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ABSTRACT 

This study is a theoretical inquiry into the meaning potentials of rhythm in 

improvisation, with implications for improvisational music therapy. A review of music 

therapy literature regarding assessment and treatment reveals that improvisation is a 

widely applied music therapy method, but that rhythm—found universally in all forms of 

clinical improvisational processes—has received little attention. Theories from the areas 

of music philosophy, psychology of music, social psychology of music, musicological 

studies of jazz, and music therapy are explicated and implications for potential meanings 

of rhythm for improvisation and improvisational music therapy are described. Concepts 

that are foundational to the ways that the various theories find meaning in music include 

symbolism, metaphorical conceptualization, and interpersonal interactions. Theoretical 

foci for analysis include improvised rhythm (i.e., the rhythmic products), an improviser 

or co-improviser’s processes while playing, and the perspective of a listener. Differences 

between solo improvisation and co-improvisation processes are considered. An integral 

theory of rhythm in improvisation is proposed along with clinical implications. Potential 

benefits of the study for music therapy and musicology are proposed and considerations 

for future investigations regarding the topics of rhythm and improvisation are articulated. 
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CHAPTER 1 

IMPROVISATIONAL MUSIC THERAPY 

 

Introduction 

 This study is a theoretical inquiry into the meaning potentials of rhythm in 

improvisation. It is theoretical in that its aim is to explicate and organize notions of 

rhythmic meaning found in the literatures of music therapy, music philosophy, 

psychology of music, and social psychology of music. In this context, meaning potentials 

may refer to the symbolic nature of rhythm including its representation of the dynamic 

character of emotional energies and the phenomenon of movement, rhythm as understood 

through notions of embodied cognition, and rhythm in relating to others.   

 Juslin and Persson (2002) report that, historically, authors have attributed to 

music the capability of giving expression to human experiences such as energy, emotion, 

tension, religious experiences, force and physical movement, beauty, objects, events, 

social circumstances, and personal identity (p. 220). The primary methodology applied in 

musicological studies of human expression is analysis of performances of composed 

tonal excerpts from a score by trained musicians (Gabrielsson & Juslin, 2003). In music 

therapy, on the other hand, clients’ musical expressions have been explored often through 

the method of improvisation in which rhythm plays a key role. Yet, little attention has 

been focused on rhythm as the fundamental medium for expression through 

improvisation. Therefore, this study seeks to shed light on the meaning potentials of 

rhythm in improvisation and implications for improvisational music therapy. 
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 A basic premise for this study is that improvisation experiences provide 

opportunities for a person to actively engage in processes of personal expression 

(Aldridge, 1996; Bruscia, 1987; Priestley, 1994). To clarify this premise and to establish 

important terminology for the study, a few definitions will be helpful here. Expression 

has to do with intentionally conveying thoughts, ideas, moods, or feelings through a 

medium such as verbal language, gesture, visual art, or performance of music (New 

Oxford American Dictionary, 2001). Improvisation in a clinical context is generally 

defined as an extemporaneous process wherein a client expresses her/himself, often 

interacting/communicating musically with the therapist, through playing instruments or 

vocalizing and relating the sounds produced to her/himself, to the therapist, or to the 

therapist’s improvised music (Alvin, 1975; Bruscia, 1987, 1991; Gardstrom, 2007; 

Priestley, 1975; Wigram, 2004). In some models of improvisational music therapy, 

client(s) and therapist improvise together, and the primary focus is interpersonal and 

intermusical, meaning that the process promotes interactions and communications 

between client(s) and therapist in personal and musical realms (Aigen, 1998, 2005; 

Ansdell, 1995; Nordoff & Robbins, 1971, 2007; Pavlicevic, 1997; Priestley, 1994). In 

such work, client(s) and therapist influence each other and each other’s music during a 

given improvisation. In other improvisational models, clients may improvise alone and 

the focus is more on intrapersonal and intramusical realms. In other words, the focus is 

on the client’s relationship with aspects of her/himself and between aspects of her/his 

own improvised music, respectively (Bruscia, 1987; Katsh & Merle-Fishman, 1985; 

Stephens, 1984). However, these are not inviolate categorizations, and intrapersonal and 

interpersonal aspects may be found across models. 
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 Upon analysis, a client’s improvisations may reveal a range of psychological, 

emotional, social, cognitive, and physical aspects of functioning (Arnason, 1998; Bruscia, 

1987; Lee, 2000; Nordoff & Robbins, 2007; Wigram, 2002). Missing from the extant 

literature, however, is an explication of theoretical foundations for understanding 

potential meanings that may be ascribable to processes and products of improvised 

rhythmic expressions.  This study is designed to examine the meaning potentials of 

rhythm in improvisations and to identify implications for improvisational music therapy.  

 The rationale for the study will be presented in the first two chapters. The purpose 

of the first chapter is to show the clinical significance of improvisation in music therapy 

and the essential role that rhythm plays in this method. The chapter deals with four main 

topics: (a) improvisation as clinical treatment; (b) improvisation as clinical assessment; 

(c) analyzing clinical improvisations; and (d) analyzing rhythmic components of 

improvisations. The purpose of the second chapter is to explain theoretical foundations of 

rhythm and its use as an expressive medium described in the music therapy literature. 

The chapter deals with five main topics: (a) rhythm as symbolic representation; (b) 

emotions conveyed through rhythm; (c) rhythm as a manifestation of energy; (d) rhythm 

as understood through notions of embodied cognition, and (e) rhythm in relating to 

others. 

Improvisation In Treatment 

 Improvisation is one of four primary methods of music therapy. Improvisatory, 

re-creative, receptive, and compositional methods comprise the means by which 

therapists engage clients in music toward therapeutic aims (Bruscia, 1991, 1998). Each 

method places distinct sorts of demands on clients. In improvisation, clients are called 
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upon to extemporaneously create sounds using instruments, their voices, or body 

percussion (e.g., clapping, finger clicking, slapping the knees). Challenges for clients 

while improvising include initiating musical ideas by sounding an instrument (e.g., 

striking, scraping, and/or shaking), listening to and evaluating the sounds as they occur, 

and responding further with more sounds, often in an effort to relate new sound ideas 

with prior ideas. As the process unfolds, a stream of musical/sound expressions is 

created. When a client improvises with another individual, such as with the therapist, 

added demands emerge, including the following: (a) listening to and responding to the 

therapist’s music, (b) deciding whether or not to join musically, (c) determining which 

aspects of the therapist’s music to join or play with, (d) deciding which musical ideas of 

one’s own might successfully coordinate with or relate to the therapist’s music, and (e) 

initiating these ideas in the moment. Clients do not need to be trained musicians to 

engage in improvisation, nor any other music therapy method, yet the obvious moment-

by-moment demands of improvising makes it a unique form of therapeutic engagement, 

and a clinically potent method for addressing a wide range of clinical goals (Bruscia, 

1987; Gardstrom, 2007; Wigram, 2004).   

 Improvisational music therapy has been used with clinical populations of various 

ages toward a wide range of treatment aims. In work with children and adolescents with 

developmental disabilities, music therapy goals include supporting and enhancing 

creative fantasy and self-liberation, establishing relationships with the world, and 

facilitating developmental growth (Aigen, 1998; Alvin, 1976, 1991). Perry (1998) sought 

to regulate levels of arousal in children with multiple disabilities through improvisation to 

improve their communication, whereas Skewes and Thompson (1998) used improvisation 
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with children in an early intervention program toward developing social skills. For 

children with psychological and emotional disorders, improvisation has been used to 

encourage therapeutic engagement (Bartram, 1991) and improve communicative 

behaviors (Edgerton, 1994; Nordoff & Robbins, 1977; Salas & Gonzalez, 1991). Robbins 

and Robbins (1991) reported enhanced expressivity and inter-responsiveness in a girl 

with emotional disturbance due to multiple disabilities. Working in a medical setting, 

Turry (1997) improvised with children to ameliorate their distress related to 

uncomfortable and frightening procedures.  

 In work with adults, improvisation has been used extensively to treat clients with 

psychiatric disorders and medical/neurological conditions, and for training student music 

therapists.  For example, improvisation has been employed to treat patients with 

schizophrenia and other serious psychiatric disorders toward accepting and resolving 

difficult emotions (Dvorkin, 1982). Perilli (1991) also used improvisation with an adult 

with schizophrenia as an outlet for the client’s expression of anxiety and obsessive 

thinking, and for the client to experience organizing and calming herself through her 

playing. Amir (2004) applied improvisation methods with clients traumatized by sexual 

abuse to enhance their expression of inner conflicts. Improvisation has also been used to 

explore group dynamics and develop group cohesion (Duey, 1991) and to work with 

issues of transference, countertransference, and resistance (Dvorkin, 1998; Fredericksen, 

1999; Stephens, 1983). Miller (1991) used improvisation to help clients with psychiatric 

disorders increase their ability to relate to people and the environment. Numerous 

descriptions of clinical goals for improvisational music therapy in psychiatric work are 

found in the music therapy literature and include the following:  
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• enhance verbal and non-verbal communication and develop ability to form 

relationships (Nolan, 1991; Pavlicevic, Trevarthan, & Duncan, 1994),  

• remove obstacles that prevent clients from realizing their full potential 

(Priestley, 1994), 

• decrease violent behavior and enhance sense of identity (Solli, 2008),  

• develop relatedness (Stephens, 1983),  

• control obsessive behaviors (Van Den Hurk & Smeijsters, 1991), and  

• increase positive self-concept, capacity for intimacy, social skills, and 

awareness and expression of emotions (Watson, 2002).   

 Examples of the use of improvisation in medical and neurological rehabilitation 

settings include assisting patients to release feelings following a stroke (McMaster, 1991) 

and improving non-verbal communication among cancer patients (Hanser, 2005). In 

service to rehabilitation efforts, Davis and Magee (2001) assisted patients with 

Huntington’s disease toward increasing expressive and interactive responses. Scheiby 

(2002) used improvisation with patients recovering from traumatic brain injury and 

neurological diseases to help facilitate access to unconscious thoughts and feelings, 

address feelings surrounding dependency and control issues, and find new meaning in 

life.   

 Finally, Bruscia (1987), Gardstrom (2007), Priestley (1994), Robbins & Robbins 

(1998), and Wigram (2004) described approaches for the use of improvisation in training 

music therapy students. Training goals range from learning to properly sound hand-held 

percussion instruments and use rhythm expressively, to planning and facilitating 

improvisation experiences with varying levels of structure. Experiential learning in 
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improvisation helps students enhance their awareness of the non-verbal expressions of 

others as well as deepen their own musical sensitivity (Murphy, 2007; Stephens, 1984). 

 The range of clinical populations and aims listed above is by no means 

comprehensive, but rather provides the reader with a sense of the breadth of potential 

applications of improvisational methods. It is important to understand that each client 

group brings different musical resources to the process of improvising, depending on 

their problems and needs. Therefore, clinical assessment via improvisation is an essential 

step toward designing therapeutic experiences to address specific clinical goals. 

Improvisation In Assessment 

 Due to the nature of clients’ wide-ranging differences, a music therapist must 

adapt the improvisation process to meet the needs of any given client. To do this, the 

therapist must listen carefully to how each client improvises and understand what each 

client reveals about her/himself through improvising. Various approaches have been 

taken to assess client improvisations.   

 Bruscia’s Improvisation Assessment Profiles (IAPs) (1987) are a comprehensive 

approach to analyzing and interpreting client improvisations toward identifying aspects of 

personality as revealed through improvisational processes. Nordoff & Robbins developed 

four tools for assessing children through improvisation: 1) Evaluation Scales I and II 

examine the nature of the child-therapist relationship and musical communicativeness 

(Nordoff & Robbins, 2007); 2) the Musical Response Scale III is used to evaluate 

rhythmic playing and vocal responses based on a client’s ability to freely and 

responsively organize her/his use of rhythmic and melodic elements, tempo, and pulse 

during interactive improvisations with the therapist (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007); 3) the 
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Thirteen Categories of Response are used to categorize a child’s level of musical 

responsiveness through the rhythmic features of client-therapist improvisations (Nordoff 

& Robbins, 1971); and 4) the Tempo-Dynamic Schema is used to understand the nature 

of these expressive components (tempo and dynamics or volume) in a client’s playing on 

a pathological to normal continuum (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007). Alvin (1975) used 

improvisation to assess the level of a client’s relationship development with regard to 

self, objects, and others. Priestley (1975, 1994) assessed a variety of functioning areas 

through improvisation including emotional expression, resistance, defense mechanisms, 

and psycho-sexual stages of development. Of particular interest in Priestley’s work is the 

instrument titled “Emotional Spectrum,” which allows for rating clients’ improvised 

expression of various basic emotions along continua with positive and negative valences 

including fear, anger, guilt, sorrow, love, joy, and peace. Bruscia and Riordan (Bruscia, 

1987) assessed improvisations along three continua, exploring a client’s expressions 

according to selfness vs. otherness, fusion vs. differentiation, and stability vs. change. 

Heimlich (1965) assessed a client’s affective communication through improvised 

instrumental dialogues, whereas assessment in Stephens’s (1984) treatment model 

included observations of “musical expressivity” during client/therapist improvisations, 

with the improvised materials viewed as symbolizing emotions, thoughts, or specific 

clinical issues. Simpkins (Bruscia, 1987) assessed clients’ development in sensorimotor, 

emotional, and interpersonal domains through client-therapist improvisations.   

General music therapy assessments that include improvisation components and 

that are geared toward identifying aspects of self-concept and/or self-esteem include 

those of Kelly, (1988), Wells (1988), Pulliam, Somerville, Prebluda, and Wärja-
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Danielsson (1988), Goodman (1989), and Pavlicevic and Trevarthen (1989). Aldridge 

(2000) described the use of improvisation for assessing patients with early onset 

Alzheimer’s disease. Loewy (2000) developed an assessment using improvisation relying 

heavily on hermeneutic description of psychiatric clients’ musical and interpersonal 

functioning. Scheiby’s (2002) improvisational assessment procedures for work with 

patients with medical and neurological issues are based on concepts from analytic music 

therapy (Priestley, 1994) and from Scheiby’s training in Bio-Energetic Psychotherapy. 

Wigram (1991, 2000) assessed improvisations as a means of supporting diagnostic 

findings for children with autism. Moreau (2003) designed the MAKS (acronym for 

German title) assessment tool that includes a scale for measuring expressive and 

communicative musical behavior of adolescent psychiatric patients in music therapy.  

In summary, music therapists have used improvisation to assess client functioning 

in a broad range of domains, including psychological, physical, musical, interpersonal, 

emotional, and communication. In some instances, the focus is on the processes whereby 

a client engages in improvisation, such as how she/he organizes her/himself cognitively 

and physically to sound instruments with intentionality or how she/he uses her/his 

improvised music to relate to and/or communicate with the therapist interpersonally 

and/or intermusically. In other instances the focus is on the musical products from 

improvisations. In these cases the therapist is called upon to analyze and perhaps interpret 

meanings from the music, as discussed in the following section. 

Analyzing Clinical Improvisations 

Whereas the act of improvising in solo, dyadic, and group contexts has frequently 

been used to assess client functioning, approaches to the essential process of analyzing 
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clients’ improvised materials are less frequently found in the music therapy literature 

(Lee, 2000). Also, whereas apparently not a universal belief among music therapists, it 

seems that performing some sort of analysis of client improvisations is fundamental to 

discerning meanings that may be identified in a client’s music making, and as such is 

central to using improvisation as assessment. A variety of analytic procedures have been 

devised for this purpose, using concepts drawn from a range of traditions, including 

phenomenology, traditional music theory, and microanalysis.   

Arnason (2002) describes an ”eclectic” analysis process based largely on the work 

of Ferrara (1984, 1991). Ferarra’s model relies on a listener’s phenomenological 

experience of a piece of music to inform judgments regarding potential meanings that 

may be revealed. Like Ferrara, Arnason includes in her model a series of  "reflections” 

carried out to analyze a client’s improvised music. Her eight reflections include the 

following: (a) an open listening; (b) listening for musical events and qualities of the 

various musical elements heard; (c) a reflection based on the feelings elicited in the 

listener/therapist; (d) reflections on the imagery and metaphorical notions triggered while 

listening; (e) a reflection considering the client’s life context outside of the music therapy 

situation and how this may influence the client’s music making; (f) another open listening 

reflection; (g) a reflection on the client-therapist relationship; and (h) a reflection geared 

toward linking the ongoing clinical process with the musical analysis and “referential 

meanings” applied to the improvised materials (Arnason, 2002, p. 11). The culmination 

of the eclectic analysis is a written narrative that combines findings from the above 

angles of reflection with short transcriptions of particular musical events, poetry, and 

prose. Notably, a number of other music therapists have found Ferrara’s model of 
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phenomenological analysis useful as a guide in developing their own ‘critical listening 

procedures’ for improvisational music therapy (Amir, 1990; Arnason, 2002; Bonde, 

1997; Forinash, 1992; Forinash & Gonzalez, 1989; Grocke, 1999; Trondalen, 2003).   

 Bruscia’s (1987, 2001) Improvisation Assessment Profiles (IAPs) represent the 

most comprehensive means of analyzing improvised music found in the music therapy 

literature. The IAPs were designed to reveal a client’s characteristic use of musical 

elements over several different improvisations. Improvisations are musically analyzed 

according to six profiles, each focusing on a specific “musical process” (p. 404). The 

profiles are salience, integration, variability, tension, congruence, and autonomy. Each 

profile contains separate subscales for each musical element and its components (i.e., 

rhythmic, tonal, textural, dynamic, and timbral elements). Additionally, physical (body) 

and programmatic elements of a client’s improvising are considered under separate 

subscales. The client’s musical products, processes, and verbalizations concerning the 

experience of improvising are included in the analysis. Bruscia described how 

interpretations of improvisations may be based on an application of psychoanalytic and 

existential theories, although other theoretical orientations may also be applied. Music 

therapists who have described adaptations of the IAPs for analyzing improvisations 

include Frederiksen (1999), Gardstrom (2004), Hiller (1994), Keith (2007), Leeseberg 

(1994), Stige (1999), and Wigram (1991, 2000). 

 In a qualitative research study, Langenberg, Frommer, and Tress (1993) describe 

a process of improvisation analysis that relies on what is termed the resonator function: 

“the personal instrument of relating and understanding by which the therapist ‘resonates’ 

to the latent content of the music, which allows it to become conscious and serve as an 
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inspiration for clinical interventions” (p. 61). The resonator function has been likened to 

the concept of countertransference from the psychoanalytic tradition (Wosch, 2007). In 

the study described by Langenberg, Frommer, and Tress, the players (clients), the 

therapist, and a panel of people listened to recordings of improvisations and described the 

associations, feelings, images, thoughts, or stories that were elicited from each. Two 

composers analyzed the music using a particular style of graphic notation to highlight 

significant musical events. The data were then triangulated in an attempt to explain the 

“subjective and inter-subjective processes accompanying the improvisation” (p. 83).   

 McFerran and Wigram (2005) proposed a model of analysis for group 

improvisations. This model blends methodological tools drawn from phenomenological 

research, for example, a belief in the nature of all knowledge being constructed, the value 

of narrative description to explicate human experiences, and use of bracketing as a 

technique in analysis. The process of listening to and describing group improvisations 

occurs on three levels of information including the musical materials, the intramusical 

relationships, and the influence of the group leader on the group members’ improvisation 

process. 

 Lee’s (1990, 2000, 2003) detailed process for analyzing improvisations has as its 

aim the identification or creation of connections between the personal and musical worlds 

of the client and therapist in music therapy. His model is influenced by concepts of music 

analysis from music theory, in particular the work of Schenker (1979, cited in Lee, 2003). 

The analytic process includes the following: (a) holistic (open) listening; (b) a narrative 

account of the experience of listening by the therapist; (c) transcribed conversations of 

the experience of listening from the client and other “experts” in related areas (e.g., a 



  13 

psychotherapist and a musician); (d) musical transcription and segmentation of sections 

of an improvisation; (e) a verbal description of important musical constructs from the 

improvisation (key moments); (f) an analysis comparing the musical materials in the 

identified important sections and; (g) a triangulation of the preceding verbal and musical 

analyses.  

 A number of authors contributed to a text entitled Microanalysis in Music 

Therapy (Wosch & Wigram, 2007) wherein models are presented for analyzing small 

segments or events of an improvisation rather than entire improvisations. The editors 

explain that microanalysis is used in pursuit of understanding minute alterations in a 

client’s interactions or the relationships extant in the therapy process, as well as miniscule 

changes in a client’s music that may reveal relevant clinical information. Abrams (2007) 

detailed an approach using a combination of Bruscia’s IAPs and RepGrid (Repertoire 

Grid) software. The software is designed to assist in examining events, experiences, 

objects, people, and processes by identifying important constituent elements of the 

subject at hand and comparing these elements along various continua of contrasting 

characteristics. Wosch (2007) described the use of computer software to analyze 

improvisation segments for transitions in a client’s emotional expression, whereas 

Erkkilä (2007) provided a description of the computerized Music Therapy Toolbox 

(MTTB) for microanalyzing improvisations via MIDI-data output from an electronic 

keyboard. De Backer and Wigram (2007) describe an approach to analyzing notated 

improvisations from videotape. Approaches by De Backer and Wigram (2007), and 

Wigram and Wosch (2007) are based on aspects of Bruscia’s IAPs. Finally, Trondalen 

(2007) describes the application of an analysis process based on phenomenology that 
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includes analysis of verbal input from a client and descriptions of the client’s historical 

context along with a musical analysis.   

 Models of analyzing improvised materials vary widely in procedures, depth and 

breadth of analysis, and in the content or specific materials of interest from a given 

improvisation experience. A review of the few approaches aimed at understanding the 

rhythmic aspects of clinical improvisation appears in the following section. 

Analyzing Rhythmic Aspects of Clinical Improvisations 

 Because clients typically come to improvisation without musical training, 

therapists often engage them in rhythmic improvisations, using simple percussion 

instruments (Hiller, 2009). This frees the client from dealing with the complexities of 

tonal materials. Thus, understanding the rhythmic aspects of improvisation is central to 

client assessment, and consequently to treatment and evaluation (Bunt, 1994). In the 

music therapy literature, the Nordoff and Robbins Musical Response Scale III for 

Instrumental Rhythmic Responses, the Thirteen Categories of Response, and the Tempo-

Dynamic Schema, along with Bruscia’s IAPs, appear to be the only published procedures 

wherein analysis and interpretation of rhythm alone may be carried out for client 

improvisations. These will be reviewed briefly here. 

 The Musical Response Scale III for Instrumental Rhythmic Responses (2007) aids 

in identifying the rhythmic features of a client’s playing as well as the characteristics of 

the client’s use of rhythm for musical communication. Of particular interest are a client’s 

use and organization of rhythmic complexity, pulse, range of tempi, and other 

components such as dynamics, accents, accelerando, ritardando, and rubato. Rhythmic 
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expressions are interpreted according to how the client uses rhythm in moving from no 

awareness to fully relating and responding musically to the therapist’s tonal playing.  

Through the Thirteen Categories of Response, interpretations of rhythmic playing 

are geared toward classifying how the client’s music relates to the therapist’s playing, 

while also analyzing reactions to specific musical attributes of the therapist’s 

improvisation such as chords, modes, or scales. Of particular interest are a client’s 

expressions through organization of pulse or simple subdivisions (Chaotic-Creative 

Beating), intensity of energy (Emotional Force Beating), level of synchronization with 

the therapist (Evasive Beating), playing that is impulsive, paralytic (stilted), compulsive-

confused, and/or emotion-confused (Disordered Beating), constrained range of playing 

(Compulsive Beating), and levels of rhythmic freedom classified as limited, unstable, or 

complete (Nordoff & Robbins, 1971).  

Lastly, the Tempo-Dynamic Schema was first designed to assist a therapist in 

helping a client move from a “pathological” to a “normal” range of basic beating, but was 

not meant as an assessment tool, per se. However, it is useful for interpreting the 

emotional qualities of a client’s improvising along the relevant continua of fast/slow and 

loud/soft playing (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007).       

 Whereas the IAPs are essentially a tool designed for analyzing improvised 

materials, they may also assist a therapist in interpreting potential expressions manifested 

in a client’s tendency to use rhythm in particular ways (Bruscia, 1987). For instance, 

according to a psychoanalytically informed interpretation of rhythm in improvisations, 

rhythmic components may be considered “manifestations of instinctual energy” (p. 450). 

Characteristic uses of rhythmic elements in improvisation may symbolize for the 
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therapist the organization of a client’s personality as well as how the client conveys 

energies that undergird specific emotional experiences.   

Summary 

 In this chapter, a review of improvisation as a music therapy treatment method 

was provided with emphasis on the breadth of client populations and clinical goals for 

which improvisation is applicable. A review of improvisation in assessment shows that 

therapists use improvisation to identify psychological, emotional, cognitive, 

communicative, and physical aspects of client functioning. Yet, while authors describe 

varied uses of improvisation for assessment, they often emphasize the observation of 

behavioral, interactional, and/or verbal features of a client’s improvisation processes 

rather than analysis of improvised musical products. Also, most assessments fail to 

include clear theoretical foundations for interpreting the potential meanings expressed in 

a client’s improvised music. This is interesting in light of the fact that in assessment in 

modalities such as art and dance-movement therapy, it is common for therapists to 

analyze and offer interpretations of clients’ expressive products. An examination of 

extant models for analyzing client improvisations was therefore provided. These range 

from comprehensive analysis and interpretation tools such as the IAPs to microanalysis 

procedures for analyzing a specific, brief moment during an improvisation. With the 

exception of Bruscia’s IAPS and Nordoff and Robbins’s Musical Response Scale III, 

Thirteen Categories of Response, and Tempo-Dynamic Schema, exclusive consideration 

of the rhythmic aspects of client improvisations seems to be lacking in the music therapy 

literature. A need thus exits for a formulation of theoretical foundations for 
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comprehending potential meanings regarding improvised rhythmic materials (Daveson & 

Skewes, 2002).   

Problem Statement 

 Given that rhythm appears to be a vitally important aspect of improvisational 

music therapy, and given the scarcity of literature focused on understanding the use of 

rhythm as an expressive medium, the focus of the present study is to discern the meaning 

potentials of rhythm in improvisation. The problems under investigation are as follows: 

What are the meaning potentials of rhythm in improvisation? What sorts of things may be 

expressed or represented symbolically through rhythmic improvisation? What emotions 

or aspects of emotions may be expressed through rhythmic improvisation? What is the 

nature of the energies expressed through rhythmic improvisation? What metaphoric 

understandings about the expressive nature of rhythm may be discerned through applying 

notions of embodied cognition to rhythmic improvisation? And what role does rhythm 

play in relating to others through improvisation?  

Personal Context for the Study 

 It is important that I articulate here some of my assumptions in order to provide 

the reader with additional contextual information about the focus of this study. First is the 

assumption that rhythm alone can be self-expressive in clinical improvisation. I believe 

this due to the nature of the treatment approach I use when engaging verbal children, 

adolescents, and adults in clinical improvisation. My approach draws upon concepts from 

a number of treatment models found in Bruscia’s Improvisational Models of Music 

Therapy (1987). These include adult improvisation therapy, metaphoric improvisation 

therapy, analytic music therapy (AMT), and the Improvisation Assessment Profiles 
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(IAPs), all briefly described above. It is common for clients with whom I work to 

improvise using non-tonal rhythm instruments, either by choice or as a part of the 

structures designed to assess or address a particular clinical need. It is common for me to 

improvise with my clients using non-tonal rhythm instruments. It is also common for 

clients to improvise alone, in a dyad, and/or in a group format. It has been my experience 

that clients very often successfully use rhythmic elements alone to express themselves 

both referentially and non-referentially. Support for this assertion is partially based on 

clients’ verbalizations about the meanings they attach to their rhythmic improvisation 

experiences, but also from my own experiences observing and listening to a client’s 

improvised music, which I do through the guiding constructs of the IAPs. I have 

witnessed clients improvising with rhythm alone to represent emotions and emotional 

experiences, to express symbolically, to relate to me and to other clients, and to express 

metaphoric understandings of self and experiences in the world derived through 

conceptualizations of bodily experiences. Therefore, I assume that rhythm alone has 

meaning and can be used to generate meaningful improvisation experiences for clients. It 

is partially my intention through this research to identify, organize, and articulate 

theoretical concepts to enhance my understanding of uses of rhythm in clinical 

improvisation.   

 An important issue in a study about rhythmic improvisation is addressing 

improvisations that are not solely rhythmic in nature. I espouse two related beliefs about 

the extraction of rhythmic elements from improvisations that involve the use of pitched 

instruments.  The first is that an individual may improvise with a tonal instrument 

without any recognition, consideration, or use of the tonal properties inherent in the 
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instrument.  For instance, the fact that a client plays a variety of pitches on a wooden 

xylophone does not necessarily suggest that she/he has an awareness of tonality or 

modality, nor that she/he comprehends concepts of melody and/or harmony.  Her/his 

improvising may essentially be driven by, for instance, emotional or energy-based 

impulses that manifest in random or patterned movement schemes up and/or down the 

xylophone’s bars, rather than an intent to play up or down the instrument’s predetermined 

musical scale. In this case, the rhythmic features of the client’s playing may surface as 

the salient carrier of expression or meaning.   

The second assumption related to tonal aspects of improvising is that an 

individual who is cognizant of and chooses to employ the tonal properties of an 

instrument to create melody or harmony, additionally uses rhythmic elements in her/his 

playing.  I believe that these rhythmic elements can be extracted from the other musical 

elements (which might include timbre and dynamics in addition to pitch) and be 

meaningfully subjected to analysis as a way to discern expressive potentials. In fact, the 

IAPs, which I have used extensively in my clinical work, teaching, and master’s thesis 

research, provide processes for such efforts.  
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CHAPTER 2 

POTENTIAL MEANINGS OF MUSIC/RHYTHM IN MUSIC THERAPY 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to examine the meaning potentials of music and 

rhythm as articulated in the music therapy literature. Three main topics will be explored: 

(a) rhythm as symbolic representation, with an emphasis on symbolic expression of 

emotion and energy; (b) rhythm as conceptualized through notions of embodied cognition 

and; (e) rhythm in relating to others.   

Rhythm as Symbolic Representation 

 A referentialist or representational view of music holds that it may symbolize 

non-musical things (Aigen, 2005a; Bruscia, 1987; Pavlicevic, 1997; Radocy & Boyle, 

2003).  Symbols derive their meaning from associative conventions. In this way, musical 

sounds, although constituently different from, for instance, experiences of life events or 

human emotions, nonetheless serve as a medium through which symbolic expressions of 

such things may occur (Davies, 1994). Despite the fact that numerous researchers have 

found that listeners are able to discern expressions of emotions represented in music by 

performers and improvisers (Behens & Green, 1993; Gabrielsson & Lindstrom, 1995; 

Juslin, 1997; Juslin & Madison, 1999), the musical actions or manipulations that lead to 

these symbolic representations through sound are not well understood (Gabrielsson & 

Juslin, 1996; Sloboda & Juslin, 2001). Rhythm, in particular, has received limited 

attention with regard to its potentials for symbolic expression. An examination of 

literature from music therapy practice and theory provides possibilities for expanded 

thinking on this topic (Daveson & Skewes, 2002). 
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 Priestley (1975, 1994) frequently used referents or titles (symbols) upon which a 

client improvised as a key part of the analytic music therapy (AMT) process. AMT, a 

highly developed model of improvisational music psychotherapy, is grounded in 

psychoanalytic thinking. Therapists practicing within this model often rely on metaphors 

and imagery as a means of exploring a client’s unconscious, while also bridging the 

client’s experience from musical to verbal realms of understanding and vice versa. For 

Priestley, symbols also provide structures for a client’s improvising. Structures such as 

referents, images, or titles allow a client’s “musical expressions to unfold without self-

consciousness” (1994, p. 129). And when the client listens to the improvisation 

afterward, additional symbols and images may be evoked by and projected onto the 

music.  

References to the symbolic nature of rhythm in clients’ improvisations may be 

found in Priestley’s prolific descriptions of her clinical work. For example, she interprets 

the stable pulse and repetitive rhythmic playing of two different clients with 

schizophrenia as representing a need for holding together various disintegrated parts of 

themselves, whereas the rapid playing on xylophone by a client with anxiety and 

conversion symptoms was interpreted as “expressing the energy of the anxiety behind the 

symptoms” (p. 128). For Priestley, in the moment of a client’s improvising, the rhythmic 

structures produced are believed to be governed by the organizational needs of the 

client’s psyche: “Curiously enough, there is no structure more rigid than the musical form 

that a patient who knows nothing about music will impose on herself in improvisation” 

(p. 127). Although Priestley believes in the clinical usefulness of interpreting clients’ use 
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of musical/rhythmic elements, she does not provide a theoretical foundation for doing so, 

but rather suggests that interpretation is an intuitive process for a therapist. 

 In contrast, Bruscia’s (1987) IAPs represent a very specific model for interpreting 

the symbolic expressions of rhythmic elements in music improvisations. As noted above, 

the IAPs were designed to provide a process of analyzing client improvisations, but they 

also provide the possibility of making interpretations of specific musical elements based 

on various treatment theories. From a psychoanalytic perspective, a client’s improvised 

musical expressions may be considered “symbolic projection[s] of unconscious aspects of 

the self” (p. 450). From this perspective, the rhythmic elements of pulse, subdivision, 

meter, accent, rhythmic figure, and rhythmic phrasing may symbolize “the amount, 

direction, and flow of instinctual energy and drives” (p. 450), whereas other elements 

such as volume and timbre each have their own symbolic meanings. For example, pulse 

may represent homeostasis of instinctual energy or the lack thereof, and, by contrast, 

rhythmic figures may represent physical or psychological impulses.  

 Other symbolic uses of music and rhythm can also be found in the 

improvisational music therapy literature. In both Stephens’s Adult Improvisational Music 

Therapy and Katsh and Merle-Fishman’s Metaphoric Improvisation Therapy (in Bruscia, 

1987), clients are encouraged to use improvisation as a means of symbolizing various 

aspects of their real-life experiences.  With regard to improvisation, Stephens focuses on 

a client’s musical expressivity, including her/his use of a range of rhythmic 

simplicity/complexity, dynamics and tempo, and the creation of phrases and form. A 

client’s improvisations may represent expressions that are not accessible through verbal 

means and/or that allow client and therapist to gain a sense of the emotions behind a 
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client’s verbalizations. Katsh and Merle-Fishman refer to “musical metaphor” upon 

which a client improvises and wherein “aspects of the music symbolically represent or 

are analogous to life events, situations, experiences, or people” (p. 324). The formal 

structures of the client’s improvised music are thought to symbolize how the client 

experiences organization in aspects of her/his life, whereas timbres and the course of 

expression of energies and tension/relaxation are considered symbolic of the nature of 

feelings and their variations. In both models, clients explore and project parts of 

themselves through their improvisations and thereby gain greater awareness and insight 

into themselves and their lives. Although various aspects of a client’s functioning and 

ways of being are thought to be symbolized through improvised music in these models, 

little guidance is provided for interpreting the exclusively rhythmic aspects of 

improvisations.  However, the developers of these models expressed interest in a client’s 

experience of figure-ground patterns as related to Gestalt concepts. Patterns revealed in a 

client’s use of figure-ground are relevant to understanding her/his “awareness” and 

“contact” with the therapist and ongoing interactions with the world. Figure-ground 

patterns are also relevant to experiences and uses of rhythm and therefore are applicable 

to interpretations of a client’s improvised music. 

 Descriptions of the symbolic nature of rhythm in improvisation in the music 

therapy literature are limited. As identified above, improvised music/rhythm may be 

symbolic of various aspects of a client’s emotions, personality, and/or life experiences. 

Contrarily, symbols may be used as catalysts for a client’s improvisational efforts. It 

remains an important endeavor for music therapists to understand the meaning potentials 

manifested through rhythm in client improvisations. Intimately related to notions of 
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rhythm’s symbolic or representational potential is realization of ways in which emotional 

expression may occur through rhythm.  

Symbolic Expression of Emotion Through Rhythm 

 For many centuries, music has been described as an unsurpassed medium for the 

expression of emotions, and numerous theories for explaining this phenomenon exist 

(Davies, 1994; Dogantan-Dack, 2006; Langer, 1942; Meyer, 1956; Radocy & Boyle, 

2003; Sloboda & Juslin, 2001).  Ansdell (1995) succinctly describes the relationship 

between clinically improvised music and emotions proposed by many music therapists 

when he writes, “obvious correspondences between our emotional state and physiological 

arousal… are mirrored in the way music works. Our emotions share with music the 

qualities of speed, force, attack, intensity and so on” (p. 12).  

Aigen (2005a) notes that, regardless of the nature of specific clinical goals in 

music therapy, emotion is always a relevant consideration in treatment. In some forms of 

music therapy, clients are believed to express their emotions or their experiences of 

emotions through improvising. Few writers, however, directly address the expressive 

potential of rhythm in this regard. 

 The improvisational work of Nordoff and Robbins (1971) with children who have 

disabling conditions led to the design of tools for evaluating and characterizing a child’s 

rhythmic playing, as noted above. In the Thirteen Categories of Response, various labels 

are used to describe how a child’s rhythmic improvising is organized and related to the 

therapist’s improvising. For example, in “chaotic-creative beating” the child creates 

rhythms that are not fully formed, stable, or sustained, but that bear some relationship to 

the therapist’s beating; in “emotional-force beating” the child releases emotionally or 
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physically charged energy through unorganized sounds; and in “complete rhythmic 

freedom” the child exhibits control of her/himself motorically and emotionally to freely 

express emotion in her/his playing (p. 66-67). It is important to understand that Nordoff 

and Robbins did not attach specific emotion labels to a child’s playing in any referential 

way. Yet, they wrote poignantly about the emotional nature of a child’s experience while 

improvising music that is characterized for instance as, tender, stirring, or somber: 

“These adjectives refer to emotions: as the child becomes actively engaged in such music 

he experiences its emotional content closely” (p. 50).   

