging, in terms of researcher biases and 
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personal involvement, being involved as a participant allows the researcher (while taking 

necessary precautions) to enhance and enrich the data obtained while becoming a part of 

the phenomenon under study (Thompson & Brewer, 2003). “The intent [of the researcher 

participant] is to be true to the things themselves, to study the social world from the 

inside and to offer thick descriptions richly and deeply embedded in the setting under 

study” (Thompson & Brewer, 2003, p. 223). Given that, as an improviser I wanted to 

experience a natural way of playing, seeing myself not in the role of the “therapist” or 

“researcher”, but rather as an equal partner within a co-improvisation in which two 

people were gathered for the purpose of joint play. The process toward bracketing my 

own biases will be further addressed in the epoché  

Materials  

 I used a professional recording device, Zoom H4n Handy Recorder, to record the 

musical improvisation. This type of recording device is geared specifically to high-

performance music recording, where recordings will be automatically stored in an SD 

card inside the device as a digital wave file. Portions of the musical improvisations were 

transferred to mp3 files to provide a musical excerpt from the results. In addition to the 

specific recording devices for the music, a Sony digital recording MZ-R70 mini-disk was 

used to record the interviews. 

 For the process of coding and organizing the verbal data, I used NVivo pro 12- a 

qualitative data analysis software. The program serves not as a method of analysis but as 

a data organizer that allowed me to systematically manage large amounts of textual data 

in the process of coding. The program is designed to assist the qualitative researcher in 

mapping the coded data, as well as tracking these coded textual findings in the raw data. 
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Using this program, I had immediate access to the coded segments extracted across the 

transcribed interview and the sources they had originated from while connecting my 

concepts to the raw data and keeping track of the evolving stages of my analysis 

 Additionally, the program served me by connecting pieces of data, within 

multiple transcriptions, in a flexible, creative, yet systematic way through which I could 

move between the different levels of my analysis, and further synthesize my findings to a 

whole.  

Data Analysis Method 

 Analysis of verbal data. Following Moustakas’ (1994) guidelines to 

phenomenological inquiry, IPA research should also “bracket” away from the ‘lived 

experiences’ of the research participants (Alase, 2017). For this purpose, the researcher 

will “first describe [their own] personal experience with the phenomenon under study [to] 

begin with a full description of his or her own experience of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 

p. 193). In this way, the researcher should be able to avoid interjecting his/her personal 

experiences into the ‘lived experience’ stories of the research participants. My 

experiences and personal beliefs regarding improvisation processes and its human and 

musical aspects were written in my researcher epoché and in my bracketing memos to 

prevent judgments and preconceived ideas. 

 Adapting the guidelines recommended by Smith et al. (1999), and the qualitative 

coding foundational principles suggested by Moustakas (1994) that emphasized 

flexibility, openness and the intuition of the research in the process toward constructing 

essential units of meaning, I took the following steps:  First, I listened to the audio 

recordings of the interview while also reading the transcript several times to immerse 
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myself in the data and write my initial thoughts and observations of potential 

significance. In this first phase of analysis, re-reading the transcript closely allowed me to 

“become as intimate as possible with the [participant’s] accounts, as each reading is 

likely to throw up new insights” (Smith et al., 1999, p. 220).  These initial observations 

were focused on the text but also on other features such as metaphors, symbols, 

repetitions, pauses, emotional response, context, and initial interpretative comments.  

 Next, utilizing the NVivo pro 12 software while re-reading the transcripts, I was 

looking for identifying phrases and words that highlighted the participant’s reflections on 

their process to get as much access to the essence of the participants’ experience. Here, 

the IPA researcher attempts to look from the eyes of their participants, and through 

interpretative dynamic engagement, in an effort to make sense of their subjective 

personal world (Alase, 2017).  

 The process of re-reading and coding included my notes on possible meaning 

units and generated a master list of themes that aimed to portray most accurately the 

interviewee’s issues or concerns. I highlighted and further extracted these meaning units 

and coded them separately, according to the page, line, and transcript numbers. My first 

analysis of the transcribed interviews yielded approximately 500 titles (see the sample, 

APPENDIX D).  Next, I attempted to provide an overall structure to the analysis by 

relating the identified themes into 'clusters', and identified superordinate categories that 

suggested a hierarchical relationship between them. Throughout this process, I was 

looking for connections between the emerging themes, based on conceptual similarities, 

and then grouped them together with a descriptive label while linking this label with the 

appropriate passage in the transcript assisted by NVivo software.  



 

54 

 

 I took further notes while re-reading the raw data to see the connection between 

the verbal excerpts to the categories and subcategories. In this stage, I also conducted a 

focused analysis of the participants’ words on each of their significant moments (see the 

sample, APPENDIX E) to look for interconnectedness between the emerged categories as 

well as looking for relationships with the raw data as a whole. My aim was to capture an 

exhaustive description of the phenomenon while returning again and again to the raw 

data and research questions and intuitively integrating it with the structural descriptions 

“into a unified statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a 

whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 100). 

 Through this repetitive analysis, of going from the central themes to the natural 

units, categories that depict clusters of themes were enumerated.  My aim was to reduce 

redundancy and tie the units together into essential descriptive themes that would further 

be tied to each group’s meanings and the raw data.  The results of the analysis were 

formed into a final categorization (See APPENDIX F) of the essential meaning units that 

constructed my findings. 

Musical analysis. The musical excerpts of significant moments were analyzed 

with the intent of describing the improvisers’ perspectives on their musical process, 

looking into the musical qualities that depicted significant moments both within solo and 

joint improvisation in terms of dynamics, tonality, rhythm, and harmonic environment. 

The musical excerpts provided another dimension for better understanding the textual 

data, and how the objective musical qualities embodied the improvisers’ subjective 

experiences and world views. That being said, in few cases, only an audio file is 

presented, mainly due to complications of transcription of the musical excerpt. 
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Summary of analysis.  The final stage of coding became the structure for 

embedding the narratives that described the phenomenon. The themes were exemplified 

with extracts from the interviews, along with the researcher's analytical comments. 

Comments also referred to the musical excerpts and the relationship formed between the 

music and the improvisers’ words.  According to Smith and Pietkiewicz (2014), the use 

of the interviewees’ own words to illustrate the themes enables the reader to “assess the 

pertinence of the interpretations [while also retaining] the voice of the participants’ 

personal experience and gives a chance to present the emic perspective” (p. 13).  

Following the IPA tradition (Smith and Pietkiewicz, 2014; Smith et al., 1999), these 

narrative accounts are followed by a discussion section formed around the identified 

themes and are connected with existing literature. 

Epoché 

The concept of Epoché, coined by Husserl (Moustakas, 1994), describes the core 

philosophy of the researcher's position in the process of gathering new knowledge on the 

phenomenon under study. As a” curious observer”, I wanted to allow the participants to 

tell their story in their own way of seeing their reality, not influencing its course with my 

personal perspectives throughout the interview and further in the analysis. In this process 

of balancing my role as I began the study, I remained cognizant of my own experiences 

in improvisation both as a musician and a music therapist. 

 Being a long-time improviser, I noticed the connection between the development 

of my musical expression and inner being both in the musical act as in my approach to 

life itself. My long-time involvement with this practice opened me to the questions on 

human freedom and the ways one can negotiate freedom while being “free to play”, with 
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no rules attached. My personal process, as well as my encounter with clients in my 

clinical practice, have led me to observe and believe in both the simplicity and 

complexity of the improvised act. I believed that if I as co-improviser didn’t take a 

controlling role in the improvisation that a natural flow would occur. On the other hand, I 

believed that my role as co-improviser was to serve as a guide to the unfolding joint 

improvisation. While these past experiences have nurtured the birth of this study, I was 

cognizant of the expectations I had and the need to open myself to develop another "ear" 

while listening to other improvisers' experiences. 

According to Husserl (Butler, 2016) to understand the essence of a phenomenon, 

the researcher should engage in a continuous process of bracketing to look past his or her 

own experiences. Hence, observing the phenomenon without judgment to be "free to 

interpret a separate reality" (Butler, 2016, p. 2036).  Accordingly, by bracketing my past 

experiences and preconceptions, I conducted analytical memos that included my 

reflections on my experiences with the participants throughout the research process and 

reflexive notes on my own interpretations, in order to become aware of possible biases. In 

this way, I worked to develop my openness, intuition, and flexibility in grasping the 

improvisers' experiences as closely as possible to the true meaning of their words. This 

continuous process was my foundation in shaping the development of my analysis 

through a non-judgmental perspective on the essential meanings of the phenomenon 

under study, while also maintaining vigilance that my pre-conceived notions would not 

lead to misinterpretation of the data presented to me. 
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Trustworthiness and Confidentiality 

 An important path toward the credibility of my findings belonged to the time I 

was spending with my participants.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) emphasize the importance 

of “prolonged engagement” to achieve an understanding and learn about the “culture”, 

testing for misinformation introduced by distortions whether of the self of the 

respondents and build trust” (p. 301). In this regard, trust was built, starting from the 

initial interview I was conducting with each participant. Then throughout the five hours 

of interviewing, trust was further established, as well as brought into discussions by the 

participants, as I was leading them through the verbal discussion and musically 

improvised experiences. 

Following another level of trustworthiness, member checks were used throughout 

the study to validate the accuracy of the data at the beginning and at the end of the textual 

data collection. I obtained participants’ checks by asking them to read the transcribed 

interview in which they had participated. The primary aim of the member check was to 

ensure the participants’ words are compatible with what they actually intended to say.  

Apart from the validity process, following the interview, I added questions and asked the 

participants for clarification or expansion to their view they had discussed with me in 

their interview. I used investigator triangulation to enhance external validation (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 After receiving consent from the interviewees, I randomly chose three transcribed 

interviews. I sent them to my dissertation advisor, a music therapist colleague, and 

another musician colleague for their impressions on the narratives. While analyzing my 

data, their comments on significant words/phrases, as well as on my initial coding, were 
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taken into consideration. I also employed triangulation by using multiple data collection. 

I achieved this by expanding the data into two dimensions through which my findings 

were formed: Analysis of the verbal data, and descriptions of musical transcribed 

segments. Utilizing thick description, my aim was to enhance the validity of my findings 

and present a holistic view of their meanings.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

Part A: The Five Phases of Improvisation 

Introduction 

“Free improvisation is not an action resulting from freedom, it is an action directed 

towards freedom” – Davey Williams 

 

 The notion of freedom lies at the core of this study, but the path that this inquiry 

took shifted its focal point somewhat. Rather than exploring the process through 

“moments of freedom” (or the lack of them) as an end in itself, the focus shifted to the 

exploration of “significant moments” that arise in the process of improvising and the 

human tendency to gravitate toward one’s freedom to create.  

 Improvisation thus became a space for observing the individual and collective 

meanings that emerged inside and outside the spontaneous creation of music. This 

understanding has informed the answers to the primary research questions:  
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RQ1: What are the improvisers’ experiences of their unfolding musical process?  

RQ2: Are there significant moments? If so, what are the essential musical and 

extra-musical elements that underline these moments?  

RQ3: In what ways do these moments depict the improvisers’ perspective on their 

lives?  

Through my interviews with the participants, who I will call “the improvisers,” I wanted 

to understand their experience of being-in-a-process during improvisation: the way it 

emerges from the beginning of silence, just before the first note, and persist to the final 

note and the silence that follows. The procedures and interview questions guided the 

improvisers in exploring thoughts, feelings, body sensations, and images that were 

evoked immediately after improvising, and reflected on later while listening to the audio 

recording of their improvisations. By exploring both solo and joint improvisations, my 

aim was not to conduct a comparison between the two. But rather, to present these 

experiences as a continuum, one in which experiences of “self” and “the self with 

another” can be understood interchangeably within four focal points: 

1. Intrapersonal, in which the improvisers’ thought processes related to the self 

while listening to and reflecting on the improvisation;  

2. Intra-musical, in which the improvisers focused on their relationships to the 

music and its musical qualities;  

3. Interpersonal, in which the improvisers’ thoughts processes related to another 

(improviser’s) while reflecting on and listening to their joint improvisations; and  

4. Inter-musical, in which the improvisers’ thought processes focused on 

another’s music and its musical qualities. 
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 An additional emphasis of this study was the notion of “another” (or “other”). 

Although represented by the researcher as a participant or observer, the reference to 

“another” should be viewed within the wider relational perspective of the improvisation 

process from the viewpoints of the improvisers.  

 Through lengthy engagement with the data—derived from the reflections and 

listening experiences of the improvisers from beginning to the ending of each 

improvisation—and the process of categorization, I came to recognize the multi-

dimensional levels of the improvisation process. From the improvisers’ narratives, I have 

identified five distinct yet interconnected phases that showed the different qualities and 

directions within both solo and joint process of improvisation: Acceptance and Trust, 

Adaptation, Emergence, Transcendence, and Expansion. 

 As found through the process of this inquiry, the phases represent a non-linear 

system (see Figure 1), as within the nature of spontaneous act and form a circular 

movement (or a loop) in which they emerge. Nevertheless, the order in which I 

constructed the five phases aimed to show the path of developments of the improvisers’ 

journeys, capturing the wholeness of the improvisation experiences starting from the 

silence before the first note to the silence that follows the last. 
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Figure 1.  Five phases of improvisation  
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 The first phase, Acceptance and Trust, illuminated the awareness of the 

improvisers as they worked through their inhibitions while simultaneously establishing 

basic trust and acceptance toward themselves and the presence of another (the researcher/ 

listener). The next phase, Adaptation, refers to transitional moments during which the 

improvisers entered a process of searching for or questioning their musical direction 

while moving forward, on their own, or with another. The third phase, Emergence, 

articulates risk-taking moments, and the discovery of new and expanded boundaries. This 

phase also describes the emergence of a “we -experience”, manifested through significant 

moments within the joint interplay. The fourth phase, Transcendence, refers to moments 

of entering into a deeper state of listening within experiences of musical flow with self 

and with the joint of another. The fifth phase, Expansion, describes the transformational 

qualities of experience conveyed within a deep sense of joy. 

 To lend a multi-dimensional view to the summary of these findings, this chapter is 

punctuated by short poems I composed, based on significant words from the improvisers’ 

reflections that capture the essence of experiences within the various themes and 

categories. I also included the transcribed excerpts and links to audio mp3 recordings 

(See APPENDIX C) of significant musical moments. While the transcribed excerpts were 

not used for a detailed musical analysis, they provide a visual illustration to accompany 

the audio excerpts and musical description given throughout the narratives; showing the 

musical “road-map” of the dynamic changes in the improvised musical moment.  
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Phase I: Acceptance and Trust  

I wish to accept things as they are  

To trust 

I wish to free my mind from worrying 

I wish to free my mind from thinking     

I can hear this voice again 

What if I mess up? 

What if I’m singing out of tune?                        

What if I fall? 

Can I let go?  

 

Letting Go (Breaking Free from)  

 The narratives that follow, drawn from the improvisers’ own words, illustrate a 

range of mental struggles that are rooted in patterns of thinking and feelings that 

interrupted or inhibited their sense of flow in the musical moment. As they described 

these experiences, the improvisers reflected on these internal thought processes and the 

connections between those thoughts and past experiences.  Their inner dialogue allowed 

them to “let go” of their inhibitions and past preconceptions about their musical 

experience, regardless of the level of musicality, and reconnect with the present musical 

moment toward future possibilities. 

 Worries about mistakes.  A principal characteristic of the sense of inhibition that 

the improvisers described was a tendency to worry about not following specific rules and 

facing their own “mistakes.” The narratives that follow present the inhibited thought 
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processes that the improvisers experienced, especially in the initial stages of 

improvisation, and the various ways in which the improvisers expressed their fears of 

failure: 

 Breaking free from my ropes of conventions 

 Rules and expectations 

 I wish to go out of the rhythm 

 Maybe a little out of the scale 

 It is strange to me 

 Is it a mistake? 

 Jenn and Gerry, who had become accustomed to improvising within a structured 

framework while studying the art of jazz, became aware of the way jazz-structures 

influenced their improvisational thought processes and choice-making. Jenn, a vocalist 

who was taking her first steps in the field of jazz, was hesitant when I invited her to 

improvise a solo on her chosen instrument—her own voice. After a minute of 

improvisation, she stopped, looking a bit embarrassed. I suggested that she give it another 

try, reminding her that this was a “no wrong notes” form of improvisation. Even though 

Jenn was confident about her vocal abilities, her encounter with free improvisation 

challenged her familiar boundaries. Later in our conversation during the interview, she 

reflected on the moment when she stopped singing, having become aware of her fears 

and the worry that she would “fail.” She also expressed a wish to overcome this block: 

There was that kind of tension . . . like, maybe it’s not going to happen as I 

move forward, letting go of my constraints, my worries about messing up. 

Well, in the music, when I improvise, there is still that voice that says, 

what if I mess up?  What if I don’t hit the right interval? What if I’m 

singing out of tune? What if my intonation is off? What if? All that kind of 

“what if” stuff, of worries, takes away all the pleasure of creating because 
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you’re busy with what could go wrong.  So it’s also a process where I 

need to break free of these worries to do things “right,” trying to go again, 

being myself, and just enjoying the process of music-making. 

 

 Improvisation was familiar territory for Gerry, a jazz pianist. However, this was 

the first time that he had been invited to improvise freestyle. He recounted the inner 

struggle to let go of his tendency to follow the traditional harmonic progression, in line 

with the known rules to which he had become attached:  

What comes up to my mind is the thought that I played way too many 

chords. I was worried, sometimes, with trying to complete harmonic 

structures down, which may just be because I used to do that in jazz. There 

were moments that I felt worried and was critical in a way, thinking about 

using the “right” chords changes, not allowing a melody to emerge. And 

that took away my freedom to express myself more fully. 

 

Gerry explained further by using an image to emphasize his feelings of “letting go” that 

was evoked in his transition to the “no rule” zone: 

It feels like coming out of prison after six years, saying, “Hey, there is 

green grass, there is open air.” You need to go through a period of 

adjustment to break free from this mental prison in order to explore what’s 

out there. It is beyond what is familiar to you: how an invitation to play 

freely can take away your freedom, especially if you can’t break free of 

the mental lock and become stuck on worrying about leaving your comfort 

zone. 

 

 Expectations of sounding “good enough.”  Another aspect of the improvisers’ 

worries about their mistakes regarded letting go of their desire to “sound good,” instead 

of engaging their trust through the knowledge that there were no judges present to 

evaluate their spontaneous performances. 
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I wish to let things be 

Surrendering to this moment 

Stop wanting to “sound good” 

Not worrying, am I right or wrong? 

Just do it 

Find my flow 

What If I just let go? 

 Amanda and Dona both referenced their classical background as a presence that 

contradicted their musical intentions in the improvised moment. Amanda referred to the 

many ways in which her strict and traditional musical upbringing played a role in her 

expectation that she should be following a set of rules: 

Part of me feels constricted by that and also wants to break free of the 

structure, but I don’t always dare to go other ways. I can sometimes be so 

critical of myself, like thinking, “Oh! You should have done this, this way, 

why don’t you finish it that way?” Sometimes, I stick to the structure too 

much, expecting myself to obey the “rules.” . . .  I needed to break free 

from these expectations in order to do that. 

 

Dona was aware of her tendency to follow defined patterns or rules, especially when 

playing the flute, the instrument on which she first developed as a classical musician. For 

that reason, she decided to improvise on an instrument to which she had only recently 

been introduced, playing her solo on the Kalimba. Dona was enthusiastic about exploring 

the instrument’s new sounds. However, when she began to play, her thoughts led her to 

old expectations of sounding “right,” the very expectations that she was trying to 

transcend: 
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I was trained classically, and I was really steeped in the classical culture in 

terms of self-judgment and perfection and all of that stuff.  The whole idea 

that there are no wrong notes was totally new to me, and it took me a long 

time to get over the idea that something that I had produced was not 

wrong. Sometimes it sounds good and other times it doesn’t, and that’s 

okay. It doesn’t intimidate me as before. I can let go—just move on, 

breathe, and enjoy this freedom that has been given to me. It is accepting 

what is happening at the moment, freeing me of worrying about being 

“better.” 

 

 Speaking to the critical voice.  Another aspect of the inhibitions was that of 

confronting one’s own judgment, especially the tendency to analyze one’s musical 

choices instead of allowing them to unfold as they are. Mike, Sara, and Simon all spoke 

about their awareness of the inner critic and the inhibiting force that exerted on the 

improvised moment:   

Can I be in tune with my own limitations? 

Free of judgment 

Free the voices that ask 

Are you good enough? 

Can I give myself grace?  

Find contentment 

Free my mind  

Mike, despite the comfort of being behind his drum, found himself experiencing 

moments of some mental block during which he tended to evaluate his mode of playing 

to make it sound more “perfect.” Mike described his process of letting go as follows. 

The difference in this condition is the degree to which I feel I can trust 

myself, my musical self, my pre-conscious or non-evaluating self, 

something along those lines. And be as open as I can ever be with letting it 

happen, not needing to plan it, not imagining there is some music critic 

there listening and judging, whether one’s own voice or others’. I wasn't 

sure where I was going rhythmically, and I felt myself waver, and in this 
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moment, this flash of a moment I was like: do I want to have made this 

rhythmic no kind of errors? . . . So that kind of barrier was in my 

awareness for a moment or two, until I was able to let go of these little 

worries.  

 

As our conversation about judgment continued, Mike reconsidered the value he placed in 

judgment and the boundaries between being judgmental about and evaluating the 

progress of one’s music. He understood the latter as an important vehicle on the road to 

finding his freedom:  

I think that there is always judgment, thinking: Does this sound good? Can 

I do this better? Or, what does this piece of music need? Did it express 

what I’m trying to express? The kind of thinking that is maybe necessary 

for limiting freedom, but, on the other hand, [it] can be the bridge to 

finding it. 

 

 Sara, a social worker, has been participating in choirs and other musical 

community events across different stages of her life- found these experiences enjoyable. 

Nevertheless, she felt many times the expectation (both hers and others’) that she should 

be performing at a level of proficiency beyond her capabilities. Consequently, she found 

herself gradually withdrawing from participation in musical activities. After being 

introduced to the art of improvisation, she found herself able, gradually, to regain her 

musical confidence while also learning to be less judgmental.  Following her solo 

experience, she shared her feelings about this pressure to “perform,” which she 

considered from a social point of view:  

I sometimes can feel that pressure to perform, and everyone goes, “Oh my 

God,” not me. I'm not a singer or whatever. This pressure that somehow 

it’s got to be an improv performance breaks a lot of it. And so, that means 

letting the inner critic step aside, letting judgment step aside, freeing your 

expectations to sound a certain way. It allows that to happen with a lot less 

judgment, rather than, “Oh shoot, I missed the measure— now I am really 

screwed.”  
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 In a similar vein, Simon shared his experience of struggling through moments of 

self-judgment while engaging too much of his analytical thinking, which prevented him 

from finding an emotional connection to the sound he was creating: 

Sometimes, this freedom of my emotional being not totally there yet, 

thinking, well, “Should it be C-sharp or C?” Thinking of what is going on 

around me, or what else I would like to hear. It is at these points that I hear 

the voice of my own judgment crawling, and it’s telling me, “Hey, you 

probably can do better.” But then I can’t hear my own sounds anymore 

and really be in the experience. And the practice is to let go of your own 

judgment so you can move forward and enjoy the act of playing; or, 

otherwise, it’s no longer playing.  

 

Accepting Limitations 

Another element of this foundational level of Acceptance concerned the improvisers’ 

sense of competency. While addressing their need to feel comfortable with a certain level 

of musical skills and knowledge, they also recognized the limitations of their 

competency.  

 Feeling comfortable with my instrument.  The following narratives illustrate 

the improvisers’ perspectives on their competency with their instrument of choice and the 

rationale behind that competency. Their words expressed the need to feel a sense of 

control, on the one hand, and the need to let go, on the other hand, accepting their 

musical limitations to fulfill their expressive freedom. 

 Mike, sharing the personal connection he felt to the drum, spoke about the 

balance he seeks between his formal understanding of the drum and feeling comfortable 

taking steps out of his musical comfort zone:  

I have these patterns, you know, my relationship, the history of my 

drumming and, in some ways, that’s what allows me to not have to think 

about it, but also still kind of creates a confine, because I might be 

attached too much with . . . So, too much comfort can also be a limitation, 

and then the journey is to break free from it, moving out of my comfort 
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zone. On the other hand, I have my limitations; I need to be aware of it, 

accept it. I don’t want to feel completely uncomfortable.  

 

 Dona also shared her wish for comfort combined with an awareness of her own 

limitations when she chose the Kalimba as her improvisation instrument. The fact that 

Dona had no previous connection to the instrument allowed her to enjoy the experience 

of free exploration despite her technical limitations. She stated: 

I’ve been sitting at home doing some exploration with the Kalimba, just 

trying to see what it sounds like. It’s like if I were on a piano, I would be 

thinking about the notes . . . Whereas here, I don’t know what they are yet, 

so I’m free from all of that. It’s just a pure exploration of what this sound 

is like and what that sound is like, and I’m just trying different things, 

which is so pleasurable. 

 

 Simon, like Dona, chose an instrument that he had only recently begun to explore, 

the Hang drum. Not knowing the instrument well liberated his mind from focusing on 

doing things correctly or evaluating his skills, which were his tendencies when playing 

the flute (which he chose to play later, during our joint improvisation): 

With this instrument, I have fewer technical problems than with the flute, 

because I’m just really learning how to improvise on this; so, in a way, I 

feel more free with this I instrument, not being attached to any rules, 

notes, or technical challenges. 

 

Simon spoke further about how the structure and aesthetic component of the Hang drum 

gave him the freedom he desired even though it was a new playing experience: 

This instrument that I chose creates such beautiful sounds. Also, there are 

only a few notes that kind of go together, even if they don't seem like they 

do. It creates this kind of comfort in a way, and a structure, so I'm less 

worried about doing things “right.” 
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 Balancing explicit and implicit knowledge.  In the narratives that follow, Sara, 

Dona and Dan reflect on the balance between their need for knowledge and skills and 

their wish to discover a space that extends beyond explicit knowledge, to let go of their 

expectations and find expressive freedom even within the limitations of their 

competency. Sara spoke about her past musical experiences, which bound her to 

“perform well” and to develop her musical skills as a condition of the appropriate musical 

expression. From the perspective of her improvisational experiences (past and present), it 

gave a space that allowed her to re-examine her ability to move beyond the need for the 

traditional musical thinking, and to follow her implicit knowledge: 

Sometimes, I'm holding back because I feel like I don't have enough 

knowledge and skills. I'm holding back because I haven't really given 

myself permission to just go wherever I want to go, and ironically that is 

what you just gave me the chance to do. 

 

Sara also looked back at her past improvisation experiences, where she had found herself 

inhibited by thoughts of her insufficient musical skills: 

Wherever I go to improvise with others, I still have to work those skills. I 

need to keep working on my skills to get better at whatever it is that I'm 

trying to do. So eventually that knowledge and skills become essential to 

the process […]But I feel that I need to find that balance between my need 

to feel competent, maybe more when playing with others, and accepting 

where I am at, using the skills I do have, and let myself explore without 

thinking of how skillful or not I am. 

 

 Like Sara, Dona went back to her former musical experience, which had obliged 

her to rely on explicit knowledge when studying jazz improvisation. This, for her, was 

too restricting, because it took away much of her ability to express herself freely without 

worrying about whether she was doing things right: 
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When I was in college, I took a jazz improv class, and it didn’t stick for 

me because there were so many restrictions, particularly doing improv to 

harmonic progressions […] So, the kind of improv that I like to do is one 

that frees me from thinking about it too much.  And one of the things I’m 

loving about the Kalimba is that I’m sort of getting the layout of it that my 

head does understand, but I don’t know what these notes are yet. 

 

Dona further emphasized the balance required between explicit and implicit knowledge, 

as a prerequisite for discovering her sense of freedom while playing an instrument: 

I think that on the one hand, having the necessary knowledge certainly 

promotes this process. But there is also a wonderful sense of freedom, for 

me as a classically trained musician, from too many restrictions like 

you’ve got to be in a key or harmony. So this kind of permission that I 

don’t need to know gives me much space to move and even sing at the top 

of it: something I’ve never been able to do. It’s interesting that once I 

accept my limits, the door of possibilities suddenly opens.  

 

 While Dona emphasized the need to expand her implicit knowledge, Dan spoke 

about the way he considered musical competency to be an important element toward 

attaining his sense of freedom. However, his words at the same time illuminated the need 

to find balance, through letting go of the thoughts about his limitations, irrespective of his 

level of knowledge and skill: 

Yet it's much easier for me to learn an instrument because music is 

familiar territory for me, but I don't feel free when I'm dancing. I enjoy it 

very much, but I don't feel free because I'm conscious of my own 

limitations and maybe too embarrassed to accept them. I'm not free to 

improvise while dancing, as I have to think about it very carefully because 

I don't know the material well. On the other hand, I can feel free to 

improvise within the limitation of my musical abilities and in a musical 

setting. I guess you have to find that balance between your knowledge and 

skills, and your ability to accept your own limitations and go with the 

resources you have. 

 

As our conversation ensued, Dan referred to a moment during his solo improvisation (sig. 

moment 1) when he found himself able to accept his limitations, while struggling to 
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progress with a rhythmic pattern that was becoming too complicated especially during an 

acceleration (bars 5-7) which constrained his movement forward. Nevertheless, once he 

accepted his own limitations, he gradually slowed down and returned to his previous 

rhythmic pattern (bars 8-12) from which he could regain his sense of freedom: 

I started, just tapping, repeating, and hearing it. I created a very simple 

pattern, more or less repeating it …I heard myself attempting a more 

complicated rhythm, which I was not able to sustain. At the point, I was 

engaging too much thinking, which naturally took away this playfulness 

that I wished to create. But once I realized that I was not as free as I 

wished to be. I shifted my play to a simpler pattern, using more of an 

intuitive way of playing rather than pushing myself toward something I 

cannot perform, which allowed me to move forward, feeling freer.

Musical Example 1. Dan’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 Like Dan, Jenn experienced her lack of freedom while thinking too much about 

implementing her musical knowledge and her own expectations of reaching higher. She 

referred her reflection to the end of her solo improvisation (see example 1), where she felt 

a lack of spontaneity due to her expectations to perform “good enough”. Yet, at one 
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point, she was able to acknowledge her limitations (following a short pause) and to let go 

of her wish to reach and sustain a higher level of skill, as initially strived for. Rather, she 

made a conscious choice to stay in the mid-range, where she could regain her freedom 

within her limitations, informed by a more structured way of singing: 

I was less spontaneous at these ending moments… I guess I noticed what 

was being produced because I think I even stopped for a second. So I was 

engaging too much of my thinking mind, and that’s the point where I 

didn’t feel free any longer.  But I didn't feel I intimidated, and after I 

paused (bar 4), I tried to let go and to say, that’s okay, be where you are, 

you don't need to reach higher, just accept your limitations and enjoy, feel 

what this moment needs, what I need, rather than what I should be doing. 

It is so liberating, and I guess that’s why a big laugh came at the end of my 

improvisation.

 

 

Musical Example 2. Jenn’s second significant moment during solo improvisation 
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Finding Trust  

There you are 

Giving me the chance to hear my voice 

Listening 

With no judgment 

No restriction 

I feel safe 

 Feeling safety within a non-judgmental environment.  In this study, my 

multiple roles, as a researcher, an improviser, and as a listener, evoked mixed feelings 

among the participants, who needed to establish a basic level of trust to support their 

sense of safety and feelings of acceptance. All of the participants, regardless of our 

previous relationships, spoke about being conscious of me being a listener (their 

audience), and their need for a non-judgmental and accepting environment. The 

following narratives highlight the state of mind and awareness of the improvisers, at the 

initial stage, with regard to basic trust and the sense of acceptance:  

Dona:  

I was feeling kind of a little self-conscious because here I am playing in 

front of somebody. However, I felt comfortable knowing your open-

minded way of listening.  

 

Mike:  

I was aware of like, okay, someone is listening to me and recording, you 

know, I don't know if that had an effect, but I was just like being aware of 

this, okay this is me, saying something through my drumming.  
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Sara:  

I was also aware that you are here, listening, but this was a kind of 

audience I could trust. I could feel you are listening with no judgment, and 

you're involved and interested in listening. 

 

Simon:   

I guess during that time I just played, there was a little bit of a challenge 

being in this environment, somebody is listening to what I’m doing…I had 

to let go of this thought, that someone there might judge me, or even my 

own critique. So you need to break free from judgment, your own and 

others’, or otherwise, this process would be very limiting and not so 

enjoyable. 

 

Amanda:  

I think I just made an assumption about what your experience with 

improvisation was… Then I remember telling myself like, just let it go… 

As I felt that your presence was very calm and accepting, and you weren’t 

intrusive in any way, so whatever I did was fine. If I didn’t know you, I 

don’t think it would have been a difference, so if you were to be present in 

the same way… accepting as I feel you are, I would have felt encouraged 

to just play as I wanted to. 

 

Gerry:  

[I felt] you are here to observe and listen, but no way to judge me, that’s a 

big part of it, because you know, a lot of the music I play is in front of 

people. Having others not necessarily saying something, but they are 

judging what you’re doing and making opinions.  

 

Jenn:   

I noticed I was kind of judging myself and thinking too much, like what 

key am I? What’s going on? And then thinking, oh no, that was terrible. 

And then, when I stopped and you invited me to start my improv again, I 

felt much better, understanding that you are not here to judge me, and I 

needed to let go of thinking too much, free my mind from worrying.  
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Phase II: Adaptation  

Not knowing what needs to happen 

Shall I keep my rhythm? 

And wait for something to come out 

I can give myself a pause 

Then choose another way 

I can give myself the grace 

No need to fill the whole 

No need to rush 

Just wait, it will come 

 The phase of Adaptation describes moments of uncertainty in the unknown of the 

improvised moment. During this phase, the improvisers were searching their way toward 

a clearer direction, both within their own music and in the search toward the meeting with 

another. In these moments, the improvisers experienced their own doubts and questions. 

At the same time, they also sought to let go of their desire for an answer or a “good 

product” but move forward and regain their inner trust in the unfolding musical moment. 

Searching within One’s Sound 

 While the act of searching has a dynamic presence in the unknown of the 

improvised process, the descriptions by the improvisers also produced a paradoxical 

meaning. The improvisers referred to moments of “holding” or “waiting” as an integral 

part of their exploration. As such, these moments of searching served as a bridge of sorts, 

allowing the improviser to develop greater intentionality toward meaning within their 

own sound and in relation to another sound.  



 

78 

 

 Moving forward despite uncertainty.  Being in uncertainty demanded the 

improvisers to search for creative resources while enhancing their curiosity, listening, and 

trust in the ongoing process of searching. In the following narratives, Jenn and Mike 

describe their experience of uncertainty during their solo. Their words present both their 

struggles and the strength they found throughout these moments. Jenn described her 

moment of uncertainty as an essential element of the mystery of her musical story, as 

well as an opportunity for “breathing out”. These conditions brought greater alertness to 

the unfolding process and the waiting for discovery:  

[There is] some meaning that I search for. It’s like telling a story, it begins 

with something that may not yet be clear. And there are all sorts of 

developments, some known, some unknown, and uncertainty like the 

mystery part in the story that keeps you alert and curious about how things 

will unfold.  It pushes you forward till there is some answer, some clarity 

regarding its direction and meaning. I also noticed my breathing, just like 

in everyday conversation, you start talking, and then you need to pause so 

you make a space for breathing out, allowing for new ideas to evolve. You 

need to find a space to pause and reflect so you may see something you 

haven't seen or understood before. 

 

 Mike's reflection on his second listening experience of his solo improvisation, 

drew his attention to feelings of doubt that he experienced as he began playing (see 

Musical Example 3)—moving between the will to remain within the familiar patterns, 

and his wish to resist it:  

I like that it has this kind of slope to it like there was a part of me that 

would have liked to keep on doing that, but I remember thinking, I’ve got 

to move on. I want to move on even though it felt very enjoyable, doing 

that. It was almost like a reverse sequence or something. It was like a 

moment of indulging myself into this rhythm, and I didn’t want to indulge 

myself too much in this swaying, I had to keep moving on. 

I was kind of immersed in this rhythm (bars 1-3), in trying to make sense 

of it and trying to live in that way. But very quickly, my rhythm started to 

take a shift and I sensed this feeling of not being sure what to do, wanting 
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to break out, feeling a little confused or resistant to this world. But there 

was always this need to keep moving and it shifted (bars 4-5.) gradually, 

grew in dynamic and tempo, still trying to make sense of it and on the 

other hand surrendering to it, which brought me to another transitioning, 

where I was able to let go of the need for an immediate answer how to 

move. Then, I felt I can let it be what it is, and the intensity of rhythms 

decreased, leaving more space to reflect (bars 6-7) and feel where I’m 

going with this. So it was this movement in uncertainty, but at the same 

time, I felt I was more attentive to what I was doing. 

 

 

Musical Example 3. Mike’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

When I asked Mike about the meaning of his resistance, he referred to his wish to look 

beyond the pattern, to stay open and curious about the answer he was searching for: 

The narrative for me was like I'm in this place, I'm really curious, I want to 

be part of it, and then the resistance was, I don't know, maybe I don't want 

to be part of it, or maybe I'm not sure what do to, wanting to break free of 

it in some way. However, I kept going, searching, not aiming for 

something, knowing something will come. And then, after some time, I 

noticed a counter-rhythm coming without thinking consciously about it. It 

almost felt like, see if I can push over here, push over there, and break free 

from the previous pattern. 
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The uncertainty also meets the improvisers from the very beginning of their 

musical journey within the silence, manifesting with greater intensity as they play a solo 

in which they are the sole composer, player, and conductor. Amanda reflected on the 

moments of silence before she began her solo improvisation and her way of working 

through her feelings of uncertainty: 

It was certainly challenging in the sense of, what do I start with? Where do 

I go? And for me, being in silence is a kind of waiting, breathing so I can 

find some ground and let it guide me. Then I can put my fingers and trust 

that they can lead to something. But in these moments, just before I was 

able to begin, there was tension. And I needed to be in silence, not to rush, 

to let go of the thought that something big needs to happen, just be with 

myself—like saying, it will be okay, just start, despite your hesitation. 

 

While Amanda engaged with her silence as a way of adapting to the uncertainty, Dan 

harnessed his uncertainty as an opportunity for learning and finding his way around his 

chosen instrument, the Temple blocks, letting go of the need to have full comprehension 

of what he was doing or aiming at, while also accepting the imperfection of his sound-

making. 

I hear myself learning my instrument… explore…It was new to me, 

though not complicated, I didn't really know what I was doing, like a child 

with a new toy. However, I accepted the uncertainty of this moment with 

the inner trust to keep me going being curious about what will I find in 

this journey. I wasn't worried about what the results might be …but 

enjoying this playful searching. I mean this is the part of this journey, if 

you cannot enjoy it and let things unfold, you're missing the point, and 

there won't be any surprising moments coming your way if your aim is to 

come up with a perfect product. 