 In addition to the aforementioned tenets of Priestley’s (1975) approach, she holds 

that many clients find improvising musically to be a potent means of expressing emotions 

that is unlike any other means they have previously experienced.  Some clients can 

release considerable emotional energy while improvising—an experience that Priestley 

refers to as “a kind of emotional bloodletting” (p. 248). For other clients, Priestley 

explained, it was their undertaking within the improvisation to “create some kind of 

musical order out of the chaos of their feelings” (1994, p. 129). Priestley believes that it 

is important for clients to make connections between their expressions of emotion via 

music improvisation and the words they use to describe them, and that the two are 

necessary components in the treatment process. Therefore, understanding a client’s 

emotional experiences as revealed through the ways that she/he organizes and perceives 

her/his improvised music is essential to the therapy process. Although Priestley described 

instances of “music’s” expressive nature with regard to emotions, meaning potentials 

surrounding rhythm in emotional expression in AMT appear to be overlooked.  



  26 

 Aigen (2005a) makes the distinction between emotional expression as viewed 

through a psychoanalytically informed music therapy such as AMT and a music-centered 

one. Whereas psychoanalytic (or psychodynamic) therapists may view a client’s 

improvised music as expressing emotions or characteristics of relationships, music-

centered therapists recognize a client’s motivation to be engaged in music making with 

others as a manifestation and/or transformation of emotional energy into music. That is to 

say, from this stance, the expression of emotions through improvised music is not 

considered distinct from the act of improvising with another person, but is, in fact, one 

and the same experience. Ansdell (1995) and Pavlicevic (1997) share Aigen’s music-

centered belief that a client’s outward expression of emotion through improvisation has 

communication as its primary aim, rather than self-expression for the sake of cathartic 

release or for gaining intrapersonal insight, as in other approaches. Ansdell summarizes 

this position as follows: 

The music therapy experience is based on this basic fact: of two or more 
people communicating musically as they experience both the music 
unfolding on its own natural path of growth whilst at the same time 
representing the expressive and communicative gestures of the players (p. 
57). 
 

One potential of rhythm as a medium for emotional expression in improvisation, 

therefore, may be related to communication, although rhythm is not specifically 

addressed in Aigen’s arguments for a music-centered theory of music therapy.  

 In summary, expression of emotion through improvised music in music therapy 

may manifest through the level of organization a client demonstrates in her/his playing, in 

releasing emotional energy, or in engaging in reciprocal communication with a therapist. 
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Yet, a specific focus on the meaning potentials of rhythm for emotional expression is 

missing from the literature. 

Symbolic Expression and/or Manifestation of Energy in Rhythm 

 Gaston (1968) extols the energizing power of rhythm in music to move people 

and groups to coordinated action, whereas Frisch (1990) describes music as “a contained 

form of energy” (p. 23).  Various forms or types of energy are applied and/or released in 

the process of improvising musically/rhythmically in music therapy. 

Priestley (1975) wrote that the purpose of AMT is “to free the maximum amount 

of energy for use in the achievement of the client’s greater life aim” (p. 32). She was 

most interested in a client’s psychic energy and its flow and direction in her/his emotional 

expressions. A client’s psychic energy may be trapped or blocked, disallowing emotions 

to come to consciousness. Or resistance energy may be misdirected in the client’s pursuit 

of keeping emotions suppressed and out of conscious awareness.  Toward this 

consideration, Priestley states the following:  

Feelings are energy. They don’t just disappear, and so when the normal 
emotional expression is by-passed, the energy is passed on to create havoc 
through unconscious expression by the physical body. Music therapy helps 
by enabling the client to take this energy back from her body and express 
and experience it consciously through sounds and later in words (pp. 215-
216). 
 

It is consequently through a client’s improvising that various forms of emotional energies 

are expressed.  Unfortunately, Priestley did not elaborate on the specific potentials of 

rhythm to express emotional energy.  

 Bruscia (1987) explained that, from a psychoanalytic perspective, the rhythmic 

elements of music are viewed as expressions of instinctual energy.  Rhythmic grounds 

include pulse, subdivisions, and tempo, and reveal various levels of organization and 
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control of instinctual energies. Rhythmic figures reveal impulses or movements away 

from the rhythmic ground and thereby reveal levels of tension/relaxation, 

variability/stability, and/or integration/disintegration in a player’s expressions. Meter 

serves to provide an organizational structure for the expression of energy conveyed 

through rhythm, and accents serve to reinforce or undermine the metric structure. Bruscia 

notes that, “All of the components of rhythm contribute to the flow of energy. They 

convey the amount of energy attached to feelings, but not what the feelings are” (p. 453).  

The rhythmic elements, therefore, may provide a means of interpreting the ways that a 

client experiences and expresses fundamental life energies. 

 Although not directly referring to ‘energy,’ per se, Aigen (2005a) reflects on the 

significance of the concept of force in schema theory as it applies to improvisation and 

the music-centered theory of music therapy.  The concept of force assumes an intentional 

being (i.e., client) or object in an interaction. Force also assumes movement of some kind 

and must also therefore assume the quality of directionality. In that an intentional being 

creates movement in a particular direction toward an interaction, as Aigen elucidates, the 

being gains a greater sense of itself as an agent in the world (p. 243). Force, however, 

cannot simply happen, but must be related to an energy source in order to be initiated. 

Accordingly, a client’s playing on an instrument requires force, thereby revealing 

something about the client’s energy related to her/his playing. To explicate the nature of 

the force schema as relevant to music therapy, Aigen applies it to improvised tonal 

materials rather than to rhythm. Yet application of the force schema to the exploration of 

the meaning potentials of rhythm as they relate to energy may prove to be a fruitful 

endeavor. 
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 Energy may be expressed and therefore revealed through rhythm in clinical 

improvisations. Music therapists conceptualize the manifestation of energy as it relates to 

emotions and personality, to processes of creating and organizing sounds by interacting 

with instruments, and to processes of relating to others. It was described above that, for 

some music therapists, energy might manifest in a client’s personal motivations to 

improvise. For others, the way a client improvises may indicate an unconscious blockage 

of psychic and/or emotional energy, and possibly reveal the location in the body where 

such a blockage manifests through physical distress. Energy may alternately be 

recognized in a client’s conscious or unconscious resistance to emotional awareness or to 

intimacy with the therapist. A client’s use of rhythm may reveal various aspects of 

instinctual energy, how the energy is experienced, and its relationship to the intensity of 

emotions. Finally, energy may be conceptualized as related to the forces exerted by a 

person in interacting with an instrument or in musically relating with a therapist in 

improvisation. The need to understand the nature of energy expressed in improvisations 

seems to vary for different therapists depending upon her/his conceptualization of energy 

in improvised music, the focus of therapy, and the treatment orientation.  

Rhythm Viewed Through Embodied Cognition 

 An important and fairly recent development in the realm of cognitive psychology 

is the area generally referred to as embodied cognition. For embodied cognition 

researchers and theorists, human bodily experience is considered the origin for mental 

conceptualizations and understandings of the world and our experiences in it (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980, 1999; Anderson, 2003). Notions of embodied cognition were developed 

due to the limitations of classic Cartesian conceptualizations of human functioning. In the 
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Cartesian model, the body and the mind are considered separate, and thought and 

reasoning are held superior to experiences of the acting body in acquiring and using 

human knowledge (Seitz, 2000). Embodied cognition theorists, in contrast, recognize the 

inextricable relationship between body and mind and that the body is always implicated 

in the processes of knowledge acquisition. 

Concepts related to embodiment theories have recently been applied in writings 

about music therapy theory and practice and include concepts from schema theory and 

infant-mother communication theories. In explaining the music-centered theory of music 

therapy, Aigen (2005a) provides a rationale for understanding active music making 

processes through notions of embodied cognition according to Schema (or Metaphor) 

theory as articulated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999).  Schema theory holds as 

fundamental the notion that human beings’ knowledge about the workings of the world 

and experiences of it are founded in bodily experiences, that is, through interacting with 

the world with human beings’ particularly structured bodies (Aigen, 2005a).  Further, a 

person makes sense of bodily experiences (e.g., movement, spatial relationships, and 

ways of acting upon physical objects) through the use of various types and levels of 

metaphors. Concrete bodily, experience-based metaphors are used to comprehend (and to 

describe, when called upon to do so) such internal subjective experiences as physical 

feelings (e.g., pain or dizziness), emotions, and moods by a process called “cross-domain 

mapping” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 71).  

Various schemata have been identified that aid in the conceptualization of 

musical experiences. Schemata are defined as “structures that organize our mental 

representations at a level more general than that at which we form particular mental 
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images” (Johnson, 1987, pp. 22-23). Aigen (2005a) highlights the following examples of 

schemata as particularly relevant to comprehending music: up-down (verticality), part-

whole, source-path-goal, and container (inside, outside, boundary). Aigen explains: 

“Schema theory holds that our experience of music is similarly mediated by the same 

metaphoric structures that operate in other areas of human functioning and that music 

may have a unique role in creating these structures of experience” (p. 165). 

Consequently, it may be that musical expression is understood through matrixes of bodily 

experiences of movement through space and time and through observations and/or 

interactions with the ways that objects move in the world (Johnson & Larson, 2003).  It 

seems likely that clients use these conceptualizations of embodied experiences, including 

conceptualizations of emotions and interpersonal communication parameters, when they 

improvise with another individual or when they express their inner experiences outward 

(Pavlicevic, 1997; Smeijsters, 2005). In detailing the usefulness of concepts relevant to 

music therapy from schema theory, Aigen’s work may also provide direction toward 

identifying foundations for understanding the meaning potentials of rhythm in 

improvisation. For instance, creating rhythms while improvising has to do with marking 

and subdividing time in various ways. Schemata related to how humans experience and 

conceptualize experiences of time and space are of particular importance in schema 

theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 1999). 

 Pavlicevic (1997) describes the embodied nature of our capacity to communicate 

via improvisation as follows: 

 the elements of music, i.e., pulse, rhythm, pitch, timbre and volume can be 
 abstracted from our expressive acts and transferred across modalities, 
 organized and combined in a way that re-creates, through sound, the 
 intensity and shape and motion of both self- and interactional-synchrony. 
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 Spontaneous music improvisation can portray smoothness, fluidity or 
 interruptions and distortions of our being as they are happening within an 
 interaction (p. 114). 
 
Pavlicevic draws from the work of Stern (1985) regarding vitality affects used in infant-

mother communication.  The concept of vitality affects refers to the dynamic qualities of 

our experiences in and of the world. Reflected in vitality affects are qualities of 

movement that occur within the body and in objects and that also reflect the ways that 

movement and emotions feel. Pavlicevic (1997) explains that vitality affects exist in 

forms of human communication and have parameters analogous to those of music, such 

as contour, tempo, articulation, patterning, and dynamic variations. Human beings 

therefore draw on vitality affects, informed by embodied experiences, when expressing 

themselves and communicating with others verbally and non-verbally. Vitality affects 

include qualities of movement or action such as bursting, surging, fading; these are 

concepts that may be described in musical terms such as sforzando, accelerando, and 

diminuendo, respectively. Pavlicevic believes that in clinical improvisation client and 

therapist communicate through the concept of dynamic forms—musical correspondents 

of Stern’s vitality affects. Further, it is through dynamic forms that client and therapist 

express and recognize emotion in their co-created music. Pavlicevic explains that when 

client and therapist play rhythmically together, aspects of the relationship between the 

two are signified, depending on where the musical interaction lies on an apparent 

continuum from literal synchrony to a give-and-take sort of reciprocal playing. 

 In developing a theory of analogy for music therapy, Smeijsters (2005) infers the 

importance of embodied experiences toward realizing the expressive possibilities of 

music and rhythm in clinical improvisation.  Smeijsters shares Pavlicevic’s (1997) belief 



  33 

in the usefulness of vitality affects and dynamic forms for explaining the nature of client-

therapist musical communication.  He adds that, while improvising together, client and 

therapist share “intimate knowledge”—a type of knowledge that is only gained through 

embodied experiences and that is direct, non-intermediary, non-abstract, and intuitive.  

Smeijsters emphasizes that when one expresses her/himself through music, the person 

expressing is, in fact, in the music expressed; the music and the person are, in that 

moment, the same.  He supports this contention by stating that, “in music therapy, the 

essence of music is the psychological process it sounds,” and that through music, a 

person “sounds” her/his psyche (pp. 65-66). Therefore, regarding rhythm, a client who is 

disorganized and fragmented psychologically improvises music that is disorganized and 

fragmented; the embodied “self” is sounded in the music.  

 In summarizing, it seems clear that one way to gain understanding about the 

meaning potentials of rhythm in music therapy is to explore as a focal point the 

experiences of the human body and how humans learn about and comprehend the world 

through these experiences. As evident in the above review, music therapists report the 

importance of embodied knowledge primarily toward understanding clients’ improvised 

music as a form of communication.  However, it may also be that clients draw upon 

embodied knowledge while improvising alone, without communicative intent. 

Rhythm in Relating to Others 

 As noted above, in some models of clinical improvisation, the treatment focus is 

on interpersonal and intermusical dimensions. Music therapists have recently begun to 

explore the sociological implications of improvisational music therapy through concepts 

drawn from the social psychology of music and jazz literatures. Rhythm may be an 
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essential medium through which clients and therapists, and clients and other clients, 

relate while improvising together.  

For music therapists who work from the foundations of creative music therapy 

(CMT) based on the work of Nordoff and Robbins, creating opportunities for a client to 

relate to the therapist through co-improvised music at ever more independent levels may 

be considered a key essence of the work (Aigen, 2005; Ansdell, 1995; Garred, 2006; 

Nordoff & Robbins, 1971, 2007; Pavlicevic, 1997; Ruud, 1998, 2010). As noted above in 

descriptions of the Nordoff and Robbins assessment tools, a paramount issue is to 

understand the nature of a client’s musical contributions to the therapeutic relationship. 

With this in mind, therapists track and work with a child’s responses during musical 

interaction, including rhythmic responses such as basic beat, tempo, and rhythmic forms 

(i.e., patterns or figures) (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007).  

 Ansdell (1995) states, “The touchstone of Creative Music Therapy is the quality 

of the relationship in the music” (p. 65). He goes on to describe the experience of 

“musical meeting” in space and time, a concept of relationship drawn from Martin 

Buber’s notions of “meeting” in psychotherapy, and detailed in I & Thou (1987). In 

reference to rhythm, when client and therapist relate to each other or meet in co-

improvised music, Ansdell explains, “At its simplest level music has its own time in its 

pulse and rhythm…. Meeting in the ‘time’ of the music is not as in a measured duration, 

but as a being-together in synchrony” (p. 74). In other words, it is not that client and 

therapist share the exact rhythmic materials in strict synchrony or imitation while relating 

to each other, but that they connect and interact through their “intentional gestures” 

during a shared musical dialogue that includes rhythm. Ansdell’s notion of musical 
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meeting is reminiscent of applications of the concept of groove (Keil, 1994a, 1994b, 

1995; Keil & Feld, 1994) found in writings pertaining to jazz as it relates to rhythm, and 

as articulated by music therapists including Aigen (2001), Naess and Ruud (2007), and 

Solli (2008).  

 Pavlicevic (1997) describes the musical nature of disturbances from pathology, 

and therein disturbances in one’s ability to engage in meaningful relationship 

experiences, with terms reflective of rhythm, including timing, phrasing, sequencing, and 

periodicity. When a client’s rhythmic playing is disturbed, it is difficult for a relationship 

to be established between client and therapist, resulting in “interpersonal dyssynchrony” 

(p. 115). For Pavlicevic, a requisite part of the communicative improvisational process is 

collaboration between client and therapist to establish the beat or pulse and tempo upon 

which the improvisation will move forward. In fact, she states, “the shared beat is given 

prominence in clinical work, as signifying the establishment of a relationship through 

music improvisation” (p. 41). Drawing from Ansdell’s terms and similar thinking, the 

“shared beat” of rhythm may signify the “meeting point” during improvisational music 

therapy at which client and therapist come into relationship (1995, p. 73).  Therefore, it 

seems that rhythm may be considered essential for establishing relationship in clinical co-

improvisations.  

 The writings of Stige (2002) in the realm of culture-centered music therapy and of 

Pavlicevic and Ansdell (2004) regarding Community Music Therapy highlight the 

significance of relationships and related social contexts that may be supported through 

group improvisation and other forms of shared group music experiences. These recently 

developed models draw from ethnomusicological, sociological, and social psychological 
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views of music and are therefore oriented around collective music making processes 

rather than the artifacts or musical products of such processes. Therapists interested in 

Culture-Centered and Community Music Therapy have embraced the terms “musicing” 

(Elliot, 1995) and “musicking” (Small, 1998) (hereafter “musicing”) describe collective 

music engagement processes through which clients and communities may benefit. Such 

engagement may include listening, improvising, performing, rehearsing, or composing, or 

other related ways that persons may partake in collective music making. Whereas culture-

based and community-based benefits of engaging in music making are described in Stige 

(2002) and Pavlicevic and Ansdell (2004), specific descriptions of such experiences are 

not. It seems highly likely, however, that drumming and drum circle procedures are used 

due to the accessibility of these for groups of individuals traditionally considered non-

musicians—that is, clients and/or members of a given community. Therefore, exploring 

the nature of the rhythmic attributes found in these forms of musicing may inform our 

comprehension of the implications of rhythm in relating to others. 

 Aigen (2005a) described the importance of musicing and the concept of 

communitas in relating to others through improvisation. Communitas has to do with 

experiencing social relationships in exceptional ways, for instance when individuals 

endure together events such as human or natural crises, cultural or religious rituals, or 

rites of passage. It seems that experiences of communitas provide people with points of 

connection to others as well as to a sense of belonging and a strengthened sense of self 

through shared experience. Aigen explains that clinical improvisation is an experience 

wherein clients share expressive and interactive challenges through the demands of 

musicing with therapists. Feelings of camaraderie and companionship that are otherwise 
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unavailable to some clients are potentially generated in improvisation. Aigen (2001, 

2005b) highlighted the clinical significance of musicing and communitas in his work with 

co-therapist Alan Turry and a 27-year-old man with developmental delays, using popular 

music idioms in clinical improvisation. It seems apparent from Aigen’s detailed 

descriptions of the client’s playing on drum set, guitar, and piano that rhythm played a 

key role in the client’s process of engaging with the therapists and expressing himself in 

the music they created together.  

 Rhythm seems to play an important role in the way clients relate to others through 

improvisation. Certain music therapists are interested in how clients use rhythm to relate 

to and communicate with a therapist. Others are interested in how client and therapist 

meet and share a groove in improvisation, often as a function of rhythmic elements. Some 

believe that basic beat is foundational to the establishment of therapeutic relationships in 

clinical improvisation, whereas others stress the importance of the shared interpersonal 

experience of interacting rhythmically through improvisation (i.e., communitas). 

Although authors addressing culture and community based models of music therapy have 

not provided clear descriptions of improvisation as musicing, it seems logical to speculate 

about the usefulness of rhythm-based experiences such as drumming and drum circle 

participation toward the large-scale goals of treating a community musically. 

Nonetheless, an examination of the products and processes of such experiences may be 

valuable for understanding the meaning potentials of rhythm in enhancing human 

relationships and community/social life.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Clients improvise music in clinical situations and thereby reveal aspects of 

themselves, their experiences, their needs, and changes that occur in treatment. In that 

rhythm is used widely as a basic ingredient of improvisation, the importance of 

understanding the nature of clients’ expressions through rhythm is paramount for music 

therapy. The above examination of music therapy literature shows that the ways in which 

music therapists conceptualize what clients convey through their improvised music 

varies. Clients convey through improvisation emotions and emotional energy, knowledge 

of movement and kinetic forces, and relationships. However, the meaning potentials of 

improvised rhythm alone with regard to the above areas of experience has received 

limited attention in theoretical or clinical writings in music therapy.  

The purpose of the present study is to explicate theoretical foundations for 

understanding the meaning potentials of rhythm in improvisation.  This will be achieved 

by explicating and synthesizing writings in music therapy, musicology, psychology of 

music, and social psychology of music about the ways that meanings can be derived from 

rhythmic aspects of music improvisation. The literature will be examined in terms of the 

following questions: 

1) What aspects of emotion and emotional energies are symbolically 

expressed through rhythm in improvised music, and how are these 

representations related to the various dimensions of rhythm (i.e., pulse, 

subdivision, meter, accent, rhythmic figure, and rhythmic phrasing)? 
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2) What metaphors from embodied cognition are expressed through the 

rhythmic elements of music, and how are these metaphors manifested in 

the various dimensions of rhythm? 

3) What role does rhythm play in establishing relationships, and how are 

these relationships sustained and deepened through the various 

dimensions of rhythm? 

A preliminary examination of the literature reveals that, among theories of music 

and emotion, ideas of representation/symbolism are frequently referred to as constituent 

in their foundations. Therefore, explications of meaning potentials of rhythm as symbolic 

are subsumed within a chapter on philosophical and musicological views of music and 

emotion and a related chapter on symbolic views of motion and communicative gestures 

related to rhythm. Further, I have decided to subsume notions regarding rhythm as 

expression and/or manifestation of various forms of energy within the chapters 

addressing emotion and symbolism, embodied cognition, and interpersonal relationships 

rather than within a specific chapter on the topic. This is in accordance with the 

apparently ubiquitous relevance of energy among the various theories that I consulted 

during my preliminary inspection of the literature. 

I believe that findings from explications of theories surrounding meaning 

potentials related to rhythm in this study will be useful to clinicians and researchers by 

providing explanations for why a client improvises as she/he does, what the changes that 

occur in a client’s rhythmic improvising may indicate for her/his treatment process, and 

how a therapist’s techniques influence a client’s experience of her/himself, the music, and 

the therapeutic relationship in music therapy. Additionally, theoretical foundations for 
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understanding expression through rhythm may be useful for enhancing models of music 

therapy assessment, treatment, and evaluation. The present research study may also 

provide additional support for the clinical expedience of using improvisation analysis and 

interpretation procedures. Analysis of rhythm improvising is important because it may 

highlight foundational aspects of a client’s abilities that may cut across various functional 

domains and provide therapists guidance toward when and how to approach initiating 

more complex experiences in active music making. Similarly, for researchers for whom 

music analysis is a critical methodological facet, concepts for understanding rhythmic 

expression may support the efficacy of treatment procedures or techniques and lead to 

deeper realizations about other musical attributes of clients’ improvised expressions. 

Finally, I believe that this study will enhance the knowledge base concerning the nature 

of rhythm for other music disciplines, such as musicology and its sub-disciplines of 

perceptual music psychology and performance practice research. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 

Research Design 

 This is a theoretical inquiry. Its aim is to examine various theories of music 

toward illuminating concepts for understanding potential meanings related to improvised 

rhythm. A further aim is to support development of theoretical constructs for 

understanding rhythm in improvisational music therapy. The research method used in this 

study is “explication.” According to Bruscia (1995), from the processes of explication, “a 

theory is developed by identifying, differentiating, defining, classifying, organizing, and 

naming concepts, practices, and terms found in music therapy” (p. 541).  

The Rhythmic Elements 

 The rhythmic elements of concern for this study include pulse, subdivision, 

tempo, meter, accent, rhythmic figures or patterns, and rhythmic phrasing. Further 

delineations of these elements will be provided throughout the various chapters as 

relevant for different theoretical perspectives. It should be understood that improvised 

musical rhythm also naturally includes timbral, dynamic, and pitch aspects. Percussion 

instruments tend to possess a variety of timbral, dynamic, and pitch possibilities that 

skilled musicians may use to great effect in rhythmic expression, and that music therapy 

clients may also access and apply as they improvise. But I have chosen to delimit this 

theoretical study to those aspects of rhythm that are directly related to time and ways that 

time is considered, organized, and experienced toward meaningful rhythmic expressions 

and interactions. Therefore, the parameters of timbre, dynamics, and pitch will not be 
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addressed directly in this study. We will begin, however, with some basic definition of 

rhythmic elements found in the musicological literature.  

Cooper and Meyer (1960) refer to musical pulse as “a series of regularly 

occurring, precisely equivalent stimuli” (p. 3). The authors emphasize that musical pulse 

may be an objectified experience through sounding the regularly occurring stimuli. Thaut 

(2005) refers to sounded pulses as “audible pulse markings” or “beats” (p. 8). Cooper and 

Meyer (1960) also note that, rather than being audible and therefore objective, musical 

pulse may also be an internal, subjective experience managed and maintained in the 

cognitive perceptual functions of the human mind and body. Thaut (2005) adds that, 

“pulses serve as isochronous, equidistant time points generated by interval or period 

durations. Pulses divide the flow of time into regular reference points” (p. 7). 

Subdivisions are divisions of pulse beats into smaller but equal segments, usually into 

various levels of twos or threes that may also be manifested audibly by an improviser 

through interaction with an instrument or created internally. Tempo refers to the pace or 

speed at which audible or internal pulse beats occur. Pulse and tempo are integrally 

related, as there can be no understanding of pulse or tempo without accounting for the 

other.  

Radocy and Boyle (2003) refer to meter as “the grouping of beats” (p. 148), 

whereas Cooper and Meyer (1960) define it as “the measurement of the number of pulses 

between more or less regularly recurring accents” (p. 4). Meter serves “to mark off the 

musical flow, insofar as possible, into equal time spans” (Lerdahl & Jackendoff, 1983, p. 

19). These time spans are often recurring and therefore help organize the perceptual flow 

of musical time. Cooper and Meyer (1960) note that, while accents may result from a 
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variety of manipulation techniques (e.g., enhanced volume or elongation of a note, 

{Radocy & Boyle, 2003, p. 149}), an accent “is a stimulus (in a series of stimuli) which 

is marked for consciousness in some way” (p. 8, italics original).  

Cooper and Meyer (1960) variously refer to a “rhythm,” a “rhythmic group or 

grouping,” or a “rhythm pattern” to label what they define as “the way in which one or 

more unaccented beats are grouped in relation to an accented one” (p. 6). This definition 

infers an ordering of musical time that is structurally dissimilar to the quality of musical 

pulse or subdivisions of the pulse, and identifiable as a cohesive unit. Thaut (2005) refers 

to such structures or groupings as “rhythmic contours” or “rhythmic beat patterns” (p. 

11), whereas Fraisse (1982) uses the label “objective rhythmization” (p. 157). Fraisse 

usefully elaborates on the nature of these distinctive sorts of rhythmic structures, 

reporting that,  

as soon as a difference is introduced into an isochronous sequence of 
 elements, this difference produces a grouping of the elements included 
 between two repetitions of the difference. One then speaks of objective 
 rhythmization. This difference can be a lengthening of a sound, an 
 increase in its intensity, a change in pitch or in timbre, or simply a 
 lengthening of an interval between two elements.” (p. 157) 

 
Whereas Cooper and Meyer (1960) also describe these rhythmic structures, patterns, or 

groupings as architectonic, alluding to their formal or structural character, other authors 

stress the experiential nature of rhythm patterns or figures as music unfolds, flowing from 

one rhythmic grouping to another, as if moving from one rhythmic event to the next 

(Langer, 1953; You, 1994). Regarding music, the New Oxford American Dictionary 

defines “figure” as “a short succession of notes producing a single impression” (Jewell & 

Abate, 2001, p. 630). Bruscia (1987) also uses the term “rhythmic figure” in his 

delineations of this particular element of rhythm found in improvisations. With these 
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definitions in mind and for the sake of consistency, I have chosen to use the term 

“rhythmic figure” to denote these cohesive units (i.e., structures, groupings, patterns) that 

are distinct in their structure and therefore recognizable and potentially, but not 

necessarily, repeatable as entities within a rhythm improvisation.  

Rhythmic phrasing, or that which Cooper and Meyer (1960) and Lerdahl & 

Jackendoff (1983) refer to as “grouping,” is less clearly defined in the literature. Cooper 

and Meyer (1960) note that, “Rhythmic grouping is a mental fact, not a physical one” (p. 

9), highlighting the cognitive organizational requirement for recognizing rhythmic 

phrases. Both sets of authors, unfortunately, present numerous principles related to their 

concepts of grouping rather than a succinct definition. I will, therefore, provide my own 

working definition. For purposes of this study, then, a rhythmic phrase is defined as the 

cohesive organization of rhythmic materials into a unit greater in length than a single 

rhythmic figure, and that the creator or perceiver identifies as having a distinct beginning, 

middle, and end; like that of a complete verbal sentence. 

 In that few theories of rhythm exist within music therapy, it is essential that other 

areas of musical study be surveyed for their usefulness in fulfilling the aims of this 

research. In this study, theories of music and rhythm from the music therapy, music 

philosophy, musicology (psychology of music), jazz studies, and social psychology of 

music literatures will be explored to ascertain what they may reveal about rhythm as a 

symbolic representation, an outlet for and expression of emotion and various forms of 

energy, material for metaphoric knowledge through embodied cognition, and a relational 

experience.  
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Primary Sources of Data 

 The music therapy, music philosophy, musicology, jazz studies, and social 

psychology of music literatures will be surveyed to identify theories of rhythm in 

composition and improvisation wherein musical materials and forms are created, and in 

performance wherein existing musical materials and forms are manipulated for 

expressive and aesthetic purposes. Criteria for inclusion of scholarly works in this study 

include the following: (a) Each theory must be relatively well-developed with regard to 

its arguments, principles, and propositions; (b) each theoretical perspective must be 

referenced frequently in the various areas of music literature; and (c) each theory must 

have implications for understanding improvised rhythm.   

 Primary sources of data from music therapy will be texts, articles, and case 

material. Aigen (1998, 2001, 2005a, 2005b), Ansdell (1995), Ansdell and Pavlicevic 

(2004), Garred (2006), Nordoff and Robbins (1971, 1977, 2007), Pavlicevic (1997), 

Ruud (1998, 2010), and Stige (2002) provide relevant theoretical concepts applicable to 

understanding rhythmic expression in improvisation relative to communication, 

relationships, socio-cultural factors, and embodiment theories. Priestley’s (1975, 1994) 

case material and various writings on the IAPs (Bruscia, 1987, 2001, 2002) are relevant 

toward considering the symbolic, energy-based, and emotional expressive possibilities of 

rhythm in improvisation.  

 Among the primary sources of data in music philosophy and musicology will be 

Cummings (2000), Davies (1994), Kivy (1989), Robinson (2005), and Scruton (1997), all 

of who provide examinations of the important theories of expression and meaning 

making primarily through composed music. Critiques will include theories of Almén 
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(2008), Goodman (1968), Langer (1942), Meyer, (1956), and Pratt (1954) related to 

music as a form of symbolic expression based on somatic and linguistic concepts. Also 

addressed will be reviews of the formalist notions articulated by Hanslick (1854/1974) 

and issues related to musical/rhythmic motion/movement and communicative gesture in 

theories from Hatten (2004), Laban (1971), Lidov (1999, 2005, 2006), and Zuckerkandl, 

(1956). Intimately related to symbolic theories of music are psychoanalytic theories as 

articulated by Feder (1998), Kohut (1990), and Rose (1993), and from music therapy 

Bruscia (1987), Turry (1998), and Wärja (1994). 

Juslin (1997, 2000, 2003, 2005), a music psychologist, along with various 

collaborators, appears to be the most prolific researcher of the nature of emotional 

expression in music performance. Juslin primarily considers how performers express 

emotions while re-creating composed works for an audience. His theoretical 

conceptualizations seek to explain the musical expression process through links with 

aspects of human verbal communication. Additional relevant writings include Juslin and 

Laukka (2003), Juslin and Persson (2002), Juslin and Sloboda (2001, 2010), Juslin and 

Timmers (2010), Persson (2001), and Pierce (2007).   

The works of Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999), Johnson (1987), and Johnson and 

Larson (2003) will constitute primary sources on embodiment and metaphor theories, 

along with theories that support the embodied basis of meanings related to music. These 

sources will be supported by writings from music therapy on the topic of schema theory 

by Aigen (2005a, 2005b), 2009. With regard to rhythm and issues of relationships 

fundamental to the social psychology of music, key sources of data will include 

definitions and broad applications of the topic in The Social Psychology of Music 
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(Hargreaves and North, 1997) and Miell, MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005). Small’s 

(1998) explanations of musicking will be examined as relevant to aspects of relational 

and cultural contexts for music making. Ideas pertaining to groove and participatory 

discrepancies according to Keil (1994a, 1994b, 1995) and Keil and Feld (1994) will be 

explored in relationship to rhythm in co-improvisations along with other musicological 

literature on jazz improvisation including the seminal work by Berliner (1994) 

supplemented by Fischlin and Heble’s (2004) and Monson’s (1996) ethological texts.  

Procedures for Analyzing the Data 

The data will be analyzed according to the following steps: 

1) Working definitions of key terms will be established for the various 

dimensions of rhythm, namely pulse, subdivision, meter, accent, figure, and 

phrasing.  

2) Theories of rhythm in improvisation from the music therapy, music 

philosophy, musicology (psychology of music), jazz studies, and social 

psychology of music literatures will be explicated using the established 

definitions as key terms.  

3) Theoretical notions regarding the rhythmic elements of pulse, subdivision, 

meter, accent, rhythmic figure, and rhythmic phrasing will then be examined 

across theories and literatures according to their relevance for understanding 

improvisational music therapy via the following three main topics: 

a. Emotional expression through rhythm including symbolic 

representations of emotion and emotional energies via 

motion/gestures. 
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b. Meanings of rhythm in embodied cognition. 

c. Relating to others through rhythm. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRELIMINARY CLARIFICATION OF ISSUES AND TERMS  

 

Music Therapy Perspectives on Improvised Rhythm and Emotional Expression 

Three particular perspectives for understanding the meaning potentials of rhythm 

related to emotional expression in clinical improvisations were identified in the initial 

chapters of this paper. First, it was noted that emotion may be expressed in the way a 

client organizes her/his improvised music, either in relationship to a therapist’s 

improvising, or in relationship to the improviser’s own playing. Second, authors have 

inferred that a client’s improvised rhythmic sounds are a manifestation and/or an 

expression of the particular energy attached to a given emotion or emotional experience 

(Bruscia, 1987; Priestley, 1975). Third, some authors view emotional expression as 

integral to or synonymous with the processes of communication that occur during co-

improvisations (Aigen, 2005). In this regard, Pavlicevic (1997) detailed how emotions 

may be communicated between client and therapist through musical contours that are 

expressive of human emotions, or dynamic forms. Ansdell (1995) and Smeijsters (2005) 

concur, with Smeijsters emphasizing that the nature of the relationship between 

improvised musical sounds and human emotional communication and interaction is 

understood through analogue.  

A fourth perspective for viewing rhythm’s potential in emotional expression has 

received no attention in the literature, yet has immediate relevance for a solo improviser. 

In this view, a client may begin improvising without a referent or without awareness of 

any occurrent feeling or emotion. Yet while playing, the cloient also receives her/his own 
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sounds; sounds that may be considered stemming directly from the bodily manifestations 

of occurrent feelings or emotional state. While taking in these sounds and responding to 

them through further improvising, an intrapersonal-intramusical feedback loop is 

established, allowing the improviser to apprehend her/his ongoing internal state through 

either receiving the unfolding sounds of the improvisation or from the experience of 

exerting the body in producing sounds on the instruments, or both. Further, the client’s 

emotions, (which may not be consciously associated with anything and therefore not 

immediately attached to a recognized life event or relationship), may remain unlabeled by 

the improviser until after the improvisation is complete, if then. In other words, a client 

may play without a conscious intent to express a particular emotion, but aspects of 

emotion may nonetheless be manifested in the improvisation and perceived by the 

improviser at varying levels of awareness. Whether the improviser’s affective state is 

concurrently influenced during these processes is certainly a relevant concern for 

clinicians and a question for researchers to investigate. 

Intrapersonalist and Interpersonalist Perspectives 

Understanding experiences of emotion through the intrapersonal-intramusical 

feedback loop just described for solo improvising may be termed an intrapersonalist 

perspective, in that the emotional meaning of the expression is experienced and/or 

assigned by the improviser alone. The intent of the improviser, in this case, is not to 

communicate an emotional state or experience to another person, but rather to use 

improvisational processes for one’s own meaning making. An individual’s intrapersonal 

perspective includes internalized criteria for meaning making acquired through processes 

of learning and enculturation and derived from myriad life experiences and relationships. 
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An individual may similarly draw criteria for intrapersonal meaning making from 

introjected materials; that is, internal and/or external objects that become incorporated 

into one’s psyche through various processes understood as psychodynamic in nature 

(Bruscia, 1998). In these processes, an individual constructs her/his own object introjects 

from her/his own perceptions of people and the environment. During or following an 

improvisation, therefore, an improviser may draw on a variety of intrapersonal criteria 

toward ascribing meaning to the music or the processes undergone. 

From an interpersonalist perspective, on the other hand, emotional expression is 

viewed as only identifiable through interaction or communication with another person. 

When viewed from an interpersonalist viewpoint, both the improviser and any other 

person present during the music making (e.g., a listener or a co-improviser) co-construct 

the meanings realized from the improvisation process. This perspective has also been 

described as “intersubjectivity” (Aigen, 2005; Garred, 2006; Pavlicevic, 1997; Ruud, 

1998, 2010). It is important to note, however, that even within an interpersonal context, 

one may improvise without consciously applying meaning criteria of the other person 

present, but may still only apply criteria that have been previously learned or acquired, as 

noted above. Music therapists take both intra and interpersonalist perspectives, as is 

evident in the reviews of improvisational music therapy assessment in Chapter One. Yet, 

compared to the extensive literature based on an interpersonalist perspective (e.g., the 

vast library of creative music therapy publications), the intrapersonalist perspective has 

received limited attention in the literature.  

Given the above review of perspectives from music therapy and an assumed 

importance of addressing both intra- and interpersonalist views, we will now explore 
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what may be learned about rhythm and its relationship to emotional expression in 

improvisation from the broader literatures of music philosophy and musicology. 

Emotional Expression in Rhythm Improvisation: Overview of Issues 

The issues surrounding rhythm’s relationship to processes of emotional 

expression in improvised music are complex and multi-layered. It is important, therefore, 

to present the breadth of issues at hand before explicating the wide-ranging musicological 

viewpoints available, and subsequently attempting to explain them and draw conclusions. 

The main issues, as I see them, first have to do with how emotion may be defined. There 

are, of course, many theories about the nature of emotions and how humans experience 

and express them. Consequently, to move forward with the present inquiry, a working 

conceptualization is needed for what emotions are and how they play out in human 

experiences, and accordingly how they may be expressed via rhythm. Also needed is a 

working definition for the term expression as it relates to clinical music improvisation. 