 

 Waiting in Listening.  Another way of adaptation described by the improvisers 

was by creating different ways of musical “pausing,” through their exploration. At these 

moments, they tended to return to the familiar through repetition or by maintaining an 
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existing pattern as their base. However, they were also conscious about “not aiming” or 

forcing a movement toward a resolution, the so-called “good product,” but rather 

allowing themselves to be where they were, joining their musical presence until 

something new emerged. 

So what to do? 

Confusion, I'm moving in the dark 

Where am I going now? 

I'm listening 

Waiting in the spaces 

Breathing out 

 Simon’s words illuminate the meaning of waiting as he begins his solo 

improvisation: 

I start my solo by doing something familiar, then a new melody comes. 

But not all details are there… something wants to be born, but it needs 

time… I need to keep going, while this story unfolds. I'm moving forward 

despite uncertainty of where I’m going, following my inner voice. It 

invites questioning, like, what direction would I like to go? You need to 

go through some kind of struggle, in order to discover my path. 

 

 Sara referred to a moment of uncertainty where she needed to pause while making 

a space for musical breathing. In this moment, her drumming was steady and confident, 

and her voice (see Musical Example 4, bars 1-2) faded away to silence. This phase of 

silence allowed Sara to listen with greater attention while waiting for her answer: 
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Musical Example 4. Sara’s second moment during solo improvisation  

 

I held the note (referring to the sustained A in bars 2-3) and then switched 

over to just drumming, no vocal, and that was sort of like, okay, that 

comes to an end, and I do need a break. I need to breathe, some kind of 

space… whatever is going to happen from that particular improv section is 

done. Now I'm going to emphasize the drum, and that will give me more 

space without having to rush […] how can I have something that makes 

sense that still is expressive? I don't know what's coming next, but this is 

my “buffer zone…” I needed more space to think what to do with my 

voice. 

 

From Sara’s viewpoint, pausing was also a gesture of kindness. It enabled her to get rid 

of her expectations, thus allowing her to come up with new ideas: 

Rather than stop the music when feeling uncertain… whether you play 

with yourself or with others, a part of the process is trying to find a 

gracious way to find and give space. Letting go of what you think that 

should happen, accepting things as they are in the now, take a deep breath 

and listen …allowing a graciousness to say, it's okay you don't know, be in 

the moment …, just wait, something good something positive will come. 
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 Dona and Jerry shared similar thoughts about their own “waiting” experiences 

during their solos. They both emphasized the need to be present and attentive through the 

process of searching, staying alert to the unfolding possibilities. In the following 

narrative, Dona explains what it meant for her to be “actively waiting,” also referring to a 

moment (see sig. moment 1) that brought this experience to life: 

When I am not in one of these kinds of peak experiences, I am just there, 

doing what I am doing. I’m actively sort of waiting for the opportunity to 

‘jump on that bridge…’ I could hear this active moment in my solo, where 

I’m searching my way through creating sustained notes (bars 1-8), moving 

slowly within a narrow range. But within this peaceful atmosphere, you 

need to be present, awake until something comes to you, as heard toward 

the end of this moment (bars 8-10) when a little melody began to emerge. 

  

 

Musical Example 5. Dona’s second significant moment during solo improvisation
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 Gerry's reflection on a moment of transition allowed him to accept the “muddy” 

path of his exploration and the role it played in the discovery of new possibilities: 

Before I found a clear direction, there was a thread. I had lots of chords in 

the mid register that sounded a bit muddy with the sustain pedal. It was 

blurry, but I was looking for something in the mud, exploring where can I 

go, there was no clear phrasing or resolution, but a kind of questioning, 

like where am I going? I wasn't sure, but I kept going, trusting… listening. 

It was okay to be where I am, in this space where there was no clear 

direction, but something was becoming, asking me to wait with attention. 

You need to let go of wanting an answer, to trust your inner wisdom that it 

will come. Just wait and it will come. 

 

Searching toward the Sound of Another  

I listen 

Respond with intention 

Negotiate 

Find a direction 

Where we can meet  

 In accordance with the solo experience, the process of improvising with another 

challenged the improvisers in the moments of uncertainty where the sense of togetherness 

had not yet been established or had been lost. At the same time, it provided an 

opportunity to expand the improviser’s listening and attention to the joint musical story, 

and its evolving relational qualities. Through these phases, the improvisers’ awareness 

shifted, becoming more intentional while searching for opportunities to establish a 

meaningful connection.  
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 Intentionality toward meeting.  In the following narratives, Gerry, Amanda, and 

Jenn described the transitioning between the need for individual expression and the desire 

to relate to another and find a meaningful connection. Gerry's immediate reflection 

following our joint experience conjured up an image that conveyed his intention of 

finding a meeting point: 

[There was] a sense of searching, we kind of were looking for each other, 

for ways to meet. I could imagine us walking side by side, I 'm looking to 

the sky and you're picking up flowers. We kind of noticed each other, but 

there was no actual meeting. And then, at that point, when you start 

descending, it felt like you were approaching me, inviting me to look at 

these flowers, which I responded to by echoing your descending 

movement on the piano. For me, it was a gesture of being open to listening 

and willing to connect, even though we were still searching at this point. It 

was an awakening moment for me that I wished to connect meaningfully, 

negotiating these waves of opportunities to meet.  It makes the moment of 

meeting very meaningful and so enjoyable.  

 

 Gerry further emphasized the importance of creating spaces, “giving yourself” to 

the other and the other’s music, as important conditions for creating meaning and 

bringing ideas together: 

You have to be willing to listen and acknowledge that there is another 

person, not only you who “calls all the shots.”  So willing to open a space 

for others’ ways of expression, eventually, can open something within 

you. The more space you allow, the more open you are to listening, to 

pause for a while, you are able to open yourself to more meaning, being 

inspired and find genuine connection. 

 

 For Amanda, the will for the meeting was connected to her curiosity about the 

other person’s musical language in the joint space; the wish to learn from it, to discover 

ways in which she could respond to the familiar and the unfamiliar and thus open a 

genuine conversation: 
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We both had the intention to hear each other, respond, and find spaces for 

meeting. But it was a gradual process, as we had to express our voice 

while also learning each other’s content, each time, picking up more of 

what we were saying. I felt like each time I was getting closer, as I could 

understand more of what you were saying, and respond. I felt that even in 

this short experience, I could learn your musical language, that in part was 

familiar to me, but you also brought these “spices” that were new to me. I 

could hear that you also learned my language by picking up little motifs. It 

was interesting for me, the way we got closer and closer, each time finding 

common ideas and patterns until we were really able to come together and 

interlock. I felt that we needed that time and trust to search for mutual 

meaning. 

 

 Jenn, the youngest and least experienced among the improvisers, spoke about her 

need to adjust to the newness of playing with someone whom she was not used to 

improvising with, unfamiliar with the person’s musical style and approach. She described 

the experience of searching for our connection as a process of learning each other’s’ 

musical world: 

My initial thoughts were, okay, I don't know how you will improvise, I 

don't know your musical style […], but it was interesting that without 

planning anything, our initial phase was learning about the other, kind of 

searching our way and trying to understand how we’re going to make 

something together that will make sense. We started off a little bit 

complex, being two voices. We had to take a step back, paying more 

attention to what we were hearing, kind of negotiating, and gradually 

taking ideas from each other until we could find this meeting point. 

 

 Making spaces for listening.  Another way of adapting and searching for 

connection was through creating spaces in slowing down the movement forward. Dan 

referred to the need to pause in that way after experiencing his playing as more dominant 

and rapid than he would have wished for. While in this space, he was able to expand his 

listening, reflect, in order to reconnect to my sounds more meaningfully: 
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I wanted to explore, but I also felt committed to this duet […] and 

continuing with that kind of exploration would not create any meaning 

[…] then I re-established a sustaining beat on the [Temple Blocks], 

something that we could count on […] and play back and forth. Yet I 

realized that I had been overplaying and needed to create a space for you, 

it was the right thing to do, to be more silent.  

 

Dan went on to talk about the meaning of his silence while referring to the musical 

qualities and developments that promoted his search for connection: 

I was trying to understand in what way I would either limit myself or 

expand toward what I heard from you, as a gesture of my will to 

reestablish our connection. Then I slowed down, became rhythmically 

more subtle (bars 3-6) moving from eighths to half notes, but you kept 

going with the xylophone more rapidly (bars 4 and 6), taking the lead but 

also making space for me in between (bars 5&7). So I felt you could 

understand my pause, giving me freedom […] and at the same time, 

inviting me to come back. So then, I began to search for a sound that I 

could connect with. 

 

Musical Example 6. Dan’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 
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 Like Dan, Mike described his need to step back within the joint space and pause 

(listen to Musical Example 7 in APPENDIX C). He spoke about his experience of 

constraints that prevented him from expressing himself as he wished (playing on the 

xylophone). Yet, choosing at times to be in a listening mode, ceding me the foreground to 

express my voice (on the piano) while playing subtle sounds in between, not rushing his 

playing but rather willing to wait.  His narrative emphasized his intentionality toward 

listening, acceptance, and appreciation of sound, as resources with which he could find 

his way back to meet my sounds in a more meaningful way:  

I could see this picture like you’re a character in the story, taking the 

foreground. I hear myself just listening more, being there in a more 

sustained way, being a bit uncertain in my role, in my ability to connect, 

but that was okay. It was a good moment, where I could pause and make 

more space to listen to you attentively, maybe my attempt to be supportive 

or to try to understand it, trust you. It felt good, being where I am, not 

forcing anything, but allowing things to unfold until I could find a clear 

direction …connecting with my feelings—but at the same time searching 

for a deeper connection with your sounds …while echoing some of your 

rhythms. 

 

As we listened back to this moment, Mike talked about the meaning of pausing and its 

relevancy to his sense of being free: 

There is a pressure in having to create, be expressively “free,” so it might 

be that this moment allowed me to be a listener, to be okay with being 

unsure about all that I want to say/play, and just wait. So again, it feels 

freeing letting go of what I should be creating, engaging in a deeper 

listening …letting my sounds respond, searching for genuine connection 

with what I hear. Pausing, and listening while creating little rhythmical 

gestures became a transitional space, [As heard in the mp3 excerpt]. There 

wasn't a clear rhythm anymore, and the ground wasn't so certain but it 

brought in the changes that followed. 

 

 Waiting for the waves.  In the following narratives, Dona and Sara reflect on 

moments of being-in-waiting during our joint improvisation, which brought them to think 



 

89 

 

back to their past improvisational experiences. They both recognized these moments as a 

space for engaging their listening presence while being alert and sensitive to the waves 

indicating opportunities to interlock with another. They also acknowledged the 

inconvenience of the uncertainty and searching as one, which propelled their will and 

intentionality toward meaningful connectedness—both with self and another. Dona 

described her process of searching as an act of “attending”; it needed the space and time 

for her to move forward and inward to her feelings, to find moments of interlocking: 

I am listening for somebody to sync with. I’m also listening to my own 

feelings while being on a single note just to get the engines going, and 

then something can come out of that, but I am attending to that note. I can 

remember moments in our improvisation, just before these peak moments 

of interlocking.  I was playing intervals, not really knowing where we 

were heading together, but I needed to let it go where it had to go, where it 

wanted to go. And I'm in that kind of active waiting and listening, not 

aiming to something, but waiting intentionally, until I could find that 

space of interlocking with your sounds. And this attending is the engine of 

what comes after, when suddenly you are there, interlocking with another 

sound, re-establishing direction after being apart, even lost for a bit. That's 

a part of the process…It’s like going in the dark for some time, and then, 

the moment you notice the light, it becomes much more meaningful. 

 

 Sara described the process of waiting through the image of waves, which she was 

conscious of and attentive to while searching for moments to interlock with another 

sound:  

Sometimes there are moments, even in these short segments, that there is a 

misalignment or something is not quite right, or I'm feeling out of sync, 

I'm certainly not riding on the wave. So I need to adjust or change or shift 

till the next wave comes until we find that connection we're looking for. 

But yes, it needs some effort, intentionality …it brings back your attention 

to listening. 
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 Looking through her past improvisational experiences, Sara also spoke about the 

discomfort that comes within moments of searching and the importance of moving 

through it:   

Even if there is a mismatch or discomfort, it's not about shutting off 

…wait, listen to the sounds of the other player, and another wave will 

come, another musical moment to reconnect with… There is a part of me 

that says, Oh! This isn't working. So what am I going to do? Am I going to 

stop singing and just walk out the door? Or am I going to stay in that 

space, that awkward, even miserable space? And say—I can ride through 

this miserable moment … with some patience and grace for myself and for 

other people … for another wave to come. [These] moments keep you 

awake, you need to make a choice and search for that something that 

brings back connection and meaning.  

 

Phase III: Emergence  

I keep searching my way 

Listening 

Now slowing down 

I can feel the labor of a beginning 

I keep going with more confidence 

Discover the truth of sound 

Discover who I am 

 The Emergence phase portrays the improvisers’ experiences of significant 

moments while moving toward greater creative flow. After establishing trust and 

acceptance and move through the struggle of uncertainty, they are more ready to move 

beyond their comfort zone and take a different level of risks (playing by themselves and 

with another) that shifted the dynamic movement toward surprising musical directions.  



 

91 

 

The Emergence of “I”: Moving beyond the Familiar 

 

What if I try to let it out? 

Out of my throat 

Out of my body 

I’m going to sing 

the way I want to sing 

Take the risk. Go higher. 

 Feeling my ground, spreading my wings.  As the improvisers moved forward, 

familiar musical structure, such as repeated patterns, rhythms, and other musical 

structures, provided an essential anchor from which they could explore and discover new 

musical directions. 

  The following narratives refer to significant moments representing the beginning 

point of the journey beyond the safety of “home base”.   Sara described a point of 

transition during her solo (see sig. moment 1) as she moved toward a more daring 

direction:  

I was starting out kind of tentatively with my voice, and I'm not sure 

where I’m going, but I felt good with my rhythm that supported my voice. 

I know I want to go to a higher note, but I don't know if I have the ability 

to sing those higher notes. So I started moving around, hesitant but slowly 

getting more confidence, singing louder until I could really do it and reach 

higher and louder.  

 

Sara established a steady rhythm on the frame drum, from which she could sing her 

melodic line, keeping a narrow tonal pattern within her vocal range while changing 

dynamics, first testing her “water” as she leaps higher and louder for the first time 

moving from the low A to the middle E (bar 3). She goes back to the lower register, then 

finally growing even higher and louder as she wished while reaching the G (bar 10). 
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 After another listening to this moment, Sara spoke about the meaning of taking a 

greater risk: 

I thought that’s my exclamation point! To take that risk to go to a higher 

note […]. Before that, I felt a bit hesitant. I’m thinking, I can't sing, I can't 

do this, it would have just stayed in that little “soft little ditty” kind of 

phrase, and I haven’t really committed to something big yet. I took a risk, 

to go really where I want to go next, that is a higher and louder place, and 

with more confidence […] moving out of my comfort zone and daring to 

express my voice more fully […] I found that glimpse of courage inside 

me. And it’s a pleasure to feel that liberation of overcoming your 

insecurities.

 

 

  Musical Example 8. Sara’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 
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Dona described a similar process of transitioning when she identified the beginning 

moment where she felt confident to join in with her voice while establishing a repeated 

pattern on the Kalimba: 

I’ve never been able to sing and play at the same time. I can hardly sing 

and play a drum at the same time, but for some reason with this 

instrument, I can do that. You start feeling like Wow! I’m really doing 

it...like saying, go ahead, and sing! Find your ground and go from there. I 

hear myself gradually moving, still hesitating in the beginning, but then 

I'm able to expand my melody. It finds different directions after I go back 

to the sustaining notes… my melody had more natural flow and movement 

over the repeated pattern. 

 

Dona spoke further about the grounding effect of her accompaniment:    

I enjoyed making these repeated patterns, and the sound of it is very rich, 

and you get all the harmonics in there. It feels like this wonderful sound 

base that has everything in it.  It gives this sense of ground to whatever I 

do. And when I’m singing, it’s all coming out of that sound base, and it 

keeps me going, moving forward over this wash of sounds.  

 

As seen at the beginning of the excerpt (see Musical Example 9, bars 1-2), Dona was still 

hesitant, joining with a sustained E note followed by a pause (bars 1-2). Then she began 

to vocalize a simple melody, going up and down half of the scale (bars 3-8) and 

remaining close to the tonic, still searching for a way to expand her vocal expression. She 

followed this with a longer pause, of two and a half bars, a space she needed in order to 

move forward and transcend her hesitation. She then developed a greater sense of 

confidence, which can be heard in the expressive melodic line that followed (bars 11-19). 

The melodic line started with a similar motif, this time reaching the higher range, from 

which she was able to create with a greater variety of tones and rhythm. 
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Musical Example 9. Dona’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 
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 For Simon, a repeated resonating of one tone as his “home base” (see Musical 

Example 10), provided him the platform to expand his melodic ideas and find greater 

freedom in his expression: 

I started that rhythmic pattern, and then something told me it seemed right 

to start adding those other notes to it, expanding my boundaries from the 

base of the D note, that was my home base from which I expanded the tonal 

boundaries, each time traveling to another tone, also playing around with 

the rhythm. And this repeated movement from my home base and away 

provided a sense of grounding, which I needed in order to start adding notes 

and finding flow. The more I moved into it, the more I could let myself be 

free and expressive, also creating some more spaces for breathing (bars 12-

18) toward the end. So my “home” had new meaning at the end of this 

moment, like being more connected to my feelings, from which I can move 

forward to other motifs. 

. 

 

 

 

Musical Example 10. Simon’s significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

 As can be seen through the music and words thus far, the familiarity of home and 

the closeness to its resonating sounds allowed the improvisers to gradually discover new 
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sound possibilities, as they began to move farther from home and explore new directions 

in their musical story.  Gerry’s experience of newness emerged through a process of 

being held in place by the sounds of home—a place from which he could find the courage 

to let go, and discover a new musical path (see Musical Example 11): 

It was a simple gliding idea […] I’m not sure where I came up with that 

idea […] It feels like that’s the place where it’s starting to gain formal 

direction (bars 2 and 3), like a concept that is becoming. Something new is 

born. Before then (Bar 1), I had lots of chords in the mid register that are 

like home to me. It was familiar and comforting, but also encouraging in a 

way to let go, giving me the inspiration to open the door and see what’s 

behind it. And there comes this line with a single note going down that 

just gives clarity. It gives it a sense of direction and opens my eyes to 

something completely new. And that is, wow! A pleasant surprise.

 

 

 

 

Musical Example 11. Gerry’s first significant moment during solo improvisation  

 

 

 Flying higher: moving beyond my ground.  These initial movements from 

home continued as the improvisers were ready to take greater risks and move away from 

the “safety of home.” Such daring acts brought a new kind of voice to life, one that was 

not there previously, exposing new tone colors, dynamics, and range of sounds. 

 In the following narratives, Gerry and Jenn shared their experiences of emerging 

from the “secure shell” toward discovering a kind of truth that connected them to new 

parts of their musical selves.   
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 Gerry’s musical story continued to evolve within the discovery of one repeated 

notes, which revealed a surprising new creation, evoking a sense of wonder about its 

unfamiliar yet genuine storyline (see Musical Example 12):   

I can hear how the density of my chords begins to open (bars 2-3) like I 

don’t need to cover my moves with continuous flow of dissonance. In this 

moment, it feels like I allow myself be more exposed, and at one point 

(bars 4-7) I play much simpler, even leaving out syncopation, like coming 

back to something basic—no need to fill out the space like I normally do, 

but leave spaces and connect to something deeper. It’s a moment of 

genuine connection to myself through my sound, expressing something 

played from the heart.

 

 

 

Musical Example 12. Gerry’s second significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

Jenn also shared a significant moment, one that took her from the comfort of “home”, 

connecting her to a new kind of freedom, one that she had longed for: 

At this moment, when I was making a sharp transition from the middle C 

scale to the upper register, for me, this was probably the climax of the 

improvisation. I guessed when I was up there, I probably had the most 

confidence. It was like saying, oh my goodness, I did it! I got up, high. 

And from there, my singing was much freer and more expressive than 
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before. It’s very freeing to be able to expand my own boundaries, to take 

risks, to discover I can actually reach that point. 

 

 As seen in Musical Example 13, Jenn was reaching for the high E (bar 3), her 

highest range up to that point. It got followed by the beginning of a new idea, 

continuously descending but swinging all the while until it reached the tonic D (bar 5). 

Then, following a short pause, she continued (bars 6-8), letting go of her safe ground, 

where she was able to find a new rhythmic pattern while shifting to syncopated triads that 

brought more playfulness into her singing.  

 

 

 

Musical Example 13. Jenn’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

 Breaking the “rules”: Discovering playfulness.  The improvisers’ ability to let 

go of familiar patterns and to break their own rules presented another dimension of 

discovery, in finding playfulness. In the following narratives, Mike and Sara reflect on 

specific moments that facilitated the experience of playfulness. Mike’s shared a 

welcoming turning point in his storyline, an opportunity to step out of his tendency to 

“compose” his story in a specific order. His words referred to the moment where he was 

able to break free from his own “rules” and shift his rhythmic exploration, moving 
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“against” his previous on-beat patterns: (see Musical Example 14): 

At this moment, it starts to feel like shifting gear, moving this way, but 

maybe I want to change the way I’m moving…At the beginning (bars 1-

3), there is a quiet slide. It almost feels like a reflective moment, like I 

need to figure out what I should do, how to feel about that place I’m in, 

about changing what I’m looking for. Then it’s starting to get away from 

the composition (bars 6-10), from my own “rules” or this order in my 

mind, that makes me think I should be there. I needed to break free from 

the “plan” that I have in mind.

 

 

 

Musical Example 14. Mike’s second significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

Listening again to this moment, I asked Mike about what had been revealed to him through 

this rhythmic change.  

It’s a turning point where I break free from the pattern, from the familiar, 

finding new places. [There is] a new development in the storyline which 

manifests through the changing rhythms. I’m no longer making the same 

steps along the same old path. Like saying, oh! Look to your left, there are 

birds and some butterflies around. That’s exciting. But I needed to find 

courage to break the “plan”, enjoy making up my own rules.  

 

 Sara’s personal experience of breaking her own “rules” allowed her to reach the 

high note. This affirmation, of her ability to go after her wishes, took her further into 

another discovery—the new sound-patterns which she explored:  
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I was in this spot where I gave myself a break, just being with the drum. 

And then out of this space, I felt I had something new to say, so I started 

out softly, maybe a bit hesitant, but then I got a sudden change to a note 

that wasn’t there before, and I went to another crescendo. It didn’t go to a 

higher note, but I was starting to bend notes, which was a discovery of 

things I can actually do and wasn’t aware of, or maybe it was another 

boundary or “rules” I didn’t dare to cross, but who says I couldn’t?

  

 

 

Musical Example 15. Sara’s third significant moment during solo improvisation  

 

As seen in Musical Example 15, Sara began the transitioning at bar 3. After two bars in 

the major scale within a narrow interval, she reached the Eb (bar 3) that shifted her tonal 

development and dynamics, moving from mp to mf.  Her singing became even stronger 
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as she continued (bar 4), creating a bluesy melodic line. When she returned to her 

previous patterns (bar 5), her voice became softer, yet conveyed a greater sense of 

confidence while peacefully walking her path, both new and old.  

When we listened again to this moment, Sara spoke about what playfulness meant for her: 

It felt great to play with my voice in a different way. This time, it was not 

necessarily about how high or how loud it was, but what happened when I 

started to make different sounds with my voice. It is allowing myself to be 

more creative, allowing myself a space to try something new [...] Explore 

how I can use our creative resources. 

 

 Dan’s journey into his creative exploration brought him to an experimental 

rhythmic moment (listen to Musical Example 16 in APPENDIX C), through which he 

was learning about his proper possibilities to play on the Temple-blocks. At this point, he 

was ready to take the challenge and create a complex rhythmic pattern. 

It was all about learning maybe about my wish to expand and go beyond 

what is familiar to me, beyond my musical rules and the known and take a 

risk. And there I went into something more complex and interesting, 

faster- still trying to figure out how to maintain it. There is no consistency 

in the pulse, yet I’m moving forward. Then I can certainly hear the 

moment when I’m challenging myself and create something new that is 

also more complicated, although I wasn't able to replicate it for long, so I 

began to slow down at one point. But the point is that I could give myself 

that chance to try because I do have this fear sometimes like, well, I won’t 

make it, it’s beyond my boundaries, so I’d better stay simple or be silent 

for some time… It felt very freeing, to give myself that moment of saying, 

yes! You can do it… say things rhythmically that are more daring.  
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The Emergence of “We” 

There we are 

In a space of give and take 

I’m listening to your voice 

I wonder where it’s going 

Is there a place a place for me too? 

I need to give it more time 

Be curious, listen, explore 

Searching for a crossroad 

 Where we can find each other   

 This category presents findings on the relational meanings of the processes and 

significant moments, identified by the improvisers, which describe the different intra- and 

extra-musical dynamic interactions that occurred in the growing movement toward the 

musical “we”.  In this process, the improvisers’ experiences of being heard by another 

and being in-tune become a space that enhances their sense of acceptance and trust within 

the joint collaboration, emanating from the experience of one’s unique voice as an equal 

partner in the joint musical creation.    

Forming Togetherness  

 In the following narratives, the improvisers describe their experiences through 

moments in which they identify the first movement into the “we,” while forming the 

beginning point of togetherness.  

 Forming the beginning of our story.  Sara referred to the moment of 

transitioning (see Musical Example 17) that for her symbolized “the beginning of our 
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story.” Her words illuminated her moment-by-moment experience as she approached and 

entered the “we” space:   

Before this moment, you’re sort of playing a descending scale, and just 

seeing what sounds can come out of this, but I wasn’t sure where it’s 

going or how I could fit there. Then you start a little rhythmic motive (bars 

1-3) and to me, just that shift from randomly playing notes to something 

that has a clearer direction, that little scale suddenly opens possibilities, 

saying, oh, now we’re honing on a rhythm, here is a beginning also in the 

sense of trust that we hear and validate each other. And there is a great 

sense of satisfaction because we’ve just created the beginning of our story. 

 

Once Sara felt a sense of clarity in my rhythmic motif, she felt the confidence to join in 

with her drum (bar 4). Her interlocking with my rhythm intensified the sense of direction 

and togetherness. 

 

 

 

Musical Example 17. Sara’s first significant moment during joint improvisation 
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Sara depicted this moment with the metaphor of a joint ride on rhythmic waves. 

It feels like there is an inhalation as we’re getting ready, still not knowing 

what’s coming and then an exhalation, expressing this joy of, Ah! … we 

just caught the wave, and we’re just getting on this board. How long can 

we ride this wave? This is just a little sound that we’re going to start with, 

instead of random chaos. In this anticipation, we narrow this starting 

rhythm down to something that's going to be a specific note and a specific 

rhythm. We’re not just fishing out, but something is happening right now. 

 

 Forming the beginning of mutuality.  Amanda also identified the beginning 

point of interlocking (see Musical Example 18), referring to the point where we both 

ended at the tonic, also producing the same rhythmic structures. In her reflection, she 

began by pointing to her experience just before entering this moment. Her words 

illuminated the transition from her need for individual expression to her wish for 

mutuality and affirmation: 

It was a gradual process, as we had to express our voice while also 

learning each other’s content, each time picking up more of what we're 

saying (referring to the echoing of similar ideas as heard through bars 1-

3). I felt like each time I was getting closer, understand more of what 

you're saying and respond…I could learn your musical language that, in 

part, was familiar to me, but you also brought these “spices” that were 

new to me…It was interesting for me, the way we got closer and closer, 

each time finding common ideas and patterns until we were really able to 

interlock. I felt that we needed that time and trust to search for mutual 

meaning. Then as we moved on, there was this pleasant surprise as we 

ended up at the tonic at the exact same time (bar 4), which was quite 

amazing… it was a single moment in which we began forming something 

together, moving at the same time in the same space (bars 5-8). 
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Musical Example 18. Amanda’s first significant moment during joint improvisation  

 

Listening to these sounds, Amanda also reflected on her initial experience of validation 

and support: 

This moment of togetherness was the beginning of acceptance and 

affirmation that we are here together. It made me feel connected, I wasn’t 

alone but was feeling validated and supported by you. We’re together, and 

it’s not just me in my space and you in your space, but that we were able 

to meet and connect intentionally, to be there for one another. 

 

 Dona pointed to her first discovery of the “we” (see Musical Example 19) in the 

wake of her first significant moment of waiting. Dona’s words underscored the 

significance of the waiting phase, and her need for space and simplicity within which she 

could have a sense of clarity about the movement toward a meeting point.  Dona began 

her reflection by referring to the moments before connecting: 
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It was interesting to hear how I was transitioning from this phase of 

waiting. First, I started deviating from my repeated pattern (bars 1-2), as if 

to say, that’s enough, you’ve had your moments now, let’s see what’s out 

there to hunt. And you were there all the time, giving me the space to 

explore, playing single notes. Till that moment, we were still searching for 

a common language. And just before we finally found it you paused to 

listen (bar 3) and then right after (bar 4) you were playing a rhythmic 

motif similar to what you did before, but you kept it going...and I add 

something simple, so we were able to bring our ideas together.

 

 

  

 

Musical Example 19. Dona’s first significant moment during joint improvisation  
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 As we listened back to this moment, Dona came up with an image that portrayed 

her experience and the feelings that emerged at the point of meeting for the first time: 

This sense of validation that I hear in this simple exchange has so much 

depth for me. I can almost imagine a scene, two people who have just met, 

they wander around, not sure how to engage with each other, but then they 

both see something about the other that keeps them curious…We both had 

the intention and curiosity to really listen and hear what we’re actually 

saying, so we can find a way to bring our worlds together. 

 

 Accepting my invitation for playfulness.  The need to hear signs of validations 

manifested at the beginning of Mike’s joint improvisation, and became the key to open 

the door to our first meeting point. Before our meeting, He approached the xylophone 

with enthusiasm, choosing to use his sticks not in the usual way, but rather exploring the 

dynamic movement of sounds by rolling up and down the scale. In the following 

narrative, Mike reflected on his initial moment of discovery (see Musical Example 20) of 

his own playfulness and the sense of permission that facilitated our meeting. 

I was really enjoying this moment, just being able to use the sticks in that 

playful way. [Seeing] what the possibilities are with this kind of 

serendipities. I was also noticing your fast but soft way of playing as you 

joined me (bar 1), it just kind of propelled me to get more, to hit notes. I 

wasn’t sure of how you were going to respond to it—will you accept my 

invitation to this explorative, playful space? But your way of drumming 

added a sense of intensity to what I was doing. When you stopped playing 

(bars 4-7) giving me space, I felt it was a validation to what I was doing, 

like saying, go ahead, and enjoy your ride. Then I accelerated (as further 

heard in the musical excerpt) as you came back with a matching rhythm 

on the drum, and this ride became so…like two children sharing a slide. It 

brought us to a space of real meeting and acceptance of who we are.

 

 



 

108 

 

 

  Musical Example 20. Mike’s first significant moment during joint improvisation  
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 Forming a sense of home.  As Gerry took me back to his initial experience of the 

“we” (see Musical Example 21) I could hear his voice changing, turning into silence. He 

was not yet ready to find words in that moment. As I led him through, Gerry found an 

image that conveyed the meaning of this moment: 

As I am listening to that moment and to what comes just before then, I can 

imagine us walking side by side, I'm looking to the sky, and you're picking 

flowers. We have kind of noticed each other before then, but there is no 

actual meeting. And then, at that point, when you start moving through 

these two notes, repeating it, it was like, suddenly watching this bird 

singing, inviting you to join, like a moment where you are approaching 

me. And I gladly responded, adding my colors to the stream of sound that 

provided a very safe ground to walk through.  

 

Gerry expanded on his reflection, looking deeper into the musical process and revealing a 

movement where could arrive “home.” His initial words illuminated the development of 

the music: 

There was tension that was built through this moment, you played 

repeated notes with the gentle sounds of the vibraphone, providing a frame 

to the harmony and silences I played on the piano. This tension promoted 

this kind of feeling that our space is actually becoming wider. We were 

very attentive to the pace and dynamics, being very connected. Then in the 

end, after the building of this tension, we arrived at the tonic (bar 15). For 

me, it felt like arriving home, after this journey during which something 

deeper was built, another level of trust, which brought meaning to this 

initial meeting, where we could be ourselves while being together, giving 

our colors to each other and creating something new. This home we 

arrived to at the end of this moment, it was quite powerful. 
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Musical Example 21. Gerry’s first significant moment during joint improvisation  
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 Building a community.  While Gerry discovered “home,” Dan’s depiction of our 

initial meeting presented an experience of building a “community”—a point of working 

together, through which he could experience an affirmation for his unique way of 

expression (see Musical Example 22):     

At that moment, I was listening to you while creating something around 

you and with you. Until that point, I felt that we were learning about each 

other and exploring how our individual language could be brought 

together and how we could create a community while joining [each other] 

with our own voices. It was a point where I felt affirmed that you’re 

listening to my sounds.  

 

I asked Dan to expand on the meaning of “community” for him, also referring to the 

musical elements in the moment that established this sense of community: 

Community is about building a relationship… being a part of something 

greater than only “I”. As I listen again to this moment and to what comes 

just before then, I hear the introduction (bars 1-4) like a kind of the 

beginning of agreeing to work together—we're offering our voice to each 

other and find acceptance. Then, as we move forward (from bar 5), you 

create a repeated pattern that is going quite fast but is very encouraging 

and supporting. We were there for one another, creating something we can 

trust and move forward to other kinds of exploration and discoveries.   

 

 

 

Musical Example 22. Dan’s first significant moment during joint improvisation 
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Call and Respond 

I listen 

I hear your little melody 

I offer my sounds back to you  

Feeling inspired  

There is an emotional energy 

An interplay of being together and apart  

 The movement within the joint space of improvisation enhanced different 

relational moments, depicting the improvisers’ ways of listening, negotiating, and being 

with oneself and with another while sharing freedom; being apart while staying within 

the support of the other. The following narratives show conversational moments that 

conveyed the deepening of relational meaning within an empathetic environment. 

 Exchanging sound and silence.  For Dan, the moment he identified as a 

conversation (see Musical Example 23) evoked feelings of commitment through the 

exchange of sound and silence: 

What I heard and experienced was a deliberate call and response moment, 

there was a transitioning where we were alternating back and forth (bars 4- 

9), which was very pleasurable to me. It’s a deliberate collaboration, this 

act of call and response …taking the act of communicating to a higher 

level …trading voice and silence …it’s also an invitation for trading voice 

and silence. For me, it’s an even higher commitment to the conversation 

than playing together because it obliges me to pause and be silent, and 

then for you to pause and make this space of silence for me. After these 

moments, we moved to another level of exchange. I kept spaces for silence 

(bars 11-17), and you were creating repeated rhythmic patterns. So this 

repeated exchange created a trustful atmosphere and made this 

commitment even stronger. 
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Musical Example 23. Dan’s fifth significant moment during joint improvisation 
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 Conversing with the adult.  Mike related how the moments of exchange (see 

Musical Example 24) began with a “checking in” of my sound (played on the floor 

drum), while moving on with the motif of the impulsive child that is unexpected. From 

his viewpoint, in this conversational moment, he was asking me (the “adult”) for an 

empathetic as well as grounding response, which would reaffirm our connection: 

I’m starting to hear just like that youthful, impulsive thing. It almost felt 

like me being that child again. Checking in with you, being the adult 

figure maybe…So it was like checking in, and now I hear it again. I am 

getting more melodic, coming back to check the rhythm, checking our 

connection, and there, we are having an affirming kind conversation.      

 

His words cast light on the deeper meaning of this conversational moment in which the 

response embodying his need to feel understood, to experience openness from another, 

regarding his unique, genuine expression: 

 I remember thinking, okay, she's not just trying to play my rhythm, she’s 

responding to it in rhythmic ways. And it wasn't necessarily that you were 

just setting up a pulse, but you were responding to me in a way that 

understood the rhythm, to what it needs to be what it is, which brought 

much meaning into our interplay. And then I think that after a few 

moments of that, it sort of felt like I could expand.  

 

Here, Mike also referred to the musical elements of this moment when explicating his 

experience of my intentional listening:  

I’m pausing for a little bit in between my short rhythmic motives (as seen 

through bars 1-7) while your rhythm is trying to match mine, however 

giving it a more solid answer, as opposed to my rhythm [being that child] 

that creates its surprising moments. I still hear this childlike quality of 

checking with the grown-up, listening to what she is playing, what do I 

think of that? I am considering your playing, to see if I'd like to go along 

with it, joining but also having the permission to go my way. 
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Musical Example 24. Mike’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 Inspire and being inspired.  Another view of empathetic listening within call 

and response, depicted in Simon’s experience of mutual inspiration through a dialogue of 

interweaving ideas (see Musical Example 25).  

I remember this special moment of a seamless call-and-response, creating 

such a beautiful echoing of one another. We were tuned in to each other’s 

ideas… strengthening the musical-emotional bond, giving back-and-forth 

affirmation to each other’s voices. There was a sense of trust in the 

direction the music was going, to which we both were committed. 

Especially toward the end as we descend together, complementing each 

other’s voices (as heard through bars 13-14). It was beautiful to hear the 

way we were complementing each other’s voices, inspiring, and being 

inspired. 
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Musical Example 25. Simon’s third significant moment during joint improvisation   
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Supporting: Letting me Be  

Stepping out of my comfort 

To say what I wish 

I’m not alone  

We’re here to pull each other  

I stop for a moment, you keep me going, 

A second chance, I come back strong, 

We’re moving forward 

Being together, sharing a pulse 

Finding our voices, together and apart 

 As shown throughout the emergence levels, a central element underpinning 

discovery and exploration was the creation of “knowing” and familiarity, as the ground 

from which the improvisers could expand and find new ways of expression. During joint 

improvisation, the improvisers recognized their need for such a sturdy basis, providing 

not just a sense of knowing, but also an essential foundation for expanding their sense of 

being supported heard and validated. The following narratives depict moments in which 

the improvisers did succeed in fulfilling the wish to be in the foreground, to take more 

risks, necessary to expose other aspects of their musical self, all the while finding support 

and encouragement for genuine wishes to explore independently. 

 Being there for me.  Following the initial point of meeting and the experience of 

trust and acceptance, Amanda gave herself permission to venture off and make her own 

discovery (see Musical Example 26). At that moment, Amanda spoke about the feeling of 
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being supported while taking this little journey, in which she gave herself the space to 

explore new musical roads: 

We were in a very similar rhythm just before this moment […], but my 

real wish was to venture out, like my own kind of discovery. And then I 

started my descending pattern (bars 8-12), and I changed the rhythm, but 

you still kept going with the same pattern on the keyboard and even 

stopped at one point (bar 12), giving me space but still being there. Your 

playing was reassuring, giving me both the space and safety net I could 

fall into.