For instance, what does it mean to express an emotion, non-musically or musically? 

Where does emotion reside among the factors present in an improvisation? Can an 

emotion be manifested in an improvisation without the improviser’s awareness? With 

these foundational concepts articulated, an examination of the relationship between the 

expression of emotions and improvised rhythm may be undertaken.  

A review of music philosophers’ and musicologists’ theories of music as a 

modality for emotional expression is warranted. As noted earlier, interest within music 

philosophy, music theory, and music psychology has historically been dominated by a 

focus on composed tonal music and on how emotion in the music is perceived by 

listeners, rather than on how an improviser expresses emotion through music; including 
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music that is purely rhythm-based. Even so, it is hoped that some useful insights may be 

gained through explaining issues of music perception and expression of emotion relevant 

to rhythm and by applying the findings to clinical improvisation.  

Next, the various contexts for an improviser’s expressions of emotion in her/his 

playing must be addressed. Improvisers may play alone or with others, and may be 

consciously concerned (or not) with the sounds they make or with the perceptions of a 

listener or co-improviser. Such concerns may impact what and how an improviser plays. 

The nature of these concerns also reflects intrapersonalist or interpersonalist perspectives 

on how meaning making occurs for a given improvisation and improviser. Do the 

meanings of a client’s improvisation come from and belong to the improviser her/himself 

or do meanings come from and belong to the improviser and listeners or co-improvisers 

who may be present?  

Once the above issues have been addressed, we will explore how rhythm and the 

rhythmic elements relate to expression of emotions in the context of improvisation. Here 

an attempt is made to provide answers to questions regarding what sorts of emotional 

meanings the various rhythmic elements might lend to solo and co-improvisations. 

Finally, the findings regarding emotion-related meaning potentials of rhythm in client 

improvisations will be summarized. In the course of this explanation, an attempt to 

articulate theoretical concepts relevant to the meanings previously described in the music 

therapy literature with be undertaken, with an eye toward helping to explain and/or 

expand upon the following ideas: What may be learned about a client’s emotional life 

through her/his organization of rhythmic elements and the related energies expended 

while improvising? What role might rhythm play in a client’s emergent process of 
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expressing inner affective experiences through improvisation? How are a client’s 

improvised communicative expressions related to her/his emotions? We begin with an 

examination of how emotion has been defined by music philosophers and musicologists, 

with the discussion leading to a working definition of improvised emotional expression.  

Emotion and Emotion-related Terminology 

Presenting a definitive description of just what emotions are is far beyond the 

scope of this study. In fact, while emotion has been of philosophical and psychological 

interest throughout recorded time, it remains a topic of much ongoing research and 

theorizing across many fields of study variously referred to as the “affective sciences” 

(Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003; Lewis, Haviland-Jones, & Barnett, 2008). The 

term affective refers to the broadest conceptualization of observed emotion-related 

experiences (Jewell & Abate, 2001; Juslin & Sloboda, 2010). It is important that some 

features of emotions be articulated here in order to achieve clarity regarding the subject 

of interest in this chapter, namely the potential for improvised rhythm to be meaningful in 

expressions of emotion. With this in mind, brief descriptions of terms related to the 

human experience of emotions follow. These include affect, emotion, moods, feelings, 

musical emotions, emotion induction, emotion perception, and expression. 

Fortunately, a useful chart of definitions and distinctions regarding emotion-

related terms is provided in the opening chapter of Juslin and Sloboda’s (2010) 

Handbook of Music and Emotion: Theory, Research, and Applications. The chart is 

intended by the editors to clarify emotion-related vocabulary used among the contributors 

to the text. Key attributes of these definitions will be provided below with additional 

viewpoints from other authors where relevant.   
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As noted above, affect is an overarching term for all observable, emotion-related 

experiences. The term is meant generally to refer to emotion experiences but not as a 

reference to any specific emotion or emotional state. Emotion refers to “a quite brief but 

intense affective reaction” (Juslin & Sloboda, 2010, p. 10) directed toward a specific 

object (e.g., a person, situation, artwork) that includes physiological (i.e., subjective 

feeling, autonomic responses) and cognitive components (e.g., thoughts, evaluations, 

memories). An emotion may endure for a brief period of minutes to hours, and typically 

elicits an action response of some sort that might be expressed via facial appearance (e.g., 

facial contortions) and motoric (e.g., physical gesture as with one’s hands) and/or vocal 

(e.g., audible utterances) domains. Action responses elicited by an emotion may be 

expressed intentionally and therefore consciously, or be manifested unintentionally and 

therefore unconsciously. Robinson (2005) stresses that emotions or emotional responses 

are processes that occur over time, and stem from human interactions with the 

environment, with “environment” often meaning another person. Robinson holds that the 

emotional process first entails an unconscious and “automatic affective appraisal” of a 

given situation (e.g., an interpersonal interaction) wherein the nature of the situation is 

evaluated for its significance for the individual in terms of benefit or harm. The automatic 

affective appraisal functions to draw the individual’s attention to the situation and leads 

to physiological/physical responses such as changes in blood pressure and/or affect 

and/or motor “action tendencies” (e.g., pulling away or moving forward) before more 

complex cognitive evaluations are carried out. Cognitive evaluation or “monitoring” of 

the emotional event then leads to greater discrimination of the situation and 

determinations regarding the need to remain focused on the situation or to allow for 
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attention to be directed elsewhere as needed for ongoing interactions with the 

environment (p. 97). In that emotions are processes that occur over time with various sub-

processes carried out in sequence, it seems they possess an experiential or phenomenal 

flow, as emphasized by theorists such as Langer (1942), Clynes (1977), and Lidov 

(2006).   

Moods differ from emotions in that they are less concentrated or intense in nature 

and more enduring; moods are not clearly object focused, and they do not elicit typical 

action responses. A feeling is defined as “the subjective experience of an emotion or 

mood” (Juslin & Sloboda, p. 10), or the way our bodies undergo an emotion. Feelings 

entail experiences of energy related to an emotion and movement related to that energy. 

The feelingful aspect of an emotional experience is of particular interest for investigating 

responses to or expressions through music, for they are processes that occur over time 

with variations in flow and form, and as noted above, have been the bases from which 

theorists have allied emotions with music.  

Musical Emotions 

Various theories of emotions related to music draw on the shape or form of the 

subjective feeling experiences of emotions as representative of attributes of musical 

structures (Jackendoff & Lerdahl, 2006; Langer, 1942; Pavlicevic, 1997). The ideas of 

shape and form in a dynamically evolving stimulus such as music, particularly 

improvised music, seems to imply subjective experiences of movement or flow of energy 

related to how an emotion is felt by an individual over its experiential course. According 

to schema theory (e.g., Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 1999) reported in another section of this 

paper, humans tend to explain to themselves the moving aspects of emotional experiences 
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through metaphors related to bodily experiences of movement (e.g., sinking into 

depression or falling in love), thereby also making the commonality of emotion 

experiences among human beings available for comprehension and therefore 

communication and, clinically speaking, for empathizing.  

Related to the above definitions is the term musical emotion, which refers to an 

emotion that is “somehow induced by music” (Juslin & Sloboda, 2010, p. 10) regardless 

of its more specific or uniquely identifiable nature, such as sadness or joy. Further with 

regard to musical emotions, Juslin and Sloboda distinguish between emotion induction 

and emotion perception, noting that induction has to do with a listener being moved by 

music to experience emotion, whereas perception has to do with the listener hearing and 

thereby identifying emotion in the music itself.  

Missing from the above terms and definitions regarding emotion and music is a 

term or phrase to describe the nature of an improviser’s expression of emotion through 

playing, either while alone or while in the presence of a listener or another improviser 

(e.g., a therapist or another client). Perhaps a term such as improvised emotional 

expression may serve in this capacity. But to use such a term first requires a practicable 

definition for the term expression related to music improvisation.   

“Expression” and Expression of Emotion 

The New Oxford American Dictionary defines “expression” as “The process of 

making known one’s thoughts or feelings” (Jewell & Abate, 2001, p. 600). This 

definition could infer both an expresser and a receiver of the expression, or simply that 

the expression becomes known to the expresser. It is evident from my own experiences 

while alone and engaged in any variety of tasks/actions both musical and non-musical, 
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that an individual may express her/himself when not in the presence of another person by 

whom the expression might be recognized or understood. Similarly, I often improvise 

while alone, and my improvised sounds have a relationship to my experiences of emotion 

in different ways. It has also been the case that I have gained clarity about my emotions 

while improvising and attending to the way my music unfolds. Let us look further at the 

ways that musicologists have viewed the concept of expression.   

Juslin and Timmers (2010) begin their chapter titled “Expression and 

Communication of Emotion in Music Performance” by stating, “There is still no 

universally accepted definition of the concept of expression” (p. 454, italics original). 

The authors therefore created a multi-dimensional working definition of expression in 

order to articulate their premises and findings. The working definition includes notions 

concerning (a) how a performer manipulates notes from a written score to express 

emotion, (b) how an audience responds to the performer’s manipulations, (c) the idea that 

perfect renderings of written musical works are not possible, (d) how tempo alterations 

should be related to human patterns of movement, and finally (e) how deviations from a 

musical piece’s particular style influences emotional responses (pp. 454-455). The 

obvious focus of Juslin and Timmer’s work concerns expression of emotion by a 

performer of a pre-composed musical work directed toward an audience. The audience is 

meant to perceive the performer’s intent to express emotions in, through, or with the 

music, to have emotions induced in them selves by hearing the performer’s manipulations 

of the musical materials, or both (Juslin & Scherer, 2005). Juslin and Timmers (2010) 

explicitly state their belief that emotional expression in music must include the presence 

of another who receives or experiences the emotion that is expressed in a performance (p. 
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454). Interestingly, this view brings to mind the proverbial question of the sound of a tree 

falling in the woods with or without someone there to hear it. With regard to the 

philosophical question above and the intrapersonalist perspective, it is instructional to 

bear in mind that, regardless of who is or is not present, the tree nonetheless falls! 

Whether alone or in the presence of another person, an individual may express emotion in 

various overt ways. While thought provoking, the relevance of Juslin and Timmers’s 

work toward comprehending improvised emotional expression through rhythm remains 

unclear.  

Robinson (2005) opines that, with regard to the arts, the term expression is both 

ubiquitous in scholarly communications and widely misunderstood (p. 231). In her 

defense of long-held constructs of expression theory, Robinson believes that the “core 

notion of expression in the arts is derived from Romantic artists—primarily poets, 

composers, and painters—who thought of themselves as expressing their feelings and 

emotions in the artworks that they produced” (p. 232). Robinson further holds to the 

Romantic view that expression in art is about emotions, or more specifically, about 

experiences of emotional processes. Moreover, she invokes Kant’s (no reference 

provided) and Hegel’s (1835/1975) support for the idea that artists, through their art, 

demonstrate a specialized sort of knowledge and insight about emotions and, more 

importantly, the ability to uniquely convey emotions through their particular media (pp. 

232-233). While arguably not classifiable as artists per se, clients who improvise in 

music therapy are nonetheless human agents working in/through an artistic medium, and 

are therefore capable, on some level, of gaining access to, recognizing, comprehending, 

and expressing emotional material through interactions with the medium.  
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Drawing on Collingwood’s (1938) ideas regarding emotion in art, Robinson 

(2005) distinguishes between expressing and describing emotions, noting that describing 

an emotion takes place after an emotion experience is past. After reflecting on the 

experience, she explains, humans assign a label from folk psychology as a means of 

categorizing the experience (p. 236). Expressing, on the other hand, is an active, 

individualized process of “elucidating or articulating that emotion, of becoming clear 

about it” (p. 257) through a process of using the most relevant materials from a given 

medium such as words, gestures, or rhythmic elements of music. Robinson supports 

Collingwood in emphasizing that expression of an emotion is an intentional process 

requiring consciousness of the emotion to be expressed (p. 235) and that an individual 

makes conscious choices about which elements of a particular medium are of value for 

expression within the particular context or situation (p. 267). In short, expression, for 

Robinson, is an intentional and therefore conscious process of making clear and/or 

revealing an experience of emotion through a particular way of using the elements of a 

medium. Although never mentioned in Robinson’s text, it seems obvious that this 

particular aspect of her definition of expression has direct relevance for explaining 

emotion in improvisation processes. 

With the caveats and issues stated above, a working definition of expression with 

regard to emotion is proposed here: Expression of emotion entails the externalization of 

an individual’s conscious internal affective experience via intentional action with any 

bodily modality including facial, motor, and/or vocal domains, either for one’s own 

reception or for reception by another. To express an emotion, then, is to intentionally 
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manipulate materials of a given modality to externalize a conscious internal affective 

experience, regardless of the interpersonal context in which this occurs.  

Consciousness and Intentionality Regarding Musical Emotions 

Here it is important to discern the difference between a conscious (and therefore 

intentional) expression of emotion and an emotion that is manifested externally but 

without the individual’s awareness or intentionality. As noted above, Juslin and Timmers 

(2010) believe that the expression of emotions in music by a performer may be conscious 

or unconscious. What they call “conscious expressions” equate with, in my opinion, the 

intentional expressions that Robinson (2005) describes as occurring through purposeful 

manipulation of a medium, such as music or rhythm. I propose that what Juslin and 

Timmers call “unconscious expressions” might more accurately be termed “unconscious 

manifestations” of inner affective experiences; for one cannot be intentional about that 

which is not in conscious awareness. Confusingly, Robinson also used the term 

“manifestation” to describe how an emotion is “exhibited” by an artist in an artwork such 

as a musical composition (p. 266). In other words, she used the terms expression and 

manifestation synonymously, and in my opinion inaccurately. In her defense it is 

important to remember that her focus was not on improvisation and was not concerned 

with unconscious processes, but rather was on explaining conscious expression primarily 

through acts of composition. However, writings by clinical improvisation theorists 

(Bruscia, 1987; Priestley, 1975, 1994) and my own clinical experiences support a view 

that unintentional manifestations of an emotion may occur through an individual’s 

interactions with and manipulation of a medium such as music. Further, an individual 

may remain unaware (at least initially) of the emotion that influences both the use of the 
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medium and the result. Particularly in a modality such as clinical rhythm improvisation, 

myriad facets may influence how an individual uses the medium for emotional 

expression.  

Let us explore more closely the notions of conscious expression and unconscious 

manifestation of emotion through improvisation, as well as the issue of intentionality in 

these processes. As Robinson (2005) has stated, expression is an intentional and therefore 

conscious experience, and includes making conscious choices about applying the most 

useful aspects of a particular medium to satisfactorily externalize what an individual 

wishes to express. Therefore, concerning rhythm improvisation, to be intentional about 

how I choose and manipulate the rhythmic elements in service to externalizing my inner 

affective experience (or emotion) requires that I (a) be conscious of my emotional 

experience and (b) be conscious of my actions in manipulating the rhythmic elements that 

I have chosen as most useful. When these requirements are satisfied, the result is an 

emotional expression via rhythm improvising. In sum, I can only express about that 

which I am consciously aware, and I must be intentional with my media choices and 

actions in doing so.  

Yet, if I am aware of my emotion, I may consciously choose to either 

intentionally use the rhythmic elements to express that emotion or I may not. If I choose 

to not use the rhythmic elements intentionally, I am in essence avoiding expression. If I 

choose to not express particularly through the rhythmic elements, my emotion may 

nonetheless be manifested unintentionally through some aspect of the improvisation, or it 

may not. Going further, if I am unaware of my inner affective experience, I cannot 

intentionally manipulate the rhythmic elements to externalize that emotion, as I have no 
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basis for doing so. But again, the unconscious emotion may nonetheless be 

unintentionally manifested through aspects of the improvisation that I may be unable to 

monitor or control consciously while I am focused on monitoring or controlling other 

aspects. Robinson’s (2005) conceptualization of emotional expression in music seems to 

uphold this notion of unintentional manifestation of emotion in a medium. In defining 

aspects of what she refers to as a “New Romantic Theory of Expression,” the following 

point is highlighted; “…through the articulation and elucidation of the emotion in the 

work, both artist and audience can become clear about it and bring it to consciousness” 

(p. 270), thereby inferring that an emotion that is not in consciousness at first may 

eventually become so through manipulation of the media. Supplementary to the 

preceding, according to psychodynamic clinical improvisation theory, the case that an 

unintentional manifestation of emotion may occur in an improvisation is possible because 

an improviser can only control and/or coordinate as many factors of the highly complex 

experience of improvising as her/his combined cognitive and motor skills allow in the 

moment. Therefore certain aspects of the improvisation may remain outside of the 

improviser’s conscious awareness while nonetheless being constituents of the 

improvisation. Hence, aspects of an unconscious emotion may unintentionally be 

manifest in the process and/or product of the improvisation (Bruscia, 1987; Priestley, 

1975, 1994). 

In short, expression of an emotion or inner affective experience requires 

conscious awareness of that which is being expressed, and intentionality with regard to 

how the medium through which expression occurs is employed. On the other hand, when 

the externalization of either a conscious or unconscious emotion occurs unintentionally 
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through the way a medium is manipulated, the product and/or process resulting from the 

employment of the medium is considered to reveal a manifestation of the emotion rather 

than an expression of it.  

Improvised Emotional Expression 

What then is the nature of an “improvised emotional expression?” Considering 

the intentionality and bodily nature of any emotional expression, as mentioned above, 

some form of recognizable organization (or lack thereof) and flow of energy may be 

assumed to emerge through an improvisation related to a player’s conscious emotion. 

Following this line of thinking and for purposes of this study, the following working 

definition of improvised emotional expression is suggested: the extemporaneous and 

intentional sounding of voice or instruments organized around an improviser’s conscious 

inner affective experience, either for the improviser’s own reception or for reception by 

another. It is important to emphasize that the salient aspect of an improvised emotional 

expression from which an improviser gleans meaning may be the improvised sounds 

themselves, the physical actions employed to produce the sounds, the cognitive processes 

involved in organizing the sounds, or combinations of these. Also, depending on the 

presence of an interpersonal context, communicative intent may also be a factor in how 

an improvised emotional expression occurs and is attributed meaning. Following, 

therefore, are descriptions of possible contexts in which an improvised emotional 

expression may occur and how various contextual aspects may influence the process. 

Contexts for Improvised Emotional Expressions 

Various aspects combine to characterize the different contexts in which 

improvised emotional expressions may occur. These include; (a) the improviser’s level of 
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consciousness regarding the occurrent emotional state; (b) the level of concern over 

whether or not the improviser is intentional with regard to how the musical/rhythmic 

elements are manipulated while improvising alone and therefore toward making 

intrapersonal meaning of the improvisation; (c) the existence of an interpersonal context 

(i.e., when the improviser is playing in the presence of a listener or co-improviser), and 

consequently; (d) the improviser’s concern about the listener or co-improviser’s 

perceptions or judgments of the sounds, actions, or the improviser’s personal self, and 

therefore; (e) the improviser’s concerns about whether or not she/he is intentional with 

regard to how the musical/rhythmic elements are manipulated while improvising, 

potentially resulting in co-constructed or interpersonal meanings. Following are examples 

of different ways in which these aspects, alone or in combinations, may potentially 

influence improvisation processes and products. 

An improviser may intentionally seek to express a conscious occurrent emotion 

(i.e., “this is how I feel.”) or express an interpretation or conceptualization of an emotion 

(i.e., “this is how I experience, how I have experienced, or what I believe about the nature 

of a particular emotion.”), with the improvising being based on past experiences with the 

given emotion and with sounds or gestures associated with that emotion. Also, the 

improvisation may occur when the player is alone or when a listener or co-improviser is 

present to receive or musically respond to the improvised expressions. Both intra and 

interpersonalist perspectives of meaning making may apply respectively in these 

contexts.  

An improviser may also improvise without conscious awareness of an occurrent 

inner affective experience or emotion. The music may simply be based on the player’s 
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experience of the ongoing sounds as she/he creates them, as well as on how her/his 

physical actions and their forms (i.e., structures and sequences) feel as they transpire. The 

experience of the sounds and/or feeling of playing may influence subsequent improvising 

differentially. Through her/his improvisational actions (i.e., kinesthetic/feeling of her/his 

bodily efforts) and the intrapersonal-intramusical auditory feedback loop (i.e., hearing 

her/his own sounds), she/he may experience the manifestation of her/his previously 

unconscious emotions (i.e., “This is the way I must be feeling inside.”). The improviser 

may, however, not come to any realization about her/his unconscious emotion from either 

the kinesthetic or auditory intrapersonal-intramusical feedback loop. In this case, the 

improvisation may remain purely a musical event with the ongoing sounds evolving from 

some form of personal aesthetic and may be evaluated from an intrapersonalist 

perspective.  

When improvising alone, the level of concern that the player has for how the 

music sounds will naturally influence what and how she/he plays. If the improviser is 

concerned about the sounds produced, she/he will attempt to intentionally organize them 

in some way based on factors such as past experiences with organized musical sounds, 

her/his ability to motorically and cognitively create musical structures and forms to 

accommodate what she/he wishes to hear in her/his expressions, and/or based on 

conscious awareness of her/his occurrent emotions. On the other hand, if the improviser 

is not concerned with the sounds she/he hears her/himself play, nor with the way the 

playing process feels, then she/he will play without intentionality and the sounds may apt 

to be disorganized. Or, turning the issue around, if her/his sounds are disorganized, it is 

likely that she/he is not concerned with what the improvisation sounds like nor how it 
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feels to play and she/he will therefore not seek to intentionally organize the sounds in any 

particular way. Yet if her/his sounds are disorganized and she/he is in fact being 

intentional in how she/he plays, the lack of organization may indicate a developmental, 

emotional, physical/motoric, or cognitive limitation of some sort (Bruscia, 1987; Nordoff 

& Robbins, 2007) or a highly irregular aesthetic sense as compared with local/cultural 

norms. However, when the improviser’s sounds are disorganized, it may be that her/his 

expression is an intentional representation of an emotional experience that feels 

disorganized or disjointed. Intrapersonalist perspectives may support the meaning making 

within these contextual variants.  

Depending on the improviser’s level of self-awareness and ability to intentionally 

organize sounds, the organizational nature of the sounds may or may not be recognize or 

respond to as they occur; yet, the experience may nevertheless be satisfying. An example 

from my own clinical work involves particular children or adults with developmental 

delays who find great satisfaction in simply sounding instruments regardless of their 

ability to intentionally organize and sequence recognizable rhythmic structures. The 

perspective of the improvisation process in this scenario is that the meanings are 

intrapersonal in nature; the person finds her/his own meaning in the sounds, without 

reference to criteria for meaning making belonging to others.  

When playing in the presence of a listener or co-improviser, the improviser’s 

expression may or may not be influenced by the other’s presence. If the improvising is 

influenced by the other’s presence, it follows that the improviser will intend some level 

of communication with the other. This is because the other’s presence may cause the 

player to be concerned with what the listener or co-improviser hears in the improvisation, 
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and that the improvisation may therefore be perceived, interpreted, or judged in some 

way, perhaps negatively. Consequently, the improviser may seek to intentionally 

communicate through the playing something about her/himself as an improviser. For 

example the improviser may wish to communicate (a) that she/he is a competent 

improviser and therefore is able to organize sounds in an aesthetically meaningful way 

with the other player, (b) that her/his emotional state is one way or another, or (c) any 

number of different aspects of one’s self-concept that may come to mind in the moment 

and for which she/he may be concerned about the listener or co-improviser’s opinion. 

These improvised expressions/communications may therefore be influenced by specific 

emotions derived from the improviser’s feelings about the other’s perceptions. Meanings 

drawn from the improvisation process may thereby have either intrapersonal or 

interpersonal dimensions, or both, depending on the perceived success of the 

expressions/communications. In essence, then, the improviser may intentionally seek to 

meet certain presumed criteria of meaning making of the other player and perhaps of the 

other and her/himself together (co-constructed meaning). Yet, if the improviser is 

unconcerned with the other’s presence or perceptions, then the intrapersonal dimension 

will remain of greatest import for determining meanings related to her/his improvising.  

Ascription of Meanings in Context 

Regardless of whether the improviser is concerned about and/or consequently 

intentionally organizes the improvised sounds in the moment, ascription of meaning to 

the sound product and/or to the processes undergone while playing may occur afterward. 

The improviser may attribute a label to the improvisation (sound product) and/or to the 

processes of improvising based on perceptions of the experience. The label may refer to 
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an emotion (a) if the sounds relate to the emotions felt during the improvisation (e.g., “I 

felt lonely while I played”), (b) if the sounds relate to an emotionally charged association 

that the improviser connects with the sounds she/he hears (e.g., “the music reminds me of 

a time when I felt lonely”), (c) if the improviser intentionally created music that sounds 

like a time when a particular emotion was felt (“the music represents a time when I felt 

lonely”), or (d) if the sounds move the improviser to feel a particular way (e.g., “the 

music makes me feel lonely”).   

In addition to the numerous factors just elucidated is the issue of time as it relates 

to emotional meaning making and improvisation. In particular, I am referring to 

distinctions between first, an occurrence of spontaneously undergoing an emotion while 

improvising, and second, the experience of cognitively recognizing upon ongoing or later 

reflection that the improvisation sounds like, or that the process of playing feels like, an 

emotion, but while the player is not actually undergoing the emotion. For as an 

improviser, I can indeed perceive and/or depict an emotion without necessarily 

experiencing it in the moment, yet, contrarily, I also can perceive and/or depict an 

emotion while I am experiencing it. However, the materials an improviser chooses to use, 

and the techniques used to manipulate the materials in the moment of expression while 

spontaneously experiencing an emotion, may be different from those used when 

improvising while reflecting on an emotional experience of the past. Interestingly, this 

sort of concern with time is fundamental to theories of emotional expression in various 

art forms. We may reflect on, for instance, the obvious differences between the time-

related processes inherent when an artist creates a meaningful shape from a block of 

marble (i.e., weeks, months, years) versus those of a jazz soloist who has only sixteen 
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bars (measures) at 180 beats per minute in which to make a meaningful musical statement 

(i.e., mere seconds). These distinctions have to do with different levels of consciousness 

regarding an individual’s emotions and the processes through which her/his emotion may 

be expressed, recognized, or inferred, and are therefore important for a music therapist to 

consider. 

A variety of factors influence how meanings may be ascribed or emerge in 

rhythm improvisations. The different contexts in which an improviser plays may impinge 

on what and how she/he expresses through the music. Different contexts as well as 

different levels of consciousness may also lead to ascribing meanings to an improvisation 

from intra- or interpersonalist perspectives.  

Summary: Issues and Terms Related to Emotions and Improvisation 

A number of important issues and terms requisite to understanding philosophical 

and musicological theories of emotional expression in music were explained in this 

chapter. These issues and terms were addressed in preparation for applying philosophical 

and musicological findings, most of which are related to perception of composed tonal 

materials, to clinical rhythmic improvisation.  

First it was noted that music therapists conceptualize clients’ emotional 

expressions in clinical improvisation in four ways; (a) through physical and cognitive 

organization of improvised materials, (b) through relating emotional energy and its 

movement to improvisational products and processes, (c) through communication with 

others while improvising, and (d) through emergent processes of self-awareness 

achieved, in part, through an intrapersonal-intramusical feedback loop established while 

improvising.  
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Intra and interpersonalist perspectives on meaning making in rhythm improvising 

were also described. From an intrapersonalist view, meanings of improvisational 

processes and products are ascribed by the improviser alone, without the intention of 

communicating meanings to/with another. Criteria for intrapersonal meaning making 

includes internalized knowledge drawn from processes of learning, enculturation, and 

introjection. Meanings ascribed from an interpersonalist perspective, conversely, are co-

constructed by the improviser and a listener or co-improviser. Yet, during or after an 

experience co-improvising, an improviser’s intrapersonal criteria may nonetheless be 

applied toward ascribing meaning.  

Important terms related to emotion and music were defined, including affect, 

emotions, moods, feelings, musical emotions, emotion induction, and emotion 

perception. In addition, definitions were suggested for the terms expression and 

improvised emotional expression. With regard to expression of an emotion, it was 

stressed that conscious awareness of the emotion and intentionality in externalizing it 

though choice and bodily action in manipulating aspects of a medium were requisite 

factors. Further noted was that an emotional expression need not be communicative in 

nature, meaning the expression need not be received by another in order for it to be 

defined as an expression, but that it may be received by the expresser alone and still 

satisfy the definition. In contrast to an expression, it was explained that a manifestation of 

an emotion might occur unconsciously and therefore unintentionally through a given 

medium. An improvised emotional expression, therefore, similarly requires conscious 

awareness of an emotion and intentionality in extemporaneously choosing and 

manipulating musical elements through bodily actions toward externalizing it. Further, in 
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parallel with the notion of manifestation of an emotion, an improviser’s unconscious 

inner affective experience or emotion may be manifested unintentionally through the 

musical media and/or the improvisational techniques and procedures employed.  

Lastly, a web of factors surrounding the varied contexts in which an improviser 

may express her/himself were elucidated. These have to do with (a) an improviser’s level 

of consciousness regarding her/his occurrent emotions, (b) her/his intentionality with 

regard to the ways she/he manipulates musical/rhythmic materials, (c) the presence or not 

of a listener or co-improviser and (d) whether the improviser is concerned with the 

listener or co-improviser’s perceptions, and (e) the improviser’s intentionality regarding 

her/his role in co-constructing meanings of an improvisation. Emotional meanings, 

usually in the form of emotion terms, may be assigned based on an improviser’s 

spontaneous experience in or reflective experience of the improvisational processes or 

products. In addition to the above factors is the factor of time with regard to when an 

emotion is/was experienced by an improviser versus when she/he expresses it through 

improvisation versus when she/he ascribes meaning to it. All of these factors influence 

aspects of intra- and interpersonal meaning making as an improviser plays from a 

spontaneous, reflective, or interpretive mode of consciousness. 

Armed with an appreciation of the myriad issues and terminology surrounding 

emotional expression in improvisation, we will examine in the next chapter music 

philosophers’ and musicologists’ opinions of the ways that emotions and musical 

expressions of them are viewed. This examination is performed with an eye toward 

identifying concepts that may cross over into improvisation processes and subsequently 

to meanings related to rhythm and its use in improvisational music therapy. 
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CHAPTER 5 

INTRODUCTION TO SYMBOLIC THEORIES OF EMOTION IN MUSIC 

 

Music philosophers and musicologists have long studied and theorized about the 

means whereby composed tonal music, particularly of the Western tradition, conveys 

emotion (Davies, 1994; Dogantan-Dack, 2006; Gabrielson & Lindström, 2010; Langer, 

1942; Meyer, 1956; Nattiez, 1990/1987; Radocy & Boyle, 2003; Scruton, 1997; Sloboda 

& Juslin, 2001, 2010). Yet conclusive answers to questions concerning emotion and 

music remain something of a philosophical and musicological Holy Grail. A great 

amount of attention was brought to bear on these questions during the middle and latter 

parts of the 20th Century, with a considerable number of international conferences held 

and texts and articles published on the topic (Cumming, 2000; Robinson, 2005; Juslin & 

Sloboda, 2010). Music philosophers have aimed their analyses on foundational questions 

such as, How can music, which is non-sentient, be expressive of anything, let alone 

human emotions? and, From whence come musical emotions? Music psychologists, 

contrastingly, have sought to answer more focused questions such as, Which emotions 

may be expressed in music? and, What sorts of manipulations of musical materials by a 

performer lead a listener to perceive emotions in music? These are very different sorts of 

questions indeed, and not surprisingly the methodologies for approaching both types of 

questions differ significantly. It should be pointed out that in the majority of writings on 

musical emotion, neither the research nor the theorizing contexts have included 

improvisation as a mode for investigation, nor has focus ever been on rhythmic elements 
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alone. I hope that the findings here will add to our current knowledge about improvised 

rhythm and musical emotion. 

Numerous theories surrounding music and emotional expression have been 

articulated. These include somatic, linguistic, cognitive-linguistic, narrative, 

psychoanalytic, contour, expression, and semiotic theories. Additionally, authors have 

proposed arousal theories that depend on a listener’s emotional resonance with music. 

Each theory is an attempt to explain how human emotions are expressed though, referred 

to, or evoked by music (Scruton, 1997; Robinson, 2005; Davies, 2010). A key theoretical 

concern is to identify where in a musical process an emotion is located. Is emotion 

located in the composer as she/he creates, the performer as she/he reproduces a 

composer’s ideas, the listener as she/he receives the musical sounds, or in aspects of the 

music itself—that is, its elemental components and combinations thereof? As mentioned 

previously, the majority of these theories have the perceptions of a listener as the primary 

focus. For some theories, the fundamental issue is how a listener perceives emotions in 

composed music, whereas others seek to explain how the music is revelatory of the 

composer’s emotions; these are two very different issues! One view explains that emotion 

may be one of many potential meanings found in music, but that analyses of the 

improviser and listener as well as of the music is required. Another theoretical view has 

as its focus the emotions evoked in a listener. Recently musicologists have begun to 

investigate emotional expressions by a performer of composed material—either via tonal 

music from the Western tradition or material specifically composed for experimental 

purposes; usually short melodies. What is somewhat problematic for the present study is 

that these theories limit their focus to the processes of music perception, composition, or 



  75 

performance, whereas improvisation involves all three simultaneously. Nonetheless, 

concepts from these theoretical views may be useful toward understanding how emotion 

may be expressed through rhythm improvisation.  

In this chapter, I will explicate a variety of theoretical viewpoints with an eye 

toward identifying implications for understanding rhythm in improvisation. First we’ll 

review theories that find music to be symbolic of aspects of human emotions. Among 

these theories are conceptualizations based on humans’ somatic experiences of emotion 

and theories that relate language to or necessitate use of language for discerning 

meanings of music as expressive of emotion. Also among symbolic theories is the 

psychoanalytic view of music and emotions scribed primarily by clinicians from various 

fields of treatment concerned with human psychology and emotions. Psychoanalytic 

theory is steeped in uses of symbolism for its conceptualizations of human functions and 

for the manner in which artifacts of human endeavors (e.g., music/rhythm 

improvisations) are viewed and interpreted. In addition to these representational theories 

are theories formulated around the frequently cited connection between 

motion/movement (i.e., human communicative gestures and bodily movements) and 

music as expressive of emotions. While symbolic in nature, I have chosen to create a 

specific chapter for theories of motion and music due to the rather expansive literature on 

the topic compared to the other theories covered in the present chapter.  

Next we examine varied theories focusing on a listener’s experience of resonating 

emotionally with music and those recognizing resemblances between heard music and 

emotional countenances and comportments of things, animals, and people. These are 

followed by theories concerning a performer’s expression of emotion via music/rhythm. I 
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also include semiotic theory in this chapter as it deals with the musical product along 

with the processes involved in creating the music/rhythm. This theory also has relevance 

for relational meanings and will be mentioned in a later chapter on relating to others 

through rhythm. I hope, therefore, that insights from this wide-ranging literature will be 

of benefit in theorizing about the topic at hand. This chapter closes with reflections on the 

variety of perspectives brought to bear on the topic of emotion as it relates to rhythm in 

improvisational music therapy.  

In that the theoretical views presented below have been repeatedly and 

extensively described in other texts and articles, only sufficient information will be 

provided here for the reader to comprehend the range of theorizing in question. Greater 

details can be found in the following resources: Berliner (1994); Cooke (1959); Davies 

(1994, 2010); Feder, Karmel, and Pollock (1990, 1993); Hanslick (1854/1974); Hatten, 

(2004); Juslin & Sloboda (2001, 2010); Kivy (1989, 1990, 1999); Langer (1942); Lidov, 

(1987, 1988, 2004); Meyer (1956); Monson (1997); Nattiez (1990/1987); Robinson 

(2005); Scruton (1997); Sloboda (1988); and Zuckerkandl (1956).  

Music as Symbolic or Representational of Emotion 

 Symbolism is “the use of symbols to represent ideas or qualities” (Jewell & 

Abate, 2001, p. 1720). A symbol is the thing that represents something else. To 

“represent” is to “depict (a particular subject) in a picture or other work of art” (Jewell & 

Abate, 2001, p. 1445, parentheses original). With these cursory definitions in mind and 

for purposes of this study, we might ask, Can rhythm alone be symbolic or 

representational of human emotions?  
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The Question of Music’s Symbolic Expressiveness 

The philosopher Roger Scruton (1997), along with many other theorists about 

music, addresses the following important question: Can anything, including a human 

emotion, be symbolized or represented in music? Scruton holds that, for music to 

represent something, it must somehow draw a listener’s attention to the external thing, 

idea, or quality that is being represented, and that once the listener considers the subject 

of representation, her/his attention diverts from the music experience and becomes one of 

thinking about the subject-matter or content of the representation (p. 132). Consequently, 

for Scruton, the experience is no longer about the music, for he believes that we cannot 

maintain a split of attention to both the music and to the thing represented. Significantly, 

however, Scruton accepts the notion that in programmatic or referential music, one may 

hear in the music aspects of the program, or the things represented. But this experience, 

he argues, is based on knowing, through language, the context of the program. Hence, 

one’s attentional shift away from the pure abstraction of music to the referent or 

represented subject requires a kind of understanding that is external to music—in this 

case, language—and that this shift changes how a listener’s experience of the music is 

predicated. Again, with a referent in mind, Scruton views a listener’s focus as no longer 

on understanding the music rather on understanding something about the subject matter 

from the way the music represents it. In this conceptualization, the music appears to point 

toward the subject matter upon which it comments, and consequently, for Scruton, loses 

its identity as the focus for understanding. Scruton goes on to provide a considerable 

rationale against and a stern rejection of the idea that music may be representational in 

any way. He does so, however, by noting that his refutation is based on a particular 
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aesthetic way of understanding music—as an abstraction that is entirely comprehensible 

without having to understand language or any external thing, idea, or quality outside of 

the music itself (p. 122). Scruton’s arguments stand, he tells us, unless a “rival account of 

musical understanding” is articulated, one that maintains an appreciation for the sound 

patterns we hear as indeed being music, and not, for instance, a semantic form of 

communication like language (p. 132).  

A Response to Scruton’s Challenge from Improvisational Music Therapy 

Scruton (1997) makes the point that a rival account of musical understanding, 

different from purely aesthetic accounts, is necessary for developing a more satisfactory 

explanation than is provided by current theories of the nature of symbolic expressions of 

emotion in music. Below is a response to this challenge with concepts drawn from 

improvisational music therapy, and having to do with an improviser’s intentionality and 

thus consciousness in the process of improvised musical creations. 

A unique aspect of clinical improvisation is the intent with which an improviser 

plays or creates, which may be of three possibilities. First, an improviser may play 

without any meaningful intent, and meanings from the improvisation may or may not 

emerge for the improviser or a listener. Second, an improviser may play with purely 

musical intentions by creating sounds and relationships among the sounds that are based 

on musical understandings. Third, an improviser may play with the explicit intent of 

exploring, through her/his music, aspects of a non-musical idea or referent, often as it is 

understood through language. The first two approaches are labeled non-referential, or 

free, whereas the latter is considered referential (Bruscia, 1987, 2001). Bruscia notes that, 

when playing non-referentially, an improviser “...is creating and discovering ‘meanings’ 
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which are intrinsically musical in nature. Conversely, in a referential improvisation, the 

client creates, organizes, and relates the sounds in relation to something outside of the 

musical domain” (1987, p. 10, italics original). Hence, in a non-referential improvisation, 

if the improviser begins with an identifiable intent, it is musical in nature, whereas in a 

referential improvisation the improviser creates musical sounds and relationships that are 

intentionally (and thus meaningfully) structured around concepts of a non-musical nature. 

Therefore, in a referential improvisation, the musical sounds and relationships, as well as 

the improviser’s initial and emergent understandings of the referent, share significance. 

More importantly, the improviser’s understanding of the referent and of the music created 

in the process may reciprocally inform her/his comprehension of both! Therefore, both 

musical and linguistic understandings are indispensable toward ascribing meaning to the 

referential improvisation.  

A second aspect unique to improvisational music therapy that may expand current 

conceptualizations of symbolic musical meanings is the varying level of consciousness 

that an improviser brings to the improvisation process, and hence to the musical products 

created and any ascribed meanings. The complexity of improvisation processes, whether 

referential or non-referential, requires awareness of myriad details regarding, for 

example, (a) selection of musical elements, (b) creation of musical structures, (c) 

organization and sequencing of musical events, (d) nuanced articulations of musical 

sounds, and (e) musical and non-musical relationships formed among all of these factors. 

While improvising, therefore, the player consciously attends to some aspects of the 

playing process (those that are of most importance to her/him in the moment), 

intentionally creating sounds and relationships among them, while other aspects of the 
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improvisation are intentionally or unintentionally left to subconscious management 

(Bruscia, 1987, pp. 563-564). Hence, intended meanings (conscious in nature) in non-

referential improvisations are inherently musical, whereas in referential improvisations 

they are non-musical and symbolic, yet are derived through the modality of improvised 

music.  

For both referential and non-referential improvisations, symbolic meanings may 

be ascribed following completion of the improvisation. Such meanings for an improviser 

may be based on, for example, associations with or feelings evoked by the memory of the 

playing process or upon hearing and reflecting on the music afterward via a recording. It 

is important to state that, for an improviser, post hoc meanings are two steps removed 

from any conscious intentions prior to playing, and one step removed from the actuality 

of the improvisation process. Considering post hoc ascribed meanings of an 

improvisation, Bruscia (2001) notes that, “Meanings intended are not the same as 

meanings attached or projected afterward; it is the difference between foresight and 

hindsight” (p. 10). In this regard, meanings gained from conscious foresight may provide 

insight into an improviser’s initial impulse and/or direction of the unfolding musical 

expressions. Hindsight, on the other hand, may provide for the identification of aspects of 

an improviser’s playing that were consciously controlled versus those that were left out 

of conscious awareness while playing, and perhaps subsequently lead to insight into any 

signification or symbolic meanings therein.  

In summary, given the above conceptualizations, it is reasonable to conjecture 

that diversity in an improviser’s level of intentionality and consciousness in referential 

and non-referential improvisation are key differences between the ways meanings may be 



  81 

ascribed to clinically improvised versus composed music. Whereas Scruton (1997) 

believes that musical and linguistic modes of comprehension are islands unto themselves 

and confuse rather than deepen perceptual meanings, understanding clinically improvised 

music, at times, depends equally on both—and this concept applies to an improviser, a 

listener (therapist), or a co-improviser. Further, unlike Scruton’s purely music-aesthetic 

standpoint which maintains that a composer’s intent is irrelevant to a listener’s 

understanding of the music heard, the clinical improviser’s intent and therefore levels of 

intentionality and consciousness matter considerably in the process of clinical 

improvising and therefore to any ascriptions of meaning concerning the music.  

The Nature of Symbolic Theories of Art and Music 

 Some music philosophers and theorists believe that music can symbolize 

something about human emotions (Cumming, 2000; Davies, 1994, 2010; Juslin, 2010; 

Kivy, 1989; Langer, 1942; Meyer, 1956; Nattiez, 1990/1987; Robinson, 2005; Rose, 

1993). This process may occur in a variety of ways. A composer may intentionally create 

music that symbolizes an emotion, whereas a performer may inflect or articulate the 

composed music in ways that symbolize a different emotion. An improviser may, in the 

moment of expression, intentionally choose musical/rhythmic elements and articulate 

them to represent an emotion that she/he has experienced, is experiencing, or has 

knowledge of someone else experiencing at some place and time. An improviser may 

also hear in her/his own improvisation intentionally or unintentionally configured sounds 

that, upon reflection, represent an emotion. And finally, a listener may hear in any of 

these contexts musical configurations that represent some aspect of emotion.  
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Symbols take many forms (e.g., artworks) and their meanings may be ascribed in 

many different ways. For instance, in the visual realm, artworks are physical objects with 

aspects that are discernable through the sense of vision and sometimes touch, for 

example, a painting or sculpture. Such art objects possess physical properties in which an 

observer may find resemblances to other objects found in the natural world. For example, 

a sculpture of a child picking a flower is easily compared to the way a “real live” child 

looks when picking a flower. The relationship between the observer’s experience of the 

sculpture and a real child is based on resemblance. Being that the sculpture is marble and 

a child is not, the sculpture symbolizes a child. However, an observer may also “see” in 

the artwork aspects of the child’s countenance or emotional state, and thereby ascribe to 

the sculpture an emotion or feeling such as gentleness or curiosity. In this instance, 

meaning is determined (or influenced) by the relationship between the observer’s 

interpretation of the sculpture and the experience of a way of being or emotional state. 

The sculpture thus symbolizes for the observer, through an act of interpretation, 

gentleness or curiosity, while at the same time still resembling a child.  

We must also consider the artist’s intention to shape the marble. Was the intention 

to shape a gentle or curious child, or does the gentle or curious appearance only exist in 

the observer’s interpretation—in the observer’s mind? Numerous variations on potential 

relationships between art objects and other things, qualities, and experiences are found in 

hundreds of texts on the subject; so further expounding on the topic here is hardly 

needed. Besides gaining an appreciation for the complexity of questions that may be 

posed related to symbolism in art, it is important to recognize that ascertaining meanings 

of musical sounds entails different challenges compared with those for studying visual art 
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objects. This is so partly because music is essentially an invisible medium requiring 

audiation (Gordon, 1979) rather than vision. Music is also layered from the start with 

interpretation, for to identify sounds as music is itself an act of interpretation (Lidov, 

2005, p. 123). Nevertheless, the idea that music may symbolize aspects of human 

emotions has been considered for centuries and finds support in various symbolic and 

semiotic theoretical formulations.  
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CHAPTER 6 

SOMATIC THEORIES 

 

 Music philosophers refer frequently to the writings of Eduard Hanslick 

(1854/1974) and Susanne Langer (1942) as foundational in addressing the symbolic 

relationship between music and emotions (Robinson, 2002). Hanslick and Langer focus 

on felt experiences of emotion, that is, experiences of changes internal to the human 

body, and therefore theirs’ may be termed “somatic” theories of emotion in music. This 

frame of reference is akin to William James’s (cited in Robinson, 2005, pp. 28-29) 

theoretical view of emotion as an inner, physiological moving or stirring. Hanslick 

believes that music does not express specific emotions directly but rather, through 

symbolism, expresses the “dynamic properties” (p. 37) of general emotional experiences 

felt in the human body. Drawing on Hanslick’s ideas, Langer (1942) articulated her belief 

that music functions in an iconic fashion, with music resembling “the morphology of 

feeling”, and when referring to emotions, “the rhythm and pattern of their rise and decline 

and intertwining” (p. 238). Moreover, Langer’s belief, like Hanslick’s, is that there exists 

a structural likeness between the way music unfolds over time and the way emotions are 

experienced internally. An oft-quoted statement by Langer helps further clarify this 

stance:  

There are certain aspects of the so-called “inner life”—physical or 
mental—which have formal properties similar to those of music—patterns 
of motion and rest, of tension and release, of agreement and disagreement, 
preparation, fulfillment, excitation, sudden change, etc. (p. 228) 
 

Pratt (1954) seems to also align with much of Langer’s beliefs in holding that music 

sounds to us the way that emotions feel to us. In other words, our experience of a 
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particular organization or configuration of musical sounds may be so similar to our 

experience of emotions that the music may seem to us to possess an emotional character. 

In this regard we may infer that emotion is located in the musical configurations.  

Based on the above propositions, we might say that emotions in the music sound 

like what our experiences of emotions feel like, but they are not our emotions. Nor are 

they the music’s emotions, for music is not sentient and therefore cannot have emotions 

(Davies, 1994). And while a performer may inflect music in ways that might influence or 

nuance how a listener hears it—usually within a reasonably small range so as to not alter 

the integrity of the composer’s work (Gabrielsson & Juslin, 2003)—, the musical 

configurations remain of the composer’s ideation and forming. And whether the 

composer intended for the music to sound like her/his own experience of emotions or 

someone else’s, the listener may have no awareness of this and may therefore have no 

basis for inferring back to the composer’s intent. We are left to find that the way the 

musical elements are configured sounds like our felt experience of the dynamic properties 

and/or morphology (i.e., movement and change) of our emotions, and therefore sounded 

configurations are symbolic of or represent for us our experience of emotions.  

Somatic Theory and Improvisational Music Therapy 

 How might the above concepts inform a view of rhythm and emotion in clinical 

improvisation? Based on the above descriptions, it is reasonable to assert that an 

improviser may intentionally construct representations of feelingful aspects of emotions 

by intentionally configuring the rhythmic elements in ways that seem to emulate the 

somatically felt form of the feelings. Such configurations may also be improvised 

unintentionally, and later be recognized as representative of particular emotions. 
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Similarly, a therapist may hear in the improviser’s configurations structures of sound that 

are reminiscent of her/his own experiences and knowledge of emotional energies and 

their movements or of prior experiences of the client’s emotional expressions, and may 

thereby interpret that the music represents the improviser’s emotions.  

When we speak of the patterns of dynamic properties or morphology of emotions, 

as Hanslick and Langer did, we refer to experiential energy and its motion related to the 

feelingful undergoing, over time, of an emotion. In this regard, Langer refers to patterns 

of tension and release, excitation, fulfillment, sudden change—all experiences that entail 

a differential flow of action and rest through time. Inherent in all of these experiences is 

some form of tension, that is, a digression from homeostasis, which generates a 

consequent need for resolution. Bruscia (1987) addresses the concept of tension in 

improvisation in the IAPs. The tension profile deals with the ways that tension is 

“accumulated, sustained, stored, modulated, and released” (p. 433) in an improvisation. 

Tension, we are told, is found as “an objective property of the music, or a subjective 

reaction or expectation of a listener” (p. 433). Here the improviser is also considered a 

listener, and is therefore vulnerable to experience the effects of self-generated improvised 

musical tensions. Aspects of tension may similarly influence a co-improviser who also is 

a listener as well as a player. Thus both intra-and interpersonal relationships may be 

influenced through the way tension is manifested and worked through in the time of 

improvised music.  

Langer’s conceptualization of emotions in Western classical music as flowing, 

merging, and flowing again seems to have to do with episodes of musical events over 

considerable time spans, such as entire musical phrases. This is in contrast to shorter 
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segments or discrete episodes such as relatively short rhythmic motifs or rhythmic 

figures. Returning to the IAPs, Bruscia describes how tension in phrasing in an 

improvisation may range from hypo- to hyper-tense depending partly on the symmetry of 

phrase lengths and equivalences of structures they contain. Bruscia suggests that, 

considering tension in phrasing from an existential perspective, interpretations will 

emphasize time (i.e., past, present, and future) as it relates to how an improviser stores 

and uses energy across the time span of an improvisation, as well as how much control an 

improviser has “over the flow of tension within the music, the self, or the other”, 

described as issues of “determinism versus power” (1987, pp. 459-464). Contrarily, 

psychoanalytic interpretive notions regarding tension in phrasing hold that,  

rhythm and melody are related to each other through phrasing. Phrasing 
places the flow of rhythmic energy together with the shape of the melodic 
and harmonic feelings. When the rhythm and melody do not fit together 
into the same phrase, drives are not consistent with feelings, in intensity or 
direction. (p. 454)  
 

In other words, when melodic and rhythmic aspects do not correspond, musical tension is 

created along with a need for resolution. We might metaphorically relate this situation to 

one wherein an individual experiences intense emotional energy that seems resistant to 

resolution, even in the face of the person’s attempt at cathartic expression. Such a 

metaphoric construction points to a view of emotion in improvised musical phrasing akin 

to Hanslick’s and Langer’s regarding compositions wherein music coincides with the 

forms, unfolding, and interconnecting of emotions.  

Regarding rhythm alone as material for phrasing (rather than conjoint rhythm and 

melody) relative to emotional expressions in improvisations, it seems that we construe a 

relationship between rhythmic figures and non-tonal elements such as tempo, dynamics, 
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and use of accents as influential in appraising symmetry among rhythmic phrases. For 

instance, iterations of an improvised rhythmic phrase may be differentially altered in 

tempo stability, or dynamic fluctuations may shade rhythmic phrases in different ways 

and therefore create tension and need for resolution. Further, varying use of accents 

across a series of rhythmic phrases may alter the expressive nature of the given phrase, 

thereby changing the very identity of the phrase as a cohesive whole and thus its potential 

meaning.   
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CHAPTER 7 

LANGUAGE-BASED THEORIES 

 

Contrasting with views of feeling forms that humans experience somatically are 

theories of symbolic representations of emotion relating music to aspects of linguistic 

expression or other language dependent experiences such as stories. These include 

theories relating emotional expression in music to language-based concepts of semantics, 

syntax, and narrative theory.  

Theory of Semantics and Music/Rhythm 

Cooke (1959), supported by Tagg (1982), believes that music may be 

symbolically expressive of an emotional state similar to the way vocabulary functions in 

language, or semantically. In other words, Cooke’s theory attempts to hold music up as 

“a language of emotional expression” (Davies, 1994, p. 25). This semantic process 

reportedly occurs through conventional or associative understanding of how particular 

musical sounds relate to particular verbal emotion expressions. In this way, the theory 

seeks to parallel musical statements with vocabulary-like functions, such that certain 

combinations of sounds—to which Tagg (1982) refers as musemes, in attempting to draw 

a likeness with linguistic phonemes (p. 45)—are believed to have particular semantic 

meanings in the same way that specific words are used to communicate information of 

some kind. However, most musicologists have trenchantly dismissed these semantic ideas 

(Cook & Dibben, 2001; Davies; 1994, Scruton; 1997). In following the skeptics of 

semantic theories, I have decided to leave the notion of semantic meanings of rhythm for 

future theorists to tackle. 
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Meyer’s Theory of Syntax and Music/Rhythm 

Meyer (1956) theorizes from a linguistic view, holding that music expresses 

through a form of syntax: Musical statements/structures have properties that are “well-

formed” and follow certain rules akin to the rules of syntax applied in language (Lerdahl 

& Jackendoff, 1983). The theory partly focuses on identifying how and why affective 

responses occur in a listener, and is thus related to a category of theories mentioned 

below known as arousal theories (Davies, 1994). In particular, however, Meyer is 

interested in levels of predictability and/or expectation generated for a listener through an 

established musical syntax, and hence how a listener experiences the temporally 

unfolding course of a piece of music. When the rules of musical syntax are broken and 

lead to a listener’s expectations being frustrated or unfulfilled, the theory goes, an 

“affective” response is evoked (p. 31). In this regard, we find that the affective responses 

(i.e., emotions) within the music experience reside in the listener and are evoked through 

the events of her/his expectations being contrastingly satisfied and frustrated. This also 

means, however, that the more times a listener hears a piece of music and recalls when 

and how the various musical events unfold, the less intense or even possible an affective 

response may be. In that Meyer is interested in events over the broad course of a piece of 

music, meaning large aspects such as its phrasing and form, the theory may prove less 

useful toward understanding smaller structures such as discrete rhythmic figures. Meyer’s 

theory has been criticized for a lack of specificity regarding the nature of the affect 

elicited in this process, for he does not specify labels for the affective experiences 

purportedly elicited, and therefore, their precise disposition as “emotions” is not made 

clear (Davies, 1994).  
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Theory of Syntax and Improvisational Music Therapy 

Meyer’s key concepts of syntactical reference and expectation frustration seem to 

resonate with the tension and variability profiles of Bruscia’s IAPs (1987). As noted 

above, tension may be “an objective property of the music, or a subjective reaction or 

expectation of a listener” (p. 433). Variability, on the other hand, has to do with the way 

sequential or successive events occur in an improvisation, how the music changes or 

remains the same over time, and the emergence of musical forms (p. 427). Rhythmic 

tension and variability are clearly related to Meyer’s conceptualizations of the way an 

affective response to music occurs, and are also significant to the way clients use rhythm 

in improvisations.  

Meyer (1956) held that composed music of a particular style may be considered to 

have a syntax that is developed through a combination of stylistic elements occurring 

regularly in a piece and that, therefore, invoke a sense of predictability for a listener. 

Improvised rhythm in clinical situations, however, may or may not be played by a client 

with a particular stylistic context (i.e., syntax) in mind. In fact, establishment of 

predictability through a style-related syntax may, for instance, be unintentionally 

neglected, depending on a client’s cognitive and/or motor abilities. Or development of 

syntax may be intentionally avoided for reasons having to do with the improviser’s need 

to select specific musical materials for consciously expressing emotions through the 

music. Consequently, an improviser’s rhythmic playing may or may not contain 

combinations of elements that define a particular style and, therefore, from a listener’s 

perspective, any syntactical nature of the music may remain ambiguous or even non-

existent. In such cases, the listener may continually seek structural patterns in the 
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unregulated improvisation in order to comprehend its nature, and may also be affected by 

the perceived ambiguity in the music.  

When a musical syntax is implied in an improvisation, certain expectations for the 

ways that tensions and resolutions are employed may be evoked in the player or in a 

listener or co-improviser. When improvising alone, it seems logical to assert that when a 

player establishes stylistic expectations through her selection of elements, she/he will, 

within reason, assimilate her playing into the “system”, style, or syntax while playing. 

Yet, the improviser’s music may also deviate from the implied syntax as expressive 

impulses require or as motor or cognitive skills variously allow or disallow. The listening 

therapist may hear the flow of variability, tensions, and resolutions in a client’s 

improvisation and may, through application of theoretical knowledge, formulate 

interpretations of the client’s improvisation processes and products, sometimes focused 

on understanding the client’s emotional life (Bruscia, 2001). In other words, the therapist 

may seek to understand the symbolic nature of the client’s use of syntax in an 

improvisation in relation to the client’s emotions. For instance, the therapist may consider 

what sorts of emotional experiences may be revealed through music that sounds 

fragmented and disorganized and fails to establish a sense of predictability, or that is 

highly organized and totally predictable.   

When playing with a co-improviser, processes of assimilation and 

accommodation between partners may be active, potentially leading to greater adherence 

to an implied syntax for both. In this regard, it is important to note how a therapist might 

musically respond to a client’s use of syntactical structuring in rhythmic improvising. 

The therapist, as a listener and co-improviser, may evaluate the emerging structures and 
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forms in a client’s improvising. Depending on the therapist’s interpretation of the client’s 

need for freedom versus structure in her/his improvised expressions, the therapist may 

employ a range of musical techniques to help the client shape the music in various ways 

toward experiencing levels of well-formedness in the improvisation. For example, a 

therapist may use musical techniques to help the client (a) explore alternative ways of 

creating and resolving rhythmic tensions, (b) experience rhythmic pulse 

stability/flexibility and/or tempo stability/flexibility, (c) experience playing within an 

alternate metrical structure, (d) experience completing phrases, or (e) learn new rhythmic 

figures with which to improvise (Bruscia, 1987, pp. 535-537).  

It is important to note that, just as deviations from syntax for Meyer meant 

potential evocation of an affective response or emotion in a listener, a rhythmic 

improviser may expressively use syntactical variations as a way of symbolically 

expressing affect or emotion regardless of the presence of a listener. In other words, 

syntactical variation by an improviser is not predicated on the aim of evoking a response 

from a listener, as Meyer theorized, but simply may be based on the improviser’s impulse 

in the moment of playing. A music therapist may hear syntactical variations in a client’s 

improvising and thereby be moved to experience affect or a specific emotion. From this 

experience, she/he may consequently gain insight into the client’s emotional life through 

countertransference processes. Or the therapist may hear and comprehend the syntactical 

variations without undergoing an affective or emotional response, and through 

application of theoretical concepts in the cognitive realm, come to certain interpretations 

about the nature of the client’s emotional life. Thus, depending on the therapist’s 

proclivities toward experiencing clinically improvised music and her/his theoretical 
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orientation, clinically useful knowledge may be gained through hearing the way a client 

creates and adheres to musical syntax in an improvisation. 

Expressive Code Theory: Emotion and Expressive Vocal Inflection 

Music psychologist Patrik Juslin (1997, 2000, 2001, 2010) is a leading researcher 

in the exploration of the expressive aspects of musical performance since the mid 1990s. 

Juslin and his collaborators aim to identify particular manipulation techniques (i.e., 

articulations and inflections) that performers use in communicating emotion to an 

audience through composed pieces. The researchers seek to explain a performer’s 

emotional communication with an audience through the expressive aspects and nuances 

of human emotional “vocal expression” as applied to instrumental performance (Juslin & 

Timmers, 2010, pp. 470-471). Unlike the uses of semantic and/or syntactical aspects of 

verbal language described above, Juslin and his colleagues attempt to link the prosodic 

features of emotional verbal expressions to ways that a performer presents, articulates, or 

inflects music. Juslin and Timmers hold that it is the “expressive form” of an emotion 

that is heard in music (p. 455). In this way, a performer seeks to manipulate the musical 

elements in various ways by inflecting the music similarly to the way a vocal inflection 

of an emotion-laden verbal statement might be uttered. These manipulations are then to 

be comprehended by an audience. Hence, the authors identify the emotion as residing in 

the nuances of musical articulation and inflection rather than in the composed structures, 

the composer or performer her/himself, or the listener.  

Juslin and his colleagues have sought to identify and classify characteristic 

manipulations of musical elements that performers employ to musically express emotions 

for an audience to comprehend, referring to these manipulations as the expressive code, 
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or also as a performer’s acoustic cue utilization (Gabrielsson & Juslin, 1996, 2003; 

Juslin, 1997, 2001; Juslin & Laukka, 2003; Laukka & Gabrielsson, 2000). This particular 

research has focused on the following five basic emotions that “emotion scientists” have 

most often studied: tenderness, happiness, sadness, fear, and anger (Juslin, 2001). It is 

hypothesized that the effectiveness of the performer’s acoustic cue utilization for 

communicating emotion to an audience is based on listeners sharing the same expressive 

code. It is further hypothesized that the genesis of the code is in innate brain programmes 

common in human vocal expression across cultures (p. 321). The cues identified combine 

signals that are categorical with regard to positive or negative valence and dimensional 

with regard to low versus high levels of activity occurring in particular emotional 

inflections. The cues include timbre, tone attacks, tone decays, intonation, articulation, 

vibrato, timing, tempo, sound levels, and pauses (Juslin & Timmers, 2010, p. 462). By 

way of examples of cue utilization studied, Juslin and Timmers note that,  

…sadness expressions are associated with slow tempo, low sound level, 
 legato articulation, small articulation variability, slow tone attacks, and 
 soft timbre, whereas happiness expressions are associated with fast tempo, 
 high sound level, staccato articulation, large articulation variability, fast 
 tone attacks, and bright timbre. (pp. 462-463, italics original) 

 
Expressive Code Theory and Improvisational Music Therapy 

What implications for understanding the use of rhythm in improvisation may be 

drawn from Juslin and Timmers’s (2010) notions regarding a performer’s use of 

inflection techniques drawn from linguistic vocal expression models? Juslin (2001) notes 

that the paradigm used in researching emotional communication has focused on musical 

inflections produced and evaluated most often by trained musicians and trained listeners 

respectively (pp. 312-313). Can we say that a clinical improviser (i.e., a client) not only 
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chooses the rhythmic elements she/he plays in an improvisation, but that she also inflects 

these elements in various ways to express emotion in her/his playing? If so, are these 

inflections, as Juslin might believe, drawn from the improviser’s awareness of vocal 

emotional expression techniques? Are a client’s emotional inflections performed in an 

improvisation intentional or unintentional, and how does such intentionality matter to the 

emotional meanings related to the improvisation?  

An improviser indeed makes ongoing choices as to which rhythmic elements to 

play and how to structure and sequence the elements into a complete improvisation that 

presumably holds some form of meaning. Is it possible, however, for an untrained 

musician, as most music therapy clients may be classified, to also inflect rhythm playing 

with aspects of the expressive code, including nuances of timing (i.e., early or late onset 

of notes), articulation (i.e., strong versus weak/staccato versus legato attack), tempo 

variation (i.e., rubato), and metrical deviations (i.e., syncopation, meter change) (Juslin & 

Timmers, 2010, pp. 460-461)? A client may, in fact, emotionally inflect aspects of 

improvised rhythms in the various ways described above and that the inflections may be 

related to culturally learned norms of vocal expression. This seems the case because 

clients, like most humans, experience nearly constant, lifelong exposure to expressive 

vocal inflections in the verbalizations of others, and in many cases use such inflections in 

their own verbal expressions. Presumably, these experiences of enculturation occur to the 

point where an individual’s application of vocal inflections becomes a natural part of 

general sound-based communication. Further support for this theory comes from the 

work of Daniel Stern (1985) regarding vitality affects and Pavlicevic’s (1997) 

applications of Stern’s beliefs through the concept of dynamic forms in clinical 
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improvisations. As described earlier, vitality affects are expressive aspects of vocal and 

gestural communication that occur between infant and mother, the nature of which is 

based on communicatively loaded dynamic facial and bodily movements linked to vocal 

inflections. Vitality affects are quite similar to techniques of expression found in music. 

Pavlicevic builds on Stern’s theory by relating vitality affects to improvised dynamic 

forms that also facilitate communication between client and music therapist in 

improvisational music therapy.  

It may be that, particularly for the musically untrained client, inflections via the 

expressive code are of an unintentional nature and therefore are found manifested in the 

music rather than intentionally expressed. In this case, it may be that the nuances of 

inflection are heard/identified in the moment of musical creation by the therapist rather 

than by the client her/himself. But the client (and/or therapist) may also recognize them if 

the improvisation is recorded and played back. The idea of a client recognizing aspects of 

emotional expressions in recorded improvisations, perhaps via inflections, seems to be 

one of Priestley’s (1994) intentions in analytic music therapy. For clients with musical 

training, on the other hand, it seems that expressive inflections may be intentionally or 

unintentionally produced while improvising, and that a client’s awareness of her/his 

emotional inflections may aid in gaining personal insight from the way the music sounds 

or the way the process feels while playing. Along with the issues regarding a client’s 

level of musical training, a client’s motor and cognitive abilities are no doubt influential 

in successful use of inflection in rhythm improvising. Further, clients who are non-verbal 

may nonetheless use the rhythmic aspects of the expressive code while improvising, with 

awareness of the various vocal expressive techniques gained through exposure rather than 
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personal use. Clients with hearing limitations may, however, have greater difficulty with 

the expressive code, but rather may make similar use of communicative gesture as 

described in Chapter Six of this paper.  

Lastly, improvisational music therapists often work to help clients shape their 

improvisational efforts toward experiencing themselves, their expressions, and their 

music in various beneficial ways. To this end, a therapist employs certain musical 

facilitation techniques designed to elicit musical responses from a client in the moment of 

improvising (Bruscia, 1987). It may be that therapists draw from their own experiences of 

vocal expressive inflection to inform their decisions about which aspects of the client’s 

music to address. For example, the idea of helping a client increase volume and use 

accents in various ways to emphasize different attributes of rhythmic figures may be seen 

as related to vocal expression techniques such as raising one’s voice to gain someone’s 

attention and emphasizing one’s point by over-articulating certain key words of a verbal 

statement. In this way the therapist may be seen as drawing from and helping the client 

learn to use the expressive code. 

Narrative Theory of Music/Rhythm 

 Narrative theories for analyzing and interpreting musical works may be 

considered newcomers to the area of musicology focused on understanding musical 

meanings. As implied by the label, narrative theories of music have to do with language, 

stories, and music. Presumably a story of sorts is told or understood in or through musical 

sounds and events that are synthesized with other modes of human understandings and 

articulated with verbal language for others to comprehend. This cursory description, 

while accurate, is quite simplistic. Almén (2008) tells us that, unlike narratives having to 
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do with mythology, history, drama, literature, or an individual’s personal journey through 

life, musical narratives lack specificity with regard to characters or actors and 

environments, but nonetheless reveal changes in importance among its interactive 

constituent parts across a given musical work (p. 39). Part of music’s value in this effort 

is its ambiguity with regard to vocabulary-like semantic content. In any musical work, the 

musical elements are related in various ways, play different hierarchical roles within the 

piece, and interact as the piece unfolds. Whereas music possesses no vocabulary-like 

semantic meanings, a sense of semantic meaning may be activated in a listener as she/he 

identifies alterations (i.e., processes of change) between musical structural units and their 

relationships, and co-relates these changes with “temporal phenomena that exhibit 

analogous changes” from outside the realm of music (p. 41). In other words, musical 

actions that occur in working through changes of interactional patterns and significances 

of musical elements are identified as analogous to life events with similar natures, as 

understood by the analyzer, and are consequently connected by the analyzer toward 

articulating narrative meanings.  

Aspects of musical syntax akin to Meyer’s (1956) theoretical views on 

expectations also play importantly into a musical narrative, as conflicts occur and 

resolutions are enacted within the stylistic context (i.e., musical culture) of the work. It is 

the changes in importance or hierarchical relationships among the musical materials and 

events that seem of greatest importance to the way a piece may evoke and distinguish or 

characterize a given narrative interpretation (Almén, 2008, p. 41). Conflicts among 

particular elements in the music’s temporal patterns of motion and evolution are tracked, 

highlighting meaningful shifts of tension and resolution that evince changes in 
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significance in the hierarchy among the elements; this is a process referred to as 

transvaluation (pp. 50-54). Transvaluation occurs just as characters in a story interact, 

experience conflicts, find ways of resolving the conflicts, and thereby experience changes 

in their relationships and even in their sense of identity and role; or in other words, the 

musical processes unfold the ways that archetypal stories unfold. “Because narrative 

derives its character from coordinating and synthesizing multiple elements within a work 

to achieve a global perspective, topic, symbol, program, and other types of meaning 

become data points to be considered in fleshing out that perspective” (p. 39). In this way, 

“archetypes provide a functional justification and explanation for narrative organization 

in temporal media” (p. 75). Verbal elements such as program notes or referents of other 

types may play a role in narrative analyses of music, but are not required.  

The interpreter’s particular stance and enculturation matters to a narrative analysis 

(pp. 53-54). The listener/analyzer brings to the analysis something of a phenomenological 

way of knowing the music—an experiential knowing rather than simply a cognitive 

knowing (e.g. through score analysis) of the temporal flow of events in the music—and 

draws on this personal experience for input into the narrative process. This means that 

narrative analyses by different people may have qualitatively different results. However, 

this is not seen as a problem with or prohibition against the approach, but rather as one of 

its strengths. In terms of identifying where emotion is located in narrative musical 

analysis, we may speculate that emotion resides both in the significant musical events 

that transform the relationships among the musical units as well as in the points of 

conflict and resolution in the archetypal story. Yet we must note that the analyzer’s 

position in the process may also be found to carry traces of emotion in that her/his 
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phenomenological experiences of life and of the music are key links between the musical 

and verbal media.  

Narrative Theory and Rhythm in Improvisational Music Therapy 

 As noted in Chapter One regarding assessment in improvisational music therapy, 

few music therapists analyze music at the level of detail apparently applied in methods of 

musical narrative analysis as described by Almén (2008). Such analyses, it was noted, is 

reserved most often for purposes of research, rather than for in the moment or even 

session-by-session clinical decision making (Lee, 2004; Wosch & Wigram, 2007). Yet 

phenomenological procedures found in some approaches to analyzing clinically 

improvised music seem to run parallel to processes in narrative analysis. The IAPs, we 

are told, draw on phenomenological processes wherein musical analysis is guided in part 

by the therapist’s experience of the music as it is heard (Bruscia, 2001, p. 12), with 

potential interpretations ascribed to music later on. The process of applying theoretical 

constructs toward interpreting improvised musical materials (such as the psychoanalytic 

or existential perspectives provided by Bruscia {1987}) seems clearly in line with 

narrative analysis procedures, for both processes seek to make connections between 

music and non-musical experiences and to articulate these through verbal language.  

Projective listening processes in music therapy seem also to be aligned with 

narrative analysis. Projective listening in music therapy is the process whereby a 

“therapist presents sounds and/or music and asks the client to identify, describe, interpret, 

and/or free associate to them through either verbal or non-verbal means” (Bruscia, 1998, 

p. 124). The music or sounds presented may be the client’s own improvised sounds, 

recorded for playback. A client’s response may be in the form of projective storytelling, 
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wherein the client uses the experience of the musical sounds as the platform, context, or 

stimulus that guides her/his` storytelling. Energy and movement parameters in a client’s 

story-projections may be drawn from the rhythmic aspects of the music/sound stimuli, 

thus revealing the nature of the symbolism for the client. Similarly, referential 

improvisations based on stories seem also related to narrative analysis. By nature, a 

referential improvisation includes, from the beginning, some indication of the program 

content upon which improvised expressions will be based. However, the full narrative of 

a referential improvisation may in fact emerge and evolve beyond the improviser’s initial 

thoughts and/or feelings about the referent during the playback-listening process 

undertaken afterward.   
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CHAPTER 8 

PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORIES  

 

 Psychoanalytic theory may essentially be characterized as a theory of symbols, 

interpretation, and human emotion (Feder, 1998). Beyond Sigmund Freud’s 

conceptualization of the id, ego, and superego forming the triune human psyche, and Carl 

Jung’s construct of the shadow symbolizing repressed and disclaimed aspects of one’s 

self, layers of symbolism supplement the theory as it has evolved for now more than a 

century. Within psychoanalytic theories, symbolic terms are used to describe human 

actions and reactions to the world, while human actions and reactions are viewed as 

symbolic of other hidden, unconscious processes. In contrast with the theories explicated 

in this paper that are based on writings by musicologists interested in music philosophy, 

music theory, and music psychology, a considerable proportion of the literature 

concerning psychoanalytic views of music is penned by psychoanalytically-oriented 

clinicians. These include psychoanalysts, psychologists, and music therapists. Therefore, 

the findings in this section are, in many respects, already conceptualized clinically. Hence 

descriptions of applications of psychoanalytic theory to improvisational music therapy 

and the implications therein are subsumed under the explications of relevant music 

therapy literature described below and elsewhere in this paper.  

Díaz de Chumaceiro (1998) summarizes a number of psychoanalytic clinicians’ 

reports on the potential symbolic significance of lyrics and melody in composed song 

material in treatment of adult clients. These authors include Freud himself (1901/1960, 

cited in Díaz de Chumaceiro, 1998), Reik (1953), Rosenbaum (1963), Hannett (1964), 
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Rockland (1970), and Jaffe (1983). The potential of non-lyric, instrumental music has 

also received attention, primarily during the latter half of the twentieth century. These 

explorations indicate that music, including improvised music, has potential as a symbolic 

form, revelatory of processes involved in human emotions and personality structure and 

development. Findings from these sources may add to our understanding of rhythm in 

improvisation and its relationship to emotional expression.   

Id, Ego, Superego, and Primary and Secondary Processes 

 With regard to the triune structures of the human psyche, Kohut (1990) speculates 

that musical rhythm is related to functions of the id and may evince a listener’s pursuit of 

cathartic releases of sexual tension through particular choices of rhythmically charged 

music. For the ego, as rhythmic tensions and resolutions are anticipated, experienced, and 

comprehended in the flow of musical events, a sense of “playful mastery” over the 

potential chaos of the sounds may occur as sounds are perceived and cognitively 

organized by a listener (p. 25). Lastly, Kohut notes, “What we call the aesthetic 

experience is intimately connected with the satisfaction that results from compliance to 

the formal demands of a musical superego” (p. 25). Hence, for Kohut, by listening to 

music that adheres to structural rhythmic parameters such as tempo and meter, an 

individual experiences pleasure and self-satisfaction from her/his perceptions.  

Kohut (1990) further invokes the psychoanalytic notions of primary and 

secondary processes, holding that there exist similar primary and secondary musical 

processes (pp. 26-17). Simplistically defined, primary processes are those ways of coping 

with the environment, including the sound environment, that are developed by an 

individual prior to her/his development of language and the ability to conceptualize 
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experiences via language-based labels. Primary process activity is based mostly on 

sensory experience and memory. Secondary processes, on the other hand, are those 

processes of coping with the environment that include language-based thought and 

abstract cognition. For Kohut, rhythm is often considered a primary process experience in 

that it is more a felt experience not requiring complex cognition, whereas melody and 

harmony are experienced through cognitive analyses as one hears and applies perceptual 

skills to comprehending tonal music. He notes that comprehension of and response to 

highly sophisticated rhythmic events in music may draw from secondary processes, but 

that in general rhythm is viewed as a primitive aspect of music understood through 

primitive primary process functions (p. 27). 

 Rose (1993) theorizes about idealized emotional experiences of music and other 

arts related to operations of the ego as an individual experiences day-to-day creativity. 