 

  

 

 

 

 

Musical Example 26. Amanda’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 As we spoke about the further meanings of this moment extending beyond the 

music itself, Amanda talked about her free choice to go after what she wished, while 

being in a space that validated her choices: 
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 It was affirming and accepting, so I get to choose and be who I am, 

authentically, and you accepted what I’m putting there, also using what we 

had brought together before, with an A and E intervals. You kept what we 

had together, which was my foundation from which I could jump off. I felt 

having been heard and understood, and free to explore my way 

individually as well, going outside my previous pattern. 

 

Amanda then referred to another moment (See Musical Example 27) during which our 

roles were reversed, giving me the foundation which allowed me to explore more freely. 

Amanda felt empowered by her support, which she referred to as a gesture of her 

responsibility to give back her support:  

It’s like the role reversed now, I have the ostinato pattern, and you get to 

do your thing. I got the chance to give support while you were exploring.  

Guess I felt strong, confident in what I was doing. I got to be the 

responsible supporting figure for a little bit; it feels empowering. It was an 

intentional choice to be there for you, waiting, sustaining that interval until 

the next idea. This mutuality in giving support is not only empowering but 

also an act of kindness of being there for one another, giving and receiving 

validation.  

 

As can be seen in the musical excerpt, Amanda’s accompaniment on the xylophone was 

very minimal. She moved slowly, first descending (bars1and 3) before creating an 

interval, moving at a steady pace while creating spaces in between, which expressed her 

validation and support for me to be at the foreground.  
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Musical Example 27. Amanda’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 Letting me be the child.  Like Amanda, Mike’s improvisational journey brought 

him to a moment (See Musical example 28) he wished to venture from the “we” to let 

himself go free, in his own way, while being supported by my sounds. His reflection on 

this moment evoked images of a child, moving from one kind of play to another, 

breaking the order, and going against what had been expected. 

At this moment, my rhythm is going against, but my sensibility is still fit, 

it had this kind of surprising relationship. I'm still having this strong sense 

of childlike thing. It almost makes me think of how you engage it; oh, 

we’re playing with blocks, and then the kid says: but I want to be a teddy 

bear now. And now I’m going to be in a parade, okay, forget the blocks, 

now it’s a parade, we’re going to march through the house. 

 

Mike’s exploration progressed quite rapidly, conveying the inconsistent play of his child-

image. He began with a little motif on the xylophone, followed by a pause, as I continued 
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a steady rhythmic pace. Mike was not yet sure about the way he wanted to continue. He 

started to move back to the xylophone, but after one-eighth of a beat, he went after his 

real wish, moving to the gong (bar 3). As further heard in his music (see APPENDIX C), 

his way of playing changed, becoming more confident while creating a series of off-

beats. Then he changed his tempo to quarter notes, which became a transition to another 

shift as he brought back the xylophone. Together with the gong, he accelerated and a 

playful atmosphere emerged, which Mike described as a “march through the house.” My 

drum accompaniment from beginning to end provided the holding, consistent 

environment for Mike’s free explorative play. 

  

Musical Example 28. Mike’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation   
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Mike referenced the process, emphasizing the meaning of my role in this phase of our 

interplay: 

It felt like a short moment of rebellion. I had an impulse to go against, and 

your response gave me more validation and joined my new direction, 

supporting it. I started with this little rhythm on the xylophone but was not 

sure about where it is going, and I needed a pause, still not knowing where 

I should go. But then your rhythm was there, steady and clear, and I made 

that move to the gong, feeling more certain this time. Your playing 

brought feelings of tenderness, of being comforted, there was a quiet, 

understanding presence to my own feeling of pensiveness…The initial 

impulse to hit the gong was followed by a drawing back in, a question of 

what I really want or need, and I felt heard and understood through your 

balanced kind of playing. It gave me the freedom to go on with what I 

wished at that moment.   

 

 Letting me spread my wings.  As shown above, the moments of support allowed 

the improvisers to feel a sense of validation and trust in their musical path; as a result, 

they were able to discover new ways of genuine expression. In the next narratives, Jenn 

and Simon describe moments in which their openness to explore and experience support 

created the opportunity to move higher, and beyond the comfort of their ground.  Jenn’s 

words on her significant moment depicted her experience of encouragement, as a 

platform leading her to the point where she was ready to move beyond her familiar tonal 

range and to expand her individual expression: 

At that point, at the moment where I go to the high register, I felt that we 

had even more trust. I felt freer with my singing, really enjoying my 

melodic ride. I was able to move out of my comfort zone, and soar up 

high, reach a new place. I felt empowered by this note like saying: here I 

am, with no inhibitions. The other thing was that you were also there with 

me and for me, reaching the high notes. [It was] an act of encouragement 

and mutual support like, when you have a really good friend, and you both 

encourage each other to continue to strive up, like saying, you can do it, I 

believe in you. It wasn’t just me, expanding my boundaries, it was also a 

moment of joining together where I felt supported and heard by you.  
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 At this point, Jenn’s vocal expression was expanding into a continuing melodic 

phrasing, articulated with syncopations and chromatic motives (see Musical Example 29, 

bars 1-5). At bar 3, I sustained the G note that allowed Jenn to be heard more fully and to 

feel its grounding and supporting effect. At bar 7, Jenn went higher to the B♭, holding it, 

while I also went higher and created a descending melody, giving the foreground to Jenn. 

I continued my melodic motif in the low register (bars 14-20), which enhanced Jenn’s 

sustained B note even more. Toward the end of this moment (bar 21), we both reached 

the high D, concluding this moment with a sense of greater connectedness, validation, 

and support.   

 Jenn further spoke about the meaningfulness she found in these concluding notes:  

At this point where we were singing together the same note, it was quite 

amazing. It was the exclamation point to our little journey. It was the 

cherry on the pie. I could really feel your attentive listening and tuning in 

to where I was heading to. I felt moved by the fact that it wasn’t planned. 

Your voice provided a powerful encouragement that said: Yes! You can 

do it, and I’m here for you.  
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Musical Example 29. Jenn’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 
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  Simon described the experience of “spreading his wings” as an experience of a 

sudden sensation of being carried by new sounds, a transformative event through which 

he was able to open himself to more exploration and meaning in the joint play: 

All of a sudden, I went to these notes I’d never be playing before. I just 

felt it is like …let’s go there. And there was a transition to the high notes 

from which this beautiful melodic line emerged. The feelings were like 

taking off; it was time to take off …a little higher, change the musical 

path. 

 

I asked Simon about the musical environment and other conditions that may have 

promoted this sudden transitional event. He replied: 

Something in your music, in the direction you suggested, inspired me to 

go someplace else, to explore a new direction I haven’t thought I would 

take. It was a pleasant surprise to hear something new. I felt ready to 

change direction, and I was open to listening to other sounds that you 

offered, which were inspiring and at the same time, encouraging and very 

present. I had to go outside myself and connect with something beyond 

me, which also opened me to your world.  

 

Before Simon’s transitional moment, I played a descending melodic line on the piano 

(see Musical Example 30, bar 2). The G note at the bass had a grounding effect, which 

carried the melody as well as Simon’s sustained G note. The G notes and my descending 

motif became the platform from which Simon took the leap to the D (bar 3). He created 

new motifs that slowly and gracefully descended and returned home to the low G. 

Simon’s new melody was accompanied by repeated movements between the G (the tonic) 

and the D. I echoed Simon’s notes (G and D) while adding new colors to his melody with 

a descending line in the bass as another act of support. This followed by a mutual return 

to the G tonic that enhances the musical togetherness.
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Musical Example 30. Simon’s first significant moment during joint improvisation  

 

 

Bridging: Accepting Differences  

I hear our rhythms 

Going against each other 

I think to myself  

How strange for those rhythms to fit 

but they are 

Dancing on the bridge together 

Moving now as one 
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 The merging of differences was another welcome challenge in the musical story: 

the improvisers experienced musical contrasts and differences in musical expressions 

during our joint play, taking them, naturally, out of their comfort zone. Nevertheless, 

these circumstances gave room for new choices and engaged their will and creativity to 

discover ways of bridging these differences and jointly move forward. The following 

narratives highlight the perspectives of all eight improvisers on the meaning of 

differences and the various ways they deployed to working through them, looking both 

inside and outside the joint musical space. 

 Letting a different language enter my space.  In her reflection, following the 

first listening of our joint improvisation, Amanda referred back to her observation about 

being exposed to sounds very different from her habitual way of musical expression. She 

was taken by surprise, but yet was also open to listening and finding ways through which 

she could embrace that which was different from her musical world: 

I felt a little bit more opened and in a way kind of exposed and 

vulnerable…letting your music enter into my space, …I'm affected by 

what you do. It’s a kind of little vulnerable space. [But] after the initial 

awareness of vulnerability, I was more like, oh, I can work with this, I 

understand what she’s saying… I was free to respond…Once was able to 

be in that open space to listen, taking a little pause to let new sounds to 

arise. It became a space of acceptance…It was accepting you and your 

content and then mine in response to it…I was more aware of new ways to 

connect with your musical expression. 

 

 Merging musical tone colors.  While Amanda needed time to let differences 

enter her space, Dona immediately embraced the tonal contrasts in our joint 

improvisation. I played the glockenspiel with a diatonic scale, while Dona played a five-

tone pentatonic xylophone. The differences in tonality and tone colors evoked Dona’s 

curiosity and prompted her to listen to my sound expressions: 
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[Both instruments] are struck instruments, but they’re very different in 

timbre and tonality—mine is a pentatonic instrument, while yours has a 

much bigger set of notes. However, it was nice to hear some of the sounds 

that we created together, we were really working with the same set of 

notes, and then at some points [we] got out of it and connected within 

these differences in tone…These sounds were kind of magical against 

each other. A newness, suddenly born out of moments where we still 

didn’t know where we were going. That was like: Oh! What is that? 

 

The next excerpt (see Musical Example 31) shows the shift (bar 5) during which I played 

a motif in the upper register, while Dona created a sustained G note in the lower range. 

For Dona, this merging of contrasts, in range and tones, became a gesture of 

intentionality for embracing our musical differences. 

 

 

Musical Example 31. Dona’s second significant moment during joint improvisation   
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 Negotiating tension and resolution.  In the joint improvisation with Gerry, an 

intriguing joining of differences emerged (see Musical Example 32). In his narrative, he 

described the act of bridging clashing rhythms as a process for negotiating tension to a 

resolution.  

At this moment, where I started the 7/8 accompanying pattern (piano part), 

I thought how strange for these rhythms to fit, but they did. It was quite an 

intense moment of dissonance, like ideas spreading apart but at the end 

coming back together. At this moment, I started this rhythmic idea moving 

forward first through an F chord with the C on the base, which was 

actually resonating with your C and F intervallic repetition (bars 1-12).  

However, this repetition against my off-beat and dissonance harmonies 

brought a great intensity to this moment. It was a pleasant surprise to 

recognize how we managed to negotiate these differences and open our 

minds to these clashing sounds despite the tension they created. For me, it 

was a welcome invitation to express ourselves freely. I was willing to 

negotiate until we reached a point of resolution, letting these contrasts 

form the unity that manifests as you where you’re transitioning to two 

swinging notes (bar 13), and I join with suspended harmonies (bars 14-

16). 

 

Gerry went on to talk about the meaning of tension in the context of his freedom 

experience as well, and its role in the creation of a “group identity” while moving toward 

resolution.    

This tension conveys mutual attention and listening to what we’re creating 

together, it’s a mutual effort toward a group identity and shared freedom. 

It requires listening and then figuring out what you can bring that matches 

well with what’s going on, and getting a constant validation that what 

you’re doing is fine, or not. But however, you just keep going until we can 

find moments of connection.
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Musical Example 32. Gerry’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

(continued) 
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Musical Example 32. Gerry’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 Embracing diversity.  In the narratives that follow, Simon, Jenn, and Sara all 

reflect on the importance of accepting the uniqueness of individual musical expression, as 

well as the differences in musical, cultural and personal backgrounds—all of which make 

the improvised process a foundation to connect and find new meaning through these 

differences. Simon referred to our differences following his first listening to our joint 

improvisation. Although I had known Simon for some time and had improvised with him 

in a group setting, it was the first time that we had improvised as a duo. Simon was 

overwhelmed by the ease of connection, despite the differences in our musical 

backgrounds and life stages: 
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While listening, what actually struck me was the absence of musical, as 

opposed to my technical challenges. Obviously, we are two different 

people from mostly different background and life cycle stages that have 

never had a lengthy verbal conversation. All that falls away, and we are 

able to spontaneously create that music together. We did come with our 

musical vocabulary. You have a wonderful musical sense and the skill to 

express it on the piano.  I have been improvising in a group setting weekly 

for the last two years, and I have a long recreational— mostly classical—

music background. And the ways we could accept each other's different 

vocabulary and meet allowed us to create a new world.  

 

 Like Simon, Jenn recognized the differences in our cultural and musical 

backgrounds during our first meeting, not knowing what to expect before coming to 

improvise. However, she was able to see these challenges as an opportunity to learn about 

another person’s world while maintaining her open-mindedness about discovering the 

unknown. She also recognized the possibility of discovering more similarities and 

differences when we engaged our intentionality to meet each other: 

I didn't know how you will improvise, not knowing your musical style and 

what to expect. Obviously, we’re culturally different but also differ in our 

musical experiences and styles, as I assume. But we both had to start 

learning about the other. We both were open to listen to each other with 

attention and intention to respond and see how we could share the free 

space we were given, and meet the world of another. As said, we brought 

our individual voices. However, we also were able to find bridges. And 

when we do, as it was here, we also realize that we're not that much 

different, despite our musical and personal differences. However, it is 

beautiful that this intention to find bridges form something new. That was 

an encouraging and very meaningful experience. 

 

 On finding bridges, Sara said: 

There are times where you just have to let the other person have their 

voice, whatever that is. You need to accept it as a part of creating this 

mutual space, accepting each other differences, and finding bridges to 

connect in some way or another, so you can find new meaning that is 

beyond the boundaries of your own self and what is familiar to you. 
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 Dan shared earlier experiences in improvisation, and the sense of elation he felt 

when connecting his world with others. In common with the previous comments, these 

bridges gave him a scope, allowing him to experience mutual meaning. 

The more you feel connected to this community [of improvisation] and 

build bridges to reach out to others. As we did in our joint improvisation, 

we were able to go beyond our usual self and open a door to accept each 

other's ways of musical expression and find bridges. When we can accept 

each other, it is no more about differences but, as said before, it’s about 

transcendence, about creating a new space toward meaning, both musical 

and non-musical.  

 

Taking Risks: Pushing Relational Boundaries  

Now I dare to “rock the boat.” 

Asking, will you still be there? 

I can push, I can finally let it out 

Revealing more parts of myself 

of my “mess”. 

You are still there 

No need to hide 

No feeling of judgment 

I am free to be me 

 The growing sense of acceptance and trust throughout the joint play also provided 

room for the improvisers to take different kinds of risks that, in a way, “tested” the 

strength and commitment of our musical relationship. In these moments, the improvisers 

discovered the courage to expose new and hidden aspects of themselves, sometimes 

challenging the balance of the relational space but, at the same time introducing new kind 



 

134 

 

of commitment to the evolving relationship. In the following narratives, moments of risk-

taking are portrayed through the experiences of four improvisers, each providing a unique 

way of expression, exposing both their vulnerabilities and strengths. 

 Rocking the boat.  The further Amanda moved in our joint play, the more willing 

she was to expand her boundaries and explore how far she could allow her authentic 

expression to manifest. At that moment, Amanda was ready to “test” our shared water 

and “shake the boat”, willing to take a risk to follow her genuine desires. In the following 

narrative, Amanda describes both the musical characters of her experience (see Musical 

Examples 33 and 34) and the subsequent thought processes about the relational meanings 

of her musical choices throughout these moments: 

Now that we were back listening, I was aware that at this (Musical 

Example 33), you played the G in the bass (bars 1-5, keyboard). And there 

is a tension that is building, that really didn’t resolve, because I remember, 

I hit the F (bars 2-3), thinking, Oh! I like that, and I intentionally played 

the seventh intervals (bars 4-5), and it was kind of like one of those poking 

moments, like, what would you do if I played this seventh? What will 

happen? How will she respond? …But you didn’t give that resolution to 

the tonic, which was surprising, you just kept going. The tension lessened 

for a bit, but there was still that G theme, going underneath there. I was 

able to take risks and find more freedom within the relationship, yet 

remain trustful, to see what would happen, if I go further, beyond what 

was more conventional. 
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Musical Example 33. Amanda’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 After ‘testing the water’, Amanda was ready to go even more beyond her conventional 

way of expression. She continued to build tension throughout the musical interplay 

(Musical Example 34), curious to discover if our musical relationship would survive the 

“rocking boat.” Would she still be accepted? Amanda’s words depicted her courage in 

expanding her expression, despite her hesitancy and concern about “destroying” the 

musical bond: 

I was feeling mischievous, like, what’s going to happen? I wanted to 

experience more tension and see how the music could build from that… I 

threw you a little bit, then the rhythm got a little off-kilter. It felt good 

going outside my usual self. I remember, at one point, I was pushing, 

being very determined to hit the xylophone while playing these intervals 

(bar5), trying to see what will happen if I go against your rhythm…I was 
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daring enough to mess things up, not wanting to please. And wow! The 

great thing was that this rocky moment didn't destroy the relationship, or 

“mess up” the music, but something new happened. And you were very 

accepting of it… At one point, it was grounded again. It just brought to 

this moment of fluctuation…like how do we make sense of it? At this 

moment, I was moving at a steady pace on the keyboard, while Amanda 

played dissonant chords on the xylophone with more dynamism, gradually 

revealing her determination to go after her true wishes. She began this 

moment by repeating a rhythmic motif on the xylophone (bars 1-3), which 

evolved (bars 4-9) into an intervallic cluster, getting more intense in its 

dynamics (as further heard) and offbeat movement over my harmonies. 

My dissonance chords and repeated notes in the base matched the intensity 

of Amanda’s playing, proving both a sense of validation and grounding 

.

 

Musical Example 34. Amanda’s fifth significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 Exposing my vulnerability.  Like Amanda, Sara found herself able to take higher 

risks within the joint play. At this point, she had greater determination to reconnect with 

her voice, despite feeling vulnerable (see Musical Example 35).  

5 
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I joined with my voice …exposing my vulnerability to you when I 

transitioned from my lowest point to the highest (bar 8), knowing it might 

not sound good. But it felt right and authentic and led me to find a genuine 

connection both to myself and to you. I was able to let my voice be more 

playful, cross its boundaries …be more explorative despite of somewhat 

feeling my vulnerability. Your playing was very supporting and affirming. 

There was this kind of peaceful energy that encouraged me to keep 

moving. 

 

After moments of silence, Sara began with a motif from earlier (bars 4-7), repeating it, 

while my accompaniment of eighths notes provided an energetic atmosphere, conveying 

the sense of holding and encouragement that allowed Sara to move forward. Despite her 

hesitation, Sara was able to make a leap to the upper A, which opened her expression to a 

new idea (bar 8), and injected more playfulness and lightness to her voice (bars 9-10) 

moving in a syncopated motif.  
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Musical Example 35. Sara’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

I asked Sara about her experience of vulnerability at that moment. She replied:  

Although I was vocalizing before this moment, I felt that at this point, I 

was ready to express myself with my hesitation or insecurity, and was 

okay bringing it into my singing. You know, expressing my voice more 

fully with its imperfection. I was trustful enough to vocalize and bring 

more colors of my voice that, for me, brought even a bit of sadness, but I 

felt I could take that risk and just show more of myself to you at that 

moment.  

 



 

139 

 

 Being the rebel child.  Mike described a different way of expressing 

vulnerability, using the metaphor of the rebel child emerging at an early stage of our 

improvisation. At this moment, Mike was playing the xylophone in an unusual, more 

random way (see Musical Example 36).  His words revealed the excitement of exploring 

his new expanded boundaries while remaining aware of the need to find acceptance and 

affirmation for his daring act: 

This whole section (listen to Musical Example 36 in APPENDIX C). I’m 

starting with something that almost had a random sound (bar 1), and then I 

go upward with the phrases quite different to my usual kind of playing, 

which was surprising actually. Hearing it makes me think of a childlike 

quality that is saying, let’s see what sounds are there, you know, the kind 

of thrill that kids get out of making loud sounds, having a wild kind of 

energy, like, eager to see how the adults will respond to that. But I felt I 

could go on with that impulse, I felt comfortable going outside my usual 

self…It felt so natural because it came out of a genuine intention to be this 

rebel child who expresses his vulnerability but also his determination to 

express his voice. It might not be everyone's favorite sound, but it has a 

simple act of honesty and an expression of true freedom.  

 

I asked Mike what prompted this sense of comfort and trust that allowed him to express 

the rebel child. He replied: 

It was an intuitive transition, but at the same time, I was communicating 

with what I heard in what you played. You had a kind of predictability in 

your rhythm (as seen at throughout the beginning of the excerpt) that 

allowed it, affirmed it, and even encouraged it. I could trust it […] Not 

that I was looking for permission, but I also wasn’t sure how you would 

respond to my rebellious outburst. But you responded to it in a calm way, 

and it provided feelings of acceptance toward this child who was making a 

bit of a mess at this point. In a way, I took a risk to expose this part of me 

that is still alive and maybe unresolved. And it felt very enjoyable to 

express it and to find genuine acceptance through your playing.  
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Musical Example 36. Mike’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 Trying a new flavor.  For Jenn, the act of pushing boundaries in the joint space 

was evinced by finding the courage to explore new and unexpected tonal directions, 

deviating from her usual, more harmonic ways of expressing herself. Jenn’s narrative 

started with her observations about what had allowed her to take that step forward as 

experienced through the risk to express herself in a new way (see Musical Example 37): 

That was the moment somewhere at the midpoint of our improvisation 

where I felt that we began to really trust each other, also in the sense of, 

whatever happens, happens. Before then, we had this nice rhythmic ride 

together that built that kind of trust (bars 1-9). For me, it was a kind of 

permission or an invitation to test the water, to bring myself forward, after 

listening to the possibilities you offered me to go beyond the structure.  
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Musical Example 37. Jenn’s first significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

After our rhythmic ride, you were singing this one note that added a new 

color (referring to the E, bar 9), which then shifted your way of singing to 

a syncopated rhythm. And for me, that was a different kind of musical 

flavor. I was curious enough to try. See what it would do musically? Using 

single notes. In what way it will shift our musical balance? It sure took 

some courage to try this new flavor. However, I felt very much invited to 

try it out. This then brought another interesting shift (bars 12-15) as I 

accompanied your melodic line and shifted to the to a dissonance note 

(referring to the Fb, bar 13). 

 

Following her listening back to this moment, Jenn reflected on the meaning these new 

musical flavors: 

 Despite my initial hesitation, I was trying that new “spice”, very much 

enjoying that flavor. It was very freeing. It’s amazing because we have 

only known each other for a short time, but we were able to find that kind 
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of trust, exposing more dissonant parts. And the interesting thing was that 

I wasn’t imitating what you did, but I was able to find the freedom to do it 

the way I wished it to be. I made it my own, and it opened something new 

in my experience of myself and my experience of our musical joining. 

Especially over the last part. For me, it was an affirming moment and an 

invitation to find more playfulness, not being inhibited by my fears to 

“mess up,” but just go with my gut feelings, as I did. That’s a very 

empowering moment for me.  

 

 

Embracing Mistakes  

 

 The word “mistakes” came up quite early in the process of the listening 

interviews, in both solo and joint improvisations. The word defined moments when 

something did not work right, or as expected. The improvisers needed to engage their 

creativity and courage to move forward, despite these circumstances, to discover (to their 

surprise) the power of their mistakes, once they were able to embrace them, to point out 

the path toward unexpected new directions. 

 Embracing mistakes as possibilities for new directions.  Amanda’s tendency to 

follow the musical rules shaped her well-grounded way of moving forward. However, the 

habit of obeying musical conventions “failed” at one point. There, she needed to make a 

decision—to accept her mistake, or to resist it. In her solo improvisation, she identified a 

moment (see sig. moment 1) where she heard herself hitting a note that did not fit to the 

“plan” she had in mind (see Musical Example 38):  

This was, in a way, a mistake. I wanted to hit the C, but I hit the D (bar 3) 

instead and then I did it again.  It was something unintentional in terms of 

what I had “planned” or thought that would fit… and I actually liked it, so 

I chose to do it again, even with more confidence. It took me to another 

direction, suddenly, I heard myself playing these syncopated (bar 5), 

uneven, bouncy chords. 
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Musical Example 38. Amanda’s first significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

Amanda went on to describe her growing acceptance toward mistakes as an act of 

“owning”—letting go of what is assumed to be “right,” while allowing the new sounds to 

become a part of her musical discovery: 

Owning my mistake. Rather than running away from it is no longer what 

we may think of as a “mistake,” but an opportunity to go another way, to 

find something new, just like here, where I transition to something more 

playful. So at the first moment, I played the “right” chord, but however, I 

didn’t accept it. And then I actually played something wrong again that I 

could accept, and it suddenly took me out of the conventional way of 
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playing. Following this “wrong note” made me find the right thing, like 

my wish to be playful… more in the spirit of what I was doing and feeling. 

 

 Amanda’s first acknowledgment of “mistakes” led her to another opportunity for 

embracing it (see Musical Example 39) following a chord (bar 4) that at first sounded to 

her, misplaced and unfamiliar. This time, it led her to a higher grade of deviation from 

her familiar tonal environment, into dissonant harmonies (bars 5-8) accompanied by 

syncopated bass movements, leading to a surprising change:  

All of a sudden, I played E minor chord. It’s not very intrusive or 

something that doesn’t fit, but to me, it is just like, oh! This is getting out 

of the conventional path. In a way, it is strange to me, as it is not my 

habitual way of playing dissonant chords. I always like to make beautiful 

harmonies…Wow! It is so liberating, just playing with the rhythm instead 

of having a melody, focusing on the chords and the rhythm. It was fun!  

 

 

Musical Example 39. Amanda’s second significant moment during solo improvisation 
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 Sara too, shared her experience of embracing her “mistake” during our joint 

improvisation while playing on the floor drum. She described the moment she realized 

hitting the edge of the rim of the drum:  

I accidentally hit the rim of the drum. And… I thought, oh, that's cool. So 

then, I started incorporating, you know, things like this (demonstrates 

playing a trill on the rim) instead of this (demonstrates hitting the center of 

the drum rhythmically). You can call it a mistake or you can say, I didn't 

expect that, but well, it wasn't so bad, I think I can actually work with that 

…let's go with something that goes on the rim. So it felt like, oh! Here’s 

another opportunity to play and create in some way I had not considered 

before instead of letting it be “Oops, I made a mistake…” it became an 

extra tool that I used to work with what you were doing. 

 

 When Mike shared his experience of a mistake during his solo, he referred to it as 

an act intended to bring meaning into his play. In the following excerpt. Mike was 

moving within his safety zone, gradually slowing down his playing (see Musical 

Example 40, bar 7). Although there was movement, the rhythm did not flow until he 

began to accelerate (bar 9), taking his rhythmic hesitation forward that formed a more 

definite direction: 

This moment just didn't come off, I had something in mind, but I didn't 

quite get it the way I wanted it to be, then I just thought, if I can 

incorporate that in some way. Like … “no, that wasn't a mistake”, I meant 

to do that, so I’m going to repeat it (end of bar 6 and beginning at bar 7). 

Then something happened, a kind of release (bar 9-13). It wasn’t what I 

intended to do, but then at that moment, I thought I’m going to cover this a 

little bit by making it intentional.  
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Musical Example 40. Mike’s third significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

As we continued our conversation, Mike spoke about the importance of intentionality in 

the process of owning mistakes:  

When you make a mistake, in some way, you make a note, it's that just 

what you do with it. Rather than trying to move on and pretend it didn't 

happen to highlight it, make it interesting. So a lot of great things can 

happen in music because of those moments of “mistakes,” you have to 

figure out how to make it a part of the musical statement. 

 

 Embracing mistakes while being supported by another.  In the narratives that 

follow, Dan and Simon talk about moments where something did not work out, and the 

need to make a new choice that would fit their intentions to express themselves while 

joining another. Their words depict both the sense of responsibility in owning their 

mistakes as to the joint musical space.  Dan referred to a moment where his choice to 

switch from the Temple blocks to the Cowbell suddenly did not fit the gentle sounds of 



 

147 

 

the xylophone, coming across to him as over-dominating. (listen to Musical Example 41 

in APPENDIX C).  Noticing Dan's hesitation, my choice was to give him a space to 

express his new sound. Within this space, he became more attentive to his way of playing 

and expressed himself in a form more compatible with the sound of the xylophone, and 

moved back to the Temple Blocks. Dan reflected on the moment he realized his mistake 

and the process of making a new choice while moving forward through it:  

 I remember the strong feelings of “Wrong! Drop it! Get out of it!” And 

once you stopped playing for some seconds, this space you gave me 

brought me back to listening, and I realized that it wasn’t the best choice 

for our joint play. But okay, I made a mistake, just move on, here is an 

opportunity to choose again, change direction, it was a try that didn’t 

work, it didn’t match the overall sound. However it didn't shut me off, but 

rather brought me back to the music, where I could make a better choice 

that fits not only the way I want to sound, but also to my ability to 

understand another’s sounds […] to create something that is more 

balanced and pleasurable to listen to. 

 

 For Simon, the thought on mistakes allowed him to overcome the fear of technical 

limitations, especially while playing with another, with which he could find his way back 

from a moment of “falling”. In the following narrative, Simon describes the experience of 

transcending his “falling” and finding his wings, while being held through the joint 

musical space (see Musical Example 42):   

I felt that I want to go there (to the high G) as our music was reaching a 

kind of climax, but I was struggling and couldn’t get through so I chose to 

go back down (referring to the low G at bar 2)… I felt limited. So I needed 

to pause (bar 2), to breathe, and ‘work through’ my acceptance of it. And 

your continuing playing was very comforting and encouraging, I didn’t 

feel embarrassed when I stopped, but felt at peace, knowing that it will be 

okay. So then I started again, and this time I could reach the high G (bar 

4). It was an amazing feeling, because it came from the point of 

acceptance, not like, okay, I must get it this time. And as I moved forward 

from there, all of a sudden I felt so free. It was an incredible feeling of 

flying higher and discovering my own strength in these new sounds that 

followed with more confidence (bars 5-7). 
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Musical Example 42. Simon’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

Phase IV: Transcendence  

 During this phase of experiences, identified by the improvisers, there were no 

mental interruptions; improvisers went deeper into listening, following an intuitive way 

of sound-making. While moving deeper into their sound, in both the solo and joint 

improvisation processes, the improvisers built greater trust and intentionality inside and 

outside their music. 
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Being one with Sound  

 

There is something internal 

Echoing through my path 

I’m moving closer to this voice 

It keeps me going 

I feel its wisdom 

 I follow it 

I can let go 

Express myself  

Be as I am 

 As the improvisers moved toward moments of change and discovery, their 

listening also evolved into a deeper state of awareness. The thinking processes did not 

block the natural movement of sound exploration, and they experienced a greater sense of 

presence and clarity. The following paragraphs describe moments of shifting in 

awareness, which led the improvisers to a “non-thinking” state of being while their 

attention was focusing on the sound itself, which allowed them to engage with their 

intuitive voice while moving in and through sound.  

 Guided by sound.  Amanda and Dan described the shifting moments in their 

listening experience during a solo improvisation, as they moved from a rational approach 

to musical structures to free-flowing thinking, prompted by their curiosity to explore. 

Amanda’s words shed light on her process of letting go and moving toward flow while 

creating a new kind of bond with sound, a more trustful relationship that invited her to 

explore more possibilities within sound.  
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After moments of hesitation, I was able to break free of thinking about 

chords, about being good enough. I had to put my focus on the sound and 

listen, just letting the music lead my way. I had to listen to that voice 

inside me and let my hands go free, letting go of any judgment. I felt open, 

and I responded to what I heard. It was more of an intuitive process, I was 

following the sounds, and whatever came out was perfectly fine. I’ve 

finally felt open, being in an open space, where I can engage my wonder 

and curiosity to what is unfolding from moment to moment, to what I felt 

and heard in my head. Nothing was stopping me from putting that out.   

 

Amanda continued, describing her experience as one that connected her to an inner guide, 

through which she could fully let go of thinking, and trust her fingers to lead her forward, 

giving her a new kind of confidence:  

I felt more trustful, then I could let go, and I felt as if my fingers took 

over, I was in a certain mood or spirit that guided me to where I should go, 

rather to where I think I need to go. I felt that the more I was able to really 

listen, forget about all the noises around and inside me, I was freer to find 

what I'm looking for. It was like I shared control with the music like there 

is another part of me that knows the way. 

 

 In similar terms, Dan spoke about his transitioning as moving from an intellectual 

way of playing to an intuitive way of exploration. He spoke about the process of 

following the sound movement, through which succeeded in giving space to his new kind 

of listening, and to develop trust in his sound-making:  

Those were probably the only moments where something consciously 

happened, and then I decided that these questions just take away my joy of 

exploration, I put too much effort. So the initial moment was like, okay, 

let’s learn what these little eight tongs can play, and I was in this process 

of learning. Then later, I gradually set my mind off the learning and let 

myself explore, responding to the sound that I hear and feeling it 

intuitively, not thinking too much about what I do, but following the sound 

movement …whether I like it or not. It’s a kind of movement that brings 

you deeper into your sound and keeps you moving.  
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 This sense of movement and guidance through sound was beautifully depicted by 

Dona, who used the image of a river to describe her experience of conscious and 

intentional deep listening, which promoted both peace and energy, opening her awareness 

to new possibilities: 

It’s like letting yourself follow a river, just listening to its sound, and 

trusting the direction it leads you. The more you listen, the more you’re 

noticing other sounds, expressions, and colors. And you keep moving, 

both in sound and silence, as nothing interrupts the movement. It's a kind 

of refreshing energy that lifts your spirit and opens a clear view on the 

possibilities you can choose from. I'm not forcing anything, my 

intentionality to experience fully both my sounds and others’ 

meaningfully, brings me time and again to imagine this flow of the river. 

It brings a sense of peace, and at the same time, awakens you and show 

new directions you can discover.  

 

 Gerry’s experience was also captured in the image of a river and of watery 

surroundings as he reflected on a moment where the dissonant harmonic changes carried 

him like waves on a beach (see Musical Example 43). At the beginning of his narrative, 

Gerry spoke about the musical elements which conveyed the image that follows.  

There was a repeated melodic line, but with each phrase that begins with a 

kind of introduction on the G note (bars 3, 4, 6, and 8), the harmony gets 

more dissonant. Each re-phrasing gets denser… it kind of makes me think 

how waves crash on a beach before a storm if the storm gets closer, it gets 

more violent. But the waves still go in and out… each time I did that, 

resolved in some way that was tenser. And then it resolved itself in its own 

little wave, getting more dissonant. The music was building more depth to 

these waves, surrendering to the moment, going with the flow, sustaining 

and trusting its movement. It was like being on a river, where you’re in 

control, though not fully. And that moment was that kind of feeling, being 

so immersed in the moment, being carried away by these musical waves. 
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Musical Example 43. Gerry’s third significant moment during solo improvisation 

 

 

 Gerry added an additional perspective on the experience of being in the flow of 

sound while illuminating the physical sensations and the changes in the perception of 

time that emerged when he surrendered to the movement of it. 

I remember my breathing becoming lighter, my body becomes relaxed, 

and I felt my listening moving inward, into my sound. There was no 

definite pulse or tempo or sense of time. There wasn’t anything I really 

had to do, or follow, just give myself to the music. And while really 

listening to whatever emerges other than my immediate wish, what I 

intuitively felt and let my hands go wherever they take me, you need to 

stop playing from the mind and start thinking from a different place.  It is 

an internal thing I suppose, something that you don't force, but it comes 

from an intuitive kind of knowing.  

 

 

 Immersing in the aesthetic of sound expression.  In the following narratives, 

Simon, Mike, and Sara all refer to another level of listening, a state in which the attention 

of the listener goes deeper into the qualities of sound, into its shape and colors—

prompting a meditative state of being. Simon talked about the deep listening moments 

during his solo as “being in the zone,” during which he was able to connect with the 
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vibrating sound qualities of his hang drum. In the first reflection on his solo experience, 

he shared his fascination with the effect of the sound, which gradually allowed him to let 

go of his rational thinking and find the “zone” where he could immerse himself in the 

aesthetic vibration of sound:   

So I have my intellectual's ears, which I have to work with, that kind of 

intellectual processing; yet at a certain point, you know, it starts building 

up an internal feeling where there is no more thinking, until something 

comes up and you think, let’s do this with these tools that I have. But in 

that moment, it is more of emotional, intuitive thinking, rather than 

intellectual. Yes, the quality of the sound of that specific instrument draws 

me into it, draws me into that place, into that zone. 

 

Simon reflected on his “zone- experience” during his solo, describing it as “communing” 

with his instrument. 

I remember that point where I felt this sense of communing with the 

instrument, very into the playing, as if I’m a part of sound itself. It felt like 

a non-thinking kind of space, not having thoughts coming in, to interrupt 

what is going on in the moment…Being in a direct connecting with the 

instrument and my musical thoughts…becoming one with my 

music…And when it happens, I can hear a note in my mind and play it 

without any conscious thinking or processing about what is happening. 

 

 Like Simon, Mike described the movement of listening as a vehicle through 

which he was conveying and feeling the vibrating qualities of sounds, his own as well as 

others’, letting them become a moving force, both physically and emotionally: 

There's a musical flow that seems to be at play in a way that feels like I’m 

kind of responding to a vehicle. So, on the one hand, it doesn’t seem to be 

free because maybe it's controlling me, it’s guiding me. But on the other 

hand, there’s freedom in this kind of listening to it, letting it flow through 

me, feeling the vibrations, colors and shapes of sound and just let go of all 

other noises […], letting the music lead the way. As a sort of a guide; or a 

force, that’s probably a good word. It is outside of me though not 

completely. It’s kind of like you’re a part of it, you just have to find ways 

to let it express itself. 
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 For Sara, moving into her sound became a nurturing experience. In her immediate 

reflection on the solo improvisation, she brought her awareness to such moments, when 

she experienced her inner peace and trust while being nurtured by sound: 

I remember this experience where I feel more at peace, and my listening 

becomes more focused after a moment of uncertainty. There, I don’t hear 

my inner critics anymore, only the sound. And I listen, enjoying the sound, 

I listen to its colors, its beauty, and I connect with a deeper part of me, a 

kind of an intuitive knowing that whatever I do, it will be okay, I just need 

to keep listening moving deeper into my sound and others. It's a special 

feeling you know, suddenly there is clarity and confidence and hope that 

you’re getting the right singles […] something new and exciting will 

happen, like a miracle. It’s about letting your sound be and unfold 

naturally. 