Rose speculates an integrating function between primary and secondary processes as a 

person listens to music. In this interplay, an individual’s “primary process imagination” 

(p. 65) is stimulated to primitively organize and symbolically represent the heard musical 

sounds, seeking prompt tension release in the music. Simultaneously, secondary 

processes are at work analyzing the complexities of the musical features, thus building 

tensions or postponing discharge of tensions accumulated in the music. Rose further 

notes that shifts in the force or strength of the musical stimulus influences the rhythm of 

tension accumulation and release, and invokes experiences of pleasure versus 

“unpleasure”, and that these are essential aspects of emotions. For Rose, emotions entail 

both bodily sensation (primary process) and cognitive ideational components (secondary 

process) (p. 75). Therefore, with the interchange between the buildup of musical tension 
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associated with secondary process and tension release related to primary process, emotion 

and cognition are believed intensified for a listener in her/his experience of music. 

Rhythm, it seems, is a natural musical conveyor of these varied juxtapositions of primary 

and secondary process experiences in that musical works possess stability in some 

rhythmic aspects (i.e. pulse, tempo, meter) while at the same time rhythmic figures, 

usually dressed by tonal materials, are constantly in a state of flux and transformation. In 

this regard Rose emphasizes that, “Essentially, rhythm embodies the paradox of Time, 

itself: forever constant yet ever changing” (p. 70).  

Psychoanalytic Theory and Improvisational Music Therapy 

 As noted above, improvisational music therapists have drawn from 

psychoanalytic theory to support and explain their work, but it is often the case that these 

authors fail to describe the actual music produced in sessions. Examples of writings 

describing uses of psychoanalytic approaches to improvisation include Priestley (1994) 

(described earlier in this paper), Dvorkin, (1998), Metzner (1999), Montello (1999), the 

entirety of Eschen’s edited text on Analytical Music Therapy (2002), Erkkilä (2004), and 

Salmon (2008). We find in these writings articulate descriptions of clinical relationships 

and phenomena such as transference, resistance, ego functions, and various pathological 

symptoms revealed through clinical improvisation processes. Yet analyses of the discrete 

musical/rhythmic elements or combinations and arrangements of these elements used in 

an improvisation are consistently not provided, and therefore interpretations of musical or 

rhythmic elements used are also lacking.  

A small number of writers have in fact provided descriptions of the symbolic 

nature of musical and rhythmic elements in clinical improvisations. Wärja (1994) reports 
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that the steady bass drum beating of a woman improvising referentially about a dream 

was representative of “a strength that Maria had repressed” (p. 78). Wärja reflects that the 

use of such “sound-symbols” (p. 79) provide the therapist opportunities to deepen the 

therapy process by focusing on the symbolic knowledge of a particular musical/rhythmic 

expression, as “Through the creative process, the symbols will spring to consciousness, 

and a piece of the unknown will become more clear” (p. 79). From this example it seems 

that analysis of rhythmic aspects of a client’s improvisation may reveal unconscious or 

repressed aspects of personality and emotion. 

Turry (1998) provides a rationale for therapists who practice within creative 

music therapy to examine transference and countertransference issues as they may be 

revealed in musical interactions with clients. With regard to rhythm, Turry notes that, 

upon requisite analysis of clinically improvised music, a therapist’s enduring approach to 

using rhythm in predictable and/or unpredictable fashion may represent 

countertransference issues surrounding psychological vulnerability, dominance, or ability 

to be spontaneous. For a client, the therapist’s use of rhythmic ostinato may provide a 

sense of stability, perhaps symbolizing a “safe, parental presence” (p. 173), whereas an 

unrelenting ostinato may represent the therapist’s need to minimize her/his anxiety 

surrounding confusion about the most effective direction to musically take the treatment 

process, or to avoid intimacy with the client. A therapist’s flexible use of tempo may 

stimulate a sense of urgency in clinical improvisations and help increase a client’s 

awareness of particular emotional events in the music. When used in a stable manner, 

tempo may draw a positive transference associated with parental support and interest. 

However, inflexible use of tempo may also reflect the therapist’s countertranferential 
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need for security, circumvent musical intimacy, or hide her/his anxious feelings (pp. 171-

172).  

Psychoanalytic Perspectives of Rhythm in Clinical Improvisation: The IAPs 

 Bruscia’s (1987) psychoanalytic interpretive notions regarding the symbolic 

significance of each musical and rhythmic element in an improvisation remains the only 

resource of its kind, and will therefore be elaborated upon at this juncture. (The reader is 

encouraged to visit pages 450-455 in Improvisational Models of Music Therapy for a 

detailed account of the following abridgement of these concepts.) As indicated in earlier 

descriptions of the IAPs, Bruscia makes explicit that, from a psychoanalytic perspective, 

“the components of rhythm are usually considered manifestations of instinctual energy” 

(p. 450). According to the IAPs, each musical/rhythmic element, along with a client’s 

tendencies in the way she/he uses the elements in an improvisation, may be interpreted as 

representations of aspects of the individual’s unconscious processes and/or personality 

formation.  

Musical pulse, subdivisions, and tempo are interpreted as grounding features of an 

improvisation. A client’s tendency to poorly organize her/his pulse may point to a level 

of disintegration in her/his emotional functioning and occurrent compromised ability to 

hold her/himself together, so to speak, that is, to provide grounding stability for 

her/himself via internally directed organization. Playing pulse in a rigidly unchanging 

manner, on the other hand, may reflect a client’s need for stability and control toward 

decreasing her/his vulnerability to unpredictable changes. Hence, stable but not rigid 

pulse playing may be representative of an individual’s ability to regulate her/his 

emotional energies and allow these energies to flow in a balanced manner. Subdivisions 
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of the pulse reflect a “charging” or energizing of the pulse while still remaining grounded 

(p. 451). Subdivisions, therefore, indicate an increase of energy. When subdivisions are 

not regulated, they may be reflective of a client’s level of physical or emotional tension. 

Tempo represents a measurement of an improviser’s energy, with faster tempos creating 

the need to enlist higher levels of organization in rhythmic expressions, whereas slower 

tempos create the need to fill the spaces between pulse beats. These grounding features of 

a rhythm improvisation, when balanced, symbolize “holding environments which can 

vary in the amount of energy they sustain” (p. 451), but do not represent directionality in 

an individual’s drives or impulses. When an improviser expresses an impulse or drive 

through rhythmic beats that advance beyond the grounding elements, a rhythmic figure 

emerges, interrupting the equilibrium of the ground and creating a need to resolve the 

tension thus created. Emergence of rhythmic figures may represent the individuation 

process as an individual achieves becoming disembedded from her/his holding 

environment; this is symbolized by the differentiation of rhythmic figures from the 

rhythmic grounding features of the improvisation. Hence, returning to the stability of the 

ground following a venture into rhythmic tension may represent a return to a safe, 

tension-free state of equilibrium. Bruscia likens this process metaphorically to the 

developmental one undergone by a young child as she/he experiments with 

separation/individuation by moving physically (and psychologically) away from the 

holding environment provided by parents, only to return regularly until she/he can 

internally represent for her/himself the parents and the safety they provide.  

From a psychoanalytic perspective, meter (and the related system of 

measures/bars as indicated in written music) represents external boundaries inside which 
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rhythmic expressions may take place with varying levels of organization and tension. 

Variously organized and articulated expressions of emotional energy or instinctual drives 

manifest through rhythmic figures. Meter therefore may symbolize an individual’s 

internalized moral values system that regulates and contains certain types of organized 

expressions, whereas rhythmically manifested drives that fail to assimilate into the 

metrical structure (e.g., syncopations across bar lines) may represent a rejection of the 

established rules system toward the institution of a new one. In this regard, a change of 

meter equals a change of external structures indicative of the occurrent sense of moral 

authority and its stability/instability. Concerning meter, it is important to recognize that, 

in solo improvisation in particular, the metrical values system is established by the 

improviser her/himself and is not imposed from the outside. Hence it seems that the level 

of organizational structure formulated in an improvisation may indeed be a clear 

representation of the improviser’s internal organizational abilities and/or attitudes. With 

this in mind, the improviser’s use of accents as points of emphasis may lead to rhythmic 

climaxes within the metrical system. Yet contrarily, accents used to destabilize metrical 

constraints may “serve as signals of revolutionary change or rebellion against authority” 

(p. 453).  

Intra and Interpersonalist Perspectives on Rhythm and Emotion in Improvisation 

 As noted in Chapter Four, music therapists take both intra-and interpersonalist 

perspectives toward understanding potential meanings regarding improvisations. 

Psychoanalytic views seem to have particular relevance in this regard and will therefore 

be further examined here. The following intrapersonalist conceptualizations regarding 

rhythm in improvised emotional expression align to a great extent with the interpretive 
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notions of Bruscia (1987) articulated for IAPs and developed through a psychoanalytic 

lens. It should be noted, however, that drawing from these psychoanalytically informed 

concepts does not require embracing all the possible complexities of psychoanalytic 

theory. Bruscia’s notions concerning rhythm, however, seem to make logical sense as 

interpretive guides and are therefore useful for conceptualizing general meaning making 

on the subject of improvised expressions of emotion through rhythm.  

 As stated earlier, rhythm, considered from a psychoanalytic perspective, is “a 

manifestation of instinctual energy” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 450). This seems to also be the 

case when rhythm is considered from an intrapersonalist perspective. Improvisers may 

experience or assign their own meanings to their improvised sounds and processes, and 

this may occur when playing with different intentional foci. For instance, an individual 

may improvise with the intent of expressing an occurrent emotional state, that is, to 

represent an experience of her/his immediate emotion; or she/he may improvise without 

awareness of her/his emotional state, but through the experience of improvising, gain 

awareness of aspects of her/his emotions. It seems reasonable, therefore, to conceptualize 

that the essence of what an improviser expresses in rhythm improvisation is energy 

related to her/his inner affective life. It also seems reasonable to assert that the 

phenomenal energy envelope of an individual’s actions that results in sounding—

meaning bringing the feelingful nature of an emotion into the sound world through 

improvising—is drawn from human experiences of physical gestures commonly used to 

communicate emotions. Moreover, from this view, an emotion-based rhythm 

improvisation may be considered a rendering, through a variety of gestures, of the unique 
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energy envelope of a player’s experience of a given emotion as it flows or moves through 

its various phases.  

When expressing an occurrent emotion through rhythm improvisation (i.e., “this 

is how I feel”), the rhythmic sounds and the actions used to produce them are realizations 

of the energy attached to or undergirding the experience of the given emotion. The same 

is the case when playing a representation of an emotional experience from the past. A 

memory of the phenomenal envelope of energy of a particular emotion may suffice for an 

improviser to express her/his experience of the emotion via rhythm (i.e., “this is how I 

felt”). Similarly when an improviser plays while unaware of her/his occurrent emotional 

state, the energy manifested in the improvisation may nevertheless be considered 

indicative of the nature of her/his emotional energy flow.  

The rhythmic elements including pulse, subdivisions, tempo, rhythmic figures, 

metrical organization accents, and phrasing, along with volume used in an improvisation 

are drawn from the individual’s unique stance as a human being, with her/his particular 

personality traits, life experiences, enculturation, and physical and cognitive abilities. 

Further, the rhythmic elements used in self expression are regulated during an 

improvisation only to the extent that they can be held in consciousness. In other words, 

there are elements that a player may be fully aware of while improvising and some that 

she/he is not. It seems then that unconscious processes may play a role in guiding the 

selection and use of certain rhythmic elements of an improvisation—a construct 

supported by psychodynamic theory. Accordingly, the energies revealed through the 

characteristics of a rhythm improvisation are, as Bruscia (1987) reported, instinctual, and 
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are therefore linked to aspects of the individual’s internal world, and from which the 

improviser may gain insight into her/his inner affective life.  

 From the interpersonalist view, on the other hand, rhythm forms the 

environmental framework through which two or more improvisers may “meet” musically 

(Ansdell, 1995). Music therapists trained in creative music therapy often speak of 

interactions in co-improvisation as communication. Whereas communication is often 

defined as a transmitting of information, it may also mean a form of social contact 

(Jewell & Abate, 2001, p. 346), and it is the social contact aspect that conceptually 

transpires between co-improvisers. This is the case because music does not possess 

semantic meanings (Davies, 1994). Rather, meanings occur through the interactions that 

are made possible in a co-improvisation, and that are mediated by processes of 

assimilation and accommodation in the co-improvised rhythmic features. Improvising 

partners make ongoing decisions about if and how to be/join with the other, assimilating 

or accommodating the other’s rhythmic offerings. It seems that the meanings of the 

interaction/communication via the shared rhythm are therefore about being together in 

the rhythm, and how the connections between players emerge. (See Chapter Eight 

regarding the topic of rhythm and relating to others.) Yet it also seems that, from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, an improviser’s independent selfhood is nonetheless 

projected into the music that she/he plays with a partner, both consciously and 

unconsciously, and hence the player’s contributions in co-improvisations continue to 

have potential intrapersonal meanings. Consequently, it seems that the rhythmic aspects 

of a co-improviser’s offerings within the processes of assimilation/accommodation are 

expressions of a unique, conscious emotional world, but may also evince manifestations 
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of unconscious processes. In some instances, then, improvising partners may experience 

the energy of each other’s occurrent, conscious emotional life through shared rhythm. In 

the context of music therapy, when a client or therapist assimilates or accommodates the 

other’s improvised rhythmic expressions, it may be that she/he is experiencing, first hand, 

the other’s occurrent flow of emotional energy. Yet a co-improvising therapist should 

also take into account the possibility that part of what she/he experiences in the client’s 

improvised offerings may be manifestations of the client’s unconscious emotional life. 

Summarizing Psychoanalytic Views of Improvised Rhythm and Emotion 

To restate, Bruscia’s (1987) psychoanalytic claim with regard to rhythm is that, 

“all of the components of rhythm contribute to the flow of energy. They convey the 

amount of energy attached to feelings, but not what the feelings are” (p. 453). Therefore, 

for the psychoanalytically oriented music therapist, a client’s improvised music provides 

a rich and vast array of symbolic possibilities for interpreting improvised manifestations 

of unconscious materials and for working with improvised emotional expressions. 

Concepts from psychoanalytic theories have proven useful to music therapists seeking to 

understand the symbolic nature of rhythm in client improvisations. A range of 

psychoanalytically informed constructs have been applied in improvisational music 

therapy, including (a) uncovering unconscious and repressed materials related to 

personality structures and emotions, (b) transference and countertransference in the 

musical-therapeutic relationship, and (c) flow of instinctual energy associated with 

emotion and its manifestations through pulse, subdivision, tempo, rhythmic figures, 

meter, and accents. It seems that the power of psychoanalytic conceptualizations of 

rhythm in improvisation is in the foundation they provide a therapist toward coming to 
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know and understand her/his clients through their improvisational processes and 

products. Both solo and co-improvisation experiences allow a psychoanalytically oriented 

therapist myriad opportunities for accessing a client’s inner world through music/rhythm 

and its symbolic potentials.  
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CHAPTER 9 

CONTOUR, EXPRESSION, AND AROUSAL THEORIES 

 

Contour Theory of Music/Rhythm 

Stephen Davies (1994, 2010) and Peter Kivy (1989) espouse variations of a 

theory that music’s expressiveness with regard to emotions has to do with the relationship 

between a work’s “dynamic structures and behaviors or movements that, in humans, 

present emotion characteristics” (2010, p. 31). The idea is that the dynamic properties 

(e.g., moving, changing, shifting) found in renderings of composed music represent 

human behaviors and comportments that are equated with expressions of human 

emotions. Or said another way, dynamic structures in music sound like different 

comportments of movements or actions found in human expressions of emotion. In the 

contour theory, therefore, emotion resides in the resemblances found between 

characteristics of a piece of music and a behavioral or visual appearance that generally 

betrays human emotion. Or as Kivy (1989) prefers, music is expressive of emotion; but 

not necessarily of someone’s emotion.   

Robinson (2005) refers to this stance as the “doggy theory” (p. 300) due to the 

fact that both Kivy and Davies use as examples the sad appearing faces of St. Bernard 

and Bassett Hound dogs. But while people may find these dogs’ faces to look sad to 

them, it is not necessarily the case that the animals actually feel the way that their faces 

appear. Yet we humans, Kivy (1989) tells us, have a tendency to “animate” things that we 

perceive (p. 59). With regard to music, the theory holds that music may sound sad to a 

listener because of the way the elements work together, but the perceived sadness is 
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simply a trait of the given piece; the music is not an expression of an emotion, rather it is 

expressive of emotion. Or said another way, the music is not sad—it is not in a state of 

sadness—it simply sounds that way. However, Kivy also recognizes a type of emotional 

expressiveness in music that is conventional, as described in expression theories later in 

this chapter, but his emphasis remains on the notion of music being expressive of 

emotion. 

Davies (2010) notes that only sentient beings may experience emotions, and 

music is not sentient. He emphasizes that an emotion perceived in music is not an 

emotion at all but rather a representation of how an emotion may appear. In short, from 

the perspective of contour theory, music does not express emotions, but expresses 

characteristics of emotional expressions, or the actions of a person that reveal or betray 

an emotion (e.g., a slowly descending, minor modality melody and the downcast, 

slumped demeanor of a depressed person). Further, emotions perceived in a musical work 

belong to the music itself and not to a composer or a performer. Musical characteristics 

heard as expressive of aspects of emotions are no more than the playing out (i.e., making 

available to observation, or in the case of music, audition) of structures found in the 

music for a receiver to perceive (e.g., the improviser, a listener, or a co-improviser).  

Contour Theory and Improvisational Music Therapy 

Aigen (2005a) provides an analysis of Kivy’s (1989) stance on contour theory and 

finds support in it for music-centered approaches to music therapy. Aigen highlights 

Kivy’s notion that linguistic terms usually saved for describing human emotional 

experiences may be effectively applied to music because the music possesses traits 

characteristic of human emotional expression. Therefore, multiple individuals who are 
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privy to the same music may objectively perceive the same emotional expressiveness in 

it, thereby strengthening the veracity of musical assessment and/or evaluation findings. 

Implications of contour theory for improvisation may in part fall in the realm of 

unconscious manifestations of attributes of emotion, as described earlier. It may be 

informative for an improviser or a listener or co-improviser interested in identifying 

potential emotional meanings in an improvisation, either as it is heard in the moment or 

after the fact via a recording. Priestley (1975, 1994) found it clinically expedient to listen 

along with a client to her/his improvisations toward identifying just such traces of 

emotion in the music to stimulate and/or support interpretations of the client’s affective 

experiences. Priestley describes various cases wherein she recognized aspects of an 

improvisation that, to her, sounded like a particular emotional countenance or 

comportment, such as “His music expressed this destructive attitude for some time” (p. 

128), or in reflecting on a client who was suicidal, Priestley reports “she had expressed 

some of the murderous rage in musical sounds” (p. 136).  

It is important for music therapists to note that, when a client reveals emotional 

expressiveness in an improvisation, it may be the case that the client is not, in the 

moment of improvising, feeling the particular emotion in question. In such a case, , the 

music is not an expression of the client’s occurrent emotional state, but may nonetheless 

be expressive of some aspect of emotion. From the contour theory we can see that, 

emotion heard in music by a listener may, in fact, be based on a portrayal of an emotion 

from a past experience or from the client’s associations regarding an emotional 

experience. Hence, emotion heard in an improvisation is sometimes in the associations 

evoked in the listener, who may be the client or the therapist. In this regard, music 
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therapists ought to guard against allowing countertransference issues to guide 

interpretations of a client’s improvised materials. Any inferences and/or interpretations a 

therapist makes about the relationship between the client’s music and the client’s 

emotional life should be solidly founded on theoretical bases and with as much clinical 

knowledge about the client as possible. 

Expression Theory of Music/Rhythm 

 According to Davies (1994), the expression theory holds that emotions expressed 

in music belong to the composer or performer of a musical work, and that these emotions 

are drawn from the composer’s or performer’s own immediate experience of emotion 

during creation or re-creation of a work (pp. 170-173). Davies, whose beliefs on the 

matter are described above regarding contour theory, conveys doubts about expression 

theory, noting that composers likely do not create, for instance, distressing music while in 

a state of distress, but rather create distressed sounding music while in a state of calm, 

thoughtful concentration, which is a more typical scenario for the complex acts involved 

in composing music. Additionally, it seems highly unlikely, Davies tells us, that 

composers for whom the composition process for a given piece may take months or even 

years, may re-enter a particular emotional state each time they sit down to compose. He 

similarly casts doubt on the idea that performers expresses their immediate emotion in 

performances, but rather that they calculatedly apply various techniques to inflect a 

performance with emotion for an audience to subsequently interpret (Juslin & Timmers, 

2010).  

In contrast to Davies’s views, however, Robinson (2005) fully embraces and 

expands upon the expression theory by maintaining that expression of emotions via the 
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arts shares the same processes as emotional expression in typical daily life. She believes 

that an individual’s particular behavior, enacted in response to an internal affective 

experience or emotion, is indicative or evidence of that emotion. An observer may thus 

infer from an individual’s behavior back to the emotion from which the behavior has its 

genesis (p. 258). For example, an individual’s throaty growling vocalizations may be 

considered reliable evidence of anger or frustration, that is, when I hear you growling, I 

infer that you are angry or frustrated for some reason. Regarding music, therefore, a 

composer or performer’s emotions should be recognizable from observing or listening to 

their musical expressions. As noted in Robinson’s explanation above, part of the process 

of expressing entails the expresser intentionally determining the most relevant aspects of 

the media through which the expression is best made, along with the differently nuanced 

ways that the aspects of the media may be configured and subsequently enacted or 

performed (p. 257).  

Robinson adds a concept to the expression theory in answer to critics, like Davies, 

who (a) doubt that composers compose and performers play to express what they 

themselves are feeling at the time that they compose or perform or (b) cannot accept the 

premise that music can express emotion because it is not sentient. Robinson’s solution 

draws from Cone (1974) and Vermazen (1986) by accepting the idea of a persona or an 

imaginary person to whom a listener may attribute the emotion heard in a musical work, 

rather than to the composer or performer of the work (Robinson, 2005, p. 259). For 

example, while I may not believe that a performer who is diligently playing a piece is 

also feeling a particular emotion and that the emotion is coming out in the music, so to 

speak, I may more likely accept the notion that an emotion I hear in the music belongs to 
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an imagined persona (perhaps even the composer or performer’s persona), and therefore I 

may infer emotional meanings from the music to the persona. In this way, Davies’s 

challenge of identifying a sentient party to whom an emotional expression in music may 

be attributed is answered, since it is quite possible to imagine that another person/persona 

may feel an emotion and to therefore also imagine that that person’s ways of expressing 

the emotion (i.e., behaviors, comportment, and/or appearance) are signifiable in music (p. 

260).  

Musicologists Juslin and Timmers (2010) approach the premise of expression 

theory, namely that performers intentionally express emotions through music, from a 

cognitive psychology point of reference rather than a philosophical one, as in Robinson’s 

account. As noted above, the authors insist that understanding emotional expression in 

music must include both consideration of music production or performance and emotion 

perception by an audience. These authors have sought to detail the range of musical 

elements and related varieties of manipulation techniques that may be applied by a 

performer to express aspects of emotion in composed music via acoustic cues that are 

consequently recognizable by listeners. It seems that these authors’ ultimate aim is to 

identify formulas of sorts wherein particular sets of techniques may be applied to a 

rendering of music to express specific emotions for an audience to interpret. From this 

view, then, a performer imbues music with emotion through particular machinations of 

musical elements. Thus, for Juslin and Timmers, emotion resides in the individualized 

manipulations of musical elements whereas for Robinson, the emotion resides in the 

performer her/himself or in an imagined persona. 
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Expression Theory in Improvisational Music Therapy 

Expression theory holds that the emotion in music belongs to the composer or 

performer of a work who feels a particular emotion while in the act of creating or re-

creating the music, or to a persona imagined by a listener, and who is feeling the emotion 

heard in the music. In viewing rhythm improvisation through expression theory, then, it 

must be assumed that when an improviser plays, she/he is feeling a particular emotion 

concurrently, and that the rhythmic sounds created are to do with that emotion. The 

improviser thus transmits emotion into the improvised sounds. Or more accurately, 

through various emotional behaviors or actions, the improviser transmits her/his emotion 

onto the instruments played, resulting in sounds that are artifacts of the emotional 

behaviors/actions. Hence, a listener (i.e., therapist or co-improviser) may hear evidence in 

the music and see evidence in the improviser’s actions that an emotion is somehow being 

expressed and therefore may attribute the emotion to the improviser.  

Robinson’s (2005) contention that music that is entirely instrumental “can be 

about the human emotions it expresses” (p. 328, italics original), is a construct well 

suited to improvisational music therapy as described in Chapter Two of this paper. It 

seems that improvisational music therapy models that espouse tenets of gestalt therapy, 

such as metaphoric improvisation therapy and adult improvisational music therapy 

(Bruscia, 1987), embrace Robinson’s take on expression theory concepts. For during a 

music therapy session, work toward a client’s and/or the therapist’s understanding of the 

client’s occurrent emotions may, in fact, be the main purpose for the client’s engagement 

in improvisation processes. Therefore the client’s emotions, perceived in the music by 

either the client or therapist, belong directly to the improviser.  
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Further, the conceptualization of an imagined persona to whom emotions may be 

attributed when perceived in rhythm, may also have implications for clinical 

improvisation. An improviser may imagine playing from the perspective of another 

person (e.g., one’s mother, father, lover, or ideal representation of oneself), as sometimes 

occurs in referential improvisations in the models just mentioned. This suggests the 

construct of a persona to whom emotions heard in the improvised sounds may be 

attributed, rather than attributing them directly to the improviser. Clinically speaking, the 

improviser may benefit from such a process by distancing her/himself from the emotion 

heard in the music, while nonetheless gaining insight or understanding about the nature of 

the emotion, or as Robinson states, “become clear” about it (2005, p. 257). Yet, as with 

an earlier warning regarding arousal theory, music therapists must be aware of potential 

countertransference reactions when listening to improvised music due to the possibility of 

projecting their own emotional materials onto the client’s improvisation. 

 Robinson (2005) believes that, one who expresses emotion via art media, like in 

the everyday processes of expression via language and/or bodily gestures, consciously 

chooses the most useful aspects of the particular media to convey emotional meanings. 

This concept seems to ideally fit, and may even perhaps typify the processes of 

improvised emotional expression as defined above. A performer makes conscious choices 

about which elements of a medium are most useful for a particular expression; the 

performer also makes conscious choices about how those elements are to be inflected or 

articulated. In rhythm improvisation, then, an improviser not only makes conscious 

choices about which rhythmic elements are used to express emotion, but also about the 

nuances of inflection, which in large measure have to do with how the elements are 
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sounded in time and therefore rhythmically. Juslin and Timmers’s (2010) cognitive 

psychological view of expression theory focuses directly on this issue. Performers imbue 

their performance with nuanced articulation patterns that are noted as acoustic cues for an 

audience to interpret emotional meanings in the rendered work, with the likelihood that 

the rendering has to do with the performer’s occurrent feelings. Rhythmic or time-related 

aspects of acoustic cues include, for example, variations of tempo and timing, with timing 

referring to a player’s divergences from playing written notes with exacting nominal 

values (p. 461). Timing nuances may include early or late attack of a note as well as 

variations of a note’s precise duration. In this view, a rhythm improviser chooses both the 

rhythmic elements and the sorts of time-related inflections she/he plays with each 

element.  

Arousal Theory of Music/Rhythm 

 “The arousal theory explains the music’s expressiveness as its propensity to evoke 

the corresponding emotion in the listener” (Davies, 2010, p. 29). In other words, music 

may only be described as emotional if a listener, upon hearing emotion in it, feels the 

emotion that is heard sounded in the piece. From the standpoint of composition, the 

composer will have structured the music so as to possess emotion attributes for a listener 

to receive and be moved to feel (Davies, 1994). Hence, for example, if the music causes 

us to feel lonely, it may then be described as lonely music. Loneliness is somehow heard 

in the music, in its elements and their combinations, and this loneliness in the music 

becomes the catalyst for the listener’s experience of loneliness. While it is evident that 

humans are often moved to feel emotions in response to hearing music, and that we 

consequently sometimes refer to the music as being characterized by that emotion (i.e., 
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sad or lonely music), arousal theory does not appear to provide guidance toward 

identifying just which aspects of the music or rhythm evoke the receiver’s emotional 

response. How then might arousal theory help us to understand emotional expression in 

rhythm improvisation?  

Arousal Theory in Improvisational Music Therapy 

Through the lens of arousal theory, emotions related to improvised rhythm must 

be found in both the receiver of the rhythmic sounds—be it the improviser her/himself or 

a listener or co-improviser—and in the improvisation itself. For an improviser in the act 

of creating sounds, we may apply the concept of the intrapersonal auditory feedback loop 

mentioned earlier to explain how an improviser is moved to feel an emotion in response 

to her/his own playing. For the improviser listening to a recording of her/his own 

improvisation, it may be the case that emotion is heard in the music of which the 

improviser was previously unaware, and is also, then, moved to feel that same emotion. 

The therapist as listener or co-improviser, on the other hand, who feels an emotion from 

hearing it in a client’s improvised rhythm, will need to decide whether or not the 

emotional response to the client’s rhythm is a consequence of the client also experiencing 

that emotion while playing (making it a conscious, intentional expression on the client’s 

part) or whether the emotion is a manifestation of the client’s unconscious and is 

unintentional, and therefore less directly attributable to the client. Depending on the 

therapist’s belief regarding the genesis of her/his own emotion in this situation, a clinical 

response must also be decided upon.  

Whereas a client may not consciously express any emotion in a rhythm 

improvisation, the therapist is vulnerable to emotional arousal from the improvisation and 
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subsequently to projecting emotions onto the improvisation, and perhaps consequently 

onto the improviser. Countertransference issues may therefore impinge on the therapeutic 

process, such as when a therapist listens to an improvisation through a level of 

consciousness that allows her/his own emotions to enter into the experience without 

awareness of their meanings and/or origins. But armed with awareness, and 

psychodynamic theoretical knowledge, a therapist may indeed effectively use her/his own 

receptive experience of a client’s improvised music toward understanding the client’s 

unconscious emotional expressions/manifestations and to thereby forward treatment 

progress. 

What remains unclear in the processes described above is any identification of 

just which aspects of a rhythm improvisation are evocative of emotion for a receiver. 

Arousal theory, it seems, must here be bolstered by other theoretical views that are able 

to account for the specifics of rhythm and its potential for emotional expression. It is truly 

a theory of musical emotion based solely on reception, and requires alternate theories for 

isolating and explaining the rhythmic aspects of an improvisation responsible for the 

listener’s arousal.  
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CHAPTER 10 

SEMIOTIC THEORY OF MUSIC/RHYTHM 

 

 In the New Oxford American Dictionary, the term semiotic refers to “the study of 

signs and symbols and their use in interpretation” (Jewell & Abate, 2001). Cumming 

(2000) notes that, semiotic theories view musical sounds as not just “acoustic 

phenomena, but as capable of carrying connotations, for example, of human ‘subjective’ 

qualities such as those intimated in voice, gesture, or actions suggestive of willfulness” 

(p. 16). Nattiez’s (1990/1987) semiotic theory—“musical semiology” (p. x, italics 

original)—provides foundational constructs for understanding music as a “symbolic 

fact,” upholding the semiotic notion that, “music has the potential to refer to something” 

(p. 102, italics original).  

Building on the work of Saussere (1922), Pierce (1931-1935), and Molino (1990), 

Nattiez (1990/1987) details a tripartite analytical perspective toward understanding 

meanings of music, and it is from Nattiez’s Music and Discourse that the following 

discussion is drawn. First, however, a prior triad of concepts from Pierce’s 

conceptualization of how signs have meaning should be made clear. They are the 

following: A sign and the thing it represents are related through a process of referring. 

The thing or entity to which the sign refers (e.g., an object, idea, or an experience) is 

labeled the signified, whereas the signifier is the representational sign—the thing that 

references or refers. Regarding music, the signifier is the musical sound or “sound-

image” (Nattiez, 1990/1987, p. 7). Cumming (2000) adds that, “the material qualities of 

the sound are the sign vehicle by which it comes to represent (to be a ‘representamen’ or 
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‘sign’)” (p. 29). At this point in the discussion, let us take, for example, the loud, forceful, 

repeated striking of a drumhead with a mallet by an apparently angry music therapy 

client. The sounds of the drumming may be considered a signifier, and the client’s anger 

the signified. But establishing the relationship between the signified and the signifier 

requires a third element; an interpretation referred to in Piercian semiology as the 

interpretant. The interpretant (not to be confused with an interpreter) may be considered 

one’s understanding of the relationship between the signifier and the signified; in our 

example, the relationship between the drum sounds and anger. The power involved in 

understanding Pierce’s notion of the interpretant as part of the triadic process is that, 

while a group of individuals can’t know what the client’s feeling is like because they are 

not in the client’s body or mind, they can still share in the understanding of the 

interpretant because they can understand the relationship between anger (signified) and 

loud drum beats (signifier). Given a similar contextual and perhaps cultural foundation, 

numerous listeners can come to a similar conclusion about the sound, even though each 

one’s interpretation is subjective. The meaning of the sound, then, is evident in the 

interpretation that it brings about in those who hear it. So, the drumming might be labeled 

“anger.” But now we can see that the word “anger” that labels what has been interpreted 

from the sound is also a sign or signifier of other things and/or experiences, which when 

interpreted, produce more signs that produce more interpretants that are also themselves 

signs, and onward in infinite fashion.  

Nattiez’s (1990/1987) treatise emphasizes that application of a tripartition of 

analytical perspectives is required to fully understand the signifier/signified semiotic 

relationship. The three levels of analysis are the poietic, esthetic, and neutral levels. In 
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the poietic, the focus is on the process whereby the signifier came to be—from “a process 

of creation” (p. 12, italics original). For our purposes, the poietic relates to analysis of the 

improvisational process of improvising rhythmic music that includes the improviser’s 

background of life experiences and occurrent motivations toward playing. The esthetic 

level refers to the experience of the one who is exposed to the signifier and seeks to 

assign it meaning. Here we might think of the therapist as listener or co-improviser taking 

in and ascribing meaning to a client’s improvised sounds. And finally, the neutral or 

immanent level refers to an analysis of the material—the sound image—for its 

constituent properties or trace. The trace may be considered the particular aspects of the 

signifier that lead to identification of the interpretant. Nattiez states that, “the trace 

remains merely an amorphous physical reality, until it is entrapped by analysis” (p. 16). 

In other words, the sounds do not become a sign until they are interpreted.  

Nattiez’s (1990/1987) semiotic analysis process, then, is dependent on analyzing 

the experience of one who is exposed to the sign (i.e., the “receiver” {p. 12}), the 

receiver’s understanding of the player’s improvisation process (the poietic level), and the 

receiver’s perceptual experience of the trace (the esthetic level), which is itself influenced 

by the receiver’s own historical and cultural backgrounds. Analysis through these levels 

provides a comprehensive approach to interpreting improvised music. This is because the 

music is not just the sound object, but is at once the process of creating the sounds, the 

sounds themselves, and the listener’s interpretation.  

Our example used an emotion as the signified and the rhythmic drum sounds as 

the signifier. According to semiotic theory, realization of the interpretant (understanding 

of the relationship between the signifier and the signified) is achievable through a 
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combination of poietic, neutral, and esthetic analyses. Nattiez explains that this process is 

possible because “human beings are symbolic animals; confronted with a trace they will 

seek to interpret it, to give it meaning…this is exactly what happens with music” (p. 128). 

Music, we’re told, refers intrinsically to other aspects of itself (e.g., other rhythmic 

attributes or harmonic or melodic patterns) or extrinsically to spatio-temporal, movement, 

or affective experiences. Regarding emotions, Nattiez holds that, “music does not merely 

represent the movement of objects, but also the movement of feelings” (p. 120). Both 

intrinsic and extrinsic meanings are fundamental beliefs in semiotic analyses and both are 

also valid for Nattiez, but neither position can own the music’s meaning. Rather, Nattiez 

describes his stance on the matter as follows: “If there is an essential being of music 

defined from a semiological vantage point, I would locate that being in the instability of 

the two fundamental modes of musical referring” (p. 118, italics original).  

Semiotic Theory in Improvisational Music Therapy 

 According to semiotic theory, rhythm can symbolically represent subjective 

human experiences, including emotions (Cumming, 2000). It seems that application of 

Nattiez’s (1990/1987) tripartition scheme toward analysis and interpretation of a client’s 

improvised rhythm would yield useful results in this area. An improviser may 

intentionally or unintentionally represent felt internal movement of emotional energy in 

the process of sounding instruments. From the poietic level of analysis the therapist might 

gain understanding of the client’s improvisation processes and motivations, from analysis 

at the neutral level understanding of the immanent content and character of the rhythmic 

sounds (trace) might be gained, and from the esthetic level might come understanding of 

the therapist’s own experience of the improvisation. From convergences among these 
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levels arises the interpretant or the understanding of the relationships between these 

varied factors.  

In terms of the neutral level, the therapist might focus on different features of the 

rhythm such as the rhythmic elements used and/or the particular articulations. Here the 

concept of salience as an aspect of improvisation analysis through the IAPs seems 

relevant, as salience helps a listener identify those aspects of the music that are “most 

prominent and exert the most influence over the other elements” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 441). 

Here the therapist’s focus is on salience in the signifier. However, the salience profile is 

also applicable to the esthetic level of analysis since it “deals with properties of the music 

as they affect the listener” (p. 441). Therefore, the listener/receiver may gain information 

about the aspects of the rhythm that draws her/his particular attention. And with regard to 

the poietic level of analysis, the congruence profile seems most relevant when a therapist-

listener seeks to understand the improviser’s process based on previously held knowledge 

about the client, for example, previous experiences with the client in therapy gained 

through musical and non-musical interactions. This information is used as a point of 

comparison with the client’s immediate process.   
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CHAPTER 11 

MUSIC AS SYMBOLIC OF EMOTIONS: CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 

The range of philosophical and psychological theorizing on the topic of emotional 

expression in tonal music is considerable and includes somatic, linguistic, cognitive-

linguistic, narrative, psychoanalytic, contour, expression, arousal, and semiotic theories. 

Additional theories based on the symbolic nature of motion and/or communicative 

gestures related to rhythm and emotional expression are addressed in the following 

chapter, as there is a preponderance of writings focused on the topic compared with the 

theories addressed in the present chapter. Most of the theories described above are 

philosophical in nature and take as a standard paradigm an audience’s perception of 

emotion in listening to a performance of Western tonal music. This paradigm differs from 

the experience of improvisation wherein an improviser creates and structures musical 

materials as she/he performs them, uniquely articulating the sounds while simultaneously 

hearing and responding to the products and processes of her/his efforts. Furthermore, 

none of the theories focus on the methods or processes of improvisation, nor do they 

focus on rhythm alone as the medium for emotional expression. Nonetheless, in the 

explications above, concepts were sought within the various theories of tonal music that 

might help in understanding the potentials of improvised rhythm in emotional expression.  

Location of Emotion in Rhythm Improvisation 

 An important question that was examined within each theory is, “where in the 

musical process does emotion reside?” Contradictory views exist. Some of the theories 

locate the emotional experience within a composer, some within a performer, some 
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within a listener, audience, or analyzer, and some within an imagined persona who might 

potentially have an emotional experience as suggested in/by the music, and some within 

the structures of the music itself. Therefore we need to ask, “how do these contradictions 

carry forward into understanding where emotion is located within the rhythm 

improvisation process?” Interestingly, it seems that similar contradictions exist among 

the theories when applied to improvisation. Hence, an emotion may be found (a) in an 

improviser her/himself, (b) in the improviser’s rhythmic elements as they are selected and 

sounded alone and in various combinations, (c) in the improviser’s particular articulation 

of the elements, (d) in a listener/co-improviser who is emotionally moved by hearing an 

improvisation, (e) in an imagined persona, or (f) somewhere between the improviser, the 

rhythm, and the listener. Differences among these perspectives seem to be in part related 

to beliefs about the nature of emotions and their expression or manifestation in an 

improvisation as well as beliefs about the nature of improvised music.  

There seems to be agreement among the theories examined that emotions possess 

a somatic or felt component while also being integrally related to cognitive processes. 

The somatic or feelingful aspect of an emotion is often associated with movement or 

motion—a flow of energy that occurs over time with a particular experiential or 

phenomenological envelope. The cognitive component, on the other hand, aids an 

individual in understanding why she/he may feel a particular emotion, how to label it, and 

perhaps how to respond to it. The various theorists seem to differentially value the 

somatic and cognitive components of emotion toward supporting their premises as to how 

emotion is related to improvised rhythm.  
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Each theoretical perspective seems to support a distinct view of how improvised 

rhythm relates to emotion, which is accordingly related to each theory’s take on the 

nature of emotion. Somatic theory focuses on the internally experienced 

motion/movement aspects emotional energy. Based on this theory we might speculate 

that, when intentionally attempting to express emotion through a rhythm improvisation, 

the improviser’s rhythmic configurations represent the experiential envelope of emotional 

energy movement that she/he has experienced internally with a given emotion, or that 

she/he is experiencing in the moment of playing. The felt emotional experience, or the 

memory of it, is represented by improvised rhythmic configurations that mirror the 

experiential form of the emotional energy. Therefore, emphasis is on the particular 

configurations of rhythmic elements and patterns used by an improviser to differentially 

mark the flow of time, and that thereby reveal rhythmic movement associated with the 

motion of felt emotional energies. A therapist may gain understanding of a client’s 

emotions by hearing in improvisations particular energetic envelopes and subsequently 

either relating them to her/him own experiences of emotions or to the way the 

client/improviser or other clients describe their emotions.  

Syntax theory holds that emotion resides in the listener who, in essence, is 

surprised on a cognitive level by unexpected events heard in music. Consequently it was 

noted above that improvised rhythmic phrasing, as it varies in its syntactical relationship 

with rhythmic style attributes and meter, is implicated in evoking affective responses to 

an improvisation. Whereas an improviser may or may not intentionally try to express 

emotion in her/his playing, through the process of listening to her/his own playing she 

may experience affective changes if/when her/his rhythms are variously assimilated with 



  135 

and deviate from stylistic and metrical conventions present across the improvisation. 

Similarly, a therapist listener/co-improviser may be variously “moved” by contradictory 

rhythmic events in a client’s rhythm improvising.  

Emotion, from the standpoint of expressive code theory, is found in the time 

manipulations of an improviser as she/he articulates rhythmic elements in idiosyncratic 

ways related to her/his emotionally expressive intentions. Thus, in expressive code 

theory, it is the particular inflection through timing variations imposed by an improviser 

on the chosen rhythmic elements that holds information about emotional energies for a 

listener or co-improviser to perceive. Contrarily, in narrative theory, emotion is identified 

by an analyzer/listener through linking conflicts and resolutions in the unfolding of 

rhythmic events and their related structures with archetypal stories wherein role 

relationships change among a story’s characters following resolution of conflicts. In that 

the entire musical narrative process relies on phenomenological understandings, it seems 

that the rhythmic elements responsible for tensions and resolutions in an improvisation 

are subject to the listener’s idiosyncratic perspectives. Narrative theory, it was pointed 

out, seems less useful in accounting for or explaining an improviser’s intentional or 

unintentional efforts in structuring rhythm since its focus is on the phenomenological and 

projective experiences of a listener. Therefore, it may be more useful in helping explain 

an improviser or therapist/listener’s projections onto the music/rhythm during 

listening/analyzing processes following the recording of an improvisation.  

From the psychoanalytic perspective, emotions may be either conscious or 

unconscious for an improviser and therefore either expressed intentionally or manifested 

unintentionally in improvised rhythm. Emotions, from this viewpoint, are drawn from 
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their various locations in feelings, symbolic actions/behaviors, or thoughts. The 

individual rhythmic elements used by an improviser carry symbolic meanings that may 

allow a therapist to gain understanding of aspects of the client’s experience of emotional 

energies through psychoanalytically based interpretations (Bruscia, 1987). Hence, the 

meanings associated with an improviser’s rhythmic playing may be related to either a felt 

emotion, emotion driven actions/behaviors, or to linguistically mediated understanding of 

an emotion.  

According to arousal theory, emotion resides in both an improviser’s rhythmic 

constructions and in the receiver of the sounds. Thus, a listener or co-improviser is 

believed to resonate emotionally with an emotion expressed by an improviser via her/his 

rhythmic improvisations. Arousal theory, however, does not provide guidance toward 

identifying particular rhythmic elements or attributes that may function to arouse a given 

emotion. In traditional expression theory, on the other hand, emotion resides in the 

improviser and is recognizable through the improviser’s actions/behaviors demonstrated 

while improvising, for example in the physical ways in which percussion instruments are 

struck, shaken, or scraped and the consequent sounds that occur. However, like arousal 

theory, expression theory provides no guidance as to specific rhythmic elements that may 

be influential in the emotional expression process. However, evidence for an improviser’s 

emotion may be found in the particular rhythmic elements that are chosen to best express 

the emotional state, as well as in the specific rhythmic inflections used while 

improvising, as described in expressive code theory.  

In semiotic theory, emotion may be found in the music, the improviser, the 

listener, or somewhere between these three. Thus, a therapist must focus efforts on 
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analyzing all of these aspects of the improvisation process. Accordingly, the therapist 

must analyze music as well as the language she/he and/or the client use to describe the 

improvisation processes and products.  

The theories explicated above are based on different views of emotion and 

consequently different views of how rhythm may function in evoking and representing 

emotions. Music therapists may therefore find that the various theories are differentially 

useful depending on the context in which a client’s improvisation takes place, as well as 

on her/his particular view of emotions and the meanings of rhythm. Together, these 

theories present a vast array of approaches to identifying emotional meanings in rhythm 

improvisations. The range of issues recognized as important in discerning emotional 

meanings include; (a) an improviser’s intentionality with regard to expressing emotion in 

an improvisation, (b) the level of consciousness or awareness an individual has regarding 

her/his occurrent emotional state while improvising, and (c) the concurrent processes of 

creating rhythmic sounds, structuring their unfolding in/over time, hearing the resulting 

products and further responding based on what is heard. I further noted that an improviser 

might at times relate to the improvisation afterward by listening to a recording of it, and 

thereby ascribe meanings from the stance of a listener, without the requirement for 

musically responding in the moment as when playing. However, no one theory stands out 

as universal in its capacity to assist a client or therapist in identifying and/or ascribing 

potential emotional meanings to rhythm improvisations. Rather the theoretical views 

explicated herein provide us with numerous options for further exploration of rhythmic 

meanings in improvisation. As noted in the introduction to Chapter Four, rhythm 

improvising is a highly complex method of music therapy. It is hoped that the findings 
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herein support therapists’ work and encourage further examination of the foundational 

element of all improvisational endeavors: rhythm.   
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CHAPTER 12 

SYMBOLISM OF MOTION AND MUSIC/RHYTHM 

 

Introduction 

Since the time of the Greek philosophers, the relationship between music and 

movement or motion has been held as somewhat indisputable (Epstein, 1995). From 

Hanslick (1854/1974) and Langer (1942) forward to and through the more recent writings 

of Cumming (2000) and Robinson (2002), the phenomenon of motion in music prevails 

as a significant concept relevant to ascribing meaning to music. Gabrielsson (1988) 

states, “Music as expression of emotions and music as expression of motion are not 

competing, but rather complementary ideas” (pp. 30-31), making explicit the belief in a 

link between movement, music, and emotion. This chapter will explicate theories of 

motion/movement and gestures as they relate to emotional expression in music and 

rhythm, with implications for improvisational music therapy. First we will examine a 

theory of rhythm articulated by Victor Zuckerkandl (1956), who locates rhythm as the 

preeminent aspect of music, noting that tonal music simply would not exist without the 

movement of rhythm. Although Zuckerkandl titles his theory “Sound and Symbol”, 

implying a representational view of music, his ideas about rhythm more resemble 

theories of motion in music, and I have therefore elected to locate his theory within the 

present chapter rather than among symbolic theories. In fact, with the way that 

Zuckerkandl handles the meanings of rhythm related to time, space, and forces, his theory 

might also fit well with those from embodied cognition studies described in Chapter 

Seven, or at least be considered a precursor of this important area of musicological study. 
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While not aimed at emotional understandings as are the other theories found in this 

chapter, Zuckerkandl’s theory nonetheless provides a perspective on rhythm and motion 

worthy of our consideration. Next we will explore Laban’s system of movement analysis 

from the world of dance along with a model of improvisational music therapy that draws 

from it, toward understanding a client’s emotional life as represented in movements with 

instruments and the sounds created therein. Lastly, we will examine theories of human 

communicative gestures as related to musical sounds and the emotional symbolism 

inherent between and among them, toward seeking insights into the rhythmic, time-

oriented aspects of gestures. The chapter will close with reflections on the various 

findings regarding motion, emotion, and rhythm as they may add to our understanding of 

rhythm in clinical improvisation. 

Victor Zuckerkandl: Sound and Symbol 

An intimate relationship between movement/motion and music has long been held 

as something of a given by those who study music (Davidson & Correia, 2002; Epstein, 

1995; Langer, 1942; Zuckerkandl, 1956). Seeking to understand the sort of motion we 

experience in music has therefore filled many pages in musicological texts. Motion is 

generally understood as the movement of objects, our bodies included. A problem 

encountered with motion in music is that it is not directly traceable to an object. Musical 

movement is a process inherent to musical sounds or tones in a dynamic field 

(Zuckerkandl, 1956), which are neither visible nor touchable, for they have no material 

mass (Scruton, 1997). So as to not travel too far afield of this chapter’s topic, let us 

simply define musical tones as sounds that are used in a musically intentional way; that 

is, musical tones are sounds that somehow receive organizational manipulation by an 
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individual in a musical context (Scruton, 1997). Further, musical tones, it seems to me, 

are not only to be considered from the view of tonal music, but are aspects of purely 

rhythmic music as well (although Zuckerkandl did not write about rhythm alone). Hence, 

while musical tones may metaphorically fill a space such as a therapy room, they do not 

take up the space with material mass, and so other material objects and people can also 

occupy the same space as the music. Therefore, musical tones are not objects in a 

material sense, yet we know that they move. And for Zuckerkandl and tonal music, this 

motion is “real motion,” that is, “the transfer of a state than of a thing” (p. 115); meaning, 

real motion is not about travel somewhere by something, but the phenomenon of 

“dynamism”—of motion itself (pp. 135-136). It seems that the nature of musical 

movement is different from the movement of material objects. And in fact, the solution to 

this problem is in understanding that rhythmically ordered tones moves not in space like a 

rolling boulder, but in time, and result not in a change of location of things but a change 

of state. It is the organization of musical tones in infinitely varied series, sequences, and 

successions by a performer or improviser that leads to the human experience and 

phenomenon that we call rhythm (Zuckerkandl, 1956, p. 157).  

Zuckerkandl has noted, “The principal manifestation of time in music is rhythm” 

(1956, p. 157, italics original). In addressing the issue of musical movement and time, 

Zuckerkandl also tells us, “All things, together with the space that appertains to them, 

may vanish—motion remains, for melodies remain. But should time vanish, all motion 

must instantly vanish too, tonal motion not excepted” (p. 151). With this statement, 

Zuckerkandl places the meaning of rhythm in a crucial place as the universal foundation 

for any understanding of music, for without grasping rhythm’s relationship to time, we 
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cannot fully understand the tonal materials (melody and harmony) that clothe a musical 

rhythm.  

Zuckerkandl clarifies that his ideas regarding rhythm are founded upon rhythm’s 

relationship to meter as practiced in Western musical traditions. To hear such music, 

then, is to be aware of meter as it influences the experience of rhythm. Zuckerkandl 

describes the experience of meter, or more specifically of each metrical division of the 

meter (i.e., measures), as more than simply a container for rhythmically organized or 

grouped tones, but rather as a wave with dynamic qualities that in turn influence the 

nature of rhythm. Contrary to most music theoretical conceptions, Zuckerkandl further 

explains his belief that meter does not function by dividing and organizing time with 

demarcations of strong and weak accents. Instead, the symbolism of meter as a wave 

introduces the notion of each metrical division possessing a dynamic, forward moving 

force onto which variously spaced tones of a rhythm fall, thereby gaining from the 

wave’s motion as it flows to its crest and beyond to the next wave cycle (p. 171). 

Zuckerkandl notes, “…as the tones fall on different phases and fractional phases of the 

wave, the variously directed kinetic impulses of the different phases successively impart 

themselves to the tones” (p. 173). The sounded aspects of rhythm are thus likened to 

traces of time made manifest through tone, each tone riding the wave of meter, and 

manifesting the particular force, the “particular directional impulse” found at the tone’s 

precise location on the wave (pp. 204-205). In this conceptualization, meter is found to 

harness the active forces of a wave, which in music are forces belonging to time, or more 

specifically, “time as force,” wherein “what is experienced or cognized in rhythm can be 

only time itself” (p. 200). Zuckerkandl insists that there is no symbolism at work here, 
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but that meter and rhythm are facts of the non-physical aspects of our world and the 

forces therein, and that these manifest only through interactions of people and material 

events.  

Implications of Zuckerkandl’s Theory of Rhythm for Improvisational Music Therapy 

 What implications may be inferred for the improvisational music therapist 

oriented toward Zuckerkandl’s conceptualizations of meter as a dynamic wave and 

rhythm that draws energy from it? It seems that while attending to a client’s solo rhythm 

improvisation, the therapist would wish to discern whether or not the client’s music 

evinces a metrical structure, and if so, what the nature of that structure is and its level of 

stability. (In my experience, a client’s metrical organizations are typically either duple or 

triple. Rarely does a client initiate complex meters such as 5/4 or 7/8.) As a listener, the 

therapist may hear the flow of energy in the client’s rhythm playing as her/his tones are 

sounded upon the meter’s energy-imparting, dynamic waveform. If the client improvises 

within a stable meter, the therapist might ask, is the rhythmic playing working with or 

against the metrical wave? In other words, is the client making efficient use of the 

metrical wave as she/he places tones of her/his rhythm on it? Is she/he drawing from the 

wave the maximum motion potentials that it possesses? Or contrarily, is the client’s 

rhythm disorganized in terms of its capability for effectively drawing from the potential 

energy of the metrical wave? (Metaphorically, we might consider the improviser’s 

rhythm as being adrift, or even flotsam or debris of the client’s improvised offerings 

strewn on the metrical wave.) What might this mean for understanding the nature of a 

client’s rhythmic expressions, or the manifestation of a client’s organizational proclivities 

betrayed in the music? The client may, of course, choose to not have her/his rhythmic 
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tones touch the metrical wave in a way that allows the energy imparted to them to flow to 

the next wave smoothly or in predictable fashion, but rather avoid just such even flow 

through syncopating and/or playing in a random and fragmented fashion; that is, non-

rhythmically. Sustained syncopations may eventually change the metrical organization, 

and therefore would, by necessity, change the nature of the metrical wave. From 

Zuckerkandl’s way of thinking, I believe, this would indeed be evidence of a significant, 

perhaps even powerful event in an improvisation—to literally change the course of a 

wave! Would it not be similarly considered by the music therapist to be a significant and 

powerful act on an improviser’s part? 

It was noted earlier that, in co-improvising, the music therapist often seeks to help 

deepen a client’s experience of her/his improvising and her/his improvised sounds 

through various musical facilitation techniques (Bruscia, 1987; Wigram, 2004). With 

Zuckerkandl’s concepts in mind, the therapist may focus her/his efforts on meter and 

therein on the client’s experience of the energy potentials of rhythm as well. Building on 

the metaphor above that is drawn from the symbolism of a metrical wave, the therapist 

may initiate processes with an improvising client toward sharing in the metrical wave’s 

movement. In doing so, the therapist may, for instance, experience and/or express 

empathy toward the client. Or the therapist may explore intimacy as she/he and her/his 

client ride the metrical wave “in the same boat,” so to speak. The therapist may provide 

metrical grounding for a client’s improvisation, perhaps “calming the sea” for the client 

who needs help to experience stability, or contrarily “churning the waters” for the client 

who needs help to experience more lively, energetic rhythmic movement. Nonetheless, it 
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seems that from a Zuckerkandlian view, the crux of the matter is how an improviser 

creates and/or uses meter in its various forms toward rhythmic expression. 

Rudolph Laban: A System of Movement Analysis and Rhythm 

Outside the realm of musicology, a perspective on movement, gestural 

comportment, and emotional expression that may be informative in understanding 

emotion in improvised rhythm is the movement analysis work of Rudolph Laban (1971). 

Laban’s system for analyzing and interpreting human movement, primarily meant for 

training in the field of dance, has been found useful in research for a number of 

therapeutic and non-therapeutic modalities including psychotherapy (Saner-Yiu, 1985), 

dance/movement therapy (Levy, 1988), behavioral-neuroscience (Foroud & Whishaw, 

2006), music therapy (Claire, 2008), and robotics (Nakata, Taketoshi, & Tomomasa, 

2002) among others. Laban’s system is based on what he terms the motion factors of 

weight, time, space, and flow. These factors are considered in accordance with related 

ranges of variation in effort elements, such that (a) weight may be performed with firm or 

gentle effort, (b) effort toward time is manifested suddenly or sustainably, (c) space is 

approached directly or flexibly (indirectly), and (d) effort toward the flow of energy is 

bound or free (p. 85).  

Laban notes that, in moving, (a) an individual’s application of various levels of 

effort through weight, time, space, and flow may occur consciously or unconsciously, (b) 

that an observer may recognize the difference, and (c) that these factors are revelatory of 

aspects of personality as well as of the individual’s immediate inner (emotional) state 

(1971, pp. 23-24). Beyond analysis of movement, Laban notes the importance of 

symbolic and therefore interpretive possibilities inherent in movement and gestures, and 
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that these are related to “states of mind and emotions” (p. 104). Everyday actions used by 

humans, he tells us, are the same tools used for more complex gestural expressions in 

artistic movement. The power of these everyday expressions in art (i.e., dance or music), 

however, is found in the rhythm of the movements as they are sequenced and performed 

(pp. 95-96). Significantly, it seems that all of Laban’s effort elements and motion factors, 

when applied to music, are inherent in the processes of rhythm production via 

instrumental performing and improvisation. 

Laban Movement Analysis in Improvisational Music Therapy 

Laban’s motion factors along with their effort elements may be superimposed 

onto actions required for playing rhythm on a musical instrument. In also taking Hatten’s 

(2006) view that gestures applied to musical instruments lead to sounds that reveal 

aspects of emotions that are the origins of the gestures, we may envision support of a 

theory of symbolic emotional expression through the rhythmic aspects of gesture. These 

very notions are a key source for assessment, treatment, and evaluation in Simpkin’s 

integrative improvisation therapy model (Bruscia, 1987). In this model, the therapist 

continually attends to the client’s non-verbal responses in both musical and non-musical 

(i.e., movements) domains. Simpkins looks to Laban’s parameters of space, time, weight, 

and flow to guide observations of a client’s movements and audition of her/his 

productions of musical/rhythmic sounds while improvising. From these observations and 

auditions, the therapist gains a sense of the client’s personality structure, developmental 

status, and emotional and interpersonal functioning. Working through a hierarchy of 

stages in the therapy process, the therapist begins by attending to the client’s self-

disclosures recognized through her/his movements, instrumental responses, vocalizations, 
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and verbalizations. Next the therapist uses various musical facilitation techniques to 

engage the client in improvising in order to help the client give “his/her impulses or 

unconscious drives audible form” (p. 371). The “previously unformed images of the 

psyche” (p. 371) take form in the client’s music, thus becoming available to reshaping in 

the following stage. Reforming of unconscious emotional materials occurs by working 

through emotional and interpersonal struggles with the therapist who employs musical 

techniques intended to contain the client’s emotional expressions, confront resistances, 

and help the client “find the musical dimensions of her/his feelings” (p. 372) and/or to 

label them. The process eventually leads to a helpful level of resolution and/or insight for 

the client that may be integrated into her/his conscious awareness and made available for 

future application to life’s challenges. To summarize Simpkin’s application of Laban’s 

system of movement/gesture analysis; through observing, hearing, and interpreting the 

symbolic character of the client’s physical movements and the musical and rhythmic 

sounds that result, the therapist responds through various musical facilitation techniques 

to elicit, engage, work through, and integrate the client’s conscious and unconscious 

worlds; meaning her/his sensory, psychic, verbal, nonverbal, and interpersonal 

experiences (p. 360).  

Gestures, then, have to do with motions or movements of a body part or parts (the 

energy and form of which is shaped through time) and the resulting affective 

communication. Applying concepts of communicative gestures to physical actions 

performed on/with a musical instrument, it is believed that the sounds produced are 

symbolic of the emotion that is the genesis of the gesture or gestures. Could it be that, as 

an improviser selects particular rhythmic elements and forms distinct rhythmic figures, 
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she/he is using the same factors (e.g., body parts, energy, and affect), and that symbolic 

links to her/his emotions may be identified through the resulting sounds?  
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CHAPTER 13 

THEORIES OF GESTURES IN MUSIC/RHYTHM 

 

Essential to comprehending musical patterns as representational of patterns of 

emotions, as in Langer’s formulation, are the music’s rhythmic attributes—as there can 

be no sense of pattern in a musical expression without rhythm as its basis (Cooper & 

Meyer, 1960; Gaston, 1968; Sloboda, 1985). An avenue of semiologic investigation 

relevant to understanding the production of improvised rhythmic figures is the area of 

human communicative gestures, which are considered signs of a sort. Generally, gestures 

have been described as “any energetic shaping through time that may be interpreted as 

significant” (Hatten, 2006, p. 1). By “significant,” Hatten infers that an interpreter will 

recognize the communicative intent and perhaps even the precise nature of a given 

gesture (p. 1). Relationships between semiotic gestures and musical perception and 

production have received considerable attention in the musicology literature. This is 

likely due to the longstanding philosophical and musicological search for explanations 

for the undeniably inextricable relationship between musical rhythm and movement.  

Gestures, we are told, are ubiquitous phenomena among human beings and that 

humans’ uses of gestures for communication most certainly pre-date language 

development as a means of communicative expression (Hatten, 2004). Hatten (2006) 

holds that the information conveyed through a gesture is often “affectively loaded” (p. 1) 

or has to do with the expression of emotion. Further, unlike linguistic meanings, gestural 

meanings in music are “emergent” (Hatten, p. 2 and p. 94) and are therefore linked to 

stylistic and cultural conventions, which is a stance also held by Cummings (2004, p. 
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124). Hatten admits to embracing a broader conception of gestures than his counterparts, 

believing that any mode of expression may be used in forming and interpreting gestures. 

Stressing that “any sensory perception, motor action, or their combination” may be 

involved in gesture, his definition accepts “not only all varieties of significant human 

motion…but also the ‘translation’ of energetic shaping through time into humanly 

produced or interpreted sounds…” (2006, p. 1, italics and quotation marks original). 

Hatten references Stern’s (1985) and Trevarthan’s (1986) theories of infant and caregiver 

non-verbal communication of emotional states and the intersubjective actions of the 

participants. The concept of intersubjectivity has to do with participants’ responsiveness 

to each other’s contributions to and interpretations within a communication process. It is 

from these theorists that music therapist Pavlicevic (1997) drew considerably in 

developing her theory of dynamic forms described in Chapter Two, which are strongly 

linked with concepts defining communicative and musical gestures described here.  

Musical Gestures 

The concept of musical gesture has received considerable attention in the 

musicological literature, primarily toward identifying symbolic meanings regarding 

melody in performance of composed Western tonal music (Clynes, 1977; Cumming, 

2000; Gritten & King, 2006; Hatten, 2004, 2006; Lidov, 1999). However, certain aspects 

of these writings may be informative for comprehending improvised rhythmic figures 

(linked or not to melodic materials) as experiences related to aspects of communicative 

gestures, both implicating the body and its movement potentials.   

 Clynes (1977), a scientist and musician interested in the nature of musical 

expression of emotions, theorizes the existence of “sentic forms”: communicative, 
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contoured movement patterns performed with varying levels of force, direction, and 

duration. While not explicitly referring to gestures by name, the idea of sentic forms 

appears to parallel the rhythmic force and energy patterns of affective gestures as defined 

by Hatten (2004) and Lidov (2006), and seem similarly related to Laban’s notions of 

movement parameters of weight, time, space, and flow described above. Clynes contends 

that there are characteristic sentic forms for a variety of emotional states and that these 

forms are bound to humans’ neurologic systems and therefore exist across cultures 

(Hatten, 2004, pp. 123-124; Lidov, 2006, pp. 28-29).  

While Clynes’s ideas have been controversial and little success has been achieved 

in recreating his findings, the semiotician, David Lidov, continues to draw from Clynes’s 

concepts. Lidov (1999) defines gesture as “a single, molar unit of expressive bodily 

movement or posture” (p. 222); that is, a brief, gestalt movement scheme, irreducible to 

constitutive parts without losing its meaning, and born of a single human impulse (Lidov, 

1987, p. 77). Lidov elaborates on the expressive comportment of a gesture, noting that, 

conceptually, articulation of a gesture has to do with which body parts are used to enact 

it, while inflection refers to the rhythmic and force profile of the gesture (p. 222). Lidov 

believes that gestures may be revealed through any part of the body and that some 

gestural patterns are innate (Lidov, 2006, p. 29). Regarding innate gestural patterns, 

Lidov hypothesizes a limited quantity of “time-energy shapes” (i.e., distinct gestures) that 

humans consistently correlate with particular emotional messages, thereby making 

interpretation of such gestures possible. In linking perception of music with gesture, then, 

Lidov hypothesizes that a listener’s perception of the shape or pattern of groupings of 

musical sounds is compatible with perception of the total “rhythmic profile” of particular 
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gestures, and thus argues for the existence of links between the “energy envelope” of an 

emotion, the “rhythmic shape” of a bodily gesture that betrays the emotion, and the 

“sound shape” of a musical/rhythmic expression (pp. 28-29). While not mentioning 

improvisation, it could be inferred from Lidov’s and Clynes’s emphases on the innateness 

of particular classes of emotional gestures, that an improviser seeking to express certain 

emotions via rhythm draws from this proposed instinctual gestural “vocabulary” (p. 25), 

as well as from culturally developed nuances of gestural comportment.  

Cumming’s (2000) primary interest in musical gesture has to do with the 

expressive potential of a performer in interpreting notated melodic passages. The 

importance of her work for this paper, however, is in pointing out the embodied nature of 

musical gestures in contrast to the actuality of written musical notes. In other words, a 

musical gesture may be inferred from a specific composed melodic passage (i.e., melody 

that clothes rhythmic notation), but it is the performer who, drawing on a repertoire of 

bodily movement experiences, uniquely inflects the performance in time. Thus, the 

performer’s presentation of her/his interpretation has to do in large measure with how 

she/he enacts the rhythm (pp. 136-137), a stance similar to Lidov’s (1987) concept of 

gestural articulation and inflection noted above. Cumming provides the following 

summary of her beliefs regarding the relationship between gesture and musical 

expression: 

An experience of embodied human movement serves to organize 
perception of the qualities of musical motion, almost in a manner that may 
carry a signification of affectivity. This effect is achieved because the 
vocabulary of human gesture, seconded to musical description, still carries 
with it the connotations of gestural “affect” or emotional communication 
found in the human domain. (p. 149, quotation marks original) 
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Notwithstanding Cumming’s focus on composed melodic materials as the basis of 

her discussion of gesture, the linking of embodied movement experience to rhythmic 

meaning is nonetheless reinforced in this work, and we may carry this notion into 

understanding the nature of improvised rhythmic figures. Thus, an improviser creates 

rhythmic figures, but also inflects those patterns with nuances drawn from movement 

experiences or embodied knowledge, sometimes with communicative intent, and 

therefore related to gestural expressions.  

Gestures and Rhythm Improvisation 

Implications for improvisation of concepts related to symbolic gestures may have 

to do with identifying correspondences between the attributes of emotions described 

earlier and combinations of rhythmic elements. Regarding emotional factors, this may 

include experiential envelopes and/or dynamic shapes of energy that are felt in particular 

emotional experiences and their relationship to emotion-based physical gestures. 

Inferences may then be made between the meanings ascribable to these emotion attributes 

and patterns of rhythmic expression such as combinations of pulse beats, subdivisions at 

varying degrees and rests, variations of tempo, and patterns of metrical flow supported or 

challenged with accents. It may be that an improviser draws on these sorts of connections 

between emotions and gestures to express inner affective experiences with rhythm, or 

that an improviser and/or other listeners may recognize energetic movement aspects of 

emotions manifested in the products and/or processes of an improvisation. Examples 

suggesting links between gesture and improvised rhythm formation follow.  

Emotion-related gestures associated with improvised rhythm might include, for 

example, punching of the air on a steady pulse to express anger. This expressive gesture 
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mimics or shares the energetic envelope of the aggressive action of striking another 

person or an object. For Laban this scheme might evince firm weight, sudden onset, 

direct movement in space, with a bounded flow of energy. If made by a crowd, this 

gesture performed in unison is often used to express anger as well as solidarity among the 

expressers. An example of a similar gesture found via a different part of the body is the 

stereotypic rhythmic stomping of a young child who does not get her/his way. Rhythmic 

punching or stomping may be associated with the energetic explosiveness one feels when 

enraged, the envelope/shape of the feeling being a quick and direct rising and release of 

intense energy. An improviser, as a means of conveying her/his feeling of anger, may 

transfer this sort of embodied expression to beating a drum with a fist, open hand, or a 

mallet with a similar envelope of energetic movement, that is, a quick and direct forward 

swing of the arm until the drum head is struck forcefully, perhaps followed by repetitions 

of the action at a steady tempo and with similar attack. The sounds produced therein may 

also be construed as symbolic of the energetic envelope/shape of the feeling, as Cumming 

(2000), Hatten (2006), and  Lidov (2006) all contend.  

A different sort of example might be the conveyance of the rhythmic envelope of 

energy related to a feeling of anxiety. Hundreds of times over the last decade, my clients 

and students have, at my request, expressed through rhythm improvising their 

experiences of anxiety. Their response is most often accomplished through the use of 

sustained, moderate to fast tempo, medium volume strikes of an instrument occurring 

with greater beat frequency than a typical range of pulse beats (i.e., above approximately 

180-200 bpm {Iyer, 2004; London, 2006}), and performed with alternating (back and 

forth) bilateral movements of the arms/hands, often with little indication of a grounding 
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pulse or metrical organization. Given this description, particularly the alternating bilateral 

aspect, we might refer to the playing as subdivisions—or, more accurately, as a texture 

created through a rhythm-based playing technique, quite similar to a drum roll. Laban 

might say this scheme reflects gentle to medium weight, sustained effort in time, direct 

movement in space, with a bound flow of energy. In my experience, the clients’ and 

students’ expressions via subdivisions/texture in this way seems to be a nearly universal 

phenomenon, meaning that nearly 100 percent of the time, when asked to improvise the 

feeling of anxiety, these improvisers have played sustained, moderate to fast, medium 

volume beats that occur more frequently than the range of typical pulse beats, with 

bilateral alternating movements! Why should this be? The answer may lie in the 

feelingful aspect of the experience of anxiety as it is subsequently manifested in an 

individual’s bodily actions. I use the term “manifest” to denote that, there is not a 

common gestural expression for the experience of anxiety, unlike expressions of an 

emotion such as fear, which is easily recognizable or interpretable if a person runs away 

or postures for attack (i.e., flight or fight response). But one’s anxiety, it seems, manifests 

in non-intentional ways; that is, it finds expression, but is not intentionally expressed. Yet 

the internal experience of anxiety is often described as a “nagging feeling” or a 

troublesome, continuous “grating on one’s nerves”. Interestingly, a common nagging 

gesture is a repetitious finger wagging (sustained, alternating back and forth motion), and 

a common grating action, as found in a kitchen when one grates, for example, cheese or 

ginger, is a repetitive, sustained, alternating back and forth motion of the food on a grater. 

(If either of these actions were grounded in a pulse, we would refer to the rhythm of the 

motion as subdivisions. In fact, it may be for some individuals who nag or who grate, that 
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they consciously or unconsciously produce the alternating back and forth movement with 

a sense of pulse and even tempo, while others do not.) It would seem that the envelope of 

actions used in gestures of nagging and grating—sustained, repetition of beats occurring 

more frequently than typical pulse beats via back and forth, bilateral alternating 

motions—have been recognized by humans as being similar to the experience of feeling 

anxious, and therefore have labeled it as such. It also seems that these particular types of 

communicative expressions (i.e., gestures) may be what an improviser draws upon when 

symbolizing in rhythm improvisation her/his experience of emotions.  

Gestures, Rhythm, and Emotional Expression: Perspectives from the IAPs 

 As with the relationships suggested in the prior chapter between symbolic forms 

of human feelings and phrasing tension and variability, links between rhythmic aspects of 

gestures and emotions also find support in the IAPs (Bruscia, 1987). Gestures, it would 

seem, appear to be smaller units of interest, as in Lidov’s (2006) description of them as 

brief, singular, gestalt units derived from discrete human impulses This is in comparison 

with the gradually unfolding feeling experiences revealed over the course of an entire 

piece of music, as inferred in Langer’s (1942) conceptualizations. Whereas we formerly 

spoke of phrases, we might more accurately relate gestures to relatively short rhythmic 

figures. Rhythmic figures, while capable of combining into larger aspects of an 

improvisation’s form such as phrases or sections, are distinct in nature. Laban’s (1971) 

concepts seem to evoke the idea of sequences of gestures that lead to emergent emotional 

meanings (p. 96). However, his descriptions of discrete movements are characterized, in 

fact, as gestures, each analyzable for its distinctive features and having associative 

metaphoric labels such as punch, press, flick, wring, dab, float, slash, and glide (p. 104). 
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Change in one aspect of a gesture, then, changes its potential symbolic meaning, 

therefore supporting the notion of a gesture as an independently functioning sign or 

symbol in the system of human communication grounded in movement.  

The energy envelope of a gesture has rhythmic attributes. A gesture begins, 

follows a course, and concludes. The time in between the start and conclusion of a 

gesture is filled with a form of tension until the pattern’s resting point is reached and/or 

another pattern begins. Like phrasing in an improvisation, rhythmic figure tension may 

range from hypo- to hypertense depending on numerous factors and valences (Bruscia, 

1987, p. 468). For example, the relationship of the rhythmic figure to the ground (pulse) 

may be such that the figure is nearly indiscernible from the ground itself versus being 

highly differentiated from it, both to where a clear relationship between figure and 

ground may be difficult to discern; that is, the rhythm and pulse are too similar or are too 

different, therefore appearing to be the same element or entirely unrelated. Either 

situation creates tension and need for some form of resolution. Resolution may be 

accomplished in the first case by increasing rhythmic freedom and differentiation from 

the stability of pulse beats and in the second by stabilizing the figure by “grounding” it 

(i.e., bringing the figure into closer relationship with the pulse). In both cases, the identity 

or role of the rhythmic figure as a discrete unit of meaningful expression is at stake, just 

as a communicative gesture may be ambiguous and misunderstood due to lack of clarity 

in its execution.  

Another example of a factor that may contribute to an experience of rhythmic 

figure tension is repetition of a pattern (a factor of variability) which, depending on the 

level of repetition may, on the one hand evoke a sense of predictability and perhaps 
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comfort with its presence or, on the other hand redundancy and boredom or annoyance. 

Yet the rhythm may not be repeated, or it may be repeated randomly and infrequently, 

possibly evoking a sense that the figure is accidental or of limited import to an 

improviser’s intentional expression. For these cases, the rhythmic figure is at risk for 

over- or underexposure, leading to lack of poignancy or relevance as a discreet 

expression, just as a communicative gesture might lose its impact as a communicative 

device due to an imbalance in the variability with which it is used.  

 Interpretively, Bruscia (1987) offers an existential perspective on the issues of 

tension and variability in the IAPs, primarily as they relate to processes rather than to 

specific musical elements such as rhythmic figures. Nonetheless, he noted that rhythmic 

elements are revelatory of the “emotional substance” of an improvisation, whereas 

melody reveals “ideational substance”, thereby locating emotion and emotional energy 

firmly in the realm of rhythm (p. 460).  