 

 Listening with the body.  The transitioning to a deeper state of listening was also 

described in terms of utilizing the body knowledge that supported the improvisers’ 

musical choices in the moment, allowing both old and new patterns to emerge while 

contributing a sense of direction and meaning to the musical expression. In the narratives 

that follow, Dona and Jenn speak about engaging their body knowledge as their guide to 

a deeper and more intuitive way of listening. Dona referred to her solo experience on the 

Kalimba, with which she could find trust in her body, and was able to move with a sense 

of knowing which connected her with the now and moved her forward: 

It’s a bonding process with my body knowledge. And since my head 

doesn’t really know it, you need to be able to bypass the head and just be 

with the body. I’m getting those patterns into my body, that’s part of what 

I’m doing. The more your body knows, the more you can let go, trust, and 

listen more fully. The body’s intuitive knowledge takes you forward and 

discovers what is there that is still waiting for you. 

 

 Similarly, Jenn was discovering clarity; her attention went inward, allowing her to 

develop a more genuine connection with her body while vocalizing: 
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I was a bit confused about where I was going as I began, but then I could 

experience myself being more trustful in whatever happened in the 

moment. I was noticing my body as I moved forward…The more I could 

let go, the more I could feel comfortable with my body and listen more. I 

think that it is also a part of it, being comfortable in your own skin, which 

in my case, is also my voice. I can remember that point where I’m 

transitioning to a deeper kind of listening, just before I was able to go 

higher…from there, I could move forward with greater confidence. 

 

 This connection to the body also reflected an act of surrender to the hands. Gerry 

and Mike’s both described this process of surrendering, through which they deepened 

their listening while following the movement and direction of the hands. Mike reflected 

on a significant moment during his hand drumming solo: 

I was at the point after I went through a kind of struggle, or maybe I 

should say going through challenges, to move out of my familiar zone. 

Reflecting back, it seems to me that at this moment, I was able to be in this 

non-thinking space, just kind of letting my hands do whatever they 

wished, guiding me, going really fast in different ways. First, my arms and 

then my fingers. You know, I think I probably needed to just kind of shake 

this thing out a little bit, clear the air and the space. 

 

Mike’s moments of surrendering conveyed through a timeless rhythmic acceleration, 

played by his fingertips (see Musical Example 44). This act of surrendering allowed him 

to find a space to breathe mentally and physically after being challenged by his wish to 

moving away from the familiar pattern. Mike’s drumming evolved in tempo, being more 

rapid and gradually decreasing in volume as he lightly tapped on his drum, which 

conveyed the sense release he wished for.   
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Musical Example 44. Mike’s fourth significant moment during solo improvisation. 

 

 

Being-in-Sync 

Waiting for the next wave to come 

Here! I find a moment 

I let myself fall into your sounds 

Now we’re on the wave 

Oh boy 

How long can it go? 

How long can we ride this wave together? 

The experience of “being-in-sync” depicted moments where the musical “working 

together” matched very accurately, providing a great sense of musical unity while two 

improvisers were flowing in perfect harmony through time and space. In the following 

narratives, five improvisers describe moments of being in sync, each giving a different 

shade of color to their experience of unity at different phases of the joint improvisation.
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 Riding the waves together.  Sara’s moment of synchrony occurred following her 

experience of our initial working together, where she felt that our story began to unfold. 

Sara’s first words emphasized her view on the experience of sync, where all parts are 

working together effortlessly: 

You have to really start learning like what makes a bunch of things come 

together at the same time, and then you go with it. Once you’re on your 

way, you don’t have to work it that hard… just be where you are, listen 

attentively, and things will find their flow. It might take a bit of time, but 

then it will just flow naturally if you can let go thinking about it too 

much… it’s a great pleasure it’s all coming together. 

 

Sara went on to refer to her significant moment of sync while observing the process of 

our musical collaboration which led us to ride on the wave together (see Musical 

Example 45): 

At this point, we’re really riding the wave [with] the matching [eight 

notes] rhythms of the xylophone and my drum (bars 1-4), almost imitating 

each other. And then I felt so much free to start experimenting with vocal 

rhythms, and different vocal sounds. We’re not just hanging on for dear 

life, but we’re on the wave no, in the groove. And once I joined with my 

voice (bar 5), I could really feel that I didn’t need to go after something 

complicated, but it was more like swinging within a narrow range of 

intervals. And your playing was also matching with this kind of going 

around the notes.
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Musical Example 45. Sara’s second significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 

 

 Being-in-unity.  Gerry experienced a moment of synchrony as a process where 

ideas were negotiated until the point of “being one” -both explored and joined together 

(see Musical Example 46): 

Prior to this moment, we were having a little conversation (bars 1-3) … 

kind of negotiating, building more trust just before being fully in tune with 

each other…I could feel we were connected like one person. At the same 

time, we expressed what we felt in the moment. I was providing the 

melodic development and, your accompaniment provided the wash of 

color upon which I developed my ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

159 

 

 

Musical Example 46. Gerry’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

  

 Gerry’s piano part introduced harmonic and melodic dynamic movement, which 

(from bar 6) injected even more tension, but at the same time, strengthened the sense of 

harmony and unity with my repetitive patterns. The tension that had gradually developed 

through this moment got partially resolved, creating a soft and quiet atmosphere toward 

its end that also captured the attentive mutual listening within this moment.  
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Gerry voiced another opinion about this moment, pointing to the intentionality within 

unity promoted through harmonic tension, where its resolution expanded the sense of 

individual freedom:  

We also created a kind of tension prior to the release… You can feel it in 

yourself and in the music we created together. This tension, to me, is also 

the kind of intentionality that we brought into our joint play. We were 

fully present, and this building of tension was a kind of determination. 

Toward the end, where we finally arrive at a tonal resolution, freedom is 

felt at its best, like finding our breath again, now more refreshed. 

 

 Like Gerry’s view, Dan’s significant moment of synchrony was experienced 

through both the unity and the individual expression within (see Musical Example 47): 

At that moment, we could find this common ground, but at the same time, 

letting our own voices be heard and supporting each other. I really felt free 

to explore at that moment and go beyond my limits while feeling validated 

and heard by you. And that was an expanding moment in terms of my 

freedom. Your repetitive rhythmic ride on the xylophone brought an 

energetic grounding flow, allowing me to move more dynamically, also 

making spaces in between. I was then moving to the continuous flow of 

rhythm I created (bars 7-8). I felt very free at that point, feeling this unity 

through which I could sense the intentions we had… being confident in 

our direction, much more than before.  
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Musical Example 47. Dan’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 

 Finding home.  Jenn’s experience of synchrony came after she found herself able 

to welcome dissonance into her musical expression, from this drawing the courage to 

expand her familiar boundaries. At this phase, Jenn was more open about creating a new 

bond, which led us to a moment of unity (see Musical Example 48). Jenn’s experience of 

sync took her to an image of a home where she could find safety and support, and at the 

same time, explore new boundaries both inside and away from her “home”: 

I noticed that there was this intervallic pattern of being home and then 

leaving it. But it was also a moment we were so much together, that for 

me, this unity was providing a home from which I could leave my comfort 

zone…this time bringing much more playfulness. Your vocal presence, 

being very much in sync with my own, brought a sense of closeness. So it 

was open for me to find a world that was new to me …also letting my 

voice be more independent than before. 
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 I asked Jenn what it meant for her, musically, to be away from the unity of home. 

She answered: 

Being off-beat was kind of new to me, and I was following you while you 

swapped between the G and the D (bars 1-4) then descending (bar 6). This 

kind of joint movement together, in playfulness and unity, was new to me. 

I had an opportunity to step out of my comfort zone, being grounded even 

more by this rhythmic wave. And the amazing thing was following this 

moment of unity (as heard in the excerpt), I was able to move away even 

further and sing a little melody, still being held by the memory of home 

we created. 

 

 

Musical Example 48. Jenn’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 
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Musical Example 49. Dona’s third significant moment during joint improvisation 

 

 Creating a new birth.  Dona’s experience of sync also brought a discovery of 

newness. (see Musical Example 49). This moment that took place toward the ending 

phase of our improvisation created what Dona described as birth, bringing a profound 

meaning for Dona while at the same time conveying truth within our joint experience:    

It feels like we’re about to end, but then we picked up again from each other. 

We’re having a short dialogue, you’re creating rhythmic, repeated clusters 

(bars 3-10), and I respond through intervallic movement. I remember myself 
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being washed by these sounds that worked so well together.  For me, it’s a 

magical moment, a one-time creation that when it’s synchronized, it opens 

a new kind of understanding and meaning both inside and outside the 

music…Something good is happening, some truth is born that has great 

intention. That's refreshing for the spirit. 

 

 Amanda took me to her moment of synchrony, which occurred following 

moments where she had pushed the boundaries of our musical relationship (see Musical 

Example 50). As shown earlier, her act of courage did not sink our boat; instead, we 

found synchrony and greater harmony in our joint musical space. Amanda’s words 

illuminated this process of growth, moving through the challenges and toward the 

empowering moment of sync:   

So we’re back now to some of the rhythmic motives from before, and now 

we reconnect and sync. In my mind, as I hear it, it’s a moment where we 

create this new bond after some challenges. Here we’re interlocking with 

such a great unity which expands both our freedoms. I wasn’t feeling 

limited by holding the structure, but actually was feeling empowered by it 

and the sense of unity and flow that we could find through these two 

simple but genuine musical expressions. This moment has a sense of one 

voice. And your role sort of carried me forwards each time, which 

becomes softer and more in tune with the effect of your sounds.  

 

 As heard in Amanda’s music, she was creating repeated intervallic clusters, which 

decreased in their intensity and dynamic as she moved forward. My role provided both a 

steady bass line that added to the grounding atmosphere created by Amanda. Then (bar 

4), I introduced a continuous melodic line, which interlocked and added a complimentary 

contrast to the repeated intervals. While gradually slowing down, Amanda answered this, 

in tune with the gentle sounds of my melodic expression. After bar 8, our sounds 

presented even more compatibility, leading us further to another transition.  
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Musical Example 50. Amanda’ sixth significant moment during joint improvisation 
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Phase V: Expansion 

 As shown throughout the findings, the improvisers’ reflections on their creative 

journey were fraught with challenges, as with inspiration and meaning that illuminated 

the depth and breadth of the improvisational act. These experiences, however, were not 

brought to the improvisers’ full awareness and recognition in the act of playing, but only 

afterward, first within the presence of silence, and then when reflecting and listening 

back to their improvisations. 

 During the conversations on these experiences, I noticed the changes in effect, as 

the improvisers expressed emotions such as joy, awe, pleasure, beauty, and wonder that 

emerged throughout their short, albeit meaningful journey in sound exploration. The 

following categories and subcategories comprise of the improvisers’ reflections on 

questions that focused on feelings that emerged throughout the improvisational processes 

and in response to significant moments. Their words reflect a new expanded 

consciousness on the meaning of their experiences, depicting the joy within inner 

freedom where “nothing is blocking one’s spirit.”  

Experiencing Authenticity of Feelings 

I feel empowered 

Whole 

Listening to my true voice 

Air is moving, energy is flowing 

I am free 

Nothing is blocking my spirit 

I feel authentic to who I am 
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 The joy of letting go.  For Amanda, playing dissonant chords was a new 

experience that brought feelings of great satisfaction, while acknowledging her courage 

to deviate from the usual harmonic pattern that although aesthetically pleasing did not 

always express her genuine intentions: 

There was this feeling of joy inside, like moving out of the structure. I 

added more like dissonant notes. It was very satisfying and freeing, that 

added crunch. I’m listening to it, and in a way, it is strange to me, as it is 

not my habitual way to play dissonance chords. I always like to make 

beautiful harmonies, but you know, it does not necessarily come from true 

expression, but just keeping it “right.” And now that I’m listening to these 

dissonant chords, wow! It is so liberating. 

 

 This sense of achievement also came through in Jenn’s words as she described the 

experience of reaching the higher register, regaining her confidence and self-trust, the 

knowledge that she could push her boundaries beyond what she had thought was possible 

at that moment. 

It’s only this single moment, a single note, but how freeing it was to reach 

that point, to touch that high note that seemed to be not possible for some 

moments, till I could let go a and just do it, despite my hesitation. It’s like 

I could breathe better, see better … what joy! It’s an empowering moment 

for me, reaching higher than I thought I could. 

 

 The joy of discovering new possibilities.  Sara reflected on her solo 

improvisation to the moment (sig. moment 1) where she was able not only to reach higher 

and express her voice fully but also discovered new possibilities in moving forward while 

modulating to a minor key:  

I could have turned it into a very long ostinato, but I didn’t.  I took the 

risk, Yeah!!! It was quite exciting to discover what I can do more, where I 

can go discover something new. This surprising little event where 

suddenly your path is changing is expanding; it's the wow moment that 
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brings a great sense of pleasure and meaning… There is a great sense of 

fulfillment in this experience of newness …and true joy in discovering 

what is out there that was waiting for you.  

 

 The joy of embracing my imperfection.  In the following narratives, Dona and 

Gerry share their inner journey into the meaning of allowing imperfection to manifest in 

the musical moment. Dona referred to the moment when she gave herself permission to 

“hunt” and walk around the notes while playing the Kalimba. As we delved deeper into the 

emotional meaning of her act of walking around notes, she was not entirely familiar with, 

her reflection led her to the permission to sound her voice. Dona talked about this moment 

with great enthusiasm and joy, as she recognized the empowering quality of accepting her 

imperfect, yet genuine sound exploration.  

I go back to this moment where I permitted myself to hunt, walking 

around the notes, letting go of what I think it should be, just being me 

…that’s a real sense of freedom. I mean, there is also a sort of social 

freedom in that act of such exploration…to be yourself, also in the 

presence of others … with all of its imperfect glory and just whoever you 

are. There is so much joy and meaning in sounding yourself as you are.  

 

For Gerry, being able to take off the “jazz player” hat while connecting with authentic 

sound expression, evoked a wave of emotions, through which he was able to hear new 

forms of emotional expression, connecting him with his bitter-sweet truth. 

It’s different in the sense that I’m not listening to evaluate my moves, like 

how do my line sounds, or how perfect are my chords, but instead, I listen 

to it from a personal level, thinking, how does it feel. This moment has a 

bitter-sweet kind of feeling […] I feel moved by this genuine expression. 

It sounded bitter-sweet, but taking myself back to this moment, I was 

feeling joyous because it felt to me like a kind of truth that was 

discovered, that had both strength and vulnerability. 
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 The joy of the inner child.  Another emotional motif capturing the improvisers’ 

discovery of their authenticity in the musical moment was the image of the child. 

Looking through the windows of their significant moments, Amanda, Sara, and Mike 

evoked the inner child—curious, playful, carefree, sometimes rebellious, a child who 

wished to be freed from rules and to be immersed in the joy of exploration. Amanda’s 

experiences of moving beyond her conventions brought a pleasurable association to the 

playful child:  

Stepping out of the structure, what was already known to me, it was like I 

could step away from mom (laughing). I was really having fun with what's 

around, putting things together, it is like playing in the mud a little bit, 

making things a little bit dirty, but it still looks nice and evokes 

pleasurable feelings, even though it's a bit “dirty.” This playfulness, 

watching this kid having so much fun, carefree, spontaneously exploring, 

it’s beautiful.  In that sense, it’s a moment that is authentic to the spirit, 

being this child again. It was a moment of departure to the unknown 

…nothing was blocking the spirit …just being me, connecting to 

something pure and genuine. 

 

 The image of the child also had much meaning for Sara, as I discovered when I 

asked her what nudged her into reaching higher and overcome her fears of falling. Her 

reflections provided room to the little child who had discovered her voice for the first 

time, free of judgment, being open to the world around her while sounding herself. 

I felt like there was a little kid inside me that would try to sing. Like you 

watch little kids, and there's something just wonderful about being able to 

find her voice and sing and go with it in some way. There's something 

very satisfying to be able to say, all right, this is me, and this is where I’m 

going. I’m going to dance the way I want to dance, to sing the way I want 

to sing as though no one is listening or not judging or criticizing right this 

minute.  This pure joy is from feeling that “Yes! I can do this.” Being 

playful like a child that is discovering the world around her. And this child 

was at this moment, shining as she could reach up higher, and finding out 

that she can do it, letting the world hear her voice with no fear, feeling the 
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wholeness that connects her to her being. That's empowering and brings 

such beauty to this process. 

 

 Dan and Mike both described their inner child experiences finding out about the 

wild energy of the child, which introduced a sense of awakening into their solo 

improvisation. Dan’s words referred to the discovery of new rhythmic patterns on the 

woodblock that encouraged his childlike curiosity: 

It was like being a child again that just been given a new toy, and he is 

ready to find out how it works and what he can do with it. And that 

moment of finding a new rhythm, even though I couldn't hold it for long, 

was a moment of discovery that brought feelings of awe and wonder. This 

is exactly what makes this process so special when you can find this child 

and let him express his voice. It doesn't have to be perfect, it has to be his 

own. And so I did! And sometimes, this child wishes to be wild and he 

finds out that there are places he discovers that are beyond what he is 

capable of, but still, he is trying…I almost can see this child’s face, being 

amazed by what he just found…This moment was beyond pleasurable, it 

brought this sense of living energy inside me. That’s quite profound. 

 

 Similarly, Mike heard the rebel child through our joint improvisation, in which he 

was creating unconventional sounds: 

It just makes me think of, maybe I wasn't pulling it off because it was like 

a five-year-old me trying to do it, not like the 40-something-year-old 

percussionist guy. It kind of fits, I guess, and it felt so natural and so joyful 

because it came out of the genuine intention to be that child for these short 

moments […] the child that can expose his vulnerability but also his 

determination to express his voice, his truth. That’s empowering! 
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The Joy of Togetherness 

It’s freeing, genuine. 

Together with you, I open a new door 

Expanding my boundaries 

Free myself from fears of messing up  

Feeling supported  

I feel I can fly away 

letting my spirit soar up high 

Like a prayer 

 As described throughout the phase of emergence, during the joint improvisation, 

the improvisers were challenged by the process of sharing their musical world with 

another, gradually building meaningfulness while interlocking ideas, forming a common 

ground, and experiencing affirmation of their unique voice. The following narratives 

illuminate the various ways of finding togetherness that promoted a sense of expanded 

freedom and joy. 

 The joy of intentional meeting.  Dan shared the sense of meaningful pleasure 

and joy he experienced as he felt the community that was created through our joint 

improvisation: 

Those occasions when an improv creates something beautiful don't always 

happen or have to happen. What always happened… enough of a 

community was created here in this little event, that’s what made it a 

meaningful shared event; listening and responding with attention and 

acceptance of each other's unique expression, thus experiencing a great 

sense of joy and pleasure. 
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 Dona also noted the element of intentionality, and of openness to another, that 

emerged from her discovery of togetherness: 

This opening up to another sound, to another human being's sound, is very 

freeing to me.  It’s like suddenly, something is discovered, and it doesn’t 

matter that it’s not yours, but it is there, and I'm joining it with great 

intention to be there, paying attention to what we have both discovered 

within this joining. 

 

 Like Dona, Mike acknowledged the element of the willingness to meet each other. 

His words depicted his sense of expansion, embodied within the choice to move toward 

the other while searching for meaningful connection. 

Even if we didn’t think about how your rhythm complemented my rhythm, 

and how my rhythm complemented yours, the fact is that we changed in 

those moments and shifted like there was a pattern of shifting that was 

complementary. There was a very free thing happening; we didn't talk 

about it… but being attached to our willingness to meet each other, to see 

each other’s needs, listening and responding with empathy… it creates this 

joyful feeling of expansion, of belonging to something beyond yourself. 

 

 The pleasure of being in tune.  Sara’s depiction of her experience of sync during 

our joint improvisation conjured an image of a surfer attuned to the right moments, the 

waves moving in perfect synchrony with the surfer’s body as he brings his intentions to 

the waves—much the same as how the improvisers bring their attention and intentions to 

the waves of sound. For Sara, those moments, of being in perfect tune with self, music, 

and another’s music, created a feeling of awe and elation that one wished to return to 

time and again: 

This moment of awe happens when we fit together, and when I can 

actually create or come very close to creating something that I'm intending 

to let happen within this joint space. Yes, my intention, it’s hard to put 

words into it, as it happens in such milliseconds of space and time. But it’s 
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like these things; like you’re riding a wave, it is all you and the wave, 

thinking, can I catch the wave? …that only happens in a split second… 

your body is in tune with the wave, the board, and the space, and you’re 

physically capable of doing this […] that is elation! You are in tune with 

yourself, with the music and with another person’s music…There's so 

much joy in that joint experience, where you are able to find this kind of 

unity that manifests in all levels. 

 

 Gerry shared the image of his experience of sync, illuminating both the emotional 

and physical expansion within the “we” experience and its transformative quality: 

Reflecting back this moment of sync, I feel like I am being transformed to 

another dimension, where my emotional being becomes a part of another. 

And though I was expressing myself, your sounds and musical presence 

provided fresh air, which allowed me to feel my own breath, and this was 

mutual. It brought this amazing feeling of awakening, of creating a new 

world, a new kind of trust, a new kind of birth. I was moved. 

 

 Dona also referred to the emotions and experience of expansion evoked by the 

unexpected encounter of musical contrasts while being united within the separateness of 

individual expression: 

The way you've done it, as a surprise, brought me to a kind of awe, as I 

wasn’t expecting that. I can feel that sense of self-expansion, which brings 

a great sense of joy and meaning to the relational space… being almost in 

a perfect harmony where we're on the same level. And when it happens, 

it's a kind of miracle where you experience awe and beauty in 

togetherness. 

 

 The joy of inspiration.  Another element within the meeting moments that 

evoked the feeling of expansion was the sense of inspiration, which the improvisers 

harnessed to expand their boundaries and own ideas while finding togetherness. In the 

following narratives, Jenn and Simon return to specific inspirational moments during the 

joint improvisation.  
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 Jenn talked about the sensation of being inspired while “trying a new spice.” Her 

discovery opened an exciting new world for her, one which evoked emotional responses: 

I wasn’t imitating what you did, but I was able to find the freedom to do it 

the way I wished it to be while feeling your support through this moment. 

I was moved by the fact that made this new flavor my own. So this sense 

of togetherness was even more meaningful. Like a little miracle of birth. I 

felt empowered to go outside myself, to reach higher than I thought and 

find new meaning. 

 

 Similarly, Simon expressed his appreciation while opening up to new ideas and 

new ways of responding, which led him in an unexpected direction, an experience that 

evoked a great sense of fulfillment and pleasure. He described his emotional response to 

his change of direction: 

It is such a joy and inspiration to be in a space like this, where your world 

suddenly becomes wider, expanded. I cannot go back and say how it 

happened, but I can say that your sounds intrigued me, providing peaceful 

feelings that I was drawn to. There was a beautiful sense of flow that kept 

me going and inspired me to find that kind of flow. And once I heard 

myself finding a new direction, there was this feeling of expansion inside 

of me as these new sounds interlocked with yours. There was a sense of 

peaceful joy inside of me. Sometimes, it’s difficult to put into words the 

emotional aspect of the experience, but it’s a kind of release, like 

breathing fresh air that connects you to yourself and others genuinely.  
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Beyond the Self: The Joy of Transformation  

That feeling of being open 

Air is moving 

Energy is flowing 

I feel open 

Bigger than myself 

Bigger than my body 

It’s like a prayer 

When you’re inside 

You transform 

 The improvisers depicted another level of expansion, a deeper state of being 

within which they were able to connect with something “greater than themselves.” These 

experiences, both in the solo and joint improvisation, conveyed an expanded sense of 

expressive freedom, at times, opening onto a spiritual path. In the following narratives, 

the improvisers reflect on specific moments where this level of expansion was felt, 

highlighting the transformed physical and emotional sense of their experience, also 

relating to similar experiences in the past. 

 Bigger than myself.  When Amanda finally succeeded in letting go of her 

judgment and the structure that she had been holding on to, she began to experience her 

music as her own self in a more genuine way. Her words portrayed her sense of liberation 

that deepened as she moved forward in her solo: 

I wasn't in control, it came to me as if I was connecting with something 

bigger outside myself. So it was like this open space of trusting the 

musical part of me, which was a great joy. I feel that kind of flow when I 
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allow a natural movement. There’s nothing limiting, impeding, or 

hindering in the moment, but an openness in space and time and 

acceptance that lets life or music happen, connecting with something 

bigger than myself in this sense that I’m more than my physical 

limitations. My physical body cannot contain my spirit, but it feels like 

I’m part of something larger than my body. 

 

 Sara also used the term “greater than myself” when describing her joint 

improvisational experiences. Her perspective on this sense of being “greater” fleshed out 

the feeling of being welcomed to a particular space, a sacred space in which one finds 

unconditional acceptance: 

It is a kind of joining as in our joint experience where I become a part of 

something greater than myself while creating beautiful sounds together. 

This is more religious to me than going to the church. This is my safe, 

sacred ground, where I can come and be whoever I am, I could be in deep 

straits, you could be really joyful—but there's a sacred space in which you 

can be yourself, truly, authentically and experience joy wonder beauty and 

the divine in yourself and in others. 

 

 Dan introduced another perceptive to the notion of being “greater than oneself” 

when he referred to a moment of meaningful connectedness, both in his joint experience 

and in past improvisational experiences. For Dan, the act of intentional joining was a 

creation of a separate entity, a space where one is fully present for another; a space that 

allows for the discovery of something extending beyond the self, and for the experience 

the wholeness (and holiness) of the “we”: 

When improvisation is going well, I am lifting out of myself to be part of 

something else, whole, that is greater than myself, that holds the beauty 

and meaning of the joint music that is created as if it has a separate life. I 

would not go so far as to say we created another person, but there's a 

separate entity outside ourselves that is not you that is not me, and it’s not 

this instrument and not that instrument. 
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Dan’s reflection took him back to a recent joint improvisation he had participated in. His 

words gave a vivid sense of the profoundness within the non-verbal spontaneous human 

connection, providing new for him to experience his genuine self through the light of 

another: 

I’m going to remember this for a long time, the experience I’d described to 

you of Sunday, a week ago, at the “music for people” retreat weekend. 

That duet that I had with a woman playing the oboe was a very profound 

experience for me. She and I were facing each other, and the moment that 

was meaningful to me was the high level of communication and 

presence… Being in these sacred moments, making direct eye contact was 

a transcendent experience, where I felt as though “leaving myself” and, at 

the same time, coming back, discovering something whole within me that 

only can exist in the presence of another human being. 

  

 Being in a spiritual space.  Dona and Jenn spoke about the spiritual space they 

discovered through their improvisational experiences, referring both to specific moments 

in the joint improvisation as well as to earlier experiences that had evoked similar 

feelings.  Jenn’s experience of her courage to reach up to her highest register during our 

joint play opened her to a feeling of spirituality that ran deep into her cultural and 

religious roots: 

When I was up there holding the higher notes, I remember I got the chills, 

thinking, oh my goodness, this is just amazing what is happening now. It 

was an emotional moment for me, maybe because, you know, from a 

theoretical perspective now, this minor chord, is the “vein of my 

existence,” which is within African American music, many of our songs 

are in minor keys, and I think even the most soulful of songs are in minor 

keys. So that moment kind where I reached the highest notes brought me 

back to what I used to sing in church, specifically in Black History Month. 

I imagined that part, my ancestors by the river and the high note represents 

like that river because it just keeps going and your humming [represents] 

their going about their day, as the only freedom they have is through 

music, like them being connected to the soul of everything. So for me, that 

was the most soulful part of the improvisation, the highest peak. It 

connected me to a spiritual part within myself as well as to my own 
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culture. There is so much power, so much emotion, so much behind this 

one note. Inside it, there is truth. It brings this essence and connects us to 

something beyond ourselves. 

 

 Dona described the spiritual element in her significant moments as a sacred space, 

through which she could experience what she called “her inner light”; a point where she 

felt transformed while connecting to a different state of her being: 

Both in these uplifting moments during our joint improvisation and when I 

was singing with the Kalimba, I could feel myself not only being in sound 

but letting my spirit speak, letting it wander and connect to what I call my 

inner light. It happens when I can forget myself and connect to something 

beyond my physical and mental being. Like when we were in moments of 

sync, that evoked this sense of elation and, at the same time a great 

amount of peace. Also, when I’m able to vocalize freely, I can feel this 

inner light, it’s like praying, suddenly I’m transferred to sacred space, and 

everything inside you is integrated. It really is a mystery when it happens. 

You know, it is difficult to put it in words, but these moments are quite 

profound, like finding a spontaneous answer to the deepest questions of 

our existence. 

 

 Experiencing wholeness.  Simon, Mike, and Gerry described another dimension 

to expansion, one that manifested as they were moving into the sound, all the while 

immersed in the resonance of the sound’s qualities. All three improvisers spoke about an 

experience of wholeness, bringing a different view to its meaning while looking back at 

specific improvisational moments. Simon referenced a moment in his solo improvisation 

where he succeeded in letting go of the need to change, and to be where he was until 

something new presented itself. He described the act of repetition and waiting as 

something that took him into a meditative state, a state which allowed him to experience 

wholeness and a sense of peace and clarity: 

When I feel one with the sound, I go into a different mind space. It’s like a 

meditative state where one quietens their normal mind and gets access to 
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other parts of the brain. An access to something that is more whole and 

integrated within me; [a place] where I can feel a sense of clarity in the 

direction I’m going, connecting to my intuition in a deeper way and trust 

the way. 

 

 Mike expanded on this view when he described the process of “being” in sound, 

and how this promoted a sense of wholeness and integration: 

There is so much joy in this kind of playfulness, where it's not about doing 

things right but being curious about how different sounds work together 

and opening yourself to discovery.  Both in my solo and joint 

improvisations, I like these moments where I explore the sounds, 

sometimes in unconventional ways, as I did with the xylophone and 

partially on the drum during my solo, letting my hands take me to different 

timbres, rhythms, and dynamics… It is saying different things as if using 

the sounds to go into different moods, almost like a different landscape 

…between moods or feelings I think; but then there are different sounds 

too, they all seem to contribute to the feeling that arises which evokes this 

kind of awakening to your senses. There, you can also find wholeness. 

You feel your whole self exists, living in sound. It brings this sense of 

joyful truth that you just feel happy to be around and discover different 

kinds of shades and colors. 

 

 Similar to Mike, Gerry’s experience of immersion in sound, moving between 

control and no control, allowed him to find a sense of clarity while integrating his 

thoughts and feelings, and then finding a sense of wholeness in and through sound: 

I felt some kind of wholeness…a new whole state of being that connected 

me to feelings of great peace and joy. And I feel like that’s everything. I 

mean those moments of clarity where everything just comes together. You 

just feel it, this effortless beauty… nothing interferes it to be what it’s 

already is. This sense of wholeness, of full acceptance of yourself and of 

your path, is freedom itself and in this space, I could find true joy. 
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 Being in silence.  “This silence at the end of the improvisation is very freeing, it 

becomes a space of true joy, of coming back home to yourself “(Gerry). 

 While the word “silence” was not referenced explicitly, it nevertheless was an 

integral part of the lived improvisational experience. The silence, especially the one at the 

end of each improvisation, embodied something unique that happens in this space and 

that speaks a kind of truth, being an integral part of the musical journey-capturing the joy 

of the now, the memory of the past, and the hope in the possibilities of the future  

Sara, alone, reflected on the meaning of the silence at the end of the improvisation. Her 

words underscored the emotional and spiritual dimension of silence and its role in 

enhancing the transformative power of the improvisational journey. 

At the end of the improvisation, there is a moment of silence, then there is 

a big sigh, like “I feel so much at peace”…there is a resonance… an 

energetic, emotional resonance  …just in perfect alignment ….All our 

physical bodies are resonating in a certain way; the musical instruments… 

our voices. We’re meeting ourselves and each other… creating something 

with ourselves and collaboratively together that creates a sense of peace, 

joy and beauty. The silence holds the faith or at least the hope for 

goodness that comes out of sound, but created by the humanity of each 

one of us, and the will to connect to something greater and find meaning 

in our connection to ourselves and to others.    
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PART B: Musical Expression as Life Meaning  

The choices in my life and the choices I make in the improvisation taking big or small 

risks it's all integral. It’s not like I have these separate parts of myself in separate boxes 

that never touch each other. It is all of who I am, creating myself, my relationships, and 

discovering the world around me. (Sara) 

 Here, I present a summary of my findings regarding the secondary research 

question, which assessed the relationship between the improvisers’ experiences in the 

process of improvisation and the personal and interpersonal perspectives informed by 

their own lives. As the narratives will show, the improvisers highlighted their solo and 

joint improvisational experiences while ruminating over their personal perceptions of 

attaining freedom through improvisation and the ways that it conveyed meaning to their 

own lives. Given the limitations of this study, it was not possible in these conversations 

to capture every aspect of the participants’ experiences. Nevertheless, the impressions 

outlined here do portray the improvisers' individual relationships with the most relevant 

aspects of their lives for them at the time of the interviews. These impressions also show 

the collective nature of the human will to meaningfully and authentically engage with self 

and others, as portrayed in the improvisational process. 

Openness  

 One of the first observations that the improvisers made with regard to the 

improvisation process and its relationship to life, related to let go of judgmental views of 

both themselves and others. They conveyed a wish to be more open-minded and 

compassionate about “wrongdoing” and expectations—while, in parallel, transcending 

the fear of failure and finding greater acceptance of themselves. 
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 Letting go of judgments and expectations.  “Like in my music, I might follow 

what is right but not what is right for me. I need to break free from these expectations, my 

own and others, find out more about my true wishes”. (Amanda) 

 The impetus behind letting go of the expectation to “sound good,” to follow 

specific rules and to be judgmental was another theme that the improvisers reflected on, 

particularly with regard to how these thought processes inhibited their sense of expressive 

flow. They also could see these critical thought processes emerge in a range of ways in 

their everyday lives and thinking patterns. Amanda, for example, recognized a personal 

tendency to critique herself, often with a judgmental voice, when worrying about the 

social pressure to do the “right thing”: 

I’m struck by it, as we’re talking about my own life: Wow! I think I’m 

taking a lot what people say or what I think people say, and I turn it into 

“this is what the rules are.” And then I try to live up to it. It’s a good 

reminder for me, not just to think about other people but to think about 

myself as well.  It’s so easy to get caught up in my head, putting a value 

judgment on things that I say and do, that really may not be all that 

crucial.  And I guess, the parts of myself that I think about: “Oh, they’re so 

horrible”, probably aren’t. If they are really allowed to be, I may be able to 

accept these parts of myself just as much as other people are able to accept 

me. I can say now, that my expectations of myself, like behaving in a 

certain way or like doing what I think someone expects of me, sometimes 

put me in a situation where I’m not really connected to my own wishes, to 

who I am. 

 

 Dona reflected that her choice of the Kalimba allowed her to let go of her former 

expectations about obeying specific rules as a classical musician. Similar to her 

improvisational experience, she found herself becoming less self-judgmental in her 

everyday life and finding more acceptance within: 
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I think about myself in the moment, in this freedom in playing, it leads me 

to think about my current life. There has been a lot of stress in my life 

recently, both at work and in privately, dealing with some real problems. 

And so being engrossed in this process of improvising and exploring a 

new instrument frees me from these worries. But even if I'm not 

improvising, just like here, I’m exploring a new instrument, not following 

musical agendas. Also, in my life, I can be more open than before, I am 

much less judgmental, whether it is about myself or toward others. I take 

the chance to learn something new, just as I did here. It is very interesting 

to me to see these parallel connections, between this little experience as 

well as my former experiences in improvisation, and my developing 

approach to my life. I am able to let go much more of these little worries 

and move on finding solutions or not, but not being locked much in my 

own worries and inhibitions. 

 

 Dan’s musical experience, letting go of the expectation to sound “good,” took him 

to his past and his inner struggle over his failed marriage. He expressed the wish to make 

changes to his life, to overcome the expectation to follow specific rules. This was all the 

more important to him because, as a public figure, he felt more vulnerable to judgment: 

As in my improvisational experiences, this is where I need to make a 

choice and be able to step outside the pattern. It is like letting go of what is 

already familiar to me. It’s like expectations to follow a specific rule, 

whether it's your own or some external rule, in order to meet, discover, 

and engage with something or someone new in your life.  I can see it now 

very clear, as we talk about letting go, how it is sometimes difficult for 

me, to let go, breaking free…And that can be a very limiting experience. 

There were moments in life …that I could not let go of these worries— 

OMG, I better not do it, what would p people say about me? And that was 

the case before I got divorced. You know, I am a priest, I am known in the 

community, and judgment was— and still is—at the back of my mind. 

However, I just couldn't go on with these expectations about following the 

rules of society. I wasn't happy. And I can see now, which is an amazing 

insight, how my experiences in improvisations in the last year opened a 

door for me, toward letting go. And now, as a divorced man, though still 

struggling with fears of judgment, I am able to let go more of these 

worries, to break from old patterns. And similar to my solo and our joint 

improvisation, I am developing greater forgiveness toward my mistakes 

and limitations, knowing I'm just a human being. No one is perfect, even 

not the priest. When I'm able to practice that in my life, in my 

relationships, something good happens, I feel at peace. I don't spend time 

on worrying, and I can accept myself, with much less judgment. 
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 In common with Dan, Mike became aware of the wish to break free from certain 

patterns and expectations, and to discover new patterns and ways of being in the world: 

My musical experience certainly is aligned with my experience of life. I 

think that on the whole, my sort of narrative about my life is that there is a 

need to take risks and simultaneously push beyond some of the limitations 

in the patterns, not to feel constrained by them. I have the need to be more 

spontaneous, to connect with my intuition to break free of the patterns—

which also means breaking free of my own expectations about following a 

certain path, so I can find out more about myself, about my world. Along 

with the appreciation of the patterns and routine of life. 

 

 Finding trust in others.  Trust in others is a foundational aspect of the 

improvisational process. The issue of trust came up in Dona and Simon’s reflections on 

their interpersonal worlds when they reflected on specific moments in our joint 

improvisation. Simon referred to his tendency to worry about how he expresses himself 

with others, feeling inhibited by a fear of saying the wrong thing, and being judged. 

Through engaging the improvisation process, he recognized his ability to trust, and this 

capacity allowed him to express himself more freely and more in line with his wishes:  

It goes both to my music as to my own life, to develop more trust in 

myself and where I wish to go. Maybe I’m hesitating, or afraid I will say 

something wrong, or not welcome, whether it's my wife or my children. 