Interpretive notions from a psychoanalytic perspective, in contrast, seem more 

thoroughly developed in the case of improvised rhythmic figures related to emotional 

expression than conceptualizations from an existential viewpoint. Rhythmic figures, 

Bruscia (1987) poignantly explains,  

…are formed when the sounds do not coincide with the pulse. They are 
what is ‘not pulse’ or what is ‘impulse’… and they are now inclined to 
move towards an object or aim with varying degrees of drive or urgency. 
The patterns disturb the state of equilibrium or homeostasis, and therefore 
stimulate tension and the need for resolution. (p. 451)  
 

He adds that rhythmic figures exist as independent units, and they are thus recognizable 

as entities that may be used for expression of energies related to emotions. These 

concepts fit well with key aspects of gestures described above in that, a gesture entails a 
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brief and rhythmically structured movement in some way away from homeostasis (i.e., 

stillness or basic functional human movement not driven by emotion) with a particular 

energy envelope, and the expressive nature of which is related to affect (Hatten, 2006; 

Laban, 1971; Lidov, 2005). 

Motion Energy, Emotional Energy, and Improvised Rhythm 

 Given the above explications, it seems that a meaningful link may exist between 

the feelingful aspects of emotions, physical gestures sometimes used in communicating 

emotions, and the application of both to the process of sounding instruments in an 

emotion-based rhythm improvisation. It seems that an important factor in explaining the 

nature of these links has to do with the energy that affords movement of any sort. 

It was noted in Chapter Five that the phenomenological experience of movement 

over time with regard to an emotion is an experience of energy flow. Common terms used 

to describe the feeling aspects of inner bodily experiences, such as emotional energy and 

psychic energy, speak to the phenomenon of concern here. An emotion, it seems, is felt as 

internal movement of some form of energy. It is this energy and the ways that humans 

undergo its phenomenal flow that comprise the feelingful aspects of an emotion. In an 

experience of emotion, energy starts to move, flows, and dissipates, just as we might 

explain that any event, including an improvisation or a communicative gesture, begins, 

runs a particular course, and eventually ends. The emotional energy in question is related 

to the human systems involved in the experience of an emotion as it occurs; that is, the 

physiological fact of neuro-chemical release and uptake, cognitive evaluations and how 

they transpire to lead to physical actions as conscious expressions or unconscious 

manifestations (i.e., revelations and/or releases of energy), and the eventual shifts or 
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modulations that occur when the affective experience returns to homeostasis or moves to 

another emotional experience and thus a different awareness of energy flow. All of these 

factors infer the presence and movement of energy of some sort. Since the envelope of 

energy that flows in an emotion process is experienced over time, we may also say that 

there is a rhythm to how emotional energy is experienced via the series of events that 

mark the beginning, middle, and end of its occurrence. Similarly, human communicative 

gestures possess a rhythmic flow. The energy used in the case of a gesture is outwardly 

manifested through specifically structured physical actions coordinated or shaped through 

an individual’s efforts in organizing the motional flow of weight in time and space 

(Laban, 1971). And according to Hatten (2004) and Lidov (2006), gestures are derived 

from and are symbolic of affective or emotional impulses, that is, emotional energy.  

In relating emotion to an emotion-based rhythm improvisation, then, we may see 

that the expression or manifestation of emotional energy is shaped through various 

human functional modalities. These include the physical actions required to sound 

instruments, the cognitive machinations used in organizing one’s physical movements 

that result in improvised sounds (according to the dictates of the improviser’s ongoing 

phenomenal experience and related to aspects of her/his personality), and the nature of 

the emergent sounds themselves as we hear and comprehend them. Thus, the shaping of 

the sounds of a rhythmic expression of emotion occurs through actions/gestures applied 

to instruments, hence mirroring aspects of both the emotion and the gesture that 

represents it.  

It is important to reiterate that every individual’s phenomenological experience of 

an emotional energy envelope is unique due to the nature of her/his distinct personality as 
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well as to the innumerable variety of possible human life events and cultural and 

relational experiences she/he has undergone. Whereas researcher-theorists believe that a 

fairly small number of basic classes of emotions exist which all humans experience and 

express somewhat similarly (Clynes, 1977; Lidov, 2006; Juslin, 2001), each individual’s 

gestural comportment, within the constraints of her/his cultural situation, will be 

distinctive (Cumming, 2000). This is due on one hand to each individual’s particular 

overall experience of emotions (i.e., feeling, cognition, and response parameters), but 

also due to her/his particular physical body structures and movement capabilities (e.g., 

strength, flexibility, endurance). Hence, it is reasonable to assume that, when 

improvising, each individual’s improvised emotional expressions and/or manifestations 

will be, at least in their nuances, unique to that individual. Thus, it is at least theoretically 

possible to recognize the identity of an individual from the ways that she/he expresses 

her/himself with rhythm instruments. Parenthetically, this notion is certainly borne out if 

we consider significant jazz drummers who are immediately recognizable by their 

playing alone to aficionados of that genre (Berliner, 1994, p. 127). 

Returning to the theoretical descriptions found earlier in this chapter, it seems 

quite possible that it is foundationally the rhythmic form of an emotional experience that 

Langer (1942) and others believe are expressed or manifested in music. We may thus 

surmise a concurrence of meanings between the felt movements of one’s emotional 

energies, the physical actions of gestures that represent an emotion and its energetic 

envelope and flow, and the resulting sounds when these actions are applied in a rhythm 

improvisation. 
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Gesture Theories and Improvisational Music Therapy 

 Three overarching issues seem to be important regarding motion/gesture, 

emotion, and improvised rhythm in improvisational music therapy. These include (a) a 

client-improviser’s level of awareness regarding her/his emotions and therefore the 

intentionality with which she/he expresses them rhythmically, (b) the level of integration 

occurring among the different systems involved in the process (i.e., somatic, cognitive, 

and motor systems) and, (c) the notion of congruence in a client’s experience between 

her/his emotions and her/his improvised rhythmic expressions of them. These issues are 

also relevant for the therapist in her/his attempt to comprehend and/or respond to a 

client’s rhythm improvising.   

Referential Improvisations: Awareness and Intentionality 

 As noted in Chapter Four, a client may sometimes intentionally express emotion 

in rhythmic improvising, while at other times emotion may unintentionally manifest in 

her/his playing. For a client to intentionally improvise a representation of an occurrent 

emotion, one that she/he indicates verbally to the therapist that she plans to represent 

musically (i.e., a referential improvisation), she/he must first have some level of 

awareness of the feelingful aspect of her/his emotion; that is, the internal somatic changes 

that occur as emotional energy flows in its particular process. She/he must also 

immediately integrate her/his cognitive awareness of the feeling with her/his physical 

actions upon the instruments. In light of the foregoing explications, we might re-label the 

term “physical actions” by referring instead to enactment of gestures with/upon the 

rhythm instruments. The process also requires engagement of the intrapersonal-

intramusical auditory feedback loop in the course of monitoring her/his own expressions 
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realized through the enactment of the gesture and the resulting sounds. Similarly, for a 

client referentially improvising on the emotional aspects of a past experience, she/he 

must draw on her/his memory of the somatic and cognitive aspects of the prior emotion 

process while improvising. This is possible, Robinson (2005) has noted, because an 

emotion process includes cataloguing it in memory for future reference in new contexts 

(p. 97). In the case of improvising on a past emotion experience, it also seems likely that 

the process carries traces of associations regarding the nature of the emotional 

experience, including images or verbal language related to the situation, objects, and/or 

relationships involved, as well as memory of physical responses enacted at the time.   

Integration of Systems 

 Accomplishing the representational processes just described requires integration 

of the client’s somatic, cognitive, and motor systems. With these notions in mind, it 

seems that a therapist has a range of possible points of entry as she/he attends to the 

client’s improvisation process and the resulting sounds toward recognizing potential 

meanings related to the referent. For example, the therapist may focus on the client’s 

observable physical efforts with the instruments and the resulting sounds as they manifest 

according to Laban’s system of weight, time, and space parameters, as in Simpkins’s 

integrative music therapy model. The therapist may also draw on the client’s 

verbalizations regarding memories, images, and the improvisation processes and sounds 

toward identifying meanings, as is important in Priestley’s work (1994). Or the therapist 

may focus on the client’s variable use of particular rhythmic elements across the 

improvisation and how rhythmic tensions are initiated, sustained, and resolved, as in the 

IAPs (Bruscia, 1987). Further, the therapist may attend to the level of integrative integrity 
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between the referent and the client’s expressive process, a factor referred to in the IAPs 

as congruence (pp. 437-441).  

Congruence in Improvised Expression and Emotion 

Congruence, according to the IAPs, has to do with coherence in the relationships 

between a client’s emotion and her/his outward expression of it through various elements 

in a rhythm improvisation, particularly where tension is concerned. Tension and 

resolution, it seems, are natural parts of both emotions and improvisations. Emotions— 

apparently being processes that naturally occur and that therefore are not voluntarily 

undergone nor easily manipulated by an individual—have, in their basic types, relatively 

stable phenomenal forms (Juslin & Timmers, 2010). In other words, basic emotions have 

a relatively stable flow of energy related to tension and resolution. Thus, when humans 

communicate with each other regarding certain emotions, there is often consistency 

between each individual’s experiential knowledge of the emotion, as well as consistency 

within cultural constraints of the ways emotions are outwardly expressed. Consequently, 

it seems reasonable to assert that a therapist may anticipate hearing a certain character in 

a client’s use of tension in an emotion-based referential improvisation. Support for this 

notion is found in Bruscia’s (1987) elaborations of the nature of congruence in 

improvisation as he notes that congruence “points out how distant one’s musical feelings 

are from one’s body experiences and thoughts” and “also reveals how distant the client’s 

thoughts and feelings may be from another person’s” (p. 457). It seems then that the 

foundation for a therapist’s ability to recognize incongruities (i.e., the distances just 

referred to) in a client’s improvised rhythmic expressions is her/his own personal and 
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improvisational experiences of emotion and improvisation processes, of which more will 

be mentioned below.  

When inconsistencies are apparent to the therapist between an emotion referent 

and the character of a client’s improvised representation, the therapist may seek 

understanding of the incongruity by considering the issue of integration among the 

various processes mentioned above. These considerations, while indicative of assessment 

concerns, may also be a continuous part of the treatment process in bringing awareness to 

both client and therapist of potential meanings. Hence we might speculate a few 

examples of clinically relevant questions as follows: Is the client fully aware of her/his 

somatic experience of the emotion she/he attempts to symbolize rhythmically? Does 

she/he recognize her/his felt somatic form as it relates to a particular emotion or emotion 

label already catalogued in memory? Does she/he integrate her/his occurrent somatic and 

cognitive awareness into a meaningful representation to present rhythmically in the 

moment and to also catalogue it in memory for the future? Does she/he transform her/his 

cognitive representation of the somatic form into gestures or movements and enact these 

with/upon instruments? Does she/he actively monitor and respond to her/his improvised 

sounds toward shaping the improvisation according to her/his awareness of the somatic 

form of her/his emotion? Theoretically, then, through careful listening analysis and 

interpretation, a therapist may assist a client in identifying potential strengths and 

weaknesses in the apparent links found in this series of processes. For the therapist, 

her/his heightened awareness may guide ongoing decisions about how to respond to the 

client’s improvising, whereas for the client, she/he may gain insight into the nature of 

her/his expressions as accurate representations of her/his experience. The therapist may 
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also consider the possibility of psychological aspects that may intervene in the client’s 

improvisational process such as resistance to allowing or gaining emotional awareness, 

and depending on the therapist’s theoretical orientation to treatment, she/he may initiate 

processes for uncovering unconscious materials to help the client to examine and gain 

insight into her/his incongruities. According to Bruscia (1987), from an existential 

perspective, congruence may also inference a client’s view of her/his own sense of power 

and control regarding her/his self-directed expressive actions in relation to her/his own 

body, her/his own music, her/his own feelings, between her/his body and her/his music, 

her/his feelings and her/his music, and/or her/his feelings and those of others (p. 462).   

Non-referential Improvisations: Interpretations 

In contrast to comprehending the potential meanings of a client’s solo, intentional 

emotional expression through referential rhythm improvisations, are those experiences 

wherein a referent is not predetermined, or in other words, a non-referential 

improvisation. Here the client improvises, presumably, with musical intent alone, and any 

emotional revelations are unintentional manifestations of unconscious emotion—at least 

at the beginning of the improvisation. Considering the concepts involved in the gestural 

expression theory which is our current focus, it seems that the improviser’s efforts may 

be viewed as revealing first something about the client’s immediate level of instinctual 

energy, as proposed by Bruscia (1987), and second, if rhythmic figures are evident, then 

they are revelatory of some form of emotional energy. This is the case because, as we 

noted earlier in reference to the IAPs, a client’s playing of pulse and subdivisions are 

considered manifestations of a stable conveyance of energy containing no goal direction, 

and thus no tension and/or need for resolution. The playing of rhythmic figures, on the 
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other hand, are understood as impulses that elicit movement away from the homeostatic 

stability of the ground/pulse. When this occurs, there is revealed tension and 

consequently a need for resolution. The realization of an impulse into a rhythmic figure, 

therefore, is also a realization of a motoric gesture performed on/with an instrument, and 

the resulting sounds are a realization of the nature of that impulse. Key questions to be 

addressed, therefore, are whether and how the impulse revealed in the rhythmic gesture is 

related to an emotion in any way.  

First, when a client’s improvisation contains only unaccented pulses and 

subdivisions over a stable tempo at a stable volume level, we may say that the 

improvisation is grounded—and, in fact, the nature of such playing is nothing but 

groundedness. There is no movement toward a goal and hence no tension nor need for 

resolution. We might characterize such playing as representing inertia. In a related way, 

there may be a sense of meter inferred in the playing, but this may only be in the mind of 

the improviser or listener, that is, in her/his perceptual organizations; it may not be the 

actual case (Radocy & Boyle, 2003). However, depending on the nature of other factors 

such as the instrument’s timbral qualities and the improviser’s affect, a therapist may 

interpret the playing as symbolic of the improviser’s mood. This is in accordance with the 

definition provided earlier noting that moods are sustained experiences that are less 

intense and/or enduring in nature than emotions, and are also neither object focused nor 

associated with a typical gestural expression (Juslin & Timmers, 2010). Yet, the 

introduction of rhythmic figures is indicative of the improviser’s impulse to (a) move out 

from the ground (b) to assert an aspects of the self’s energy that is in some way different 

from the inertia of a given mood state or inert energy state and/or (c) to project energy 
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out into the physical and sound world through structured action (i.e., gesture) that results 

in configurations of sounds. It seems reasonable to assert that the improviser’s impulse, 

therefore, contains traces of emotion as she/he has, at this point, made a psychological 

commitment to leave her/his state of inertia and express outwardly. The improviser may 

or may not be aware of the nature of the emotional energy in her/his rhythmic formations, 

but now that it is sounded the possibility exists to realize the emotion through the 

intrapersonal-intramusical auditory feedback loop as well as from kinesthetic feedback 

from movement with/on the instruments.  

In instances when a client improvises non-referentially, the listening therapist 

must focus attention on the materials revealed in the improvisation process to inform 

interpretations of their symbolism. These materials include the client’s affect and 

physical actions on/with the instruments while improvising and the resulting rhythmic 

structures and their nuanced articulations as they are sounded. When co-improvising, the 

client’s responses to the therapist’s offerings also become relevant toward discerning 

meanings. When a client begins to improvise alone and non-referentially, she/he hears 

her/his sounds and feels her/his efforts and, through the intrapersonal-intramusical 

auditory feedback loop and bodily self-awareness, continues to shape her/his rhythm 

improvisation according to personal and perhaps cultural aesthetic values. When co-

improvising, on the other hand, the client and therapist continually make decisions 

regarding if and how to respond to each other’s offerings. Aesthetic criteria for rhythmic 

responses are negotiated between the two improvisers as they play together, since each 

brings her/his own personal and cultural values to the experience. Without an emotion 

referent, the contribution of emotion to the client’s improvisation process may remain 
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ambiguous to the players, although the nature of the energy used and its motional aspects 

are nonetheless revealed. These dynamic energies are therefore potential data for analysis 

and interpretation with emotional aspects in mind.  

Consequently, if a therapist believes, as Hatten (2004) and Lidov (2006) have 

indicated, that musical gestures are based on affective impulses, then the therapist has 

grounds for initiating interpretive processes in that direction. As I alluded to earlier, the 

most important tools available to a therapist in the process of interpreting relationships 

between a client’s emotions, enactments of gestures with/on instruments, and the client’s 

improvised sounds/rhythms are the therapist’s keen knowledge and understanding of 

her/his own experiences of emotion and emotion-based improvising. This is particularly 

the case where analyses via the IAPs are concerned, in that IAP analyses are defined as 

phenomenological processes, and thus the therapist uses her/himself in the analysis 

procedures (Bruscia, 1987). It therefore behooves the improvisational music therapist to 

explore her/his own emotion-related improvisation processes in great detail.  
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CHAPTER 14 

EMBODIED COGNITION AND SCHEMA THEORY RELATED TO  

IMPROVISED RHYTHM 

 

 Theoretical understanding of rhythm and its use in general musical expression is a 

neglected area of musicological inquiry (Mead, 1999). My own investigations lead me to 

believe that comprehension of rhythm in the particular realm of improvisation has 

received even less attention. However, the area of psychological inquiry known as 

“embodied cognition” or “schema theory”, which has recently been constructively 

applied to musicological study of composed tonal music, may prove fruitful in deepening 

our knowledge of the potential meanings of rhythm in improvisation. Significantly, 

Aigen (2005a, 2009) has been a leading author in bringing concepts from schema theory 

to music therapy toward explaining tonal aspects of clinically improvised music.  

In this chapter, I will first focus on explicating important theoretical constructs 

from embodied cognition/schema theory relevant to experiences of rhythm, with 

particular focus on human conceptualizations of time. Within this discussion, I will 

introduce a construct I have labeled rhythm event-structures to help inform 

conceptualizations of improvised rhythmic figures. Important characteristics between the 

musical processes of listeners, performers, and improvisers will be examined as well as 

implications for understanding events that occur in-time versus those that occur over-

time. To conclude the chapter, applications of these constructs to the elements of rhythm 

used in improvisational processes will be performed with the aim of identifying useful 
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concepts and articulating implications about the nature of rhythm in improvisational 

music therapy. 

Embodied Cognition and Schema Theory 

Musicologists concerned with studying how meanings may be derived from music 

experiences have recently embraced concepts from an area of cognitive psychology 

variously referred to as embodied cognition, schema theory, or metaphor theory (Brower; 

2000; Dogantan-Dack, 2006; Iyer, 2002, 2004; Johnson & Larson, 2003; Krueger, 2009; 

Phillips-Silver & Trainor, 2007; Saslaw, 1996; Seitz, 2005; Zbikowski, 1997).  Much of 

the development of this highly significant perspective on human cognition and language 

is based on the cognitive science, cognitive linguistics, and neuroscience investigations of 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980, 1999).  

Embodiment theorists posit that humans gain knowledge and comprehension of 

the world not from purely thought-based cognitions, as per the Cartesian model (wherein 

the mind is the locus of all knowledge and reasoning), but rather from bodily experiences 

involved in interacting with the physical world. Cognitive processes used for 

comprehending physical interactions include the use of metaphors—linguistic tools that 

help an individual categorize experiences from a variety of domains. A metaphor is 

commonly used to represent and thus comprehend one thing in terms of the attributes of 

another thing. For example, the pile of paperwork on my desk may be described 

metaphorically as a mountain—a huge structure that is in my way and that will take a 

great deal of time and effort to traverse or conquer, with the word “conquer” also being a 

metaphor for completing the task that I perceive as an enemy with whom I must do battle. 

Additionally, the metaphors used to comprehend one type of experience are often 
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mapped onto other types of experiences that have constituently similar attributes, which 

is a process known as “cross-domain mapping” (Lakoff, cited in Saslaw, 1996, p. 20).  

For example, most adults can recall an experience from childhood of spinning themselves 

around until dizzy and disoriented, even to the point of falling to the ground for lack of 

balance control. I may map this bodily experience onto my experience of feeling 

overwhelmed with having many projects active at one time—each needing my immediate 

attention—by stating that my head is “spinning” from the “dizzying” amount of work I 

have yet to do. The metaphoric concept or conceptual metaphor takes as the source 

domain the embodied action of spinning that results in dizziness and disorientation (a 

physical experience) and applies it to a target domain: that of feeling overwhelmed with 

many disparate tasks, each requiring immediate attention (a psychological/mental 

experience). Humans also use cross-domain mapping to conceptualize experiences of 

emotions through metaphors related to embodied knowledge when we describe, for 

instance, “falling” in love, feeling “down in the dumps” when depressed, or “flying high” 

when feeling great joy or elation. 

One powerful aspect of mapping a bodily experience onto another type of 

experience through metaphor is that it helps us to categorize our experiences and thereby 

gain the ability to draw on previous experiences to understand and respond to new ones. 

Another useful aspect of cross-domain mapping is that it enables us to communicate with 

others regarding various types of experiences. We are able to draw on our own collective 

human bodily experiences, as conceived through conceptual metaphors, to understand 

and perhaps empathize with another person’s experience. Recent research has begun to 

support the notion that the use of metaphors in everyday understanding of human 
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experiences is a common and, in many instances, universal phenomenon across cultures 

and languages (Reiger, 1996; Narayanan, 1997).  

 The foundations of our metaphoric concepts are found in what Johnson calls 

image schemata (1987). He describes image schemata as “structures that organize our 

mental representations at a level more general and abstract than that at which we form 

particular mental images” (pp. 23-24). Thus, image schemata are not pictorial 

representations of experiences, but are more fundamental. Image schemata are dynamic 

constructs formed from bodily experiences in the world of objects and space, and they 

represent experiences of interacting with and observing the attributes of objects and other 

people, and of being and moving in space. Further, schemata possess internal consistency 

of pattern and form in their construction, aiding in the human proclivity to order and 

organize perceptions and responses to a wide variety of experiences in the world. While 

preserving a level of consistency, Johnson stresses that image schemata are also dynamic 

in nature rather than rigid, inflexible, and literal, and are therefore capable of 

accommodating the natural variety of human embodied experiences that occur in 

different, perhaps innumerable, contexts (p. 29). 

To briefly illustrate, one key image schemata relevant to understanding music 

experiences is the CONTAINER schemata. (The convention of using capital letters to 

designate specific schemata is common in writings about schema theory and will 

therefore be applied in this paper.) A container has a boundary that designates what is 

inside it from what is outside of it.  We may understand the concept of a container first 

through our bodily experiences of having an inside and an outside to our bodies, and 

second from the act of going in and out of, for instance, a house, a room, a store, or an 
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automobile. The reader may also usefully imagine the CONTAINER schema as 

represented by a box or a soup can. Things can be either inside the box or soup can or 

outside of it. Similarly, certain actions or events may occur inside a particular container 

whereas others typically occur outside of it. With regard to a musical piece, let us 

consider a popular song with the common AABA form. Each section of the form may be 

considered a container for particular musical materials and the ways in which the 

materials are configured. The musical structures found in the B section are typically 

organized differently than those in the A sections that surround it, thus differentiating the 

sections from one another; each contains different configurations of the musical 

materials. The chord progression, melodic materials, rhythmic structures, and even the 

lyric content that distinguish the B section are considered “inside” the B section, whereas 

those that constitute the A section are “outside” of the B section. However, we may also 

find a melodic motif from the A section interpolated “into” the B section.  Statements 

during a rehearsal of the song that aid musicians in their orientation such as, “we are in 

the second A section” and “let’s get through the B section,” allude first to the experience 

of being inside the A section, and second to the intent of moving through and eventually 

leaving the B section. Such directives, conceptualized through the embodied orientation 

of in-out, are demonstrative of applications of the CONTAINER schemata that occur 

quite naturally with regard to performances of music (Johnson, 1987, pp. 30-37). 

How have musicologists contemplated the application of embodied cognition 

concepts to rhythm?  Dogantan-Dack (2006) reports that current thinking regarding 

embodied understandings of the nature of musical rhythm has roots in the nineteenth 

century with early psychology of music theorists. As evidence for this contention, she 
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notes that the earliest science-based psychology research of the 1800s was, in fact, 

performed by experimental physiologists interested in human beings’ psychological 

experiences of sensations of the moving body or kinesthesis. Dogantan-Dack further 

notes that early psychology of music theories regarding rhythm drew from the 

experimental physiology research of the time and therefore commonly applied motor 

theories to explain the nature of musical rhythm. It seems apparent that, since the days of 

the early music psychologists, those interested in musicology have been seeking answers 

to questions of rhythm through concepts surrounding the embodied nature of rhythmic 

movement (pp. 452-453).   

Conceptualizations of Time in Schema Theory 

Most, if not all, definitions of rhythm refer to some aspect of its relationship to 

time. So, to understand rhythm, we must first have a clear idea of the nature of time. 

Lakoff and Johnson (1999) apply concepts from embodiment theories to provide a 

detailed rendering of human beings’ conceptualizations of and ways of reasoning about 

time, which are steeped in metaphor. The following descriptions are derived from Lakoff 

and Johnson’s Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to 

Western Thought (1999) and Johnson and Larson’s (2003) article “Something in the way 

she moves—Metaphors of musical motion” in the journal Metaphor and Symbol.  

Time and Events 

A human being’s life may be construed as a series of events. Events occur in time. 

Every event has a starting point and an ending point. In order to measure the time 

properties of an event, humans have devised instruments, such as clocks and stopwatches, 

which are based on consistent, cyclical iterations of small events (i.e., seconds) that are 
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considered equal in their properties. A clock or stop-watch is used to track and categorize 

iterations that occur according to the arbitrary system wherein sixty iterations of a second 

equals one minute, sixty minutes equals one hour, and so on. Occurrences in succession 

of the events known as seconds symbolize an interval of time. Inherent in the notion of 

seconds occurring in succession is the inference of movement from one second to the 

next and the next, and onward. In fact, it is the movement of a pendulum or spring-

loaded, cycling gears in a clock that produces realizations of time interval events for the 

purpose of measurement. Use of a clock or stopwatch allows an event to be measured 

from its beginning to its end. Therefore, it seems that we understand time via our 

understanding of the properties of events; that is, the time of our lives progresses from 

event to event. We also experience moving through the duration of each event. 

Subsequently, we measure the time properties of events through comparison with other 

events—the consequences being that our experiences of time are integrally linked to our 

experiences of events, and our experiences of events are embodied experiences, all of 

which occur in some form of space (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, pp. 137-139).    

Time and Movement in Space 

Interestingly, the language we use to conceptualize and reason about time—which 

reflects, in essence, our metaphoric thinking about time—takes movement in space as its 

source domain. In other words, we map conceptualizations of motion in space onto the 

target domain of time. It turns out that our experiences of time are conceptualized in 

terms of physical orientation of two sorts: the Moving Times Metaphor and the Moving 

Observer (or Time’s Landscape) Metaphor, both of which incorporate the Time 

Orientation Metaphor. In the Time Orientation Metaphor, an observer in the present is 
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faced in a fixed direction, with future time conceived as being in front of and past time 

behind the observer. Examples of language used to describe experiences from this 

orientation are “I’m looking forward to the concert,” “look ahead to next week’s 

schedule,” “let’s not go back and revisit that issue,” or “those days are behind us now.” 

The Moving Times Metaphor is a conceptualization wherein times are an infinite series 

of events moving past the observer who is located in the present. The times are oriented 

facing the observer who is oriented facing the future. Therefore, time passes by us or we 

experience the passage of time. Linguistic phrases that demonstrate this metaphoric 

conceptualization include the following: “time is flying by us,” “our performance date 

will arrive soon,” “the due date has passed,” or “ here come the staccato sixteenth note 

figures.”  

In the Moving Observer (or Time’s Landscape) metaphor, on the other hand, the 

observer is not in a fixed location, but rather moves on a path over the landscape that is 

conceived as time, and on which innumerable points of time (i.e., events and/or 

structures) are found at different locations. Movement along the path is thus the passage 

of time, and the distance traversed is the amount of time that has passed or is yet to be 

experienced. Just as in the Moving Times metaphor, the future is conceptualized as being 

in front and the past is behind. Linguistic phrases relevant to this metaphoric 

conceptualization include the following: “we are fast approaching the scheduled 

performance,” “we’ll soon reach the end of the semester,” we’ve passed the cut-off 

date,” or “we are coming up on the swing eighth patterns.” With regard to long or short 

amounts of time reflected in the metaphoric movement across the time landscape, we 

might say any of these statements: “we have quite a ways to go before we are ready for 
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the recording session,” or “let’s move on quickly from this piece so we can get to the next 

one on the list.”  

An observation about these two key metaphoric conceptualizations is that they are 

figure-ground reversals of each other, depending on what is taken as the moving subject 

in a given scenario—either times (events/structures) or the observer (us) (p. 149). This 

concept may have relevance for conceptualizations of rhythm in that figure-ground 

relationships are found among the various rhythmic elements, particularly those of pulse 

and rhythmic figures.  

Rhythm Event-Structures 

Lakoff and Johnson (1999) summarize their findings regarding time-oriented 

metaphors by telling us that human beings use metaphors related to movement in space to 

conceptualize time because of our day-to-day bodily experiences moving and physically 

interacting with the world. The authors refer to these experiences as “motion-situations” 

(p. 151). It seems we automatically correlate our actions (i.e., motions during motion 

situations, or observations of the actions of others) with the time-defining events that 

endow us with our sense of time, such as the movement of clocks and our body rhythms. 

The authors support their belief in these metaphoric conceptualizations, and the embodied 

cognition concepts that undergird them, by explaining that humans “do not perceive time 

independently of events… We can only define time to be that which is measured by 

regular iterations of events” (p. 154, italics original). The authors further conclude that, 

“Motion-situations thus contain the literal correlations that are the experiential bases for 

the Time Orientation, Moving Times, and Moving Observer metaphors” (p. 151).  
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A conceptualization that I would like to put forth here, and one that seems 

important to experiences of rhythm related to time and movement metaphors, is the 

notion of rhythmic structures (i.e., rhythmic figures) as rhythm events. For just as distinct 

events such as a party, a business meeting, or a person telling a story have a temporal 

shape with a beginning, middle, and end, so too do rhythmic structures, as they are 

experienced by people. Therefore, we might, then, speak of rhythmic figures as rhythm 

event-structures; that is, temporal structures with a particular form occurring in the 

experiential space of time. Rhythmic figures are, simultaneously, events and structures.  

To further explain the concept of rhythm event-structures, let us recall the 

metaphorical perspectives of Moving Times and Moving Observers noted above. If we 

relate the Moving Times and Moving Observer metaphors to perceptions of rhythmic 

music, we experience a series of rhythm event-structures. For example, in the Moving 

Times metaphor, we experience rhythm event-structures moving toward us, through or 

around us (depending on how we directly experience the rhythm), and eventually past us; 

whereas in the Moving Observer metaphor, we move toward, through, and eventually 

past various other rhythm event-structures. This notion is demonstrated in the examples 

of a listener in the Moving Times metaphor who experiences the approach of staccato 

sixteenth note figures, and a listener in the Moving Observer metaphor who is 

approaching a section of music containing swing eighth patterns. The staccato sixteenth 

note figures and the swing eighth patterns are structures that we can isolate and describe 

as distinct, but they are at the same time events that we experience as time, in the course 

of time, and through time. Additionally, we must also keep in mind the related concept of 

pulse associated with the stable, cyclical movement of events toward us, or our forward 
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movement toward events in the different metaphorical time scenarios, and tempo as a 

measure of how quickly or slowly we encounter and undergo an event-structure. The 

concept of rhythmic figures as discrete event-structures is certainly not foreign to musical 

processes, as players often isolate particular figures and practice them repeatedly outside 

of the context of a musical whole, thereby highlighting the structural unity and 

independence of each pattern. Similarly, when improvising, a player may create a new 

pattern and subsequently repeat, restructure, embellish, reduce, or expand it in various 

ways while holding in mind the distinctive character of the initial pattern as a discrete 

event-structure with its own temporal form. And finally, it should be noted that rhythmic 

event-structures, when repeated or returned to in a piece of music after some time (as 

occurs as a feature of certain musical forms), affect our perception of how time is 

moving. This is due to our experiences of recognizing the return of the event-structure 

and considering when we last heard it (i.e., Moving Times) or last approached the event-

structure that we had experienced earlier during our journey through the piece (i.e., 

Moving Observer).  

A discrete rhythm event-structure may be a single beat or a rhythmic figure, or 

even a rest that we as listeners experience as time moves past us or as we move through 

it. Or a rhythm event-structure may be a pattern that we re-produce as performers, or that 

we create through improvisation as we move metaphorically through time (i.e., over the 

landscape of time). Are there differences, then, with regard to the ways that improvisers 

conceptualize rhythm while engaged in different sorts of musical processes? More 

specifically, from an embodied cognition standpoint, what differences are apparent in the 
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ways that rhythm is conceptualized within the process of listening versus performing 

versus improvising? 

Characteristics of Listeners, Performers, and Solo Rhythm Improvisers 

In order to move forward in this endeavor, we must first differentiate aspects of 

an improviser’s experience from those of a listener or a performer of pre-composed 

works. Whereas the “lion’s share” of musicological interest, including that of 

embodiment theorists, has historically focused on study of listeners’ perceptions of 

music, little evidence exists for interest in the experiences of improvisers (Gabrielsson & 

Juslin, 1996; Juslin, 2002, Nettl, 1998; Pressing, 1984). In recent decades, musicologists 

have begun to focus research on performers’ efforts in expressing aspects of emotion 

while performing pre-composed works. Interestingly, key machinations that performers 

use toward expressing emotion in music have to do with timing, and therefore rhythm is 

clearly implicated in this work (Juslin, 2002; Juslin & Laukka, 2003; Juslin & Timmers, 

2010; Laukka & Gabrielsson, 2000). Yet, a performer of a pre-composed work remains a 

significantly different subject of study from an improviser. Subsequently, in seeking to 

understand improvised rhythm through schema theory, we must consider how 

embodiment concepts apply from the vantage point of an improviser rather than that of a 

listener or a performer.  

Listeners 

Johnson and Larson (2003) report that, for music listeners, there are two 

perspectives from which to experience music on a landscape: as observer or as 

participant. In the observer perspective, the observer-listener remains in place on the 

landscape while musical event-structures move past her/him and she/he thus undergoes 
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and thereby experiences them. Contrarily, in the participant perspective, the participant-

listener moves along a path on the landscape of time undergoing and experiencing 

musical event-structures (pp. 72-73). In both perspectives, a listener may either actively 

engage in the process or act as a passive subject to it. In both observer and participant 

perspectives, however, a listener plays no role with regard to creating, sounding, and 

shaping the nuances of particular musical structures, as does an improviser. Also, 

whereas a performer plays the role of creating movement while she/he plays, she/he does 

not engage in creating musical event-structures, as does an improviser.  

Performers 

A performer’s perspective is as a participant. She/he does not simply await 

musical event-structures to approach her/him as does an observer-listener, but exercises 

intentionality with regard to the music sounded, and therefore agency in the process of 

revealing or sounding the prescribed musical event-structures of the piece. While 

sounding or giving voice to composed materials, a performer also has opportunities to 

individualize the way the materials are sounded, usually within a certain stylistic range. 

With regard to musical agency, Johnson and Larson (2003) distinguish between the 

metaphorical concepts I am moved and I move (p. 76). To be moved (“I am moved”) by 

the music is to be subjected to musical forces that push or pull us in various ways (p. 75), 

such as the forces by which an observer-listener is moved. Interestingly, a participant-

listener moves toward the musical forces found in various musical event-structures of a 

piece and therefore experiences moving through them as well. To move musically (“I 

move”), on the other hand, is to be the force that causes musical motion or movement. At 

the most basic level, a performer, by the act of sounding composed materials from a page, 
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lends human energy to cause music to be sounded and therefore to move in the music. 

Yet, at another level, a performer may exercise agency to shape and consequently aid in 

moving the music in individualized ways. This is facilitated through varied use of tempo, 

dynamics, and phrasing, while also reproducing the prescribed or composed event-

structures of the composition. At still another level, a performer also hears the sounds and 

feels her/his own physical efforts while reproducing musical event-structures, and 

therefore may also be moved by the music that is sounded. By possessing energy and a 

capacity for intentionality to cause musical motion through human agency, a performer 

determines whether and how musical event-structures are sounded, but not what the 

nature of each event-structure is, nor where each is to be located on the unfolding path on 

the landscape of musical time, since these are pre-determined by the composition itself.  

Johnson and Larson (2003) note that, while engaged in reproducing a composed 

work, a performer may often be metonymically associated with the music or with the 

instrument played, as in the following respective metaphorical statements about the 

unfolding music: “you should have slowed down when you approached the end of the 

phrase” and “the guitar’s steady four beat chunking holds the piece together nicely” (pp. 

76-77). Here the performer is recognized as being essentially associated with the event-

structures of the music while also metaphorically recognized as existing in and/or through 

the time of the music, as it and she/he both move over the landscape. The performer may, 

therefore, be said to experience the musical events as while causing them to occur. 

Hence, a performer simultaneously gives voice to a composer’s music while also shaping, 

hearing, and therefore intimately undergoing and experiencing it, but remains removed 

from the original process of creation. 
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Solo Rhythm Improvisers 

Another perspective that has received little attention in the musicological, 

embodied cognition literature is that of the solo rhythm improviser. While an 

improviser’s experience may be construed as moving over a landscape (like the 

experiences of a listener-participant or a performer) the improviser does not encounter 

structures in particular locations on the landscape, nor is it the improviser’s role to bring a 

composer’s musical event-structures into existence through musical agency. Rather, the 

improviser creates or brings forth rhythm event-structures, shapes them, and experiences 

their unfolding while moving at a self-generated rate of speed along a self-created path on 

the landscape of time. The improviser further responds in an individualized way to the 

improvised rhythm event-structures while continuing to create more, until the 

improvisation ends. In this perspective, the improviser is the sole agent in a unique cycle 

of creation, perception, and reaction. The improviser is the source of energy that initiates 

improvising, the resource for establishing and regulating the cyclical or non-cyclical 

nature of the path over which rhythm event-structures occur (i.e., pulse and tempo), the 

architect and expresser of all rhythm event-structures that are formed (i.e., rhythmic 

figures), and the supervisor/manager and experiencer of the unfolding processes. In the 

moments of creation, along with the role as human agent for bringing sounds into being, 

an improviser may also be considered a composer, a conductor, an arranger, an 

orchestrator, and an audience to all that occurs in the improvisation.  