However, I know they are not judging me, but there is something inside 

that urges me to let go of these worries. I can hear it as well in the music, 

as I did when we had our joint improvisation, not being able to go to that 

wished note. Well, it might have been a technical thing, but I do know that 

it is also my own inhibition, sometimes, the worry that what I say may not 

be heard, so I give up. However, this experience also tells me that when I 

allow myself to trust, as I trusted you, I can overcome, and stop worrying 

about saying the wrong things, whether it’s sound or words. Just go with 

the moment. I wish to let go more of these worries and my own self-

judgment. And that applies also in my relationship with others, not being 

afraid to join others and to communicate more freely, without the worries 

of judgment. 
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 Like Simon, Dona shared the experience of trusting others and being less 

judgmental (of herself and others), which she saw manifesting in our joint improvisation 

as well as in her own life: 

I feel that these days when I'm able to let go of my judgmental self, things 

in my life become much clearer. I don't struggle so much, especially on 

these little things in life I inside me and around me that are actually not 

important. I also realize that there are people in my life who can accept me 

as I am, with my choices that sometimes may not be so “convenient” to 

others. Just like in our joint improvisation, my first thoughts were, Oh! 

Will I unintentionally create difficulties? But once I stopped worrying and 

had trust in our musical relationship, despite not knowing where it was 

going, I was open to hearing how accepting and supportive you were. It 

brings me back to my brother, who is not an easy person. But I have 

noticed lately, and now as we talk about it, I can say that I am more open 

and less judgmental or worried about how he would respond to different 

situations. Which then clears my mind, and I guess affects his attitude 

toward me and then I can experience more of his support rather than his 

rejection. Well, life seems to be much easier when I'm able to let go of 

worries and judgment. 

 

Flexibility to the “Now” 

“Music to me, like when it is doing what it should be doing, reflects what life is like, 

offering possibilities, opportunities to make new choices and discover something new 

about yourself, about the world.” (Mike) 

 Another parallel element that the participants recognized related to their will and 

their learning experiences while adapting to and flexibility, engaging their life 

circumstances and uncertainties. In this process, while in a state of uncertainty—such as 

in the musical journey—one needs to make choices, engage one’s curiosity and inner 

listening (intuition), and trust. These are the inner resources by which new possibilities 

and meanings can emerge.  
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 Making choices despite uncertainty.  Sara went back to her musical moment of 

“waiting for the waves,” which mirrored how she deals with her life struggles. In parallel, 

she was able to open herself to optimism about the choices she had made and the 

possibilities that manifested when she was ready for change: 

There was one big turning point in my life when I got divorced, and I said: 

no matter what happens, I have to choose life!  I have to! I can't just pull 

up and die. That’s not acceptable. Even though my children are grown and 

no longer live with me, it is not an acceptable choice for me. Being in 

improvisation symbolized that kind of choosing life. It is saying I don't 

know what the next step is, I don’t know what the change is going to be, 

but I have to overcome my fears and move forward to be attentive to 

where I am, to open myself to new sounds that will emerge new 

possibilities. Being in the process of improvisation is an amazing reminder 

that I have to make choices, my own choices move forward, waiting for 

the waves to ride on, to be open and adapt to what's coming …you need to 

keep going, despite the circumstances, and find meaning. 

 

 Waiting for the right things to come.  “I need to let go, to trust …find courage, 

and expand my ways of expression. And that applies to anything I do in my life and that I 

wish to have, this ability to let go…just letting things come at the right time” (Simon). 

 Simon’s experience of waiting in the musical space opened doors to new 

perspectives and experiences in his life when he needed to let go of his quest for an 

immediate answer. Being a retired engineer, he understood that an important part of the 

process of discovering is the ability to go through a phase of not knowing, from which 

the mind can wander and open space for the imagination to manifest:  

Thinking about this now, I see parallels with the experiences I’ve had with 

other-than-musical creativity and problem-solving in my life.  It’s often 

necessary for me to sort of walk away from the problem and stop thinking 

about a solution directly. When I was working as an engineer, not 

everything had an immediate solution, you need to be creative and use 

both your knowledge and imagination to find answers to unexpected 

problems. It is also a kind of improvisation when you open a space for 
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imagination. I sometimes even experience like being lost for a while when 

I improvise, so a solution can pop into my mind. Suddenly I can break free 

from expectation to come up with the “right” answer. I’m open to let 

things emerge, and suddenly new possibilities are there and you start 

seeing clearly what you’ve been looking for is. It's about finding, without 

the pressure to find something, whether in musical terms or life itself. 

 

 Adapting to life circumstances: finding my faith.  There is a feeling of having 

the ability to discover strength to keep going despite challenges or uncertainties. That is 

profound in the meaning that it has in one's life. You just have to keep going, knowing the 

answer will come if you trust the road, let things be, move forward. (Mike) 

 Mike’s words came as he concluded his solo improvisation, moving through a 

repetitive rhythm that shaped his perspective, revealing both determination and 

uncertainty, the freedom and the limits within. Reflecting on this while considering his 

life from this perspective, Mike became aware of his way of being in the world; he also 

referred to his current life situation, which brought more meaning into his musical 

experience: 

I feel like we’re social beings, and we need other people and we need 

routines and we need predictability in a lot of ways. But within that, there 

are lots of opportunities to try different routes. On the other hand, if I look 

at my life at the moment, I am in a period that I’m thinking about making 

changes, maybe finding another job, and there are other issues that create 

uncertainty and I guess there always will be something. Being free doesn’t 

mean that I have no uncertainties, but how one can find meaning in the 

uncertainty of what one does? How can I bring my attention to something, 

despite my fear of not knowing, and then move forward? And like in this 

moment, I feel that in my current life situation, I need to have faith in the 

things that matter to me, that are meaningful that are there for me and that 

keep me going along with the limits they create. If I can move forward 

within these boundaries with intention. There I also find answers. So I’m 

searching for this new job, or the next thing I need to move into, I don’t 

know the answer yet, but I need to be in this motion, this kind of groove 

that pushes me forward. If everything in life was known to us and was 

always comfortable, I would probably lose this force, this energy that 
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keeps me moving despite my life circumstances. I remind myself that I am 

good enough at what I do, and similar to the sounds of my drum, I need to 

break free from the need to follow a certain path, as much as being able to 

stay where I am, not worrying about changing… just like in the music, 

being accepting of where I am until there is this momentum to shine, to 

push beyond my own limits. 

 

 Saying “Yes” to the here and now.  Dona’s perspective on adaptations in her 

life suggested a movement forward, as a result of which she was ready to say yes to the 

opportunities that life offered, finding herself able to take and make the best out of her 

life journey: 

I think that the way I prefer to be with people is one in which it’s not just 

people, situations have their needs too. Well, here’s another thing. I think 

that through improvement, which is very much how I see life itself, you 

need to say “yes” to what’s going on most of the time and adapt to the 

moment, to be flexible, and adapt to you’re here and now. Whether these 

are sounds or anything that surprises you in life, say yes! And work with 

whatever you have at the moment, adapt to the good or the bad, make 

changes and move forward.  Similarly, I allowed myself to play the 

Kalimba, without experience, but saying yes to the space it provided for 

me to explore without resisting, despite moments of uncertainty. And from 

this movement, I feel that new possibilities are opening up for me to learn 

about myself and about others. 

 

 Dona referred to her life, evaluating her path of personal development to 

acceptance: 

I can’t say that I am the easiest and most comfortable person to be with, 

and I have lost many people during my life because I just wasn’t willing to 

be open and flexible, but instead was resistive. Life can be very painful if 

you constantly resist it. So in that sense, I do feel that there is a way of 

being which I have been practicing over the last years, where I’m 

responding to the moment, accepting where I am, finding ways of 

adapting to it …open my eyes to see, hear, feel the possibilities and go for 

it using my sensibility and creative resources…I think that’s a good and 

meaningful way to be in the world.  
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 Simon also spoke about his need to appreciate the now in his life, as a resource 

for dealing with worries about the future. Similar to his solo experience, where he was 

able to move freely within the pattern until something new emerged, Simon’s perspective 

on his life led him to appreciate the beauty of the now, allowing him to freely let go of 

worries about his unforeseen future while remaining open to seeing the emerging 

possibilities: 

It brings me to think about my grandkids—I have a lot of drums around 

the house and instruments, and it’s hard to get them to keep playing in a 

steady rhythm. They want to change time and again. So it’s freeing and a 

novel way to not have to worry about changes. I can just play this forever 

…choosing not to change and be with where I am. And in a wider sense to 

life, I’m accepting where I am, moving forward with intention until 

something else may come, till I see new possibilities knocking my door.  

 

 Embracing mistakes as a learning opportunity.  It’s about how you take 

something, even a mistake or some other unexpected thing that happens in music as in 

your own life, and make it work…if you accept it, it can open you to something you 

haven’t considered before. (Gerry) 

 Amanda went back to the welcoming surprise of her mistakes during her solo 

improvisation where she became aware of previous events in her life when she faced her 

own mistakes, while also being insightful on the power of accepting them: 

I can see now, as I experienced in musical terms, that mistake can actually 

open you to something you haven’t considered before. That is quite 

amazing for me to realize it now. I can actually recall such events in my 

life, being very surprised when I would feel so upset about things that had 

gone wrong, not being able to see how it could lead me to a different way 

of thinking, even small things, like choosing the wrong direction…I do 

realize that it is not easy for me to accept something that goes not as I 

expected. And I’d rather be silent than facing my mistake…It is funny, I 

can actually recall a specific event just a week ago when I prepared a meal 

for my partner and added an ingredient that was actually wrong. And I 
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thought, Oh no! This will probably turn out a disaster. And guess what? It 

was better than expected. So this is just another example [of the 

realization] that mistakes can actually be an opportunity for a surprising 

change and to show me something I wouldn’t have thought otherwise.  

That’s what I wish to practice, not just in music but also in my life, being 

quite amazed by these parallel connections. 

 

 The issues of mistakes also resonated with Jenn, as she recalled the moments 

before improvising her solo, anxious about failing. Jenn reflected on her manner of 

dealing with the fear of mistakes, and on her wish to overcome it and turn it into a 

learning opportunity: 

This experience takes me back to my own personal, educational 

experiences. I am in class, the teacher asks a question in the hope of a 

correct answer. When I am called on, I say the incorrect answer, and the 

teacher responds with a chastising tone.  Sometimes I am afraid about 

making mistakes in all my classes, but especially music, for this reason. 

On the other hand, I’ve learned that accepting my mistakes, whether in my 

music or in life, means to embrace them as new ideas and an opportunity 

for learning, and not as something I need to feel shame or guilty about. So 

this experience reminds me that I should not be afraid of “making 

mistakes.”  That is something I should not fear, but instead of, break free 

from.  

 

 Similarly, Dona shared the development she had made in accepting her 

“mistakes” or “not knowing.” Her wish, similar to her improvisational experience, was to 

look at her mistakes not as wrongdoing but rather as a part of life itself, through her 

ability to free herself from worrying:  

Sometimes I just don't know, or I make mistakes, maybe saying the wrong 

words, but that's okay; as long as I accept that and do not judge myself, as 

I did in both of my improvisations, that's okay. And you know, this is how 

I can feel my freedom, not locking my mind on to how wrong I was or 

how bad I sounded, and I move forward, despite all this. Moreover, when I 

do that, there these surprising joyful moments that take all my worries 

away. 
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Taking Risks 

“It’s like a break! A break from routine. It’s kind of constricting, and this impulse is this 

courage to break all these shackles that I feel […] follow my curiosity and see what 

comes out of it” (Amanda). 

 As is evident in the descriptions of the improvisation process, the improvisers 

went through moments where they were able to take musical risks and make choices that 

expanded their musical boundaries, both during their solo and joint play. This act of 

courage opened a scope on new possibilities in expanding their familiar space toward a 

new path of expression not only in their musical journey but also to personal and 

interpersonal growth. 

 The following narratives illuminate the improvisers’ strivings to find courage to 

break old patterns and move toward authentic ways of thinking, feeling, and acting in the 

world with self and others while also expanding intuitive and intentional ways of 

listening. 

 Breaking free from inhibition.  Jenn, Amanda, Sara, and Dan spoke about past 

and present experiences of discovering the courage to break free from their inhibitions, 

and finding new strength and meaning in their life, along with the desire to take more 

steps toward their genuine wishes. One of the biggest challenges Jenn faced in leaving 

her comfort zone came to the fore when she started her studies in jazz and became aware 

of her inhibition about trying new things: 

Even when I was first introduced to jazz, I was like, oh! No, I can’t 

improvise, I didn’t have the confidence. But then I tried it, and it was like, 

okay, I might be able to do it, so it also became a practice tool, to step out 

of what is comfortable for me musically. But also outside the music, you 

know, it reflects who I am as a person, I’m just afraid to try things in 

everyday life, like new food, or if I am dating a guy or something and he is 
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not my type, this could be stepping out of my comfort zone… But it feels 

great when I am able to do it, to expand these boundaries of the familiar. 

Even in that short improvisation experience, stepping away from the set 

tonality, just a little bit, to try something different, it was a little bit of a 

risk …a desire to try something new. I think that there is a part of me that 

searches that out, to discover meaning that goes beyond what is familiar to 

me. I need to learn how to take risks. 

 

Amanda’s musical journey brought insight into her tendency to challenge her hesitancy 

and make daring choices in her life: 

I’ve noticed with myself, I will go along and do things in a certain way, 

follow some routine, and then it gets to the point, just like in the music, I 

have to do something different, or I’m going to snap! Like, let’s go see. I 

guess it is that voice that pushes me to go for it. As an example, coming 

back to school. I talked about it for years and thought about it and never 

put in any serious effort until really looking at programs… It was more 

like I’m tired of the routine with the work I am doing. I love the work… 

but I was ready for a change. At that point in my life, I had done what was 

conventional and safe. And now I’m ready to step out of this comfort, to 

discover something else. So it’s funny that the music kind of mirrored my 

impulsive tendencies sometimes. When I’ve had enough of the safety, and 

I’m in a position where I feel confident in myself and I can go out and 

discover something. 

 

Amanda continues her reflection in this vein, excited by her insight, then goes back to a 

past time  experience that reminded her of her tendency to engage her curiosity to fulfill 

her desires, to not only meet herself but also others, bringing meaning together with them 

to the act of finding her courage: 

Several years ago, I went to New York for the Labor Day parade, which is 

a big carnival like the Trinidad carnival, where I’m from. I went to this 

one outdoor party where they had a live entertainer… And I just lost it, I 

was dancing going completely free, it was a cathartic experience, and it 

put me in a space where I was like, I’m just going to do what accords with 

the mood that I’m in right now. Whatever tension had been in there had 

been released. And I was just like, I don’t care I’m just going to do 

whatever feels right and so later on in the weekend I ended up striking up 

a conversation with this guy, and he invited me to hang out with him the 
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next day.  And now he has been in my life for like eight years. So, just like 

in the music, this impulsive break with something in my life felt like what 

I wanted, felt like me being me, finally able to follow my desires, not 

inhibiting myself, having the courage to choose otherwise. It’s opening 

myself to new ways of being in the world and discovering my 

possibilities. 

 

 Finding my voice.  My God, at 60, why am I worried about pleasing everybody 

else in doing it right and having to meet some kind of standard, or to achieve in some 

way?  What matters is how I think, who do I think I am, can I love myself in my own 

way...? I haven't died yet …I can express my voice, no more restrictions that I cannot live 

up to. (Sara) 

 Moving beyond her hesitation and finding the courage to fully express her voice 

took Sara to past experiences, where she had found herself shut off by other voices that 

inhibited her from choosing her own. Sara’s words highlight her personal journey 

through which she was able to discover the courage to find her freedom while growing 

more confident in her strength: 

You’re constantly told you can't. You can’t! You’re not good enough 

you're not creative enough, you're not this or that enough. And I say 

enough of that! I'm going to pursue my freedom to make this choice and 

do this, and whether I can be on stage or not, whether I get paid or not, 

whether I'm equivalent with someone else or not, I'm doing it because this 

is a part of who I am. You know, I'm working hard at finding my voice, 

discovering new ways I can be and express myself.  I’ve taken many risks 

in my life to try to be more authentic, to become a better person, a better 

worker, a better mother, a better friend. So all my life, I'm working on 

these things as a part of finding myself… So when someone is telling me 

to stop, it's like choosing death. Even at this stage of my life, I get times 

where people tell me to stop. Stop making noise, stop having a voice, stop 

communicating, and stop doing what you choose to be doing. And I come 

to these cross points where I have to make a decision, you know. Is it 

more important for me to be in a band? Or it is more important to me to be 

authentic and continue to grow. So improvising is a space where I can 

continue to challenge myself and practice not only music but my ability to 
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connect to the person that I am and find my voice, not hiding or judging 

myself in the world. I’ve been acting in such a way for many years during 

my life and specifically in my marriage. This practice of improvisation 

always reminds me to go back to who I am, find my courage, and let my 

voice be heard. 

 

Sara then reflected on her solo improvisation, where she succeeded in going higher and 

stronger, finding full expression in her voice. That moment unfolded its meaning as she 

related a personal story, regarding a difficult period in her life that evolved into a 

significant turning point: 

I can tell you how I shut down over my life, not only musically. I was 

locked up within a relationship that was not good for me, but I was too 

afraid to follow my wishes, and walk away. I was so inhibited, always 

worrying about my future, worrying about being lost. I couldn’t believe I 

had the strength to find my own wings and be free... It takes me back to 

my solo improv, where I was able to find that higher note, despite my 

hesitations. I could let go of my fear and judgment. Well, it summarizes a 

long road for me, a lifetime that amazingly manifests in this little but 

significant musical moment. 

 

 Reaching the high note also resonated for Jenn, taking her back to her church, 

where she was appreciated for her singing—she was called the “song-bird.” The sense of 

victory while expressing herself fully reminded her of the role she wanted in her own 

life—to be that songbird who dares to deliver her message, with no fears: 

Singing higher also brings me back again to thinking about my church. So 

when I go to church, there is a lady there that calls me a songbird, and at 

first, I wasn’t taking it seriously, but when I thought about it, I realized 

that I am a songbird when I sing…My gift is my song—that’s how I can 

deliver my message through my singing. I’m not the best speaker, but 

when it comes to musical expression, especially at specific moments like 

this, I really can express what I wish to, transporting all my emotions and 

all of my thoughts. And there can be so much emotion behind one note 

that is expressed so freely, as if you are flying away, letting your spirit 

soar up high. 
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 Following new patterns.  Dan’s perspective on courage came through in his 

references to his solo experience, where he moved between familiar patterns and new 

patterns. Through this experience, he also discovered his ability to expand his boundaries. 

In his narrative, he spoke about the importance of patterns in his life, and at the same 

time, about his wish to take more risks and try something new; to replace old patterns that 

he was attached to but did not serve him, with new patterns that would allow him to 

expand his world: 

The idea of recognizing patterns and living in patterns is fundamental to 

human consciousness. I do have daily patterns that are important to me, I 

get up at a certain time, I have the same breakfast almost every morning.  

Patterns are important, but the patterns and habits of one kind can also be 

limiting and counterproductive. I can also be limited by the patterns that I 

observe […] I need to make a choice and be able to step outside the 

pattern, to find courage and let go of what is already familiar and limits 

my ability to discover, to engage with something or someone new in my 

life.  I can see it now very clearly, as we talk about it, how it is sometimes 

difficult for me, to let go.  Breaking free from the familiar, from safety, is 

not necessarily safe but actually can harm me. I don’t know to say how 

much my improvisational music-experiences apply to those life lessons, 

but it certainly has become a space where I constantly seek out and 

practice flexibility in expanding or changing my patterns and becoming 

braver in social situations. 

 

 Connecting with the inner child.  In Simon’s improvisational experiences, 

curiosity led him to discover new melodies. It also led him to experience moments of 

“falling down” before recovering his melodic direction. These all brought him closer to 

the courage to connect with the genuine self of his inner child, with which he could 

discover himself in the world: 

It’s a process of giving yourself permission to be free, to let go of your 

inhibitions, and at the age of 70 to allow yourself to be like a child, 

enjoying the very moment, being playful, whether with sounds or with 
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anything that comes around you.  As I grow older, many times, I’m faced 

with thoughts like, how can I go back and experience my inner child?  

Especially when I’m with my grandchildren, who remind me of my wish 

to be spontaneous, I’m just like them, being led by curiosity to explore. I 

wish to find out what is there behind the tree, on the hill, similar to when I 

played my solo. And suddenly, that little new melody emerged, and like 

that child who found a treasure box and is eager to look inside, this brings 

such joy. Being that child is, for me, to connect my curiosity to discover 

...So, this moment actually brings me back to being with my 

grandchildren, who teach me about who I truly am: not the serious and 

retired engineer who needs to follow instructions. They bring me back to 

genuine parts of myself, also in the sense of allowing myself to fall and 

rise again, as I experienced in our joint improvisation. I mean, being that 

child who also knows how to accept his vulnerabilities as strengths.  That's 

beautiful. It's about finding yourself… That is something that I wish to 

experience more and more in my life. Practicing improvisation is a good 

reminder about what I wish to become. 

 

 Expressing my true self with others.  Gerry and Mike’s experiences of 

expanding musical boundaries in a joint improvisation confronted them with relational 

aspects from their own lives.  

 Gerry’s insight into his musical process revealed a new depth in his musical 

expression, and opened a door allowing him to look into his wish to stop hiding his true 

feelings in social interactions:  

Like in some of these musical moments, also in my own life, I need to 

bring my personal touch, not being afraid about following my wishes…I 

can recall moments in my life, when I'd be at a party or a family gathering, 

and I would sit there, feeling like I’m playing a role or something, not 

really being myself or saying what I feel to be expected from me, like 

always being bright or something. So being who I am also means 

accepting myself like I am with my limitations and flaws, breaking free 

from saying or doing the “right” or the expected things that actually don’t 

define me. I want to express what I feel and what I want. I don’t want to 

be worried about what people might think, like whether I played the “right 

notes,” but rather, to be free to speak from the heart. Similarly, I was able 

to represent myself in these musical moments, whether it was happiness or 

a kind of depth and exploration as in these dissonance waves. Being open 

allows me to be more in tune with what I’m thinking personally, 

emotionally, all that stuff …connecting with my own feelings …express 
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how I feel. Like, I feel sad, I feel happy, maybe without the need to 

explain why, being able to be true to myself, but also to others. I feel it in 

my life, just like in music, whenever I can bring my whole self into 

something, being fully present and experiencing a moment where 

everything is connected: thoughts, feelings, intentions, that kind of 

wholeness that connects me to who I truly am. 

 

 Striving for his truth, took Mike to the uncertainty and responsibility of finding 

relational meaning; not knowing how others will respond, and whether he could find the 

acceptance that he experienced during the joint play: 

My freedom is also about choosing to be genuine, speaking my truth, 

finding the inner trust to move forward despite uncertainty regarding the 

way my truth will be accepted. But it is also about finding a balance 

between who am I, my wish to express myself, and the social 

responsibility of living with other people. It's always going to be tempered 

with others’ concerns. So part of doing that, I think, is also building some 

tolerance for discomfort and uncertainty and disagreement, but not seeing 

that as the thing to avoid, but rather as an opportunity to connect, which 

brings me back to my wild child spirit. It was a genuine expression, but I 

wasn’t certain how you would accept it. And you did, with kindness. Now 

it brings me to moments in my relationships with others in which I say 

something, sometimes maybe being direct, however honest. I might even 

say something about myself that reveals my vulnerability. I might choose 

to be silent, as I chose to listen in silence to you. I could be myself with 

others… however, with the sensibility and trust of others who may not 

agree, or will open a space to be there, even if it's not so comfortable a 

space to be in. 

 

 Expanding interpersonal boundaries.  While Mike expressed his way of 

connecting with his truth and others, despite uncertainty, Amanda spoke about her own 

uncertainties in expressing herself more genuinely with others, and the fear that it would 

lead to rejection. However, despite this ambivalence, she recognized the “rewards” of 

being true to herself within the relational space when she was able to push past her 

boundaries as she experienced the process of joint improvisation: 
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There are many times when I feel like I should be a certain way. Not that I 

have desires to be socially inappropriate or to do weird things.  However, 

sometimes I feel like I have to be a certain way, I have to be particularly 

nice, particularly focused, particularly charming… I have this concern that 

if I displease my significant others in some ways, then they won’t like me 

anymore. So let me just keep everything on “even keel.” 

 

 Amanda’s improvisational experience drew her attention to her struggle to find 

genuine connections with others when she could not find the courage to express her true 

feelings: 

I realize that with a lot of my friends, I may have more of a superficial 

relationship than probably realize, in the sense that I just don’t know what 

they really want to hear? Will they really be there for me? Maybe they 

would if I gave them that opportunity like I gave you when we were 

playing together. And in a similar way, it won’t destroy the relationship 

and possibly even deepen it…I probably could have more of a connected 

relationship with some people. If I were willing to trust them a little bit 

more and be me, closer to my true self, I could take the risk and expand 

my boundaries, bringing our relationship to a new level.  It is like being 

able to let others seeing me, like expanding the freedom I experience in 

my relationships.  

 

Along with the awareness toward her struggles, looking through her musical experience, 

Amanda also acknowledged, her willingness to step out of her habitual patterns and take 

more risks to express and push past her boundaries toward finding greater authenticity in 

her relationships with others: 

I think, very much like I was experiencing here in the music, I can be open 

to taking risks, personally and interpersonally, because it may not be as 

catastrophic as I think. Just like playing my dissonant sounds, thinking it 

might be too much for you to bear, but what a surprise! I think I’ve seen 

moments in some of my relationships with my family and certain friends 

when I pushed the boundaries…I have seen it happened before, like with 

my sister for example. I’ve been able to tell her all sorts of things and she 

is still there, supporting me, encouraging me to be, and to live a life where 

I’m authentically me. People might accept me more than I give them 

credit for, and I can be freer to be myself if I take risks. I’d like to open 

that door more in my life. 
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 Simon also spoke about practicing his ways of interacting more genuinely with 

others:  

I consider myself a shy person, sometimes hiding my true feelings from 

people. The practice of improvisation opened me to having more 

meaningful, more genuine exchanges with people. It opened doors with 

close family members, added more meaning into my interaction with 

others. I think that back then, being very busy with my work, I wasn’t 

capable of connecting with my true wishes and finding real expression of 

who I am. So my relationships were in a way superficial—there was no 

real meeting, like that sense of togetherness, as we experienced during our 

joint play…And though I sometimes can find myself inhibited in 

expressing myself fully, being myself with others, the intention is always 

there and the awareness that I want to reach to this higher note, and let my 

voice be heard and connect genuinely with myself and others. 

 

Expanding Ways of Listening 

  I can enjoy the moment and allow things in my life to happen while I'm 

listening…attentive to myself, to the world, and to others…it is like a spiritual practice 

both when I improvise and in my life. Listening is a discipline with which I learn how to 

become a better person (Dona) 

 Listening is the core of musical and human communication, touching all levels of 

relationships. In the following narratives, the participants reflect on their perspectives on 

expressing empathy, connecting to their intuition (the inner voice), and their ways of 

responding and being with others. 

 Listening intentionally.  For Dan, the idea of listening has constituted a long 

road in his life through which he learned to choose to listen more intentionally, and to be 

there for others by making more space in order to be more mindful toward his ways of 

responding: 
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I might be free enough to plug earphones in my ears and play music. I 

might even, depending on the situation, be free to stand and walk out of 

the room. I'm always free not to do something that I absolutely don't want 

to. When I play music, or in other situations in my life, I’m free to stop 

and listen… to breathe and pause. It occurred to me just now in this 

conversation that there are strong parallels between the choice to listen 

intentionally in a musically improvising conversation, and a choice to 

listen in a personal conversation. I could be engaged with you in 

conversation right now… but my mind actually can be somewhere else 

[…] For me, listening always has to be a deliberate choice, and if I don't 

consciously choose to listen, then in all likelihood, I'm not really there. I 

actually do tend to listen and not talk a lot in social situations and with 

new people. And that's just my way, not talking much. I have to restrain 

myself because my native position would be to prattle, and I don’t want to 

be a prattler at all.  Listening is essential for becoming an “effective” 

human being. 

 

 Listening as a spiritual practice.  An attitude of mindfulness toward listening 

framed Dona’s reflection about the way she engaged with spirituality in her life—not 

attached to religion, but rather about being attentive toward her needs and those of others: 

For me, spirituality is not about religion, but it is very much about 

listening with attention and responsively living my life, not only to my 

personal needs but also to the needs of others and of the planet. And that is 

like my experience in improvisation, especially in these moments that we 

talked about both my solo and joint improvisation where I’m directing my 

whole self to the sounds and sound connections, as well as to the silence in 

between. When I'm able to practice that in my life and relationships, 

something good happens. I feel at peace, I don't spend time on worrying, I 

feel connected. When I can engage this way of listening, whether in music 

or life, I create a sacred space that connects me to something greater than 

myself. Sometimes it is hard to find words for it, but when I can bring this 

into my life, I experience so much beauty and meaning within myself and 

in my relationships with others. So when I say spirituality, I regard it in a 

broader sense of meaning, like practicing my own humanity. 

 

 Listening as an intuitive way of being.  Mike and Gerry both discussed the 

relevance of listening in their lives, describing it as an intuitive way of being with self 

and others. Their words depicted the relationship between their way of being in music 
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and their ways of practicing listening in their lives. Mike went back to the emotional 

experience of both of his improvisations, immersed in sound, letting his hands write his 

musical story: 

These moments of indulging myself in sounds as in the silence in between 

represent the mindful place that I wish to be in my own life as well. I wish 

to find spaces to pause, where I'm aware of the resonance and echo in my 

world and in others’.  I'm aware of the ways they unfold, together and 

apart, just being able to be a part of the world, a part of the universe 

without resisting it, being present in the space, listening to these unfolding 

voices whether these are sounds of life itself… As you allow yourself to 

be in a space of discovering meaning, you dare to explore and find out 

about your courage to go beyond your limits. 

 

 Gerry spoke about his evolving ways of listening, which was helping him with 

recent changes in his life: 

It is about listening, from a different place, where I connect with a deeper 

part of myself, getting allowed to see, hear, and feel new possibilities I can 

choose from, and be able to find genuine ways to express myself. When 

I’m able to really listen, there is no judgment… listening doesn’t mean 

you need to respond in words, but also with silence. It brought me to think 

about my relationship with my mother, which is much closer these days 

than before, from the simple act of me being a better listener, rather than 

have an impulse to respond. It’s a mindful way of listening, one that 

brings you much closer to yourself and others, affirming each other’s 

unique voice. 

 

 Being open to listening to differences.  Another part of listening, and an integral 

aspect of the acceptance of others, was found in open-mindedness to differences. Jenn 

and Simon’s experiences of bridging musical differences and being inspired by the 

musical world of another, provided room, presenting the opportunity to view aspects in 

their lives where differences are merged. Jenn spoke about growing up in an environment 
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of cultural diversity, which brought her to examine other people’s attitudes toward 

differences as well her own ability to accept diversity in her own life: 

In my life, I have entered situations that when you tell people what you 

believe in, they are so quick to bash whatever you believe, and they try to 

shove that down. But my guy friend and me, we are quite the opposite in 

so many ways. But we have things in common, like the same type of 

humor. You never realize how similar you can be to someone that you 

think you’re so different from. I also have friends from other religions and 

sexual orientations.  And I’ve realized I’m more open to something 

different to what I know. I’m willing to listen and open myself to sounds 

that were unfamiliar to me, just as I open myself to others whose cultural 

backgrounds are unfamiliar to me. Now I realize that not everyone is 

willing to do it… Being able to be free of judgment makes you free to 

listen to others with different backgrounds and different opinions. Finding 

acceptance that way. 

 

 Simon’s experience of differences toward his life showed him the road to 

compassion and empathy toward his significant others: 

I think that since I started practicing improvisation, also reflecting on our 

joint experience, I have become more able to listen to people around me, 

even to my wife, without necessarily having to respond in a way that 

emphasizes our differences. But sometimes I just need to be there and 

listen, support, as I experienced your play, not saying the last word or 

being dominant. I feel that people many times have to say what they think, 

to be right, and they don’t really listen or try to find bridges toward others.   

And I think that practicing improvisation has opened doors to appreciating 

the mutuality even more. You know, we are more similar than we're 

different. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 DISCUSSION  

The Journey into the Heart of Improvisation 

“In the quest for truth and meaning in life, human beings strive for authenticity in social 

interactions and various forms of [individual] expression. If life is an art, one of the key 

elements of its value is authenticity” -B.G. Yacobi 

Introduction 

 According to Van Manen (1997), the goal of phenomenological research is to 

construct possible interpretations of a certain human experience to bring consciousness to 

its mystery.  In the research questions of this study, I aimed to have an in-depth view of 

the improvisers’ experiences of their process, while also looking into significant moments 

and in the way these moments depict the improvisers’ life perspective. The findings of 

this study revealed the fountainhead of human experiences fostered by a multilevel of 

dynamic processes inherent in a creative process, seen as a cyclic movement that allows 

transformation while moving in through the five phases of improvisation.  More 

specifically, it revealed a human musical journey in which sound expression and the 

balancing between the comfortable structures of the past, and the will for exploring new 

musical structures in the present, created new levels of meaning while moving toward the 

unknown future. 

 That being said, this study guided me down a winding road that opened the door 

to the essence of genuine musical expression- revealing portraits of people in the process 

of becoming themselves-- “that self which one truly is” (Rogers, 1961, p. 163).  Tom 

Hall (2009) captures this view on the improvisational process, writing,  
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Free improvisation is an expression of self, a statement about yourself, and 

your interaction with others and the world.  What gives it life is your own 

being, and what makes it compelling is that it is a part of your life, an 

expression of your being in the world.  You can play the most complex 

musical phrase, and if it doesn't have this life, it remains just a complex 

phrase.  The single most important thing in this work is truth and 

authenticity of expression.  Making a commitment to tell the truth, to show 

ourselves freely, is at once liberating and frightening.  There are few 

places in the world where we have permission to do this without 

reservation and without judgment.  There are even fewer places where we 

are able to do this in the company of others. (pp. 8-9) 

 

  The five phases identified through the improvisers’ experiences illuminate both 

the complexity of improvisation and its potential toward transformation. The findings 

showed a constellation that forms the conditions and processes within the human 

thinking, searching, acting, being, and feeling upon creativity and authenticity that can 

grow hand by hand in the pursuit of meaningful musical encounters. 

 From this viewpoint, drawing on humanistic-existential theories and related 

literature, the discussion that follows is aimed to construct a holistic view on the five 

phases of improvisation within individual and intersubjective processes. In this 

discussion, I propose an integrative theoretical view to the research findings that expands 

the understanding of the nature of the improvisation as a musical and human 

phenomenon; and the underlined processes and meanings that cultivate opportunities for 

authentic growth. Also, the discussion will address the parallels of the improvisation with 

life processes, as depicted through the improvisers’ experiences (titled “From musical 

expression to life”).  

 Based on this theoretical proposition, in Chapter 6, I will discuss the levels and 

improvisational processes and their clinical applications to music therapy work.  
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Being Open to Experience: Foundational Conditions toward Creativity 

 Improvisers must open themselves to exploration as they encounter new ways of 

being, acting, and communicating in music-making.  Rogers (1961) viewed creativity as 

an enriching platform through which to view all human experiences, processes, and 

relationships; he also considered creativity a direct path toward a human’s authentic 

being.  To move toward one’s creativity also means that a person is willing to engage in a 

process where he can live “more completely in [the] moment” thus moving toward 

“being and becoming himself . . . toward a more fully functioning person, while 

developing an awareness of himself which flows freely in and through his experience” 

(Rogers, 1961, p. 192).   

 As shown in chapter four, the process of being-in-improvisation offered 

opportunities for the improvisers to “live” in the musical moment and develop an 

awareness of themselves and the relational meanings that emerged and flowed freely in 

and through their experiences.  Yet, their capacity to be completely in the moment and 

open to their experience grew when conditions of acceptance and trust were met.  In 

terms of acceptance, the improvisers had to bring awareness to their inhibitions and 

overthinking tendencies to let go of internal and external creative blocks. In the process 

of letting go and moving toward accepting their musical moment as is, they had to break 

free from familiar patterns, musical expectations, and rules such as thinking about the 

“right” harmony, rhythm, or melodic progression that would “fit” their plan.   As 

articulated by one of the improvisers, while she found the “right” harmony, she became 

aware that “it was not right for her.”  In that sense, the objective musical experience was 

incongruent with the inner experience of her musical narrative and the direction she felt 
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was right for her.  This growing awareness of the musical moment provided the 

improvisers with opportunities to make desirable changes that freed them from following 

expectations and conventions. Furthermore, these changes allowed them to move toward 

greater openness and find a genuine and intuitive connection to sound and to their own 

selves. 

 Rogers’ (1961, 1954) theory of creativity posits that individuals’ capacity to 

develop an openness to experience is fundamental to the growth of creativity.  Moving 

toward openness means to let go of defensiveness and a state of mind that keeps 

individuals from their senses and inner experiences; it is the opposite of seeing “only the 

things which fit the pictures [one has]” (Rogers, 1961, p. 115).  In other words, it means 

to let go of certain rules or expectations and the rigidity of what one had in mind, even if 

this letting go causes incongruence between the outer and inner experience.  This allows 

one to experience “permeability of boundaries in concepts, beliefs [and] perceptions” 

(Rogers, 1954, p. 254).  In the creative process and in daily life, moving away from 

defensiveness also means being willing to be in a process and able to connect to what is 

congruent with the inner emotional experience. 

 Rogers (1954) further emphasizes that the ability to see beyond one’s fixed 

categories and preconceptions should not only open the possibility of the new and 

desirable, but it can also help one develop a “tolerance for ambiguity where ambiguity 

exists” (p. 254).  Such tolerance for ambiguity was illuminated as the improvisers faced 

new and unexpected ways of musical expression that were in conflict with what they 

“had planned” and that they initially perceived as “mistakes.” It also manifested as 

tolerance for ambiguities in joint musical spaces, as when improvisers were challenged 
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by the musical expression of another that sounded different or brought unexpected 

contrasts such as clashing harmonies or rhythmic patterns. 

 This process of letting go of what is beyond one’s conventions proved to be 

inseparable from the improvisers’ awareness of their own vulnerabilities, which appeared 

in the form of worries about “messing up” or thinking themselves “not good enough” 

when challenged to find creative novelty.  These experiences illuminated how, in the act 

of letting go of worries, the improvisers were not only confronted with their musicality 

but also with their own humanity.  As pointed out by Mattin (2015), to be in an 

improvisational experience, one needs to let go of previous modes of musical structures 

for finding other ways in. That means to “go fragile until we destroy the fears that hold us 

back” (p. 32).  

 Central to moving forward despite fears was the improvisers’ capacity to let go of 

self-judgment over the value of their product.  Throughout their playing and listening 

experiences, especially during solo improvisation, they experienced their judgmental 

inner dialogue.  In these moments, the improvisers encountered their fears about failure, 

despite being invited into a neutral and non-judgmental musical space, plagued by 

thoughts such as: “how well do I sound”? 

 Rogers (1954) refers to these inner critics as the creators of “anxiety of 

separateness” (p. 256) in the actualization of their novelty.  He writes: “I do not believe 

that many significantly creative [acts] are formed without the feeling, I am alone.  No one 

has even done just this before . . . Perhaps I am foolish, or wrong” (p. 256).  He further 

states that the creative individual who cannot become aware of the “sources of 

unhappiness in himself, may nevertheless be sharply and sensitively aware of form and 
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colors of his experience” (Rogers, 1954, p.  254).  Likewise, it was only when the 

improvisers became aware of their feelings, and being in touch with the discomfort these 

feelings evoked, that they could open themselves to the colors of their own experience 

and move toward true acceptance of their sound making as it unfolded.  

 The meaning of true acceptance has been explored by (Gerald) May (1982), 

whose existential view differentiates between willingness and willfulness.  In the act of 

willfulness, she points, one chooses to be “apart from the fundamental essence of life, but 

[rather] control, or otherwise manipulate existence” (p. 214).  May (1982) further 

emphasizes that it is needed for approval that is more external rather than internal, like 

accepting rules or codes as conditions to feel welcome. On the other hand, willingness is 

“an act of surrendering […] to an immersion in the deepest process of [creativity] as life 

itself” (p.  214).  Willingness involves the realization that one already is a part of a 

process and is committed to participation in it; someone who is willing accepts the 

creative here-and-now as it is, with no expectation for approval, no judgment, and no 

categorizing.   

 To summarize, the improvisers’ openness to their experiences was seen through 

processes of acceptance, being an active movement (both musically and non-musically) 

due to their willingness to let go of judgment, worries of failure, and expectations to 

produce a “good product.”  Openness to experience helped improvisers to move toward 

creativity and their own genuineness, becoming more content toward the process rather 

than a product, hence willing “to discover and become themselves” (Rogers, 1961, p.  

122).   
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Accepting Limitation: Balancing Knowledge and Skills   

 The improvisers’ acceptance of their musical limitations was another factor that 

pushed them toward greater openness to experience.  Regardless of their musical 

background, all improvisers recognized that they were not entirely free to do anything 

they wished toward achieving creative freedom; in one way or another, they all knew 

they would encounter their own limitations. As Sara explained, “I feel like I don’t have 

enough knowledge and skills, but actually, I’m holding back because I haven’t really 

given myself permission to accept my limitations and go whenever I want to go.” 

 Drawing from an existential perspective, Van Deurzen (1997) stresses, that the 

key to becoming authentic and experiencing a sense of freedom, lies in facing our own 

limitations in the “the process of opening ourselves to the reality [through which] we find 

ourselves most truly” (Donaghy, 2002, p. 40).  The capacity of individuals to discover 

possibilities despite limitations or self-limiting patterns allows them to expand their 

freedom of being, thus expanding their sense of self (Schneider & Krug, 2010).  Maslow 

(1970) points to the barriers within a human’s motivation toward growth, stating that 

“there is no such thing as a barrier; there is only a barrier for a particular person who is 

trying to get something he wants” (p. 28).  Maslow’s words highlight the paradox of free 

improvisation, which doesn’t impose any musical limitations or rules on improvisers.  

Nevertheless, as reflected in Sara’s words, one needs to see the inner barriers in order to 

find a path to transcend them and move toward what one wishes to express.    

 These processes of moving toward the acceptance of limitations were closely 

related to the evaluation of the improvisers; musical competencies, which included past 

musical experiences.  On the one hand, it was shown that the improvisers relied on their 
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exited musical knowledge and relationship with their instruments, meaningful resources 

toward their expressive freedom. On the other hand, they also had to let go of thinking on 

what they “know”, while allowing implicit knowledge or intuition, being the “lack of 

conscious effort” (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 7) to move toward novelty and discover something 

new.  Tandberg (2008) points to the balance needed for improvisation that goes between 

the logical or conscious processes, and the intuitive or unconscious way of knowing that 

nourishes the creative freedom and inspiration. Intuitive knowledge, in fact, the most 

important type of knowledge that improvisers should practice to move toward a deeper 

process of listening and expand the possibilities of musical expression (Swanwick, 1994). 

 Along with accepting one’s musical limitations, the findings also showed the 

importance of balancing between the comfort of knowledge and skills, the challenge, and 

the need to let go of thinking about a “good performance” as a foundational condition 

toward a meaningful experience. As Mike said: “you need to find some balance in the 

level of musical comfort. If you are too comfortable, you might end up in some loop, but 

if it’s too challenging and you think too much, you will lose the meaning of it. 

 Berliner (1996) stresses that if the balance is not optimal, the improviser will feel 

either bored or anxious, and there will be little or no potential to develop genuine and 

intuitive interaction between one’s sound and others’ music.  He further points out that 

“when this balance is optimal, the improviser will feel good” (Berliner, 1996, p. 105) and 

can achieve flow. 

 The experience of flow, articulated by Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1996, 1997a), 

refers to an optimal experience within both artistic engagement and any other life 

activities. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described the subjective experience of flow as an 
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activity in which individuals are fully and genuinely involved in the present moment.  It 

is a positive yet complex condition of experience in which cognitive, motivational, and 

emotional components coexist.  This state of integration between thoughts, actions, and 

feelings foster individuals’ movements toward uniqueness and unity within themselves 

and with the outside world. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) points out that it is fundamental that 

the individual has “any capacity to manipulate symbolic information” as well as to “know 

the rules” (p. 50) of a language in order to have a sense of control over what one is doing.  

Indeed, in the context of the improvisers’ experience of their musical skills, one of the 

necessary conditions for achieving a state of flow was the balance between the challenges 

of the task and the available skills.  The improvisers’ experiences demonstrated the need 

to possess some degree of explicit knowledge, along with letting go of it, as fundamental 

to experience a sense of control while engaging intuitive thinking toward their creative 

musical development. 

Being in a Non-Judgmental Environment 

 Another facet in moving toward acceptance was shown through the improvisers’ 

ability to let go of their inner critics and fears of failure while also accepting their 

limitations as invaluable conditions of moving toward creative freedom.  All these 

processes emerged within a social context as they were improvising with another person. 

Hence, trust and a sense of safety were crucial for the improvisers’ openness to 

experience.  Waterman (2015) points to the importance for improvisers to get in touch 

with their fears of failure in order to awaken the potential for desired changes.  She 

further points that often, improvisers’ fears of failure are more apparent within the social 

context of musical performance.  Due to the high degree of exposure, especially in 
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improvisation, the possibility to experience failure is “always imminent;” (p. 59). Yet, the 

conditions of trust should always be granted to allow the improvisers to make contact 

with others, risking everything in the moment and connect to others in “a spirit of 

openness to change. What is at stake in improvisation, then, is nothing less than the 

possibility of personal transformation” (Waterman, 2015, p. 59). 

 My role as a listener and co-improviser evoked the improvisers’ needs for initial 

trust.  This human trust was built through their inner dialogues: they recognized that 

although they were taking a risk through musical self-exposure, the environment was 

non-judgmental. They also recognized the need to communicate their creative acts to 

another in order to feel understood and to feel a sense of belonging.  Rogers (1954) points 

to the human desire to engage in creative experiences, to communicate, and to share 

one’s creation with others because “it is the only way [he] can assuage the anxiety of 

separateness and assure he belongs to the group . . . he desires to communicate with a 

group which will understand him” (p. 256).  The need for trust in oneself and others was 

illuminated by Simon’s words:  

When someone is listening to you, you’re thinking what their reaction 

would be.  And that's hard to let go of this critical thing, but at one point, I 

had to let go of this thought, that someone there might judge me, or even 

my own critique.   

 

 One of the challenges expressed by the improvisers was their awareness of being 

recorded and being subject to an “external evaluation” despite the rapport that was built 

through initial conversations with me.  Some struggled with the idea of being evaluated, 

even though the improvisers were reminded of the “no wrong notes” nature of free 
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improvisation and that the listening was about their own reflexive evaluation rather than 

mine.   

 The basic need for trust is a foundational condition within a social, creative act: 

trust provides psychological safety and freedom in which creativity and individual 

authenticity can grow (Rogers, 1954).  An environment needs to be free from external 

evaluation and must provide a sense of safety for individuals to actualize their 

spontaneous musical ideas.  The initial affirmations by the study’s participants provided 

the basic trust needed before the improvisations took place, and they established 

psychological safety that embodied not only the absence of external evaluation but also a 

sense of trust in which one can act “without shame or façade, since [they need] to be 

regarded as of worth no matter what [they do]” (Rogers, 1954, p. 257).  

 Another element within the improvisers’ musical processes that contributed to 

psychological safety was their familiarity with the surroundings and instruments they 

could choose. Kossak’s (2007) findings demonstrate similar processes, showing that to 

move toward attunement, and genuineness, improvisers need to establish safety during 

the initial phase of improvisation by exploring a familiar musical territory.  He also 

viewed the need for familiarity as fulfilling the improvisers’ needs to assert 

“individualism or separateness” (2007, p. 132) before connecting to one another.  In 

alignment with Kossak’s (2007) findings, in this study, the improvisers’ perspectives on 

their creative process illuminated the need for separateness.  This was achieved through 

the act of choosing their instruments and freely exploring them prior to improvisation.  

 The choices of instruments provided a sense of comfort and safety both by their 
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simplicity and familiarity as well as in the comfort of their willingness to take the 

challenge in exploring a new instrument.     

 These initial experiences of psychological and musical safety provided the 

improvisers the permissiveness, as Rogers (1954) points out, toward the freedom to feel, 

think and be “whatever is most inward [that] fosters the openness and the playful and 

spontaneous juggling . . . which is a part of creativity” (p. 258). 

From Musical Expression to Life Meaning: Openness toward Self and Others 

 The openness established through processes of acceptance and trust echoed back 

as the improvisers turned inward to think about these processes throughout their lives.  In 

their reflections, they recognized similar patterns in the past and present experiences in 

relation to themselves and others, such as “living up to norms for the sake of the other,” 

“being controlled by existential worries,” or “following expectations of others.”  They 

became aware of parallels between the improvisational process and their ways of facing 

the anxieties and challenges of life.  By letting go of their inner critics and gaining 

tolerance for their own musical mistakes and flaws, they found greater acceptance, 

openness, and trust toward themselves and others in other areas of their lives. 

 The ability to let go of one’s judgment and fear is necessary for human growth, 

whether in music or in life itself.  “When we are able to free the individual from 

defensiveness, which also includes one’s own judgment, then he can move toward being 

open to all his experiences.” (Rogers, 1961 p. 189).  Letting go allows individuals to 

move toward “the most satisfying behavior in each existential situation” (Rogers, 1961 p. 

189) and trusting their responses in new situations by getting in touch with what “feels 

right.”  With non-judgmental attitudes, individuals can evaluate their choices with much 
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less need for other’s approval or disapproval, and instead focus on the question “Am I 

living in a way which is deeply satisfying to me, which truly expresses me?” (Rogers, 

1961, p. 119). 

 Another aspect of the improvisers’ reflections on the parallels between 

improvisation and life was not only striving toward self-acceptance but also toward 

accepting others and developing trust despite differences or disagreements.  Rogers 

(1961) emphasizes that the relationship between the willingness of individuals to be open 

to their inner and outer experience is closely related to their ability to be open and 

accepting of others.  Likewise, Maslow’s (1970), in his work on the characteristics of 

individuals who actualize their genuine selves, found a close relationship between 

individuals’ acceptance of themselves—weaknesses and all—and their ability to accept 

others.  Comparing the self-actualized person to an innocent child, he states that,  

As the child looks out upon the world with wide, uncritical, undemanding, 

innocent eyes, simply noting and observing what is the case, without 

either arguing the matter or demanding that to be otherwise, so does the 

self-actualizing person tend to look upon human nature in himself and in 

others. (Maslow, 1970, p. 156).   

 

Similarly, the improvisers described their motivation to see their significant other through 

fresh eyes, be more tolerant of differences and weaknesses, and be more capable of 

accepting the human flaws within themselves. Hence, showing the parallel of their inner 

journey with their human needs and strives to build greater trust in their relationship with 

others and feel more accepted.  
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Moving in the Uncertainty of the Creative Process 

 The level of adaptation, described by the improvisers as phases of waiting. This 

act of “waiting” became a transitional phase in which the improvisers suspended their 

movement forward while searching for new ideas to arise; in these moments, they sought 

a balance between waiting and anticipating.  This balance was achieved by the 

improvisers’ choices to create sustaining notes, silences, or repetitive patterns that 

provided a kind of rest within familiarly and allowed time for new ideas to emerge.

 Figueroa-Dreher (2012) discusses the challenges of uncertainty in improvisation 

despite being free to model and reshape raw musical material moment by moment, both 

in relation to the improviser’s own sounds and the sounds of other improvisers. She 

points out that the processes of adaptation and experimentation with well-known sounds 

“simultaneously enable new material to emerge, with which the [improvisers] in turn start 

to work to keep it “under control” […] and to incorporate it as part of their “language” (p. 

5). These identified moments of adaptations conveyed through the improvisers’ music, 

expressed greater need to keep things under control while utilizing more structural and 

basic musical elements that allowed them to be in the waiting for new ideas to emerge. 

These musical choices embodied the capacity toward immediate actions that are needed 

to move forward meaningfully despite uncertainty. 

 May (1975) points to the necessary conditions of “waiting” in the creative 

uncertainty, pointing to its role in creating a mental “womb” from which the creator can 

give birth to new ideas:  

Waiting [should] not be confused with laziness or passivity.  It requires a 

high degree of attention . . . It is an active listening, keyed to hear the 

answer, alert to see whatever can be glimpsed when the vision or the 

words do come.  It is waiting for the birthing process to begin to move in 
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its own organic time.  It is necessary that the [creative individual] have 

this sense of timing, that he or she respect these periods of receptivity as 

part of the mystery of creativity. (p. 81) 

 

 Likewise, in moving through an active suspension, the improvisers could bring 

greater degrees of intentionality into their sound-making, both in their solo and joint 

improvisation, in the waiting for the birth of musical ideas “to begin to move in [their] 

own organic time” (May, 1975, p. 81). 

 Weymann (2000) discusses the meaning of uncertainties in the improvisational 

process, pointing to the special sensitivity that comes with moments in which things may 

be “wobbly” or not yet clear, and which open a path toward what he calls a “sensitive 

suspense” (p.38).  In these moments, the improviser experiences a “gripping now” that 

sets against the flow and therefore “requires and makes possible a state of suspense.” (p. 

41). In turn, suspense leads to greater sensitivity, allowing for the “opportunities and 

circumstances of stops and turning points, of new forms” (Weymann, 2000, p. 41). 

 Similarly, Fidelibus (2005) describes the movement in moments of uncertainties 

as a process he termed “getting to the point” (p. 73).  During these moments, he found 

that improvisers expanded their listening while slowing down their playing in order to 

explore, search, question, and “try things out as a part of the process;” from which they 

could step out of from “habitual playing and into a new musical direction” (Fidelibus, 

2005, p. 175).   

 Resonating with previous findings, this study showed how the improvisers’ 

moments of suspension of playing during moments of uncertainty reflected a deeper 

connection with the here-and-now, with music, selves, and others. At these moments, 

there was no aiming toward an “immediate answer” following expectation. Rather, the 
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improvisers turned inward and created peaceful anticipation of clarity and newness 

within an expanded state of listening.  As Mike stated: 

It feels freeing to just being in that sense…letting my sounds respond, 

searching for genuine connection with what I hear.  Pausing and listening 

became a transitional space, there wasn't a clear rhythm anymore, and the 

ground wasn't so certain, but it brought in the changes that followed.  

 

 Borgo’s (2005) extensive research on improvisational processes highlights the 

importance of uncertainty in fostering a sense of energetic anticipation.  When 

improvisers can fully let go of fears and concerns of the unknown, they do more than 

relish the subtle uncertainties that keep the musical composition “feeling fresh and vital. 

Uncertainty is their raison d’être” (p. 14), that is their purpose or their reason to be.  In 

other words, being in uncertainty intensifies the purpose of the musical now and, by 

extension, the purpose of one’s existence in the world. 

 The word improvisation is derived from Latin (in-provisus), which means 

unforeseen. Yet, in the act of improvisation, this uncertainty of what is not yet known is 

“not only welcome, but worship the [improviser’s] sound of surprise” (Borgo, 2005, p. 

14).  Hence the improvised musical moment is always an invitation to revere and explore 

the uncertainties toward the birth of new musical sound and new human interactions.  

This choice to pause in the improvisational moment connects human beings to deeper 

states of consciousness and, as such, to their creativity and the release of original ideas.  

In the pause, improvisers can “stand in a state of openness, heightened sensitivity, 

incubating the creative ideas, with a sharpened readiness to grasp the creative impulse 

when it is born (May, 1981, pp. 170-171).  
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Being in Uncertainty and Intrinsic Human Motivation  

 As discussed above, the improvisers’ choices of “waiting” and suspending were 

not acts of passivity, but rather were propelled by their curiosity, intrinsic motivation to 

explore, and search for meaningful connection with their own sounds and another’s.  This 

motivation to keep moving was expressed by Sara:  

Even if there is a mismatch or discomfort …it's not about shutting off . . . 

wait, listen . . . And in that space, you have a chance to get on again. . . I 

can ride through it with some patience and some grace for myself and for 

other people that I play with.  [These] moments keep you awake, you need 

to make a choice…go back on your feet and search for that something that 

brings back connection and meaning. 

 

 Research on creative processes shows that “intrinsic motivation,” such as 

curiosity and personal interest in a task, is closely correlated with the actualization of 

creativity (Amabile, 1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).  Amabile (1996) defines intrinsic 

motivation as “any motivation that arises from the individual positive reaction to qualities 

of the task itself: this reaction can be experienced as interest involvement, curiosity, 

satisfaction, or positive challenge” (p. 115). In other words, for individuals to actualize 

the potential toward creativity, it is not enough to have the knowledge and skills on a 

certain field to adapt to the task; individuals must have an “unusually acute curiosity 

about particular aspects of it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p. 164).  Curiosity drives 

individuals to go through inconvenient moments and develop a determination to move 

forward despite all circumstances.  People who have a strong interest in creative 

experiences might have an unusual inborn (or early developed) sensitivity to a certain 

domain that “allows them to become very responsive to ranges of stimulations that other 

people cannot perceive” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p. 163). Such sensitivity derived by 

curiosity to search for possible answers was illuminated through the improvisers’ 
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suspended musical acts that helped them redirecting their focus to the needs of the 

present musical moment, as the musical presence of another improviser, to find new 

directions toward greater flow. 

 While intrinsic motivation can describe this process as a whole, these moments of 

uncertainty highlighted the profound resource within human motivation. As shown 

throughout the findings, when improvisers can positively respond to the discomfort and 

questions in phases of waiting, they also practice their commitment toward sound, self, 

and others in engaging their patience and flexibility to the musical now. As illustrated in 

Dona’s words: “This attending…is the engine of what comes after, when you hear these 

sounds that suddenly move you.  So being lost for a bit…is a part of the process . . . the 

search gives it meaning.” 

From Musical Expression to Life Meaning: Uncertainty and the Search for Meaning 

 The improvisers’ abilities to overcome the uncertainty through the search for 

meaningful sound engagement reflected their efforts to search for meaning in life itself.  

Their narratives on their life expressed a willingness to take responsibility, make 

intentional choices, and move forward uncomfortable circumstances, fear, or doubt.  

Their reflections on uncertainties in their personal lives illuminated a recognition of the 

importance of finding inner resources, especially in times of struggle.  As Dona 

articulated, when trying to say “yes! to the here and now” and what life does offer, while 

Simon said that “waiting for the right things to come at the right time.” helped him accept 

and adapt to circumstances. Or, as Mike explained, improvising helped him to discover 

faith in things that are meaningful while searching for answers about his future path, 

saying: 
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How can I bring my attention to something, despite my fear of not 

knowing? I feel that in my current life situation, I need to have faith in the 

things that matter to me, that are meaningful […] that keep me going 

along with the limits they create. If I can move forward within these 

boundaries… I could also find answers. 

 

 Frankl (1988, 2006) recognizes that the search for meaning as a primary and 

universal human motivation.  Coming from a theological (existential) perspective, he 

states that human beings fulfill their highest potential and discover their resilience and 

life-satisfaction not by pursuing pleasures or searching for power and success, but rather 

through the capacity to transcend and break through the barriers of the environment 

through encounters with the world. Yes, this capacity of individuals to transcend cannot 

occur in a state of what Frankl calls equilibrium.  Rather, in maintaining the tension that 

comes from uncertainty or struggle, one can choose to direct their inner resources toward 

a purposeful action that gives the search itself to fulfill a sense of value and meaning 

(Frankl, 1988).  From this view, it can be argued that to discover a person’s authentic 

assets, one cannot avoid the world and its challenges.  Rather, in life as in the 

improvisational process, one must become immersed in the world to discover creative 

ways of adapting. As Yacobi (2012) notes, authenticity can only be attained through 

immersion in uncertainty; paradoxically, as he stresses, while uncertainty hinders the 

discovery of the true self amid struggles, authenticity cannot be achieved without 

working through phases of uncertainty and struggle.  

  Through their musical journeys, the improvisers realized that the act of searching 

was meaningful in itself.  They recognized the need to develop tolerance toward the 

unresolved and unknown in their own lives and embrace the pain and inconvenience that 

come in such moments of waiting. As articulated by Dona: 
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Life can be very painful if you constantly resist it, I know about that . . . I 

wish to be there, whether it is music or life itself and say yes to whatever 

is emerging, and respond to it as best as I can, open my eyes to see, hear, 

feel the possibilities and go for it using my sensibility and creative 

resources. I think that’s a good and meaningful way to be in the world […] 

you need to so you can find what really matters, find truth. 

 

The Emergence of Creative Courage: Discovering the Authenticity of Being 

 The improvisers’ courage to discover was illuminated through their commitment, 

sensitivity, and willingness to be fully involved and open to engaging in a genuine 

encounter with music, self, and another. As said, being fully involved in a creative 

encounter means to be open to experience, yet that also involved elements of risk-taking 

and making mistakes.  That was observed throughout the improvisers’ significant 

moments where they had to engage their courage to move from their habitual ways of 

playing and discover new musical patterns and relationships.  These new possibilities 

gave value and meaning, not only to their sound-making, as to their freedom to feel, be 

and act in congruence with their inner experience.   

 Rogers (1961) emphasizes that it is only through relationships with other people 

that individuals can fully develop and actualize the becoming of their true selves.  The 

improvisers’ experiences in and through music can be seen as a social event in which my 

participation in their experiences within three levels—as a listener, improviser, and 

researcher—provided different relational meanings in the process toward musical and 

self-discovery. 

 Analyzing the improvisers’ significant moments in an “orderly manner” was 

challenging due to their interrelated nature and the non-linear emergence throughout time 

and space. Nevertheless, to bring clarity to the layers of meanings, I divided this part of 
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the discussion into three parts, each of which focuses on a different aspect of moments of 

discovery: 1) Empathetic Listening; 2) Taking Risks; and, 3) The Power of Mistakes. 

Improvisation and Social Courage: Growing toward Empathetic Listening   

 The processes of musical exchange seen through the improvisers’ intentionality 

toward meeting, revealed the many levels of musical-human encounters and their 

potential to form relationships.  Nevertheless, as illustrated, for a relationship to emerge, 

improvisers need to discover their social courage. That is, the capacity to “relate to other 

human beings [and] invest one’s self over some time in a relationship and the intimacy 

that will demand an increasing openness” (May, 1975, p. 17).  Courage is needed because 

“relationships always involve risk-taking; we never know how a relationship will affect 

us” (May, 1975, p. 17). 

 The improvisers’ entrance to the joint musical space, in which I was an active 

participant, was an agreement to join an intimate, social-interpersonal field in which the 

interplay of music, self, and others composed different levels of “we” experiences.  In 

this process of moving together in time and space, the improvisers’ openness to the 

creative process revealed new and unexpected musical events that evolved not only from 

their commitment to musical creation but also from their intentionality to take the risks in 

exposing parts of themselves and of their individual wishes while embracing and 

responding to the empathetic musical environment that was built.  

 Borgo (2005) emphasizes that element of intentionality when improvising with 

others as an essential ingredient for improvisation in one’s ability to “synchronize 

intention and action and maintain a keen awareness of, and sensitivity to, and connection 

with, the evolving […] dynamics and experiences (p. 9). In other words, the movement 
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toward a trustful and meaningful improvisation occurs when improvisers can 

synchronize, not necessarily their sounds but, more importantly, “their energies, their 

intentions and their moments of inspiration” (Borgo, 2005, p. 9).  Such acts toward 

trustful collaboration manifested within moments in which the improvisers experienced 

synchrony between their genuine intentions to express themselves and an empathetic way 

of mutual listening and responding that promoted authentic social experience. These 

experiences were seen through four dimensions, which I titled as forming, call and 

response, supporting, and bridging.  And further, through risk-taking moments of 

pushing relational boundaries on which I will discuss separately.  

 Forming.  The first dimension, forming, describes the initial moment of real 

musical meeting.  For the improvisers, this was the arrival point where musical interplay 

began to take shape and became meaningful.  It arose from a sense of connectedness and 

validation, as Amanda explained: 

It was a gradual process…each time picking up more of what we're 

saying… each time I was getting closer, as I could understand more of 

what you're saying, and respond […] finding common ideas and patterns 

until we were really able to be together […] for me, it was a single 

moment in which we began forming something together.  

 

 One way of understanding the process of forming is by considering the opening 

phase of a conversation in which two people are looking for signs that the other is 

listening and willing to exchange ideas.  Sutton (2018) studies the characteristics of 

conversation and the way they resemble an improvisational duet.  Her study is one of 

very few that examines how improvisation begins, and some of her findings highlight the 

process of forming the beginning of an improvisational conversation.  In her comparison 

between musical and verbal conversation, Sutton (2018) writes that, 
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Conversations begin when someone has something to say, and they 

believe that they have not only a listener, but also someone who will be 

willing and able to develop a dialogue [of exchange] with them.  This 

exchange will include personal, feeling, and thinking responses to what 

has been said by the initiator. (p. 90) 

 

 By incorporating musical analysis and improvisers’ impressions, Sutton shows 

that similar to a conversation, players begin to improvise together by looking for motives 

or cues to which they can respond and invite (or be invited by) the other to join so they 

can develop thematic material.  Through these initial conversational exchanges, the 

improvisers negotiate how they can work together while carefully and closely attending 

to each other's music.  Similarly, the improvisers’ experiences while moving toward the 

moment of meeting affirmed not only their wish to be heard and know that someone was 

listening, but also their wish to interact and find a musical- personal partnership.  As Sara 

explained in referring to our joint improvisation: 

Before this moment, you’re sort of playing a descending scale, and just 

seeing what sounds can come out of this, but I wasn’t sure where it’s 

going or how I could fit there.  Then you start a little rhythmic 

motive...That shift… that little scale I could understand suddenly opened 

possibilities, saying, oh, now we’re honing on a rhythm, here is a 

beginning. 

 

This process of forming a point of meeting demonstrated the evolving quality of the 

improvisers’ listening while attending to each other’s ideas.  While each moment of 

forming manifested differently, the musical qualities in these moments showed thematic 

and structural ways of moving together that provided a clear understanding of each 

other’s musical language and the willingness for collaboration.  The improvisers 

conveyed this initial interaction in various ways; they described it as “arriving home,” 

“the beginning of acceptance and affirmation,” being “like children sharing a slide,” and 
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“creating a community.”  These expressions showed how the willingness of improvisers 

to reach a musical understanding goes beyond musical gratification but based on basic 

human needs for belonging, acceptance, and affirmative togetherness.  

 Rogers (1954) stresses that while psychological safety offers acceptance, it does 

not imply knowing a person, stating that, 

If I say I “accept” you, but know nothing of you, this is a shallow 

acceptance indeed, and you realize that it may change if I actually come to 

know you.  But if I understand you empathetically, enter your private 

world and see it as it appears to you-and still accept you-then this is safety 

indeed.  In this climate, you can permit your real self to emerge and to 

express itself in varied and novel forming as it relates itself to the world.  

This is a basic fostering of creativity. (p. 258)      

 

Indeed, this initial point of forming togetherness illuminated a process of entering into 

another person’s musical world, with curiosity and openness to listen. This purposeful 

movement toward another fostered the improvisers’ experiences in mutual “knowing,” 

thus cultivating a genuine and creative encounter with music and self. 

 Call and Response.  The second dimension, Call and Response, refers to 

moments in which some of the improvisers experienced a higher level of commitment 

and empathetic listening to each other, as Dan explained: 

When it’s a call and response between two people, it’s also an invitation 

for trading voice and silence.  For me, it’s an even higher commitment to 

the conversation than playing together because it obliges me to pause and 

be silent, and then for you to pause and make this space of silence for me. 

 

In these moments, silence or musical gestures such as pacing the rhythm or melody, 

created space for the other to respond.  These gestures conveyed a deeper level of 

commitment within the musical exchange while making spaces to listen, echoing, 

answering, or completing each other’s phrases.  Fischlin (2015) points to the element of 

commitment that arises in moments of call and response, stating that this is also an 
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invitation to engage the improviser’s responsibilities within co-dependent relations. In 

other words, the improviser should consider “what the other has to say, whether to add a 

“consonance or dissonance, to change the topic of conversation” (p.290). Then it allows 

the improviser to “encounter creativity ethically” in which the playfulness that arises out 

of respect provides opportunities to “be fully human, fully expressive, as a necessary 

response to being” (Fischlin, 2015, p. 290). 

 The improvisers’ growing sense of commitment and empathy was an experience 

of being-in-tune with each other’s musical expression, thus strengthening the emotional 

bond and providing a response that not only echoed each other’s musical tone but 

provided a deeper sense of being understood and heard.  As explained by Mike: 

I remember thinking, “Okay, she's not just trying to playback my rhythm, 

she’s responding to it in rhythmic ways.”  And it wasn't necessarily that 

you were just setting up a pulse, but you were responding to me in a way 

that understood the rhythm, its story, which brought much meaning into 

our interplay. 

 

These significant moments of interplay manifested within a process where musical 

responses were sensitively in-tune with another’s, in a way that captured something 

deeper than merely echoing similar notes or motifs.  Moments of call and response 

conveyed emotional messages through which the improvisers were moved, while hearing 

a genuine answer that was congruent with their needs, thus enhancing the meaningfulness 

of encounter.   

  Being in tune with another’s music strongly resonates with Stern’s (1985) concept 

of affect attunement, which elucidates the sharing of inner affective state. Musical 

improvisation, as a non-verbal space, provides symbolic opportunities for sharing the 

musical-feeling state by echoing and mirroring the musical expression of another.   
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 Mirroring is expressing the “quality of feelings without imitating the exact 

behavioral expression of the inner state” (Stern, 1985, p. 142); it is a way for people to 

offer an empathic response.  For Mike, my understanding of his rhythm was something 

he needed to hear in the music to feel validated and give expression to genuine feelings 

that emerged in the moment.  Mike’s experience embodies what Stern (1985) refers to be 

the “evidence of attunement” (p.146), within elements such as intensity, timing, and 

shape, contour and rhythm of somebody else’s vocal or sound response, through which 

the state of feeling can be matched rather than imitated.  Briefly looking from this lens 

into the musical elements that conveyed moments of validation, through my musical 

responses, it shows both rhythmical and contour/tonal structure that matched with the 

timing and intensity of the improvisers’ music. As well as adapting to the general mood 

within the melodic, rhythmic and dynamic expressions.  

 The building of an empathetic sound environment created by tuning in to 

another’s sounds permits humans to share inner experiences continuously, thus enhancing 

the feeling of connectedness (Stern, 1985).  While attunement, as an intuitive base 

response, does not fully define empathy, it is part of the “initial process of emotional 

resonance” (Stern, 1985, p. 145) that should be developed within other cognitive 

relational-based processes. Nevertheless, as shown through the improvisers’ experiences 

of empathetic listening embodied within the musical and human environment, give rise to 

real acceptance as it affirms the unique characteristics of one’s ways of expression within 

feelings of being genuinely heard and understood.  

 



 

229 

 

 Supporting.  The supporting dimension refers to the improvisers’ actualization of 

their wishes to “venture off” from the shared musical space and discover their unique 

modes of expression.  At this level of expanded empathetic musical and human 

environment, some of the improvisers needed space to express their individuality. Yet, at 

the same time, they still expressed their need for support as they experienced trough my 

sounds that provided the steady rhythmic or melodic structures that affirmed their 

musical choices toward self-discovery in the joint space. The improvisers’ reflections on 

these moments revealed feelings of validation and recognition that I was not aiming to 

change their musical path, but being there for them while providing a sense of safety and 

musical understanding toward their inner wishes to be heard. As expressed by Amanda: 

You accepted what I’m putting there, also using what we had brought 

together before, with an A and E intervals. You kept what we had 

together, which was my foundation from which I could jump off. I felt 

having been heard and understood, and free to explore my way 

individually as well, going outside my previous pattern. 

 

As shown above, the improvisers’ sense of support provided a platform to venture off, 

also relishing their playfulness, as described, for example, by Mike through his image of 

a child who was “marching in his own parade” while feeling support by the “adult”. In 

other experiences, the improvisers felt that venturing off was an expression of “finding 

their wings” while moving beyond expectations and fear when reaching to a higher tonal 

range.   

 Another element that contributed to the supporting environment were moments in 

which “being there” for them was expressed more literally while joining to their 

individual exploration as Jenn expressed:  
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 “You were also there with me and for me, reaching the high notes.  [It was] an act 

of encouragement and support like when you have a really good friend that understands 

you… believes in you”.   

 This supporting level also highlighted the meaning of empathetic relationship 

depicted within the joint space in which my joining to the improvisers’ worlds in and 

through sound was an act of being present for another while keeping the stability of the 

musical structure. This level of supporting can be seen through. Rogers’ (1975) definition 

of empathy that is:  

Entering the private perceptual world of the other and becoming 

thoroughly at home in it […] being sensitive, moment to moment, to the 

changing felt meanings which flow in this other person […] moving about 

in it delicately without making judgments […] not trying to uncover 

feelings of which the person is totally unaware” (p. 4). 

 

Likewise, as illustrated in the findings, empathy can manifest through the support of 

musical consistency that provides a sense of “home” within togetherness. And at the 

same time can be a source of validation for the improvisers to find their expressive flow 

and go after their wishes be at the foreground and discover new musical roads –all which 

is congruent with genuine inner feelings and the search for truth.    

 Bridging.  This level of bridging refers to moments of merging differences that 

manifested throughout the joint interplay.  The ability to tolerate ambiguity is an 

important dimension of being open to experience (Rogers, 1961).  In the context of 

building empathy toward social authenticity, this also implies a willingness to accept 

one’s world as different from another’s while taking the risk of being affected by the 

unfamiliar, as Amanda expressed:    
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I'm affected by what you do, which is different from my musical language.  

[But] after the initial awareness of vulnerability, I was more like, “Oh, I 

can work with this.”  I was able to be in that open space to listen.  

 

In these moments of bridging, the improviser experienced conflicting musical 

information that confronted them with contrasts in musical language, style, tone colors, 

and rhythm.  This brought sudden tension into the shared space.  Yet, mutual openness to 

the shared space, trust, and curiosity toward a creative experience brought positive 

outcomes in negotiating these differences. 

 Gustavsen (2008) points to the importance of deviating from the predictability 

and stability within one’s music as improvisers engage in musical exchange.  Based on 

his research on the dialectical meaning of improvisation, Gustavsen (2008) states that 

moments that deviate from the stability of a musical relationship are important stimuli not 

only for enhancing the creative musical development but also for developing greater 

trust. As in any relationship, there is a constant search for equilibrium, yet,  

Stability through order and rhythm is necessary.  But stagnation is just 

around the corner if we are not faced with elements of stimulating 

deviation of novelty… the ever-changing but still reliable whole is made 

both stable and exciting” (Gustavsen, 2008, pp. 13-14). 

 

Likewise, the improvisers’ moments of bridging represented deviations from stability; at 

these moments, individual expressions in a shared space created clashing or contradicting 

sounds, but nevertheless brought an intensity that fostered a new sense of liberation and 

meaning.  Ultimately, the acts that allowed for bridging expanded the genuineness of 

social interaction while resolving musical conflicts.  This was shown clearly through 

Gerry’s experiences of musical clashing: 

It was a pleasant surprise to recognize how we managed to negotiate these 

differences and open our minds to these clashing sounds despite the 

tension they created.  For me, it was a welcome invitation to express 
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ourselves freely… to negotiate until we reached a point of resolution, 

letting these rhythms dance together. 

 

Such moments of instability forced the improvisers to step outside their comfort zones in 

order to discover something new that otherwise would not have emerged (Gustavsen, 

2008).  Hence, the musical intensities of instability created by clashing sounds opened the 

improvisational experience to a new level of meaning, showing that the “potential for 

liberation and fertility [can be] actualized and released by the uniting of oppositions” 

(Gustavsen, 2008, p. 14).  Likewise, the emergence of differences and contrasts shifted 

the improvisational balance and flow and brought unexpected pleasant surprises as the 

improvisers found ways to merge musical clashes into united musical discoveries, as 

Dona explained, “It’s a kind of a delightful surprise when two worlds meet”. 

 The tension created by moments of instability showed both the challenges and the 

possibilities in musical collaboration to create opportunities for the mutual acceptance of 

authentic expressions.  Tension acted as a fertilizer for musical newness, relational 

meaning, and trust. 

 These “we” experiences as a whole can be understood in the context of May’s 

(1975) view on social courage: when approached with attention and intention, meetings 

in the musical unknown allow individuals to discover the world of another, that, in the 

spontaneous field of expression, cannot be anything other than genuine.  As May states, a 

meeting between individuals (in music or in life itself) “can be a harbinger of an 

unknown fate in store for us but also a stimulus toward the exciting pleasure of 

authentically knowing another person” (1975, p. 18).  The joint relational space of 

improvisation provided opportunities for truly knowing another person while engaging an 

empathetic listening and mutual responsibility toward the unfolding musical moment.  As 
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noted by Nachmanovitch (2019), in such intense mutual listening, we can “find each 

other, then we’ve established a place from which we can explore many possible 

relationships; amplifying, challenging, simplifying, calling and answering, resting in 

silence” (p. 139).  Musical relationships can then become a space for cultivating a 

person’s capacity toward acceptance, empathy, and openness to differences, through 

which authentic experiences can grow independently and co-dependently -inside and out 

music itself. 

From Musical Expression to Life Meaning: Practicing Attentive Listening  

 Reflecting on their experiences of listening and being listened to, the improvisers 

brought awareness to the ways they listen outside musical spaces.  Their insights 

illuminated the potential of improvisation as a space for practicing intentional, empathetic 

listening both inwardly and outwardly, thus engaging more genuinely in the world.  They 

placed different values on the practice of listening in their lives, such as a spiritual 

quality. Some improvisers discussed the importance of mindful awareness connecting 

with oneself and others; as described by Dan, it is important to learn to balance being 

silent and responding in conversations attentively.  Listening was also described as a way 

to connect to one’s intuition or “inner voice.”  Last but not least, listening was described 

as a way to find inspiration from the outside world and to develop tolerance and 

acceptance of cultural diversity and unfamiliar ways of being.  

 A full discussion on the art of listening is beyond the scope of this study.  Yet, by 

looking into the threads that connected the improvisers’ views toward the meaning of 

listening, it became clear that the heart (and art) of these experiences is the human 

capacity to bring non-judgmental attention to the resonance of sound or words.  As 
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shown through the improvisers’ experiences, they sought to find meaningful connections 

to self and others, thus letting genuine parts of themselves emerge.  For example, Gerry 

reflected: 

Moving from classical to jazz improvisation, I became more aware of how 

I listen—not only to sound but to myself and to others as well . . . It is 

about listening, not from the mind but from a different place, where I 

connect with a deeper part of myself, my inner voice… then I can see, 

hear, and feel more clearly… with no judgment.  I learned that listening 

doesn’t mean you need to respond in words, but also with silence.  When I 

listen with intention that brings me much closer to myself and others.  

 

 Nancy (2015), in his discussion of the meaning of being immersed in listening (in 

music and life), says that true listening is an act that is an end in itself.  It involves giving 

full attention to what is resonating from another’s words or sounds so that the subject can 

make himself heard.  To listen is to enter a space of openness to what is inside us and 

around us, where “I am penetrated, for it opens up in me as well as around me, and from 

me as well as toward me; it opens me inside me as well as outside” (Nancy, 2015, p. 21). 

 Lipari’s (2010) existential view on listening stresses that in “listening we 

become” (p. 350).  She explains that in this journey, we may not come to agree or see 

things the same way, but we share the experience of being in listening.  By listening, 

individuals can offer ethical responses and hospitality to others by,  

[Being] fully present to the on-going expression you.  Letting go of my 

ideas about who you are, who I am, what “should be.”  I let all that go and 

stay present, attending, aware.  Not indifferent, but in a state of letting go 

of conceptual thought.  What Buddhism calls awareness (Lipari, 2010, pp. 

350-351). 

 

 Likewise, all improvisers described listening as a non-judgmental act.  Dona, for 

example, described listening as a “sacred space” in which she could invite another to 

engage in an ethical exchange.  Gerry noted that silence can also be a listening response 
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that expresses the willingness to be there for someone.  Several improvisers, including 

Jenn, described listening as a time to practice their acceptance of another and practice 

letting go of “conceptual thoughts” just as they let go of preconceived musical patterns 

during improvisation:   

I’ve realized I’m more open to something different from what I know.  I’m 

willing to listen and, as I experienced here, open myself to sounds that 

were unfamiliar to me, letting go of ideas about how things should sound 

like.  Just as I open myself to others whose cultural backgrounds are 

unfamiliar to me.  I may not understand it, but I can listen to these 

differences and learn something new. (Jenn)   

 

Underlining the improvisers’ experiences of listening was the integration of their music, 

life perspectives, and intentionality; that is, the heart of human consciousness in the 

development toward self-awareness (May, 1965).  In every intention, there are two things 

at play: “the meaning and turning one’s intention to the movement toward something, it 

is the act.  Thus, every meaning has within it a commitment when one is intending to 

something” (May, 1965, p. 205).  As illuminated by the improvisers, whether through 

music or words, the act of moving toward something or someone with commitment 

brought meaning into the act of listening and made the act of listening an end in itself.  In 

true, attentive listening, one’s purity of intention can allow another to be genuinely heard.  

After all, “meaning has no meaning apart from intention” (May, 1965, p. 203).  

Free to Play: Discovering the Rebel Child and One’s Vulnerability   

 During solo improvisations, the improvisers’ movement from the safety of 

familiar ways of playing allowed them to learn about new sound colors and deviate from 

their preconceived “order” while giving themselves permission, as noted by Mike, to 

“break free from the plan…give myself that moment of saying, yes! You can do it . . . say 

things rhythmically that are more daring.” Deviations from the “safety” of habitual ways 
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of playing grew as the improvisers gained more trust and validation.  They gradually felt 

greater strength and confidence that manifested in the actualization of new sound 

possibilities, revealing more of what they wished for.  In this process, the improvisers 

were able to move away from being what they were not; or in other terms as depicted by 

Rogers (1961) moving away “from being a façade [to] increasingly listening to the 

deepest recesses of [their] psychological and emotional being . . . increasingly willing to 

be, with greater accuracy and depth, to the self which [they] most truly are” (Rogers, 

1961, pp. 175-176). 

 During joint improvisation, “risk-taking” experiences were described as moments 

in which the improvisers were ready to expose new parts of themselves and challenge 

relational boundaries while going against the conventions of their own expectations of 

relationships with others. These moments of risk-taking portrayed through the image of 

the “rebel child” who follows his impulse to break the rules, or daring to “try a new 

flavor” offered by another, or in other terms the one who is “rocking the boat” of musical 

partnership, as Amanda explained: 

I intentionally played the seventh intervals, and it was kind of like one of 

those poking moments, like, what would Ronit do if I played this seventh? 

What will happen? How will she respond? I was able to take risks and find 

more freedom and playfulness …be myself within the relationship. 

 

 May (1953) argued that human beings need to rebel in order to discover 

themselves.  In rebellion, “one is trying to become free to establish inner strength in his 

own right.  [Whether in reality or symbolically] rebellion is a necessary transition as one 

cuts old ties and seeks to make new ones” (May, 1953, p. 100).  The improvisers’ 

rebellious acts manifested as playing on off-beats, playing disorganized, atonal, or 

dissonance sounds.  Yet, as mentioned earlier, these acts toward freeing their true self 
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manifested within the musical structure created by my accompaniment, which provided a 

sense of safety and permission to go “against” the structures, to rebel, and to let the 

playful child express himself.  These experiences of moving between structure and 

freedom (order and disorder) allowed the improvisers to experience their separateness 

and individuality by acting in congruence with their inner experiences.   

 The risks are in one’s willingness to differentiate to “move from the protecting 

realm of the parental dependence to a new level of freedom and integration […] as one 

moves from the familiar surrounding over frontiers into the unfamiliar” (May, 1953, p. 

169).  The improvisers’ new discoveries emerged when they were ready to move out of, 

and rebel against, the comfort of musical structure and familiarity.  Although they were 

still held by the structure of my accompaniment, they could choose their unique way to 

be and express genuine parts of themselves.   

 The emergence of the playful, curious, and rebel child is an image that touches the 

core of what Winnicott (1971) refers to be the “true-self”.  Winnicott believed that the 

capacity for being—the ability to feel genuinely and internally alive inside—is essential 

to the healthy growth of the self and is the key to emotional and psychological well-being 

and authentic selfhood.  By playing, Winnicott meant not only the ways that children of 

all ages play but also the way adults play through making art or engaging with fields of 

interest.  Through the act of spontaneous play, individuals can feel real, alive, and keenly 

interested in what they are doing, thus can entirely be their true selves (Winnicott, 1971).   

 Stepping out of their comfort zones, while also exposing themselves to another, 

the improvisers’ attention was brought to their imperfect sounds or vocal expressions, 
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causing them to become aware of vulnerable, yet genuine parts within themselves. As 

pointed by Sara: 

I join with my voice…exposing my vulnerability to you when I transition 

from my lowest point to the highest, knowing it might not sound good.  

But it felt right…and led me to find a genuine connection both to myself 

and to you.  I was able to let my voice be more playful, to cross its 

boundaries in a way, to find a new voice.   

 

 Mattin (2015) states that to be open and receptive to the “danger of making 

improvised music means exposing yourself to unwanted situations that could break the 

foundations of your own security” (p. 34).  In other words, to embrace one’s vulnerability 

means to let go of one’s fears and accept imperfection as an integral part of one’s creative 

and personal growth.  Vulnerability is not always a weakness or something one chooses, 

but it is an inherent characteristic of being human.  By recognizing vulnerability and 

choosing to engage in it with others, we also choose to practice our own authenticity 

(Flew, 1984).  Likewise, the improvisers’ spontaneous creations were not an act of 

choosing to sound their vulnerabilities. Rather, it was a process through which their 

openness to experience and responsibility (and honesty) to self and other as 

interdependent relationship, led to a greater openness to their own vulnerability. As 

pointed by Fischlin (2015), musical vulnerability is a “commitment to engage in co-

creative acts of listening and sounding as a function of what it means to make oneself 

vulnerable to the other, to address the vulnerability of the self” (p. 290) as a triumph for 

discovering one’s strength to find a voice. 

Finding Freedom in Structure.  

 As noted earlier, foundational to creativity is the ability to break from fears of 

failure or limitation and to express ideas, especially when they go beyond personal or 
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social conventions (Nickerson, 1999). The moments of risks taking within solo and joint 

improvisation showed the improvisers’ ability to go outside their fears and habitual 

patterns, and despite hesitations, fear, or limitations, leave their comfort zones.  

Nevertheless, as shown, all these expressions were fostered within the predictability and 

structure of repeated patterns and rhythm that constructed limits or boundaries; however, 

that was not limiting but provided opportunities to freely play with musical choices. 

Within a clear, organized musical form, the improvisers could utilize their creative 

impulse and imagination and connect to genuine ways of expression that not only 

revealed new ideas but also expanded or hidden parts within themselves.  

 May (1975) posits that human consciousness emerges out of the awareness of 

existing limits; thus, without limitation, there is no possibility to develop and experience 

growth. Likewise, creativity arises out of the tension between spontaneity and limitation, 

“forcing the spontaneity into various forms which are essential to the work of art” (May, 

1975, p. 115). 

 The inherent formation of structure within the freedom of improvisation is 

essential for providing the player a platform to “ignite spontaneity” (Nachmanovitch, 

1990, p. 84) that leads to different degrees of intensities. Nachmanovitch (1990) writes 

that, when we define “our self-chosen rules, we find that containment of strength 

amplifies strength. Commitment to a set of rules frees [the improviser’s] play to attain a 

profundity and vigor otherwise impossible” (p. 84).  The musical structure, especially 

through moments of risks, provided a firm musical groundwork on which improvisers 

could take risks within the growing intensities of musical ideas also in the sense of the 

improvisers’ abilities to move from their initial risks and expand (“flying higher from the 
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safety of home”) while taking greater risks and expose new and more daring sound 

expressions.  

From Musical Expression to Life Meaning: The Courage to Be 

“At the very heart of the creative process [is the ability] to shake things up, both 

inside ourselves and in the world around us” (Alfonso, 2003, p. 242). 

 The improvisers’ insights on their ability to break free from habitual musical 

patterns, showed them that invaluably daring acts also are an integral part of their striving 

to expand personal boundaries, letting their true voice be heard in common life situations.  

Nachmanovitch (1990) points to the parallels between improvisation and life; in both, 

once can [break] with forms and limitations [not] just to be ‘free,’ but [use] as the very 

means of transcending ourselves” (p. 84).  A person’s courage can emerge when he 

begins to break out from his habitual patterns of acting and being, thus, becoming more 

independent in his self-worth.  “It is as though one were saying through one’s actions, 

this is myself, my being” (May, 1953, p. 178).  

 In reference to their lives, the improvisers expressed the desire to return to 

themselves in various ways, such as returning to the playful child that can find the 

courage to rise again after falling.  Some of the improvisers expressed hopes of letting 

their voices be heard with more confidence.  They described the challenges of facing new 

situations and hoped to find courage to break free from old habits and expand their 

possibilities to engage with life more fully.  Others talked about their desire to be able to 

say “no” to situations they did not find congruent with how they really felt.  They also 

reflected on the tension that arises from going against others’ expectations while trusting 

in the strength of the relationship to accept genuineness despite possible discomfort.  As 
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expressed by Amanda, “If I were willing to trust, be me…I could take the risk and 

expand my boundaries, bringing [my] relationships to a new level”.  

 The improvisers’ reflections of risk-taking revealed individuals’ collective needs 

to express themselves genuinely and let go of façades and fears of judgment. It revealed  

human striving to expand self-limiting patterns for awakening the sense of his true self 

(Schneider & Krug, 2010).  As Sara said, [I was] hiding… judging myself in the world.  

I’ve been acting in such a way for many years during my life . . . This practice of 

improvisation always reminds me to go back to who I am, find my courage and let my 

voice be heard”. 

 May (1953) states that the act of courage to choose oneself is “the basic virtue for 

everyone as long as [they] continue to grow, to move ahead” (p. 168).  Courage, as an 

inward quality, can help individuals see themselves and their possibilities more clearly. 

Finding the courage to be one’s true self promotes strength and resilience to face life’s 

struggles and challenges and therefore move toward growth. As Gerry said, “you don’t 

just quit, you need to find your courage and go with it.  So, in life as in improvisation, 

despite anything that happens, transcend your fears … do the best you can to make it 

work and move forward”.  Courage is the intentional choice to affirm oneself in musical 

sound as in life itself.  Just as courage is needed in the unfolding of each improvisational 

moment, it is always present, ready to engage and guide one through life.  Courage is 

available to us “in the little hour-to-hour, or moment by moment decisions which place 

the bricks in the structure for the individual building himself into a person who acts with 

freedom and responsibility” (May, 1953, p.173). 
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“Play that Mistake Again”: The Gifts of Mistakes 

 Free improvisation is an invitation for attaining freedom of expression in which 

opening up to experience also means to “bear the consequences of one’s mistakes as well 

as their achievements” (Rogers, 1954, p. 258).  The improvisers’ reflections revealed 

similar reactions when caught by what they perceived as a “wrong” or accidental sound 

that interrupted the musical flow or created a deviation from the direction they had 

intended to take.  Nachmanovitch (1990) points to the power of mistakes (within music 

and life) as resources through which we can “reframe creative blocks and turn them 

around…the very sin of omission or commission for which we’ve been kicking ourselves 

may be the seed of our best work.  [The] parts that are most baffling are, in fact, the 

growing edges.” (p. 92) 

 Similarly, as shown throughout the findings, improvisers’ musical “mistakes” can 

become awakening moments for shifted plans and creative blocks, while revealing new 

musical meanings that otherwise would not have been discovered.  Nachmanovitch 

(1990) suggests that encounters with mistakes can be seen through Freud’s term “slips of 

the tongue” (p. 89), being unconscious materials that reveal “the very bread and butter of 

the improvisers” (p. 89).  Likewise, the improvisers’ “mistakes” shifted their play in a 

way so that they were no longer mistakes, but rather opportunities to use their “slip of the 

tongue” notes to discover new ways of expression and invention.  Their attitudes toward 

their “mistakes” were ones of liberation while being able to grow into a new place that 

was holding some truth or hidden wishes. As Amanda said, “following this ‘wrong note’ 

made me find the right thing, like my wish to be playful […] more in the spirit of what I 

was doing and feeling”. 
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 Encountering mistakes within joint improvisation also brought awareness to the 

musical relationship and illuminated the ability of improvisers to find ways to adapt and 

make mindful choices that reflected their commitment to a joint musical creation.  In both 

solo and joint improvisations, it was shown that improvisers’ openness to adapt in the 

here-and-now and recreate their musical moment from their available resources allowed 

them to move forward and bring meaning and new direction into their “mistake.”  The 

craft rests on taking an idea that does not work and turning it to something that does work 

and brings more of the human part in the player, a process in which they could find 

comfort.   

 Gustavsen (2008) writes that this ability of integration one’s mistakes reduces not 

only the impression of a mistake but, “if integration is successful, [from] what was in the 

outset a non-fitting alien element, [it] can become meaningful and at home in the musical 

setting” (p. 12). Similarly, the findings illuminated how the improvisers’ capacities to 

own their “mistakes”, rather than dismissing them, created an unexpected movement, that 

brought them back “home”, in the sense of being more attentive to their musical now, 

embracing the “non-fitting” as an opportunity for newness. 

 

Transcending: Living in the Flow of Sounds 

 When describing experiences of transcendence, the improvisers spoke of bringing 

great intensity into the present musical moment and a shift in their awareness of sound.  It 

was as if they were a part of the sound or guided by its dynamic and aesthetic qualities as 

sound color vibration.  In these moments, the improvisers felt a greater intensity in their 

involvement with sound, which propelled their sense of musical meaning and moments of 
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discovery.  Experiences of musical transcendence can be framed within the notion of 

flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; 1997a).  Flow, also known as “optimal experience,” 

describes a state of consciousness in which one’s psychic energy is fully attentive and 

focused on the task or experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  While experiencing flow, 

thought processes are congruent with one’s goals and intentions, and “there is no need to 

worry, no reason to question one’s adequacy.  But whatever one does . . . the evidence is 

encouraging: ‘You are doing all right’” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 39).  

 One of clearest signs of flow is the merging of action and awareness; that is, flow 

is happening when “a person is aware of his actions but not of the awareness itself” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p. 152).  In the flow state, there is no separation between the 

experience of the self and what one is doing.  In a state of flow, people become so 

involved in what they are doing that the activity becomes spontaneous, almost automatic; 

they stop being aware of themselves as separate from the actions they are performing 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  Also, “there is no need to reflect because the action carries 

[them] forward as if by magic” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 54).  As explained by 

Amanda, “it's a special feeling …suddenly there is clarity and confidence . . . you’re 

getting the right singles… like a miracle. I…I was following the sounds, and whatever 

came out was perfectly fine.”  

 Gustavsen (2008) describes improvisational flow as a state in which the 

improviser is “forming the music while at the same time being formed by it” (p. 14).  He 

points out that at these moments, the improviser oscillates between letting go and a 

controlled state of knowing.  The conscious mind is in absolute synchrony with nothing 

but the evolving here-and-now musical creation.  When completely absorbed in playing, 
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improvisers are not consciously thinking, reflecting, or deciding what notes to play.  It is 

as if they are simultaneously inside and outside of their bodies and minds, forgetting 

about technique or expectation, only focusing on the quality of sound experience. 

(Gustavsen, 2008)  Indeed, in this study, the improvisers described automatic movements 

and the sensation of being carried and guided by the sounds and by their “intuition” or 

“inner voice.”  Their attention was totally directed into deeper listening while forming 

and being formed by the music. 

 The improvisers described experiences of letting go in various ways, all of which 

illuminated a shift in consciousness that occurs in moments of flow.  During solo 

improvisation, this shift was expressed in terms such as “non-thinking,” “being in the 

zone,” and “letting go of control.”  During moments of synchrony with another 

improviser, the sense of flow was described as “finding home,” “being in unity,” and 

“riding the waves together.”  These moments of “living in music” showed how 

improvisers can build new kinds of trust in the music, in oneself, and in the other. In this 

state, they experienced feelings of peace and relaxation in the “musical now”, along with 

a sense of alertness, awakening, and clarity toward the possibilities of the future. As 

explained by Dona:  

I'm not forcing anything, my intentionality to experience fully both my 

sounds and others’ brings me time and again to imagine this flow of the 

river.  It brings a sense of peace, and at the same time awakens you and 

show new directions you can discover  

 

 Csikszentmihalyi (2015) characterized the experience of letting go during a state 

of flow as “self-forgetfulness,” “loss of self-consciousness,” or “transcendence of 

individuality” (p. 154).  Yet, forgetfulness does not imply losing touch with physical 

reality, but rather, an intensified awareness of internal processes and bodily sensations 
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(Csikszentmihalyi, 2015).   There are no interruptions that enter into consciousness. 

Hence individuals can retain the continuous flow of their actions to which they are 

committed.  Flow is a paradoxical state in which one has no active awareness of control, 

but is simply not worried by the possibility of lack of control or failure, as pointed by 

Gerry, “it was like being on a river, where you’re in control, though not fully.” 

 The following sections further explore the experience of flow by focusing on the 

emotional, physical, and aesthetic qualities that fostered the improvisers’ sense of flow.  

Also, the phenomenon of “being-in-sync” will be discussed as a unique property of the 

flow experience. 

Flow, the Aesthetics and One’s Body   

 When immersed in sound, the improvisers felt non-separateness and unity.  They 

expressed this experience of immersion through phrases such as “being one with sound,” 

“being one with my instrument,” “being in oneness,” “riding the waves of sound.”  In this 

state of unity and oneness both through their solo and joint play, their attention was 

brought to the deeper aesthetic qualities of sounds; this provided positive feedback that 

intensified their emotional experience in the musical now. As Dona points, “it’s a kind of 

refreshing energy that lifts your spirit”. 

 John Dewey (1934) posited that one’s involvement in the aesthetic of the 

dynamics of musical shapes and forms strengthens one’s ability to experience oneself and 

feel fullness, unity, and an intense sense of being moved.  Similarly, as the improvisers 

reflected on being in absolute flow during solo and joint improvisation, they described 

sonic vibrations as “living bodies” that carried them forward, becoming a nurturing space 
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while being an extension of their body. As Dona said, “It’s kind of like you’re a part of it, 

you just have to find ways to let it express itself.” 

 Dewey (1934) emphasizes the profoundness in connecting with the vibrational 

qualities of sound and its beauty. This connection with sound propels intimate connection 

with one’s body and therefore holds the power of direct emotional expression.  Sound, 

Dewey (1934) writes, “stimulates directly to immediate change because it reports a 

change” Sound inherits dynamic physical movement qualities “is the conveyor of what 

impends, of what is happening as an indication of what is likely to happen” (p. 246).    

 Paradoxically, while the “self-forgetfulness”, experienced in a state of flow, shifts 

the awareness from the self, it enhances one’s awareness of the body and its kinesthetic 

and sensational qualities (Csikszentmihalyi, 2015).  The improvisers experienced their 

bodies through awareness of their breathing and movements. This enhanced sensitivity to 

the body expanded the improvisers’ experiences by creating congruence between their 

subjective physical and emotional experiences and their objective sound creation. These 

emerged physical sensations illuminate the core of authentic behavior that integrates 

subjective knowledge that also includes body signals acquired through body awareness, 

thus enhancing emotional clarity (Kernis & Goldman, 2006; Rogers, 1961).   

 May discusses (1953) how the awareness of the body provides a growth 

opportunity for individuals to actualize themselves, emphasizing the importance of 

developing awareness to the body to discover and regain a sense of the genuine self.  He 

stresses the connection between body and mind by explaining that what underlines our 

connection to our feelings, is motion. Therefore, the experience of our (e)-motions cannot 

be separated from motion, felt inward (as well illustrated when saying “I am moved”). 
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May (1953) further points that in the ability to regain awareness we develop our capacity 

to “differentiate feelings into as many nuances, strong and passionate experiences, or 

delicate and sensitive ones, as in the different passages of music in a symphony” (May, 

1953, p. 74). Hence, we feel a sense of aliveness and clarity within and with the world. 

 The findings showed how improvisers’ transitioning into flow opened them to 

different nuances and clarity within the unity of their musical and inner experience. They 

became more conscious of their perception of body movement in general, breathing, and 

the subtle movements of their hands and fingers while playing their instruments, which 

promoted both a sense of vitality and peace. This expanded awareness to the body as an 

intuitive guide, along with the emotional resonance of sound-making, strengthened the 

self to grow toward its fullest potential. 

Flowing into Sync 

 Csikszentmihalyi (2015) emphasizes that while the sense of unity experienced in 

a state of flow is often self-referential, this sense of unity can also occur between the self 

and others.  Yet, he also points that for flow to occur, some rules should be followed, and 

there is “no need to negotiate roles [or] bargain with another about what should or should 

not be done” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p. 154).  This observation was intriguing in light 

of the complex processes of a joint improvisation, where negotiation is an important part 

of the process.  In improvisation, communicative flow creates in-the-moment rules and 

roles that help point improvisers in a clear musical direction.  The moments of sync, as 

described by the improvisers, were free of any negotiation; in these moments, the “rules” 

were fully consistent and agreed upon, as if one person were playing.  As heard in the 

musical excerpts, a strong sense of “oneness” was experienced through the accuracy of 
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timing/tempo, playing similar dynamics, and the sharing of musical roles, such as 

harmony vs. melody, density vs. non-density, and follower vs. leader.  The improvisers’ 

experiences of sync described in intimate and “sacred” terms, such as a sense of being 

“home,” “creating new birth,” “riding the wave together,” and “being-in-unity.”  Within 

the safety of this unity where everything was “coming together”, as stated by Sara, there 

was also an invigorating feeling of daring that brought each of the improvisers’ unique 

voice into being with greater intensity.  

 Intense feelings of both connectedness and independence produced a heightened 

level of musical communication, which opened a new understanding of the other’s 

musical nuances and created a strong sense of bonding on both musical and human 

levels. Being-in-sync is also described as being in the groove, as resonated in Sara’s 

words while speaking about “riding on the waves” together.  

 Berliner points (1994) that when a groove works well, improvisers meet their 

needs both in terms of safety as in their need for transcendence that allows for a high 

level of intimacy. The groove, he states, allows “everything to come together in a 

complete accord.  If it’s working, it brings you very close.  It’s a kind of emotional 

empathy that you develop very quickly” (Berliner, 1994, p. 8149). As shown throughout 

the improvisers’ words, these conditions at the outset of flow promote feelings of being 

more “together”. That means experiencing an integration within the self that gives 

expression to both the uniqueness of one’s individuality and, at the same time sense of 

unity with others and with the world. Hence, achieving a state of flow allows us to 

perceive more strongly who we feel we are than before the experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990).   
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 While the notion of flow was identified and discussed here, it should be noted that 

this a cursory look at flow within a larger realm of literature on this topic. For more 

information on flow see (Biasutti & Frezza, 2009; Custodero, 2002; Van der Hoorn, 

2015) 

 

The “Fruits” of the Improvisational Journey 

“The fruits of improvising and discovering may flower spontaneously, but they arise from 

soil that we have prepared, fertilized and tended in the faith that they will ripen in 

nature’s own time” (Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 151). 

 Improvisation is a field of creativity, an element of what Rogers (1961) refers to 

as “the good life”.  According to Rogers, the good life of a creative process cannot be 

described as “happy, contented, or enjoyable, though certainly would include these 

experiences, but rather, should be described as “enriching, exciting, rewarding, 

challenging and meaningful” (Roger, 1961, p. 196).   

 The improvisers’ journeys into the “good life” revealed an opening up to the 

present, to the gratitude of the musical here-and-now and the human presence that shines 

through it with wonder, awe, peace, and beauty. These experiences, felt with intensity 

especially at the outset of improvisation resonate with Maslow’s (1970) concept of “peak 

experience”- a moment one is experiencing the highest fulfillment embodied with a sense 

of Joy; 

Of being simultaneously more powerful and also more helpless than one 

ever was before, the feeling of great ecstasy and wonder and awe […] 

finally, the conviction that something extremely important and valuable 

had happened, so that the subject is to some extent transformed and 

strengthened even in his daily life by such experiences. (Maslow, 1970, p. 

164) 
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 May (1981) points to the differences between happiness and joy. He states that 

while happiness can be seen as the clinging to the past pattern, as the fulfillment of what 

already is known and of one’s desire for contentment; Joy is an expression of opening up 

and release, it is the “overflowing of inner energies that lead to awe and wonderment” (p. 

241) that emerges when we can genuinely “let go” and find freedom that holds the 

“abundance of human spirit” (p. 241). In this new state of being, that grows out of 

creative development, individuals become aware of themselves, hence discovering their 

inner strength and their own unique selfhood (May, 1953); 

It is as though for a moment one stood on a mountain peak, and viewed his 

life from that wide and unlimited perspective.  [From this view point], one 

gets his sense of direction [which at this level of experience] is the most 

fulfilled state of human existence” (May, 1953, pp. 102-103). 

 

Accordingly, the improvisers’ sense of joy went beyond the satisfaction of a “good 

product “and the comfort of familiar. Joy grew out of the courage to move beyond the 

safety of the known, “break new frontiers…revealing what was unknown before [and 

discover] new continents emerging within oneself [as] the consciousness of one’s 

freedom” (May, 1981, p. 242). This sense of joy emerged at its highest peak in the 

fulfillment of creative resources that were propelled out of discomfort and fostered by the 

curiosity to discover one’s musical potentialities. 

 Joy was also the result of the musical togetherness, unity, and mutual inspiration 

in the sharing of two worlds, as Dona explained, “It brought this amazing feeling of 

awakening, of creating a new world together…new kind of breath. It brought an intense 

joy to this moment”. These feelings of self- transcendence also emerged in the silence 
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following the final note of improvisation, where, as Gerry said, “it becomes a space of 

true joy, of coming back home to yourself.”   

 Marshall & Marshall (2019)) discuss the potential of self-transcendence in 

promoting self-worth and sense of identity, thus leading a person into the liberation of 

feelings that arises from their sense of meaning. From this position, they point out that, 

individuals can sense that “life is worth something” (p. 28), also from the viewpoint of 

being unique individuals within the “collectiveness of others” in which the sense of 

“belonging and kinship to others can give our self -worth and new perspective (p.28). 

This sense of liberation was especially meaningful during joint improvisation, where the 

connection to the shared musical space provided a kinship quality for the improvisers’ 

unique contributions to the whole of the musical partnership. 

 From Maslow’s (1971) humanistic view, the authentic person seeks to employ full 

humaneness through transcending experiences with self and others in various ways.  

Transcendence refers to the “very highest and most inclusive or holistic levels of human 

consciousness, behaving and relating, as ends rather than means, to oneself, to significant 

others, to human beings in general, to other species, to nature, and to the cosmos” 

(Maslow, 1971 p. 269).  This is the core meaning that drives individuals in the direction 

of actualizing authenticity.  It is an ongoing growth-oriented process, in which the 

movement toward the humaneness is also a process toward good values, serenity, 

courage, honesty, love, goodness and unselfishness (Maslow, 1968) as qualities toward 

spiritual growth. As captured by Sara’s words: 

This is more religious to me than going to the church.  This is my safe, 

sacred ground, where I can come and be whoever I am…and experience 

joy, wonder, beauty, and the divine in yourself and in others.  
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 The improvisers’ experience of joy was the evidence of a transformation that was 

built through their will to expand and grow in the commitment to the practice of the 

musical moment as to their own humanity.  This commitment to a creative purpose, as 

pointed by Frankl (1988), cannot be fulfilled by one’s desire for satisfaction or other 

external goals; instead, it must reside in the desire for meaning. Hence the experience of 

JOY is always an opening up to possibilities (May, 1981) arise at the edge of the present 

flitting moment. The improvised act then is an agreement to “stand on the edge of life, 

each moment comprising that edge. Before us is only possibility [that we can choose]. 

This means “the future is open” (May, 1981, p. 242), there, we can find HOPE.  Like 

hope itself, improvisation is a” way of penetrating to the truth of who are and what we 

are, in the moment, singular and together” (Parker, 2015, 449). 

 

 

What is hope?  

It is the ability to forgive.  

The ability to grow.  

The ability to know and see the unknown.  

To believe in what we can’t see.  

To trust our feelings.  

Hope never doubts music like flowers in the snow.  

Like a lake in the middle of the dessert    

-William Parker 
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CHAPTER 6 

 LINKING  

Application to Therapy: An Introduction 

 While the primary intent of this study was not to examine improvisation as a 

therapeutic tool, the processes of music-making discussed throughout this study 

illuminate the multidimensional levels of human experiences and their psychological 

meanings toward music and life. Building on the assertions of previous scholars, the 

findings suggest that when improvisation is approached with intentionality, it can help 

improvisers to experience meaning and growth on both musical and personal levels.

 This study showed how moving through the phases of improvisation became a 

process for gaining insight toward one’s life while developing awareness toward the self 

and relational aspects in and through the musical encounter. All of these outcomes align 

with core therapeutic goals toward the authenticity of self, as the foundation toward 

emotional wellness. The following section will present a brief overview of how 

improvisation as a method in music therapy can be practically and effectively utilized in a 

clinical setting.  

Free Improvisation as Therapy  

 My initial aim in this study was to engage in a musical experience with the 

participants not as a “researcher” but as a listener and a co-improviser where two people 

sharing intention and meaning in creative musical experiences.  This way of approaching 

improvisation is central to creative music therapy and music-centered models that adhere 

to the intrinsic rewarding experience of musical engagement as a direct experience 

toward positive changes within the self.   From this approach, musical goals are 
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inseparable from therapeutic goals.  In other words, engaging in a creative experience, 

particularly in music, is therapeutic “because it provides both access to and field for the 

development of the individual’s capacity for embracing creation and, hence, life itself” 

(Aigen, 1991, p. 94).  Indeed, the improviser’s willingness to create and overcome the 

challenges of their journey ultimately benefited them not only as improvisers but also as 

individuals and as participants within experiences of social cohesion. 

 Motivating Clients’ Openness to Experience.  The conclusions of this study 

showed four foundational conditions for promoting clients’ openness to experience and 

willingness to be fully involved in a creative musical experience. First, free improvisation 

can be enjoyable and expanding, yet as seen through the improvisers’ experiences, 

creation is also grounded in cognitive processes and the development of musical 

competency.  Clients’ willingness to act creatively is something that cannot be forced but 

needs to emerge.  Therefore, the role of the therapist is to engage clients in improvisation 

in a mindful way, to build a sense of trust, safety and a sense of competency, in order to 

encourage clients’ will in a creative experience.  This means promoting the necessary 

musical and non-musical conditions for clients so they can actualize their creative 

potential.  As explained by Ansdell (1995), the therapist needs to prepare “the conditions 

where a person’s potential can be motivated to unfold in its own unique ways, and where 

growth can happen in its own time” (p. 19). These foundational conditions involve 

psychological safety, in which basic trust and unconditional acceptance, as well as 

constructive and rich musical environments to nurture creativity, are created (Rogers, 

1961).  
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 Second, improvisers must accept limitations and balance skills and knowledge. 

The ability to improvise is a challenging and demanding process at any level of musical 

skill because it involves the expression of both explicit and implicit knowledge.  To gain 

a sense of control, clients, assisted by the therapist, must recognize their musical and 

extra-musical limitations while acknowledging the possibilities within these limitations.  

Accepting limitations is a vital step in developing clients’ ability to fulfill their creative 

self and their own life possibilities.  This is foundational to music therapy work, which 

focuses on creating opportunities for clients in all levels of functioning to fulfill the basic 

human needs for growth as for their sense of competency and gratification in acting 

meaningfully.   

  Third, the therapist needs to work toward enhancing the client’s sense of 

competency.  The process of addressing the client’s limitations goes hand-in-hand in 

creating possibilities for clients to find expressive freedom.  In this study, the first step 

toward a sense of competency was the improviser’s levels of comfort and curiosity when 

choosing their instrument for improvisation.  When clients feel a basic sense of 

competency over their chosen instrument, they will experience greater control over what 

they are doing, getting ready to engage more fully in the musical experience without 

being inhibited by technical or other limitations. 

 To freely improvise means there are no “right or wrong” notes, making this type 

of improvisation accessible to any individual; in this study, the improvisers had different 

levels of musical knowledge, competency, and improvisational experience.  Nevertheless, 

free improvisation does not imply randomness, or else the experience would be 

meaningless.   
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 Thus, the fourth condition toward a successful improvisation-based therapy is to 

form some guidelines in order to help clients establish some sense of knowing to begin 

forming a direction.  In addition to the structure given by the therapist when playing 

together, some initial structure or suggestions should be given, especially with clients 

new to improvisation.  Wigram’s (2004) book is useful for therapists, educators, and even 

clients because it offers basic techniques and ways of thinking about improvisation.  For 

example, Wigram (2004) suggests improvising with limited sets of notes (starting with 

one or two), creating dissonance notes, or practicing melodic or rhythmic exchange; all of 

these can give clients structure and a sense of safety as well as initial inspiration to 

explore and be playful.  In this way, clients can discover and direct their creative 

resources and feel more fulfilled by their creation.  

 When clients hold their self-judgment and expectation to sound “good enough,” 

then judgment becomes a “poisoning” ingredient that can kill any creative aims.  

Therefore, one of the goals of improvisational work is for both therapist and client to 

work through feelings of self-judgment and worries about failure or fears of making 

“mistakes”, according to the level of the client’s understanding.  The ability of clients to 

practice breaking free of inhibitions within musical sounds can be a fruitful ground to 

break free of judgment and expectations in their own lives.  The more clients can accept 

their musical expression and embrace its imperfect genuine beauty, the more they will be 

able to move toward genuineness and acceptance within themselves and toward others.  

 Improvisation as the “good life” is a process, not a destination (Roger, 1961). 

When clients can let go of judgment and expectations for a good “product” and engage 

their intentionality for creative musical engagement, improvisation becomes a process 
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geared toward clinical goals.  In other words, when clients are willing to become a part of 

the music and develop creative thinking on all levels, they open themselves to an inner 

process and develop their potential for self-growth.  Yet, the therapist's role is to 

formulate strategies to deepen and differentiate the client’s musical creative experiences 

through the “variety, complexity, depth, beauty, and novelty, spontaneity and honesty of 

musical expression (Aigen, 2005, p. 158).  As further pointed by Aigen (2005), “these 

experiences of oneself in music contribute to a fuller sense of self and meet essential 

human need” (p. 158).  

 The willingness of clients to grow and attain their freedom in and through sound 

also means to open themselves to uncertainty and risks.  To encourage these processes, 

musical structure is needed to provide clients with a sense of knowing, especially within 

moments of musical uncertainty, so that they can search for a direction and give it 

meaning.  Clients can be encouraged to expand and free themselves from limits or find 

freedom within it.  The musical structure offered by a therapist serves as a frame for 

encouraging the client’s sense of autonomy and independence in forming new ways of 

expression and communication.  

 Strengthening clients’ creative resources and creative courage.  When clients 

find meaning in their creation, they can also develop tolerance during moments of 

uncertainty.  As seen through the improvisers’ experiences, moments of uncertainty 

evoke tension.  In those moments, when one feels lost or hesitant in the musical direction, 

whether within their own sounds or while searching to meet another, the improvisers 

were searching to reestablish a meaningful connection with sound making.  Whether 

playing alone or jointly with the therapist, clients need to make choices and search for 
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creative resources in order to move forward.  Being in uncertainty fosters creativity while 

inviting clients to “pause” or find spaces in which they can develop awareness of their 

own feelings.  In that space of “waiting” and accepting the uncertainty of the musical 

moment clients can develop greater awareness of their authentic feelings. From this 

position, one allows for new ideas and directions to form and discover strength in the 

potential to overcome. 

 The search for meaningful connections can allow clients to discover creative 

resources that could only emerge through the barriers of uncertainty.  Transcending 

individual barriers is a vital and necessary skill for discovering one’s resilience and 

moving forward in life.  The discovery of creative resources reflects Rolvjord’s (2010) 

work, which focuses on empowering clients and moving beyond pathology or limitation 

while utilizing clients’ unique potential to discover their strength in the act of musical 

creation. She states that as therapists, “we have so many possibilities to see and to make 

use of the client’s resources, as the musical interaction allows clients to unfold and show 

us their musical and relational strengths” (Rolvjord, 2010, p. 67).  In the act of 

improvisation and especially in transcending the uncertainty, the discovery of strengths 

within creative musical collaboration can positively affect the growth toward music-

making as the potential for living well. 

 When clients are able to discover their creative courage, they are also able to 

discover their playfulness and return to the curious inner child, and as a result, their 

willingness to explore, rebel, and not being afraid to fall down and rise again.  Such 

courage can also provide opportunities for clients to “test” the strength of the musical-

therapeutic relationship and feel supported while daring to go outside their boundaries 
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and take risks to expose new musical-inner parts of themselves in a joint musical space.  

That way, they can practice their capacity to trust both their own expressive voice as well 

as the therapist’s voice, the significant other, to affirm their act of courage toward 

strengthening their sense of acceptance and their ways of being themselves within a 

social surrounding.  

  Courage, in the improvisers’ experiences, manifested through new melodic 

shapes, dynamics, physical movements, and rhythmic structures.  The emerging of the 

clients’ musical courage embodies healthy and vital parts within their selves. The 

intensity that can be built in an intentional and daring act of the client’s musicality entails 

the determination to discover their voice as individuals and in collaboration with the 

therapist (or other clients)-through which they can feel more capable of acting 

independently and co-dependently in the world. Hence, as pointed by Aigen (1998), 

clients’ musical development, heard through their musical act, “provides a template for 

[…] newer healthier and more capable self. And furthermore, musical development 

becomes “an experiential world for the client to live with vitality and courage to actualize 

new forms of meanings” (p. 144) that manifest musically as well as non-musically within 

the building blocks of the self.  

 Building empathetic musical relationships.  Central to the improvisers’ “we-

experiences” were the senses of validation, acceptance, and empathy they felt.  Music 

becomes meaningful when two people jointly create and build relationships in and 

through sounds.  The improvisers’ “we- experiences” illuminated the profound impact of 

meeting another through sound.  When clients hear the therapist matching or mirroring 

their sounds—which means the therapist is responding empathically and genuinely to the 
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emotion in the clients’ sound—the client feels validated musically and in terms of their 

sense of self-worth and identity.  Clients can feel that their sounds are worth listening to, 

which gives greater meaning not only to their sense of togetherness and bonding but also 

to their identity.  These moments, as evidenced by the improvisers’ words, can bring a 

great sense of joy and meaning that intensifies the “we” experience of communicating 

and responding to each other.  In moments of musical unity, validation, and bonding, 

clients can practice building intimacy, which they may not be able to achieve otherwise.   

 The words above lead me to Pavlicevic (2000) who emphasizes that the purpose 

of improvisation in music therapy goes beyond the making of “good music” (though 

there is value for aesthetically pleasing music) but rather aimed at creating “ intimate 

interpersonal relationship between the therapist and client, through the musical event” (p. 

272).  The importance of such an encounter is the genuine intentionality to meet and to 

look for connection through sound making.  Hence, the therapist’s role is to “elicit and 

directly experience the client’s emotional experience in the world.  This emergence 

through the musical relationship that is developed by both the therapist and client” 

(Pavlicevic, 2000, p.  275).   

 Practice listening.  In addition to the therapist’s listening qualities, the process of 

improvising should expand clients’ ways of listening. When clients improvise, it also 

means to become more attentive and present to their own sounds to those of the therapist 

or other group members, thus being open to possibilities to respond. This also concerns 

(depending on functioning level) a capacity to develop responsibility through their 

response-abilities inherent within attentive listening. Hence, one of the roles of the music 

therapist is to enhance clients’ listening experiences by offering opportunities to “learn to 
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listen in a new way” (Ansdell, 1995, p. 157) as they learn to engage meaningfully with 

sound qualities of their own and those offered by the therapist. When clients are able to 

develop deeper listening during improvisation, they will be able to practice their 

intentionality toward sound-making and experience greater awareness and genuineness 

toward themselves and others -inside and outside music itself.  

 Finding flow.  As shown through the improvisers’ experiences, the phase of flow 

depicted a movement into a non-thinking state and heightened consciousness 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). When conditions for non-thinking are met, clients can move 

toward flow, while entering into a deeper state of engagement with sound that can 

stimulate a healthy sense of self, while opening a path toward new discoveries.  Within 

improvisational work, the offering of musical instruments through which clients can 

explore, together with the therapist’s skillful musicality, and within a trustful relationship, 

a flow state can be facilitated in which clients can experience immediate positive musical 

feedback, gratification, and a sense of competency. 

 Aigen (2005) discusses the importance of clients’ surrendering to sound like the 

most essential element in improvisation because it can lead to the creation of “musical 

identities and entire lives” (p. 146).  Aigen (2005) further points that to facilitate 

surrender and flow states, the therapist often needs to simply “get out of the way of the 

music” (p. 146).  In fact, both therapist and client need to move toward “forgetfulness,” 

meaning their only purpose is the music; no other external goals or aims should interfere 

with the music-making process. 
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 In addition, the body’s movement during music-making promotes a strong sense 

of unity with sound.  This state of “living in the music” can help clients feel more 

physically and emotionally capable.  In oscillating between peace and alertness in a state 

of flow, clients feel more “together”, (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), meaning they experience 

integration within the self in which there is a congruent between one’s thinking, acting, 

and feeling. From this new organization in the self, clients can transcend pathologies 

while moving in music and being moved by it and experience a transformed state of 

being.  By moving toward wholeness through flow experiences, clients can strongly 

connect with authentic parts of the self, encounter their own unity, and experience 

harmony within the self and with others. 

 Practicing silence.  Silence allows time to breathe, reflect, and listen.  It provides 

an important space from which new ideas can emerge.  While clients may not always be 

aware of the importance of silence, the role of the therapist is to create it for them, 

helping them to find a sense of autonomy and independence through silence.   

 Silence does not always mean to stop playing; it can mean sustaining tones or 

slowing down.  Moments of silence in improvisation are essential both artistically and 

therapeutically, as they provide opportunities for newness and bring a fresh view into the 

continuous flow of music and the inner state of being.  From a music-centered 

perspective, therapists as musicians should cultivate “[…] respect and understanding to 

silence [as] a space of non-doing, of receptivity, of waiting, of patience.  Learning to 

appreciate the value of silence in music means learning to value these qualities” (Aigen, 

2005, p. 141).   
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 The silence following an improvisation has an important meaning in any context, 

but even more within therapy.  As the improvisers created moments of silence, new kinds 

of wisdom and meaning were born, and the improvisers experienced joy along with their 

vulnerability, and strength.  Clients’ practice of being-in-silence is important to give 

meaning to their experience.  Shared silence can also help the therapeutic relationship 

grow to a new level of trust.  As Langdon (1995) writes, clients can learn “to feel 

comfortable in this silence . . . to understand how a shared silence can be a place of 

connection as opposed to isolation” (p. 67).  The silence after improvisation allows 

clients to “fully live in the space created by the music . . . by not interrupting the silence 

that follows it” (Langdon, 1995, p. 67).  In silence, clients can reflect on their musical 

journey, feel emerging emotions, construct meaning beyond musical appreciation, and 

acknowledge the genuineness of their human existence.  

 Listening to one’s own music.  In the act of listening to their recorded 

improvisation, the improvisers identified significant moments and found new levels of 

meaning toward the reflection on the musical process.  As observers of their journey, 

these personal observations brought their attention to the changing path of sound and 

their own feelings or images that emerged in certain moments, they found meaningful in 

some way or another.  The improvisers’ in-depth reflections revealed the surprising path 

of musical spontaneity through which intentions and commitment toward musical 

development and discovery illuminated the potentialities for growth outside the musical 

space- toward life itself.  As Ruud (2010) points out, “we may find a new tempo, 

transpose, take risks, and meet crises involving a possible breakdown in the 

improvisation — much in the same way as in life” (p. 47).  By narrating personal 
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identities and meaning, clients can regain authenticity by developing awareness of their 

genuine needs and strivings.  In this study, my aim as researcher and therapist was to 

bring the improvisers back into the music again in order to re-live their musical journey 

and reflect the many levels of their experiences, their feelings, images, or body 

sensations, facilitating awareness to their own truth.  

 These processes of inquiry, also reflecting the psychotherapeutic methods to self-

exploration, can provide clients a relational platform to be, feel, sense, and hear 

themselves in the “living” growing within sound. Listening to the construction of one’s 

musical narrative plays an important role in clients’ understanding of the relationships 

between their ways of musical expressions to life patterns and meaning - looking into 

their inhibitions, fear, strives, and wishes.  

  From a music-centered perspective, I believe that it is not our role as therapists to 

draw conclusions or interpret clients’ improvisational experiences. Rather, our role is to 

allow cognitively capable clients, to develop awareness of their process and to guide their 

personal reflection toward meaning-inside and outside of music. When clients can find 

meaning in their intentions toward musical growth, they can also find answers to 

questions that emerged in the practice of their own humanity. In this way, improvisation 

becomes a therapeutic medium for cultivating clients’ wellness-both within the 

improvisational practice itself, along with the opportunity for gaining insight into their 

life toward meaningful and courageous ways of being-in-the-world. 
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Concluding Thoughts 

Improvisation is joy! Improvisation is spirit, it is a living thing … A language that 

embellishes our movement as we make it through life […] A ritual that helps us to seek 

the higher self. A kinetic flow that allows us to reach for limitless landscapes of 

possibility using the known and unknown 

 (William Parker, 2015, p. 450) 

 

 Improvisation is a realm of mystery that reaffirms our humanness through the 

power of creative courage in the willingness to open ourselves to discovery.  Being-in-

improvisation is, therefore, an agreement to move in and through a process of 

unpredictable changes and be willing to take risks while moving forward in the unknown. 

 This journey of eight improvisers showed the profound power of musical 

creativity that expresses the individual’s deepest needs for compassion and love toward 

self and others. Throughout this process, the constructions of musical narratives as 

manifested in the present moment revealed truth, being the thread between one’s past and 

future, both in music as in life itself. It showed how melodic passage, interlocking with 

another one, can express one’s striving for a genuine relationship, and how a rhythmic 

acceleration can express one’s desire to move forward, to triumph. It showed how the 

discovery of new musical patterns can become one’s discovery of courage. The way 

dynamic sound energy can become one’s wish to be empowered and how the highest note 

reached can become one’s strength and an expression of hope.  

 Through my work and play with eight improvisers, I felt privileged being an 

active witness to the purity of human intentions to form musical and human relationships 
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in the actualization of one’s freedom to find meaning inside and outside the music itself.  

Likewise, in a therapeutic process, clients’ understanding of themselves as improvisers 

can become their road map as they navigate their lives; in life, as in music. There, they 

can practice acceptance, adaptation, exploration, transcendence, and expansion with self 

and others, in the journey toward becoming their truest selves. 
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Limitations of the Research 

The purpose of this study was to explore the meanings that emerged in the process of 

being-in-improvisation with individuals who varied in their improvisational experience. 

This knowledge could inform the understanding of the improvisational phenomenon both 

within the uniqueness and the wholeness of experience. Yet, a primary limitation of the 

study was the fact that there was only one meeting with the participants, which involved 

both solo and joint improvisation within 5-6 hours. 

 A second limitation related to the researcher, who was also a participant in the 

joint improvisation. My role, mainly as an observer and the ‘story-teller” of the 

improvisers’ experiences, limited my input as a co-improviser while emphasizing how 

the improvisers perceived my role in the process. Additionally, I did not do my own 

assessment of each of my stages during the improvisation experiences.  

 A third aspect that was not fully explored related to the instruments used for 

improvising.  

 Lastly, the secondary purpose of this study was to understand the relationship 

between the processes that emerged during improvisation to life processes. While the 

study revealed some of these relationships, the limitations of a single interview, could not 

show the development of such processes throughout time.  
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Recommendations for Future Studies 

Keeping a focus on the limitations of the study, the following recommendations are 

offered for future research on this topic: 

1. Include individuals who have no experience in improvisation to expand the 

understanding of the improviser’s perspective that aligns with potential clients 

who generally will not have musical experience.      

2. Future studies should involve more sessions that include solo and joint 

improvisation at different periods in order to look more closely at the qualities of 

each experience while also highlighting the similarities and differences toward 

their implication to therapeutic uses and benefits.    

3. Include an improviser-participant for a joint improvisation who is not the 

researcher to expand the view on the relational musical processes  

4.  Future studies should look at how the different use of instruments affects the 

improvisers’ experiences of their musical process and in what way different 

instruments and their utilization can enhance clients’ motivation to create.    

5. Future research should examine how practicing improvisation with individuals 

with no prior experience can promote processes toward personal and authentic 

growth.             
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APPENDIX A  

Consent Form  

Title of research: “Free to Play”: A Phenomenological Exploration of the 

Psychological and Musical Meaning of Freedom in the Process of Improvisation 

Investigator and Department: Music Therapy Department, Boyer College for 

Music and Dance  

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

I invite you to take part in this study to explore and share your own lived experiences and 

perspectives in free improvisation aimed to understand the meaning of freedom in this 

process.  

What should I know about this research? 

Someone will explain this research to you. 

Whether or not you take part is up to you. 

You can choose not to take part. 

You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 

Your decision will not be held against you. 

You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, contact 

the research investigators at Temple University Music Therapy Department or email to 

the address: raharoni@temple.edu. Phone number contact: 267-474-5766  

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You 

may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the 

following: 

Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 

team. 

You cannot reach the research team. 

You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done? 

Free improvisation is one of the most mysterious phenomena that, while embrace a one-

time spontaneous musical event, embodies complex human processes that depict one of 

the core aspects to human existence, that is, a human’s  freedom to choose, be and act in 

the world. The area of free-improvisation is a central method within music therapy work 

that aimed to expand the individual capacity for growth within the freedom to express 

mailto:raharoni@temple.edu
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oneself and be with others. Nevertheless, there are very few studies that examined the 

lived experience of improvisation and seek to understand the different levels of processes 

that manifest in the improvised moment. Therefore, the purpose of this will be to expand 

the understanding of the process in free-improvisation both as a musical and 

psychological phenomenon while delving into meaning of freedom within a personal and 

interpersonal space of improvisation.  

How long will I be in this research? 

I expect that you will be in this research for about 4 to 6 hours and further will be asked 

via mail to take some time to review and confirm the validity of your transcribed 

interview.  

How many people will be studied? 

We expect about 8 people will take part in the research 

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 

For the purpose of this qualitative study, you will be meeting with the researcher once. 

The meeting will take place in the music therapy room (327) at Temple University and 

will need between 4 to 6 hours of your time. In this meeting, you will be asked to play on 

a chosen instrument/s a solo free improvisations as well as a joint improvisation with the 

researcher.  These improvisations (which will be recorded) will be the basis for a 

subsequent in-depth semi-structured interview (that will include listening to your 

improvisations). The interview will include different questions about your experiences of 

the improvisation process as it pertains to the music, your own feelings, thoughts and 

sensations as well as your reflection that pertain to your own life world.  

What happens if I agree to be in this research, but I change my 
mind later? 

If you decide not to participate after signing the consent form and before your one 

meeting with the researcher, please inform the researcher as early as possible, so 

additional recruitment can be conducted.   

Is there any way of being in this research that could be bad for 
me? 

This research, in any way, will not have physical risks. The only risk will maybe involve 

some psychological discomfort that may be evoked while discussing your personal 

feelings about the phenomenon under study or from disclosing private information 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to 

people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple 

University, Temple University Health System Inc., and its affiliates, and if applicable, 

regulatory agencies, such as the Food and Drug Administration and the Department of 

Health and Human Services, may inspect and copy your information.   
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Signature Block for Adult Subject Capable of Consent 

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

   

Signature of subject  Date 

 
 

Printed name of subject 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 

   

Printed name of person obtaining consent   
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Institutional Review Board Approval 
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APPENDIX C 

URL Links for Musical Examples 

Musical Example 1. Dan’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_7egUWhwNLhUpbvmmv3kvbhrGluoTKNH/view 

Musical Example 2. Jenn’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bi_NfqOB1JP7UETlHw1JVkJUVFaDJ3Qq/view 

Musical Example 3. Mike’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TI0OHISlsGq28P4atZA95HHY8hUBX75e/view 

Musical Example 4. Sara’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ie6nbR2yZr_voHP5y5LVbSSCVx_myCNH/view 

Musical Example 5. Dona’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SZQ1CSHdHt_UwIiTROQnFEFfume8Gz80/view 

Musical Example 6. Dan’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eo6Yw9JdQOAuE2Jh0WwZe0uz90NAjgGV/view 

Musical Example 7. Mike’s fifth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1twtFl_Jxw3w8s8ISKfTl0kNijIYQZ-K5/view 

Musical Example 8. Sara’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dvVzcQgccpOkmGFI3yo0gxfa7ZQG-jWr/view 

Musical Example 9. Dona’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FED5fbU6kUAwDd8kspSVDEBFu0WfgEDB/view 

Musical Example 10. Simon’s significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IKZ6itjK8ChesZlBh8O2ABHKfjOa2Rbe/view 

Musical Example 11. Gerry’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1r3-8nP5yqVY2sUjcYg5dWRJ7FN8X_FG_/view 

Musical Example 12. Gerry’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16JW6HAfPbqyaaLK-Z2B_NJGs-BQuUJXF/view 

Musical Example 13. Jenn’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wDj74zNEqkZShh7I9NQE8noRCQPgSgEa/view 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_7egUWhwNLhUpbvmmv3kvbhrGluoTKNH/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bi_NfqOB1JP7UETlHw1JVkJUVFaDJ3Qq/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TI0OHISlsGq28P4atZA95HHY8hUBX75e/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ie6nbR2yZr_voHP5y5LVbSSCVx_myCNH/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SZQ1CSHdHt_UwIiTROQnFEFfume8Gz80/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eo6Yw9JdQOAuE2Jh0WwZe0uz90NAjgGV/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1twtFl_Jxw3w8s8ISKfTl0kNijIYQZ-K5/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dvVzcQgccpOkmGFI3yo0gxfa7ZQG-jWr/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FED5fbU6kUAwDd8kspSVDEBFu0WfgEDB/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IKZ6itjK8ChesZlBh8O2ABHKfjOa2Rbe/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1r3-8nP5yqVY2sUjcYg5dWRJ7FN8X_FG_/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16JW6HAfPbqyaaLK-Z2B_NJGs-BQuUJXF/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wDj74zNEqkZShh7I9NQE8noRCQPgSgEa/view
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Musical Example 14. Mike’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uA8IKf_fO16V6cDsg_XW0h2PjPzlprk2/view 

Musical Example 15. Sara’s third significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AuXIwKNWOnKbHsVttTsMsut3yEamvWWY/view 

Musical Example 16. Dan’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uF5iHAmei9WjErwdrmXbM90uwwb_SJfm/view 

Musical Example 17. Sara’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I567eTtnC-QF9hqo4mQlwedeLNl-qOPN/view 

Musical Example 18. Amanda’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1CVNm7DVYhn0FIGOZU4_dHsuJZhA1Un3u/view 

Musical Example 19. Dona’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7ok14g7HhAXblJURWQzLXBmLTgwaG9/view 

Musical Example 20. Mike’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1r-pUO8uN50p7b9DANqkp0dZeHwZx9dAU /view 

Musical Example 21. Gerry’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d-pi5xoF_jKXHdcETUSKhf0b-8-BDfuB/view 

Musical Example 22. Dan’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aoE84gUhA0pBRXJwv9_v0PtSStwrwWzo/view 

Musical Example 23. Dan’s sixth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PlMd5fIbka27MFubyKYSPKm_qPgmZoRS/view 

Musical Example 24. Mike’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/12lyLMfMNspdTvcyEQaLurgHfDpN9aBIm/view 

Musical Example 25. Simon’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1f6jXbVpUa5JWPwIWtzCpV7CWaoiHBSet/view 

Musical Example 26. Amanda’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1dyvPLhf13VDROfwZbBA-3wW4_kR7LK3S/view 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uA8IKf_fO16V6cDsg_XW0h2PjPzlprk2/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AuXIwKNWOnKbHsVttTsMsut3yEamvWWY/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uF5iHAmei9WjErwdrmXbM90uwwb_SJfm/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I567eTtnC-QF9hqo4mQlwedeLNl-qOPN/view
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1CVNm7DVYhn0FIGOZU4_dHsuJZhA1Un3u
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7ok14g7HhAXblJURWQzLXBmLTgwaG9GVTB6d0JKSEYwdExJ
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1r-pUO8uN50p7b9DANqkp0dZeHwZx9dAU
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d-pi5xoF_jKXHdcETUSKhf0b-8-BDfuB/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aoE84gUhA0pBRXJwv9_v0PtSStwrwWzo/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PlMd5fIbka27MFubyKYSPKm_qPgmZoRS/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12lyLMfMNspdTvcyEQaLurgHfDpN9aBIm/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1f6jXbVpUa5JWPwIWtzCpV7CWaoiHBSet/view
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1dyvPLhf13VDROfwZbBA-3wW4_kR7LK3S
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Musical Example 27. Amanda’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_-CI_lwwexlq0YcUcT_bmwbBA8PbmLPv/view 

Musical Example 28. Mike’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DHUBl5Jd1cVpXgaWfrrcwx2YJmQ5RvO6/view 

Musical Example 29. Jenn’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1n6rLfWeuFPvp3FOi79WgOBgrdDw5sgMr/view 

Musical Example 30. Simon’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AkYS5Etw7Vtrvzn2G4u3TqG9U7pVI3S9/view 

Musical Example 31. Dona’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/17h-uaKwX76RBmuz2Fb8hurzZnupdlNMR/view 

Musical Example 32. Gerry’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fekxprh761tx9nbi4Hfp1rWe2nB6AGiz/view 

Musical Example 33. Amanda’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/18h9vnY3KAU8Q6u-PXZNRW50sdOhnS7I5/view 

Musical Example 34. Amanda’s fifth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vm9-slgcYY07h3loJWycR8VcU0y9HAGQ/view 

Musical Example 35. Sara’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BBgrE-juj0V51eHG9B6d7Y6qSfEdXOsf/view 

Musical Example 36. Mike’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1DHUBl5Jd1cVpXgaWfrrcwx2YJmQ5R/view 

Musical Example 37. Jenn’s first significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/15-jymk-NTWr8LCxkuXfMBqTTCjfqhUUw/view 

Musical Example 38. Amanda’s first significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mrvLKlSSbUvPo-RGF90cND7X8lM3r_NE/view 

Musical Example 39. Amanda’s second significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/12xlpZPzhzFQu7hUZo_nbR_PVfYyC8ihy/view 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_-CI_lwwexlq0YcUcT_bmwbBA8PbmLPv/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DHUBl5Jd1cVpXgaWfrrcwx2YJmQ5RvO6/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1n6rLfWeuFPvp3FOi79WgOBgrdDw5sgMr/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AkYS5Etw7Vtrvzn2G4u3TqG9U7pVI3S9/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17h-uaKwX76RBmuz2Fb8hurzZnupdlNMR/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fekxprh761tx9nbi4Hfp1rWe2nB6AGiz/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18h9vnY3KAU8Q6u-PXZNRW50sdOhnS7I5/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vm9-slgcYY07h3loJWycR8VcU0y9HAGQ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BBgrE-juj0V51eHG9B6d7Y6qSfEdXOsf/view
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1DHUBl5Jd1cVpXgaWfrrcwx2YJmQ5RvO6
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15-jymk-NTWr8LCxkuXfMBqTTCjfqhUUw/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mrvLKlSSbUvPo-RGF90cND7X8lM3r_NE/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12xlpZPzhzFQu7hUZo_nbR_PVfYyC8ihy/view
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Musical Example 40. Mike’s third significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HbnlRCgnB8BwM3jeo889SYVYABKoacZ1/view 

Musical Example 41. Dan’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1z35DU8l4qhPK3j0TLac1inNWybD1vu9r/view 

Musical Example 42. Simon’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UKM8wsto35CNlubwv_ePzuaKZuOP3Ka1/view 

Musical Example 43. Gerry’s third significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/17Rujbb6N7J08p7aocqDPpcuDQIlcrRoJ/view 

Musical Example 44. Mike’s fourth significant moment during solo improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/16v-R5GCFD8CWR-Coovc9TSMXYPt18kld/view 

Musical Example 45. Sara’s second significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-rNN53bUhN2HucZWTAk_1vWTenc-Ub7R/view 

Musical Example 46. Gerry’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/17cO9_zZ6Zo3xEdUg4mfAskq3E4afuJ8X/view 

Musical Example 47. Dan’s fourth significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1udDJ5Tofyjvs3yn8ht_qSN_MF-SVjGyr/view 

Musical Example 48. Jenn’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fQaJufMg3gfUM_6Xv4TKPcLZ7crmyL6m/view 

Musical Example 49. Dona’s third significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/17ImK67Dhn9J4FY2PnvX1wkivC-X7O0kD/view 

Musical Example 50. Amanda’s six significant moment during joint improvisation. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KYGRj0EkUmqV4HVVYHetncFfL36TqYS7/view

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HbnlRCgnB8BwM3jeo889SYVYABKoacZ1/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1z35DU8l4qhPK3j0TLac1inNWybD1vu9r/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UKM8wsto35CNlubwv_ePzuaKZuOP3Ka1/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17Rujbb6N7J08p7aocqDPpcuDQIlcrRoJ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16v-R5GCFD8CWR-Coovc9TSMXYPt18kld/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-rNN53bUhN2HucZWTAk_1vWTenc-Ub7R/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17cO9_zZ6Zo3xEdUg4mfAskq3E4afuJ8X/view
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1udDJ5Tofyjvs3yn8ht_qSN_MF-SVjGyr
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fQaJufMg3gfUM_6Xv4TKPcLZ7crmyL6m/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17ImK67Dhn9J4FY2PnvX1wkivC-X7O0kD/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KYGRj0EkUmqV4HVVYHetncFfL36TqYS7/view
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APPENDIX D:  

 

Sample of initial coding list (out of approx. 500 titles)-created by NVivo Software 
 

 
 
 

Sources References Created On Created By Modified On 

A conversation 
with equal 
partners 

2 3 5/7/2017 3:25 PM RA 8/6/2017 5:49 AM 

A sacred space 
for  connecting 
meaningfully with 
self and others 

1 1 4/22/2017 10:36 
AM 

RA 6/15/2017 5:51 AM 

Accepting as a 
way of being in 
the world 

2 3 5/16/2016 4:02 
PM 

RA 5/26/2017 12:49 PM 

Accepting 
differences 

1 1 8/5/2017 6:10 PM RA 8/5/2017 6:10 PM 

Accepting my 
limitations toward 
finding freedom  

1 2 6/17/2017 3:33 
PM 

RA 6/17/2017 3:35 PM 

Accepting my 
mistakes 

5 6 4/29/2017 8:28 
AM 

RA 6/25/2017 3:35 PM 

Accepting my 
mistakes as  an 
act of authenticity 

1 2 5/26/2017 6:40 
AM 

RA 5/26/2017 12:49 PM 

Accepting other's 
voices within the 
joint space 

2 2 5/11/2017 4:56 
AM 

RA 6/1/2017 5:57 AM 

Accepting the 
limits withint the 
shared space not 
being constrained 
by them 

1 1 8/5/2017 5:29 AM RA 8/5/2017 6:13 AM 

Accepting what 
happens in the 
moment 

4 11 5/9/2016 12:26 
PM 

RA 7/27/2017 2:47 PM 

Accepting where I 
am until 
something comes 

4 16 5/18/2016 2:34 
PM 

RA 5/14/2017 5:19 AM 

Active listening 
and waiting for 
the moment to 
come 

2 8 5/23/2016 11:04 
AM 

RA 4/19/2017 3:13 PM 

Affirming each 
other's unique 
way of expression 

1 1 8/5/2017 11:06 
AM 

RA 8/5/2017 11:06 AM 

Allowing myself to 
be more playful 
and try something 
new 

1 1 4/21/2017 9:44 
AM 

RA 4/21/2017 9:44 AM 
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An act that is not 
conscious for 
moving forward 

1 1 4/12/2017 8:05 
AM 

RA 6/15/2017 5:51 AM 

An interchange of 
give and take 

1 1 4/22/2017 3:43 
PM 

RA 4/22/2017 3:43 PM 

An intentional 
invitation to join  

1 1 4/29/2017 1:50 
PM 

RA 6/15/2017 6:05 AM 

An invitation to 
converse with 
another  

3 3 4/22/2017 4:00 
PM 

RA 6/1/2017 1:39 PM 

Attending the 
need of self and 
others 

1 2 5/16/2016 12:45 
PM 

RA 6/15/2017 6:06 AM 

Attentively 
listening and 
responding to 
another 

1 1 8/5/2017 5:00 AM RA 8/5/2017 5:00 AM 

Authenticity 5 13 5/23/2016 4:28 
PM 

RA 6/7/2017 2:30 PM 

Backing out to 
listen more 
intentionally to 
another 

1 1 6/20/2017 8:36 
AM 

RA 6/20/2017 8:36 AM 

Balance between 
my personal 
freedom and 
social 
responsibilities 

1 1 5/10/2017 10:31 
AM 

RA 5/11/2017 5:36 AM 

Balance between 
structure and 
freedom for 
experiencing 
pleasure 

1 1 4/12/2017 2:25 
PM 

RA 4/14/2017 7:10 AM 

Balancing 
between breaking 
free of the pattern 
and accepting it 

1 1 5/6/2017 4:57 AM RA 5/6/2017 4:57 AM 

Balancing 
between 
accepting the 
now and creating 
changes 

1 1 5/6/2017 6:43 AM RA 6/15/2017 6:20 AM 

Be true to who I 
am 

1 1 6/7/2017 2:30 PM RA 6/7/2017 2:30 PM 

Beauty of sound 1 1 5/17/2016 12:57 
PM 

RA 4/14/2017 4:37 AM 

Becoming one 
with my music 

1 1 5/14/2017 5:46 
AM 

RA 5/14/2017 5:46 AM 

Becoming who I 
am 

1 1 5/2/2017 9:57 AM RA 5/2/2017 9:58 AM 

Being a part of a 
community 

1 5 6/24/2017 3:58 
PM 

RA 6/26/2017 4:22 PM 

Being able to take 
more risks in my 
life 

1 1 6/3/2017 3:26 PM RA 6/4/2017 6:12 AM 
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APPENDIX E:  

 

Initial coding of significant moments (joint and solo improvisation) 

Solo Improv Sara 

Solo:  

drum & 

voice 

Simon 

Solo: 

Hang 

drum  

Mike 

Solo: 

Congas  

Dona: 

Solo: voice 

and 

Kalimba  

Amanda 

Solo: 

Piano  

Jenn 

Solo: 

Voice  

Gerry: 

Solo: 

Piano 

Dan 

Solo: 

Wood blocks  

Significant 

moment 1 

-Finding 

the inner 

child.  

-Being 

playful.  

-Not 

judging.  

-Taking a 

risk.  

-Moving 

out of 

comfort 

zone.  

-Going 

higher. 

-Go where 

I wished to 

go. 

-Dare to 

express 

myself 

fully.  

-Finding 

my voice. 

-Feeling 

joy.  

-Being 

grounded 

as my base 

for 

expansion.    

-Following 

inner 

listening.  

-Moving 

away from 

my 

structure. 

-Expanding 

my 

boundaries. 

-Discovery 

of new 

notes.  

-Being one 

with my 

instrument.   

-Finding 

flow.   

 

-Letting 

my hands 

take me 

forward.  

-Forming 

direction.  

-Allowing 

freedom 

to enter 

the space.   
 

-Being 

supported by 

my 

instrument.        

-The pattern 

as a base for 

exploration.                

-Being free 

with my 

vocal. 

expression 

-Finding my 

freedom. 

-Accepting 

my 

mistakes.  

-New 

discovery. 

-Being 

playful. 

 

-Giving 

myself a 

space to 

explore.        

-Trusting. 

-Finding 

courage.        

-Pushing my 

boundaries. 

-Facing my 

fears.             

-Discovering 

where else I 

can reach.   

 

-Searching. 

-Letting go 

of the 

answer.         

-Waiting.     

-Finding a 

direction.    

-Following 

a new idea.   

-Moving 

beyond the 

pattern.             

-Discovering 

something new.                                

-Recognizing 

my limitations.   

-Letting go of 

expectations.     

-Permission to 

be where I am.   

-Making a free 

choice.                 

-Finding 

freedom 

despite 

limitations.  
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Joint 

improv  

 

Sara:  

Voice and 

hand drum 

Ronit: 

Simon 

Flute 

Ronit: Piano   

Mike 

Solo: 

xylophone, 

gong, cow 

bell, 

Ronit: Piano, 

floor drum  

Dona: 

pentatonic  

Xylophone 

Ronit: 

Diatonic 

xylophone   

Amanda 

Xylophone  

Ronit: 

Keyboard   

Jenn: Voice 

Ronit: 

Voice 

  

Gerry: 

Piano 

Ronit: 

metallopho

ne  

Dan 

Wood 

blocks, cow 

bell 

Ronit: 

Xylophone   

sig 

moment 

1 

-Seeing a      

clearer 

direction.  

-Being open to 

possibilities. 

-Being 

mutually 

curious. 

-The 

beginning of 

story. 

-Feeling joy. 

-Anticipation. 

-Interlocking 

our unique 

voices into 

one. 

-Something 

new is 

happening.  

 

-Being 

inspired. 

-Being 

surprised. 

-Exploring 

new 

direction. 

-Taking off a 

little.higher. 

-Changing 

my.musical 

path.  

-Going 

outside 

myself. 

-Connecting 

to.another’s 

world. 

-Following 

my intuition. 

-Discovering 

something 

new. 

 

-Being in play. 

-Free 

exploration.    

-Being 

playful. 

-Being 

curious, 

seeing 

possibilities. 

-Feeling 

supported, 

encouraged. 

-Pushing my 

boundaries. 

-Discovering 

possibilities.   

-Expanding 

my freedom. 

-Freeing 

myself from 

doing 

anything. 

-Enjoying the 

permission to 

be where I am. 

-Not thinking 

too much.  

-Building a 

pattern.           

-Suspending. 

-Waiting until 

something 

comes and 

takes me 

elsewhere. 

-Being 

together. 

-Finding 

affirmation. 

-Connecting 

intentionally. 

-Genuine 

exchange.     

-Expanding. 

-Freeing.  

 

-Rising from 

the known, to 

the unknown.    

-Moving away 

from the 

structure. 

-Feeling 

invited to 

explore.           

-Exposing 

dissonance.  

-Discovering 

new flavor.     

-Being more 

of who I am.  

-Being more 

trustful.           

-Connecting.  

-Authenticity. 

 

-Searching 

for each 

other.  

-Being in a 

deep 

listening. 

-Meeting, 

building 

tension and 

release. 

-Being 

together, 

connecting. 

-Feeling 

empowered.   

 

-Being 

together and 

apart.  

-Joining 

while 

expressing 

my 

individual 

voice. 

-Creating a 

community.   
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APPENDIX F 

 

Final Construction of Themes, Categories and Subcategories 

 

PART A: Being in-the-Process of Improvisation 

 

1. Acceptance and Trust 

 

a. Letting go of thinking (Breaking free from) 

i. Worries about mistakes 

ii. Expectations of sounding good enough 

iii. Speaking to the critical voice 

b. Accepting limitations 

i. Feeling comfortable with my instrument 

ii. Balancing explicit and implicit knowledge 

c. Finding trust 

i. Feeling safety within a non-judgmental atmosphere 

 

2. Adaptation: Moving in uncertainty 

 

a. Searching within one’s sound 

i. Moving forward despite uncertainty 

ii. Waiting in listening 

b. Searching toward another’s sound 

i. Intentionality toward meeting 

ii. Making spaces for listening 

iii. Waiting for the waves 

 

3. Emerging 

 

I The Emergence of “I”:  

 

a. Moving beyond the familiar 

i. Feeling my ground, spreading my wings 

ii. Flying higher: moving beyond my grounds 

iii. Breaking the “rules”: discovering playfulness 

b. Taking risks: Pushing the relational boundaries 

i. Rocking the boat 

ii. Exposing my vulnerability 

iii. Being the rebel child 

iv. Trying a new flavor 
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II The Emergence of “We”:  

 

a. Forming  

i. Forming the beginning of our story 

ii. Forming the beginning of mutuality 

iii. Accepting my invitation for playfulness 

iv. Forming a sense of home 

v. Building a community 

b. Call and respond 

i. Exchanging sound and silence 

ii. Conversing with the adult 

iii. Inspiring and being inspired 

c. Supporting: Letting me be 

i. Letting me be the child 

ii. Letting me spread my wings 

d. Bridging 

i. Letting a different language enter my space 

ii. Embracing diversities 

iii. Merging musical tone colors 

iv. Negotiating tension and resolution 

III Embracing Mistakes 

 

a. Embracing mistakes as possibilities for new directions 

b. Embracing mistakes while being supported by another 

 

 

4. Transcendence 

 

a. Being one with the sound: The non-thinking space 

i. Guided by sound 

ii. Immersing in the aesthetic of sound expression 

iii. Listening with the body 

b. Being in Sync: Being one with the sound of another 

i. Riding the wave together 

ii. Being in unity 

iii. Finding home 

iv. Creating a new birth 
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5. Expansion 

 

a. Experiencing authenticity of feelings 

i. The joy of letting go 

ii. The joy of discovering new possibilities 

iii. The joy of embracing my imperfection 

iv. Experience the joy of the inner child 

b. The joy of togetherness 

i. The joy of intentional meeting 

ii. The pleasure of being in tune 

iii. The joy of inspiration 

c. Beyond the self:  The joy of transformation 

i. Bigger than myself 

ii. Being in a spiritual space 

iii. Experiencing wholeness 

iv. Being in silence 

 

PART B: From Musical Expression to Life Meaning 

 

1. Openness 

 

a. Letting go of judgment and expectations 

b. Accepting my mistakes 

c. Finding trust (feeling acceptance from others) and accepting others 

 

2. Flexibility to the “now”: Being open to possibilities 

 

a. Making choices despite uncertainty 

b. Waiting for the right things to come 

c. Adapting to life circumstances: finding my faith 

d. Saying yes to the here and now 

e. Embracing mistakes as a learning opportunity 

 

3. Taking risks 

 

a. Breaking free from inhibitions 

b. Finding my wings 

c. Following new patterns 

d. Connecting with the child within 

e. Taking risks with others 

i. Expressing my true self with others 

ii. Expanding interpersonal boundaries 
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4. Expanding ways of listening 

 

a. Listening intentionally 

b. Listening as a spiritual practice 

c. Listening as an intuitive way of being 

d. Listening to differences 

 