In-time and Over-time Processes 

The improviser’s perspective is one that Iyer (2004) describes as being grounded 

in temporality, meaning that the individual (player) is part of an embodied process that 
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occurs either “over-time” or “in-time” (pp. 160-161). Processes that occur over-time are 

those that “are merely contained in time; the fact that they take time is of no fundamental 

consequence to the result” (p. 161, italics original). Examples of over-time processes may 

include composing an orchestral work or writing a song, short story, or novel. In-time 

processes, on the other hand, are processes that are “embedded in time; not only does the 

time taken matter, but, in fact, it contributes to the overall structure” (p. 161, italics 

original). Rhythm improvisation epitomizes an in-time process. A rhythm improviser is a 

framer of time; that is, an agent who utilizes the possibilities of time to create time-

oriented and time-dependent structures (i.e., rhythmic figures) while moving forward in 

time, over the landscape of time, perhaps from one rhythm event-structure to where the 

next will be created.  

Returning to the Moving Times and Moving Observer metaphors, we note that an 

improviser’s time orientation is the same in both perspectives (i.e., the future in front, the 

past behind), but her/his nature as the subject of the metaphor is different than that of a 

listener or a performer. Again, the Moving Times metaphor places the observer-listener 

in a static position and receptive role, detached from the processes of creating or shaping 

the event-structures encountered and undergone, and therefore subject to the music. 

Musically, the Moving Times perspective makes logical sense for an observer-listener. 

The participant-listener, in Johnson and Larson’s (2003) conceptualization, is also placed 

in a receptive role, taking in the preordained structures she/he comes upon and living 

through them on the journey over the landscape. Musically, the Moving Observer 

perspective makes logical sense for a participant-listener, but also for the experience of a 

performer of a composed work. The participant-listener receives the music as she arrives 
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at its location in musical time, whereas the performer reconstructs a composer’s 

structures at their prescribed locations in musical time.  

Compared with a participant-listener or a performer, a rhythm improviser is 

indispensably involved in creating, forming, and locating rhythm event-structures as well 

as bringing into existence the path on which they occur. A rhythm improviser also 

determines the nature and character of the forward movement along the path over the 

landscape of time. Due to the unique nature of an improviser’s role, she/he is not simply 

an observer, but is a creator as well as an experiencer of the processes. The improviser 

creates the experience, and consequently also lives through it, along with each event 

within it, by taking in the rhythm event-structures (i.e., receiving the auditory and 

kinesthetic stimuli of the improvisation) and also by potentially being moved by the 

musical constructions and forces. The improviser determines when improvisational time 

begins and ends, and also how time is marked and organized based on passed embodied 

experiences of being and moving in the world or witnessing the movements of objects 

and others. Therefore, according to embodied cognition concepts, the ways that pulse, 

subdivision, tempo, rhythmic figures, meter, and accents are manifested in creating 

rhythm event-structures in improvisations stems from and is constrained by an 

improviser’s experiences of bodily movement in space and time.   
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CHAPTER 15 

SCHEMATA RELEVANT TO RHYTHM IMPROVISATION 

 

Given the importance of embodiment in recent conceptualizations of music, it is 

essential to attempt to describe the various rhythmic elements as they relate to bodily 

movement schemata and their associated metaphors, all in the context of improvising.  

Musical Pulse and Locomotion 

Musical pulse, sometimes referred to as “basic beat,” is the division of time into 

equally segmented and equally significant recurring events. Defined in this way, pulse 

can be conceptualized by itself, without reference to subdivision, tempo, meter, and 

rhythmic figure, and therefore warrants a separate discussion in terms of embodied 

cognition constructs.  Musical pulse may be understood through a few key schemata that 

have to do with locomotion, including those for PATH, VERTICALITY, BALANCE, 

CYCLE, GROUNDEDNESS, and GRAVITY.   

As bipeds, humans whose development is beyond infancy, ambulate most often 

by walking—a form of locomotion. The left-right-left-right symmetry of the action of 

walking is cyclical, like a rhythmic pulse. Simplistically, the machinations of walking 

include the legs swinging from the hips in a cycle consisting of one leg swinging forward, 

the forward foot striking the ground that supports the weight of the body as it vaults over 

the leg that is now in contact with the earth, while the other leg begins to swing forward 

and its foot subsequently strikes the ground, and so on (Farley & Ferris, 1998; London, 

2006). As each leg “lifts up” and “returns down” to the earth in the cycle of steps, the 

individual experiences VERTICALITY. This process carries the body in a forward 
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direction on a real or metaphorical PATH, a surface over which movement occurs and 

that designates where on the landscape the walker is going, where she is, and where 

she/he has been. The nature of a walking posture also invokes the VERTICALITY 

schemata as the individual experiences the empowerment of being in an upright position, 

affording the efficiency of ambulating bipedally rather than by crawling on all fours.  

An individual’s legs are most often roughly equal in length, and so a walking 

stride creates an even rhythmic CYCLE of left-right, left-right—a completed cycle 

entailing the execution of a step from each leg. In the process of walking, one foot always 

remains in contact with the GROUND; in running, both feet may leave the ground 

simultaneously, but they always return. Therefore, when walking (or running), we are, in 

a sense, GROUNDED; we are supported, held up, maintained by the ground beneath us. 

Being grounded in this way is also a function of the “pull” of GRAVITY; that is, the 

force of nature that causes bodies in motion to return to the earth, to the ground. We 

experience stability and support in our movement by being regularly connected with the 

surface over which we travel; yet we must also assert effort toward maintaining our 

vertical posture in the face of gravitational force. The muscular and skeletal movement 

scheme of walking (and running) is also cyclical and therefore may be characterized as 

rhythmic. Therefore, when walking or running evenly, we may say that we are moving in 

a rhythmically grounded fashion (London, 2006). 

Along with comprehension of the cyclical movement involved during the 

experience of walking, humans also gain understanding of BALANCE. BALANCE, in 

this case, is a dynamic concern of equal distribution of weight in various forms 

necessitated by the influence of GRAVITY—the natural force that, in essence, pulls 
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physical objects downward toward the earth. In walking, unconscious adjustments are 

continually made in the central nervous system for the weight of the torso, each arm and 

leg, and the head, as these pivot over the axis formed by the foot and leg that is in contact 

with the ground. BALANCE is, of course, important to the process of remaining upright 

(VERTICALITY) so that the cycle of steps may continue as evenly as possible and the 

body may therefore move forward in a controlled fashion (Farley & Ferris, 1998).  

Given the above explanations of schemata related to walking, I wish to assert that 

it is the experience of intentional movement schemes related to locomotion that provide 

the basis for a human’s ability to reproduce a musical pulse. Briggs’s (1991) report on 

musical development lends further credence to this claim. Her consolidation of findings 

from musicologists and music education researchers indicates that a 10 to 14 month-old 

child’s ability to intentionally play a steady beat develops concurrently with her/his 

ability to walk, with improvement toward mastery of both continuing through the 36 to 

72 month period (pp. 10-15). It should be noted that our ability to walk is, of course, 

preceded developmentally by the locomotor scheme for crawling, which, once mastered 

by an infant, is also a cyclical and therefore rhythmic action. Key to both schemes, 

however, is the individual’s intentionality in the process. For it is through her/his 

intentional actions in moving in and against the properties of the world that an individual 

develops understanding of the nature of stable cyclical patterns of action and the 

associated benefits for well-coordinated locomotion, and eventually for rhythmically-

organized music making. 

Walking, it seems, is the most energy efficient way for a human to ambulate 

under her/his own power (Farley & Ferris, 1998). Other locomotion options exist, of 
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course, such as skipping, galloping, shuffling, hopping, and so on. But with a moment of 

thought, we understand that all of these movement patterns require more cognitive and 

physical energy of the typically developed human body than does the even, reciprocal 

motion of walking. Numerous other rhythmic cycles occur in a functioning human 

body— some more even and/or stable than others—such as in sleeping, respiration, 

digestion, and menstruation. Historically, musicologists have related musical pulse with 

the heartbeat, even naming this essential and most basic rhythmic element after it 

(Spitzer, 2004). Yet, rhythmic biological imperatives such as heartbeat and respiration 

largely occur unconsciously, with our attention brought to them most often only when 

they are not even or stable, such as when affected by physical exertion or by 

psychological responses to events (e.g., fright or joyful excitation). If heartbeat were in 

fact the true basis for understanding and producing musical pulse, then it seems infants 

would be born with the ability to do so, which is not the case. I contend, on the other 

hand, that the conscious and intentional embodied locomotor movement experiences of 

walking (and crawling prior to walking) have greater import for the development of 

embodied awareness and potential skill in playing pulse than the more-often-than-not 

unconscious and unintentional experience of heartbeat. For just as a musical pulse divides 

time into equally segmented, equally significant, recurring sound events or cycles often 

made explicit when an object interacts with another (e.g., a mallet striking a drum head), 

the process of walking with an even gait requires equally segmented recurring swings of 

the legs and feet striking the ground.  

The cycles of pulses are balanced, as are steps when walking. Interestingly, the 

cadence range (rate of speed) of human adult walking may also be roughly matched to 
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the typical tempo range of much Western music. Drawing on the work of Fraisse (1982) 

and Todd (1994), Iyer (2002) substantiates a similar notion wherein listeners are thought 

to comprehend rhythm in music by linking its attributes to that of bodily movement 

schemes such as walking. Iyer posits that the relative cadence range of walking (in the 

region of 60-180 bpm) has a musical correlate in the pulse rates or tempi of a large 

portion of Western music. (It is quite likely that other musics of the world similarly draw 

from this tempo range, however no research was identified to support this notion.) More 

recently, London (2006) has provided a thorough review of research on measured 

relationships between walking cadence range and musical tempi, further sustaining Iyer’s 

contentions. Presumably, the correspondence between tempi of Western musics and the 

average range of adult walking cadences is not accidental, but speaks to the embodied 

nature of this indispensible rhythmic element. It also seems logical to assume that, since 

listeners are believed to comprehend rhythm through their understanding of bodily 

movement schemes, performers and improvisers likely gain this knowledge through 

similar means and therefore draw from embodied knowledge when improvising with 

rhythm (Mead, 1999).  

Musical pulses may function in a figure-ground relationship with rhythmic figures 

that, by definition (see below), divide time unequally yet often, but not always, in 

mathematical relation to the cycles of the pulse. Similarly, a key attribute of the 

experience of human locomotion, regardless of type, remains being in contact with the 

earth; human agents are figures always supported by the ground, always in relationship 

with it. And, whereas walking is the foundational scheme for human bipedal locomotion, 

rhythmic pulse is the cyclical foundation for the experience of rhythmic movement—that 
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is, the GROUND over which rhythmic movement is experienced by both performer and 

listener. The music theorist Mead (1999) adds support for the notion of a relationship 

between walking and musical pulse by reminding us that “qualities of locomotion” as 

well as tempo are reflected in familiar music terminology (i.e., tempo markings) (p. 5). 

Examples may include agitato (“hurried, restless”), grave (“slow and solemn”), and 

andante (“at a walking pace”) (Apel, 1969).  Mead (1999) further explains his stance 

thusly:  

I suspect that further aspects of rhythm also derive from our physical 
motion, however. We are extremely sensitive to the differences between 
even and odd groups of pulses, whether they be at the level of the beat, its 
subdivision, or numbers of bars in a phrase. It strikes me as not 
unreasonable to reflect that our sensitivity to this difference is at least in 
part derived from our sense of the difference between those cyclic actions 
that involve reciprocal motion, such as walking, and those that do not. (p. 
5) 
 

 It is important to recognize that a rhythmic pulse is often a covert experience for 

an improviser rather than explicitly sounded in her/his playing. An improviser may relate 

her/his rhythmic playing to an underlying pulse that is created and maintained internally 

but not actually played or sounded explicitly. Thaut (2005) refers to the internalization of 

rhythmic pulse as a “felt pulse” and notes that other rhythmic actions a player might 

construct—regular or irregular—that are somehow “referenced and synchronized against 

underlying sensations of pulse patterns” (p. 7). Regardless of whether the pulse is 

expressly sounded or its perception simply felt, the characteristic grounding aspects of a 

pulse as explained through schema theory nonetheless impinge on an improviser and play 

a role in the cyclical movement forward on a path with gravitational pull toward the 

ground requiring effort to maintain verticality and balance in the process of playing a 

rhythm improvisation.  
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Metaphorical linguistic phrases that evidence a link between notions of musical 

pulse related to locomotion and the underlying structures of the PATH, VERTICALITY, 

BALANCE, CYCLE, GROUNDEDNESS, and GRAVITY schemata may include any of 

the following: 

- “Here the music settles onto the beat”  

- “Louis Armstrong was known for playing just in front of or behind the beat” 

- “He laid down a steady beat throughout the entire piece”   

- “Her playing was grounded in the pulse”      

- “His wildly expressive playing was ungrounded”   

-  “The insistent pulse of the bass supported the group’s cohesion” 

- “He was able to stand up on his own as a new member of the rhythm section” 

Subdivisions 

 Subdivisions are divisions of the time span of musical pulses into smaller, equally 

spaced and equally significant events. They may be sounded or manifested as rests. 

Subdivisions most often divide the pulse into equal cycles of halves, thirds, fourths, 

sixths, eighths, sixteenths, and so on. The origin of any subdivision is the pulse, and 

therefore a sense of the underlying or felt pulse is found in subdivisions. This being the 

case, a subdivision cannot be separated from its direct relationship to the pulse. A series 

of subdivisions may sometimes function similarly to the pulse, for instance when used as 

an ostinato. Notably, subdivisions occur more frequently than pulsations, yet they do not 

signal a change of tempo. Pulse and subdivisions share the same temporal and therefore 

metaphorical space. In summary, subdivisions fill the time between pulse beats with more 
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frequent events that are equally significant while also remaining measured within the 

same metaphorical space as the underlying pulse beats.  

Referring back to the discussion of pulse as related to walking, it seems prudent to 

examine whether or not the same explanatory metaphor of locomotion may hold true for 

subdivisions. Key differences between subdivisions and pulse, of course, are the 

frequency with which the equally subdivided beats occur and the increased use of 

physical and cognitive energy required to produce and organize them.  

Pulse and Subdivisions: Walking and Running? 

In terms of linking locomotor concepts, it may be tempting to state that, since 

pulse is related to walking, then subdivisions relate directly to the act of running. 

However, a moment of analysis of walking and running movement schemes suggests 

that, within a small range, these two locomotor schemes can, in fact, share a similar rate 

of occurrence (also variously referred to as speed, cadence or, in music, tempo) (London, 

2006). Therefore we might say that walking and running are just two similar 

metaphorical ways of articulating or representing a pulse. Yet, whereas walking and 

running may potentially share a small cyclical range of cadences, the complexity of 

movement involved in each scheme is different, as is the energy requirements of each. In 

running, it frequently occurs that both feet simultaneously leave the ground as the body 

works against gravity to propel itself both upward and forward, and thereby demanding 

more coordination and energy than in walking. Hence, the complexity of movement 

patterning (coordination and organization) and energy required seems to differentiate 

these two locomotor schemes.  
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A similar relationship seems to exist between the coordination, organization, and 

energy requirements of pulse and subdivision playing. Yet, despite these apparent 

similarities between walking-running and pulse-subdivisions, an issue that seems to 

weaken the metaphorical link is the temporal space required among them. For unlike the 

temporal and metaphoric space necessary for the realization of pulse and subdivisions of 

the pulse (i.e., the same temporal and metaphoric space), running, in actuality, typically 

moves a person forward over a landscape further than the scheme for walking over the 

same time period, thereby requiring more space or distance over time to accommodate 

the result of running movements. When an individual needs or wishes to move forward 

quickly, shifting her/his movement pattern from walking to running accommodates the 

energy associated with the impulse to move faster. Correspondingly, the feet strike the 

ground more frequently with greater expanse between them, and more distance is 

traversed. It is here with regard to the metaphorical distance covered on the PATH, as 

found in the equal relationship between pulse and subdivision playing, that the 

metaphorical connection between walking-running and pulse-subdivision seems to lose 

explanatory power.  

Summarizing the above metaphorical concerns surrounding pulse-subdivisions 

and walking-running, we can say of subdivisions that they accommodate an improviser’s 

increases of energy from that typically expended by pulse playing. This occurs without 

changing the underlying time cycle or the underlying movement scheme (pattern) of the 

felt pulse, but also without changing the amount of space on the metaphorical time 

landscape that is traversed. Running, on the other hand, while potentially maintaining a 

mathematical relationship to an earlier walking cadence such as by doubling, or less 
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likely, but possibly, tripling or quadrupling the rate of previous walking steps, and also 

revealing an increase in the energy expended to facilitate the locomotion pattern, 

nonetheless requires more space or results in more distance traveled on a landscape 

during the same time frame than does walking. Thus, the potential metaphorical 

relationship between pulse-subdivision and walking-running is violated.  

Returning to the schemas noted above relating pulse and walking, namely the 

schemas for PATH, VERTICALITY, BALANCE, CYCLE, GROUNDEDNESS, and 

GRAVITY, it is the PATH schema that is not accommodated in the attempt to 

metaphorically link subdivisions to running. The PATH unfolds over the GROUND of 

the felt or actuated pulse. Subdivisions, by definition, relate directly to the grounding 

pulse, their realization being part of the pulse, and therefore their manifestation being in 

the same time (and metaphorical space) as the pulse. How, then, do we differentiate 

subdivision from pulse? What is the embodied nature of subdivisions, and what 

metaphorical concepts help in our explanatory pursuit of this rhythmic element? 

Subdivisions and Bilateralism 

Human walking is a bipedal accomplishment. We are able to walk because we 

possess the bilateral structures (left and right legs and feet) that allow it. We are also 

bilateral with regard to our upper extremities (i.e., arms and hands), and as humans, we 

are incredibly creative when it comes to the seemingly infinite number and sorts of things 

we can do with our bilateral upper extremities. One of these incredible feats is to 

subdivide musical pulses into smaller, equally significant units. We typically accomplish 

this through variously alternating the actions of our left and right arms and hands. We 

might conjecture that this act has historical roots in pre-verbal human communication, for 
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instance when a person sought to communicate with another about the speed of an animal 

as it moved nearby, of the rate of flow of a river or storm cloud, or perhaps about the 

flow of energy of an emotion. Demonstrating these important “motion-situations” 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 151) by striking an object with alternating left-right patterns 

at different speeds with one’s hands could indeed be considered a creative and efficient 

way of non-verbally expressing or communicating information about movement and 

energy parameters of various phenomena. What I argue here is akin to this idea: humans’ 

performance of subdivisions of a pulse is realizable because our cognitive and motoric 

capacities allow us to use subdivisions as a means of expressing or communicating 

something about temporal flow parameters of movement and energy. Said another way, 

as humans we take advantage of our embodied understanding of motion-situations and 

bilateral upper extremity structures to create subdivisions and thereby express or 

communicate about movement and energy. 

In summary, I argue above that comprehension and performance of pulse playing 

have their bases in the locomotor scheme of walking. While it may seem logical to 

metaphorically relate running to subdivisions of pulse due to certain inherent 

relationships—that is, running and playing subdivisions both require increases in 

complexity of coordination and energy compared with walking and playing pulse, 

respectively—, I have shown that the metaphorical relationship eventually fails. The 

failure has to do with the differential requirements of space: Whereas subdivisions occur 

within the same metaphorical temporal space as the pulse itself, the act of running entails 

that a person traverses much greater distance than when walking for the same amount of 

time and therefore requires much more space. Pulse and subdivision share the same 
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temporal space on a metaphorical PATH, whereas a runner and a walker, over time, will 

naturally end up in different places altogether. Comprehension and playing of 

subdivisions of pulse is instead argued to be related to the nature and possibilities of 

human bilateralism and cognitive abilities (and, perhaps, to a human’s creative/aesthetic 

penchant) for coordinating and organizing bilateral movements. This advantage may be 

applied in response to a need or desire to express experiences or observations of motion-

situations in the world that occur at various rates of speed and with varying levels of 

energy.  

Metaphorical linguistic phrases that evidence a link between subdivisions and 

expressions of movement parameters of speed and energy are the following:  

- “Her playing seemed to have a sense of urgency as her rapid sixteenth note 

subdivisions continued unabated for the duration of the improvisation.” 

- “The unhurried feeling experienced earlier in the music returned when he 

switched from playing a steady steam of eighth note subdivisions to half 

notes.” 

- “While listening to her relentless subdivisions I had the mental image of 

someone trying to flee from danger.”  

Tempo: Measure of Energy 

 For any musical pulse to exist and to be recognized by an improviser or listener, 

there must always be a measurable rate at which the pulse cycles occur, or a tempo 

(London, 2006). Regarding tempo in improvisation, Bruscia (1987) expressed the view 

that “Tempo is a gauge of energy, signaling the need to be held up by a ground…” (p. 

451, italics added). To define and expand on this notion relevant to improvisation, 
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consider how when rhythmic playing begins, it evinces an expression of embodied 

energy requiring some form of structure on which to emerge and to which other rhythmic 

elements or events may potentially relate. Cooper and Meyer (1960) believe that tempo 

“is not an organizing force,” rather, that it allows qualification of the rate of speed of the 

pulse (p. 3). Tempo is also not something that simply happens when a pulse occurs, but it 

is consciously or unconsciously established by an improviser, and is one clear revelation 

of energy manifested in an improvisation. Fraisse (1982) reviewed research indicating 

that individuals appear to possess a stable “spontaneous” or “personal tempo” as 

observed and measured in various empirical movement tests such as measures of finger 

tapping speeds. Related to the above discussion linking pulse and locomotion, Fraisse 

also noted that research subjects’ spontaneous tempi were highly correlated with the 

typical range of adult walking cadences (pp. 153-154). Hence, it seems that the rates at 

which an improviser plays are individualized and yet relative to her/his experiences of 

human bipedal locomotion.  

When improvising begins, a pulse cycle also potentially begins, establishing an 

overt or covert ground over which other rhythmic events may take place. As noted above, 

the tempo of pulse cycles is an indication of the energy expressed moment by moment in 

an improviser’s rhythmic playing, and it may change freely according to various dictates 

of the player. Summarily, some form of energy must always be implied and applied in 

order for initial and subsequent beats to be sounded by a player, for a pulse cycle to be 

realized, and for rhythmic expression to be sustained throughout an improvisation.  

Returning to the PATH schema, we note that as an improviser moves forward on 

a PATH, she/he does so always with a particular amount of energy that influences the 
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pulse cycles, and that manifest as a particular (measurable) rate of speed or tempo. With 

regard to rhythmic elements, Bruscia (1987) classified pulse, subdivisions, and tempi of 

improvisations as “rhythmic grounds”, and stressed that rhythmic grounds signal a state 

of equilibrium without an indication of a goal or other intention. Such energy flow related 

to pulse may be characterized as inertia: steady forward movement that remains 

unchanged until acted upon by another force. Therefore, when an improviser responds to 

an impulse (internal drive or compulsion) to play beats that do not correspond with pulse 

beats, the inertia is disrupted and a change occurs in the equilibrium, consequently 

signaling a need for resolution (p. 451). It is at this point that a rhythmic figure may be 

born. 

As noted above, Mead (1999) reports that many of the terms used to describe 

tempi—or in composed music to suggest appropriate tempi—are based on metaphorical 

linguistic terms regarding locomotion and/or deportment of locomotion. Above I 

highlighted the examples of agitato (“hurried, restless), grave (“slow and solemn”), and 

andante (“at a walking pace”). A review of music theory texts will reveal an abundant list 

of similar terms. Other metaphorical phrases that evidence a link between tempo and 

qualified energy related to movement or locomotion in improvisation are any of the 

following:  

- “His tempo evolved from quick and restless to calm and relaxed before the 

improvisation was finished.” 

- “It became clear that the lumbering tempo established early on in the group 

improvisation would not contain the high amount of anxious energy of many 

of the members.” 
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Meter and Accent: Containers and Boundaries 

Like tempo, meter is not a sound stimulus that an improviser “plays” as in pulse 

beats, sounded subdivisions, or rhythmic figures. Rather, it is a cognitive organizational 

tool for sorting rhythmic stimuli into manageable groups or “chunks” to assist in making 

the world of time-based musical/rhythmic experiences comprehensible (Lerdahl & 

Jackendoff, 1983; Radocy & Boyle; 2003, Thaut, 2005). The concept of “chunking,” first 

introduced by Miller (1956), has long been established as a cognitive structuring strategy 

for making sense of serial or sequenced bits of information (Gobet, Lane, Croker, Cheng, 

Jones, Oliver, & Pine, 2001). When represented on a written score, metrical structures are 

referred to as “measures,” reflecting their function as regular organizational structures. 

Each measure holds a specific “measure of time;” that is, amount or number of pulse 

beats. Most often in Western music, measures are organized in sets of two or three pulses 

and the variety of possible subdivisions of those pulses (Cooper & Meyer, 1960; Radocy 

& Boyle, 2003).  

From an embodied cognition or schema theory standpoint, meter may be 

conceptualized as a continuous series of connected CONTAINERS with permeable walls 

that most often constrain the amount of rhythmic stimuli permitted inside each container, 

while at other times allowing an overflow of rhythmic stimuli to cross over into adjacent 

containers. Unlike when a performer re-creates pre-composed music, an improviser 

“creates” these organizational structures for her/himself during the spontaneous act of 

improvising and reinforces their conceived existence and function through the use of 

accents or emphasized beats (Cooper & Meyer, 1960; Radocy & Boyle, 2003). In this 

regard, Cooper and Meyer have noted that an accent “is a stimulus (in a series of stimuli) 
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which is marked for consciousness in some way” (p. 8, italics original). Consequently, an 

improviser may play accents as a means of remaining conscious of the metrical 

containers she/he has established or to create rhythmic tension by accenting across 

metrical boundaries. Whereas a variety of accent types have been described (see Creston, 

1964), Lerdahl and Jackendoff (1983) emphasize accents that reinforce meter, or 

“metric” accents, and those that function toward grouping other sorts of rhythmic events, 

such as rhythmic figures (about which more will be written below). Concordantly, in 

improvisation, accents often are created through the use of physical strength as an 

improviser stresses particular beats that land inside the metrical containing structures, 

their sound durations fitting inside the container, thereby reinforcing the meter—Lerdahl 

and Jackendoff’s metric accent. Accents may also be improvised that permeate the 

boundary of a metrical container by prolonging the sound stimulus or creating the 

perception that the sound stimulus is prolonged, thereby crossing a metrical container’s 

boundary into the next container and potentially disturbing the strength of the metrical 

boundaries or walls of the CONTAINERS. Consistently crossing the boundary may 

subsequently alter the regularity of the metrical structure and potentially establish a new 

meter with new containers that hold a different measure of time.  

Metaphorical linguistic phrases that evidence a link between functions of meter 

and the CONTAINER schema include any of the following:  

- “Her rhythms landed squarely within the measure.” 

- “He broke out of the meter and improvised freely.” 

- “She ignored the established meter and played in her own time structure.” 

- “The amount of syncopation blurred the boundaries of the meter.” 
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Rhythmic Figures: Structures and Events 

A key metaphorical concept emerges from the musicological literature regarding 

the potential embodied nature of rhythmic figures in rhythm improvisation, namely the 

architectural notion of rhythmic figures as structures. Along with sound, silence, and 

time as materials, the concept of forming or building rhythmic structures includes the 

embodied factors of movement and energy in time and space, as well as the related 

concept of events in our comprehension of time. We will examine below the defining 

features of rhythmic figures before exploring their conceptualization as structures and 

events. 

A rhythmic figure, or that which other authors have variously referred to as 

rhythm patterns (Bruscia, 1987), rhythmic groupings (Cooper & Meyer, 1960; Lerdahl & 

Jackendoff, 1983), “objective rhythmization” (Fraisse, 1982), beat patterns (Thaut, 2005), 

or quite generically as “a rhythm,” may be characterized as a division of time into a mix 

of equal and unequal beat segments with equal and unequal durations (i.e., long and short 

notes) and significances, (i.e., accented [strong] versus unaccented [weak] beats). The 

concept of rhythmic figures infers an ordering of musical time that differs in structural 

quality from basic, cyclical pulses or their subdivisions. Cooper and Meyer (1960) define 

a rhythmic figure as “the way in which one or more unaccented beats are grouped in 

relation to an accented one” (p. 6), a stance similarly held by Lerdahl and Jackendoff 

(1983). Cooper and Meyer refer to rhythm as “architectonic” in nature, meaning that the 

elements of rhythm, as well as various levels of rhythmic groupings, are used to build or 

construct forms in the service of organizing composed tonal music. Fraisse (1982) reports 

that in ancient Greek Ionian philosophy, rhythmos commonly meant form, “but an 
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improvised, momentary, and modifiable form. Rhythmos literally signifies a ‘particular 

way of flowing’” (p. 150, italics and internal quotation marks original), thereby 

referencing rhythm’s relationship to motion or movement. Consequently, given the 

earlier discussion of embodied time conceptualizations, the notions of form and flowing 

also draw on the concepts of events and space. Fraisse, who himself reports the non-

existence of an exact and generally accepted definition of rhythm, goes on to relate that 

Plato defined rhythm as “the order in the movement,” stressing that the locus of human 

beings’ perceptions of rhythm is movement of the human body (p. 150). Fraisse 

conceptualizes the basis of rhythmic figures as “Any differentiation in an isochronous 

series of identical elements” and notes, as do the other authors mentioned here, that the 

differentiation may come from beats having different durations or accents, or from pauses 

or rests in the flow of beats (p. 159). Thaut (2005) explains that rhythmic figures may (a) 

take the form of either simple subdivisions of a pulse constrained by meter, (b) be quite 

complex and highly syncopated but still organized within established metrical structures, 

or (c) be asymmetrical in their relationship with a meter or an underlying sense of pulse, 

or free rhythms (p. 11). Free rhythms “consist of extended or brief groups of rhythmic 

events that are characterized and distinguished from each other by changes in contour, 

timing, intervals, durations of sequences, tempo changes, or accent patterns” (p. 11). It 

should be noted that, with regard to free rhythms, Thaut refers to the Free Jazz 

experimental improvisation movement of the 1960s and 1970s that sought to set aside or 

“free” improvisers from melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic structural conventions. (See 

Bailey, 1988 for a detailed examination of this movement in improvised music.)  
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Rhythmic Figures as Event-Structures 

It is clear from the above definitions that rhythm involves both structure/form and 

movement. From the embodied cognition concepts of time described above, the playing 

of rhythmic figures, it seems, also shares characteristics with experiences of human 

bodily actions entailing energy and movement through time and space, while also 

drawing from embodied understanding of time via events. Whether constrained by or free 

from musical conventions (i.e., some level of pulse and/or metric stability), a rhythm 

improviser is an agent who creates or forms distinct rhythmic figures that are different 

from pulse beats or sounded subdivisions, while playing. Reflecting on my own 

experiences of rhythm improvising and those of my clients and students, it seems that an 

improviser may express different intentions when forming rhythmic figures. These 

intentions may include manipulating the rhythmic elements and possibilities at one’s 

disposal as guided by personal or cultural notions of aesthetic forms of expression, or 

communicating in some way with a listener or fellow improviser.  

As we seek to describe the process of an improviser manipulating the materials of 

time (i.e., rhythmic elements) for aesthetic or personal satisfaction, it seems apt to 

metaphorically relate rhythmic figures to an architectural metaphor in that we often 

explain that an improviser constructs, makes, creates, generates, shapes, or forms 

rhythms while improvising. Other terms used for the creation of rhythmic figures may 

include the following: make-up, produce, fashion, craft, build, assemble, develop, 

compose, or structure. The concept of constructing is an embodied experience that 

humans have shared at least since our ancestors began fashioning clothing and shelter 
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against the elements by using the bilateral and independent capabilities of upper 

extremities to manipulate materials into useful forms—indeed, a sort of improvising.  

As noted above, rhythmic figures or structures created by an improviser are 

formed in time, using time and sounds as materials. Correspondingly, and according to 

schema theory, these discrete rhythmic structures are also formed at certain locations on 

an unfolding PATH on the metaphorical time landscape, and are thus also associated with 

our conceptualizations of events. An improviser creates and organizes rhythmic figures, 

or what I have referred to as rhythm event-structures, as she/he traverses her/his 

metaphorical PATH. (Rhythm event-structure is my own construction and is not related 

to Lakoff and Johnson’s {1999, pp. 170-234} event-structure concepts that deal with 

metaphorical understandings of causation. My conceptualization of rhythm event-

structures is meant to highlight the duality of a rhythmic figure metaphorically 

understood as an event that occurs over time and a structure akin to a building.) The 

PATH is highlighted or brought into being due to the creation of rhythm event-structures. 

For without the formation of rhythm event-structures to mark it as different from the 

GROUND, the existence of a PATH on which rhythm event-structures may occur is 

unwarranted; the path’s proposed purpose otherwise goes unfulfilled. Without rhythm 

event-structures to distinguish a path from the ground, all that exists is the ground. 

Rhythmically speaking, to play pulse is to play the GROUND. However, with the 

formation of a rhythm event-structure comes the possibility of movement from one event-

structure to another and another, thereby necessitating the existence of a PATH, and with 

it the potential innumerable ways an improviser may move between each rhythm event-

structure. In this regard, we may also reflect on the experience of an observer or 
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participant-listener who, depending on the tempo of movement via the music, either 

experiences the music moving toward and past her/him or moves to and through the 

music’s rhythm event-structures at varying rates of speed, and therefore her/his 

experience of the event-structures is influenced.  

To summarize, rhythmic figures as event-structures have to do with the embodied 

concepts of constructing structures (i.e., rhythmic objects) using time and sound as 

materials. Rhythmic figures, being constituently formed of time and space (via the 

metaphorical relationship between the two), are distinct with regard to the parameters of 

movement and energy they possess. Rhythmic figures are also constructed over the time 

of an improvisation, making each also an event (with a beginning, middle, and end) that 

the improviser subsequently moves through while creating them, and moves away from 

in order to construct more rhythmic figures or event-structures. The architectural 

metaphor alludes to the agency of the improviser in the process of building or 

constructing the event-structures of her/his improvisation.  

Metaphorical linguistic phrases that evidence a link between improvised rhythmic 

figures, events, and metaphorical concepts of architecture may include any of the 

following:  

- “She built her improvisation by alternating the placement of a one measure 

and a two measure long rhythmic figure.”  

- “He formed his rhythmic figures out of staccato sixteenth notes.” 

- “Her improvisation was characterized by carefully placed rhythmic figures 

assembled in various ways from the common ‘shave and a haircut’ motif.” 
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Summary: Embodied Cognition, Schema Theory, and Meanings of 

Rhythm in Improvisation 

 In this chapter, an attempt has been made to draw on concepts from the cognitive 

science domain known as “embodied cognition” and the related model of schema theory 

to explicate a deeper understanding of humans’ proclivities to use rhythm in improvised 

musical expressions. The key tenet of embodied cognition is that humans gain 

comprehension of the world, and our experiences in it, through bodily interactions with it 

and/or through our observations of objects and people moving and interacting in the 

world. A key tenet of schema or metaphor theory is that, humans’ metaphorical 

conceptualizations of interactions with the world provide a means through which we 

explain to ourselves our experiences of and in the world—meaning that we aid our 

comprehension of life experiences by mapping experiences from one domain onto 

another. For example, we may map the bodily experience of running into a large object 

(“to crash”) onto the target domain of feeling overwhelmingly tired and needing to lie 

down and rest.  

Due to the nature of rhythm as a fundamentally time-based experience, 

conceptualizations of humans’ psychological experiences of time were examined through 

embodied cognition and schema theory. I highlighted the fact that humans’ experiences 

of time are metaphorically understood through experiences of moving to and through 

events in space; time is only understood through our knowledge of the properties of 

events, including our experiences of enduring the ways that events unfold. In this regard, 

important schemata for experiences of time were explained. These include the Time 

Orientation, Moving Times, and Moving Observer schemata. From analyses of these 
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schemata, an assertion was made that rhythm shares conceptual aspects of our 

experiences of structures found in particular locations on a landscape (i.e., from an 

architectural metaphoric conceptualization) and also of our experiences of moving to and 

living through events, leading to the concept of rhythm event-structures. With regard to 

rhythmic improvising, it is theorized that the experience of creating rhythm structures at 

varied locations on the metaphorical landscape of time and the experience of living 

through each rhythm’s form as an event in time are not separate.  

 The experience of a rhythm improviser and thus the ways that rhythm may be 

conceptualized from this particular music engagement vantage point was found to differ 

considerably from that of a listener or a performer of composed works. In explicating 

differences inherent in the role of listener versus performer versus improviser, a 

rendering emerged of the multi-layered nature of an improviser’s role and the 

multifarious demands of the improvisational process. Significantly, a rhythm improviser 

initiates improvised sounds through capacities to focus physical energy, motor actions, 

and cognitive agency on interacting with instruments. In so doing, the improviser creates 

rhythm event-structures as well as the metaphorical path on the landscape of time on 

which the event-structures occur or are located. The improviser also experiences applying 

her/his own physical and cognitive energies and efforts to create the resulting sounds that 

emerge from the process. An improviser simultaneously appraises the sounds for their 

value to the improvisational process while continuing to create and to variously construct 

subsequent rhythm event-structures, until the improvisation ends.  

Thus, the picture emerges of rhythm improvising as a uniquely complex and 

sophisticated endeavor that touches upon and draws from numerous aspects of human 
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functioning. Explaining the nature of the rhythmic materials involved in improvisation, 

therefore, requires an orientation capable of accommodating the unique factors 

implicated. With this in mind, embodied cognition and schema theory concepts were 

brought to bear on explanations of the rhythmic elements of pulse, subdivisions, tempo, 

meter, accent, and rhythmic figures used by rhythm improvisers. A synopsis of the 

findings follows. 

 According to embodied cognition/schema theory, the rhythmic elements used and 

the nuanced ways that they are played in an improvisation are derived—and thus draw 

potential meanings from—an improviser’s experiences of moving in the world in various 

ways and with various intentions. The playing of musical pulse, it seems, has as its origin 

in the locomotor scheme of walking (including the preceding scheme of crawling) and 

the related embodied experiences of cyclical efficiency, vertical posture, balance, 

gravitational pull, and groundedness. The improvised playing of subdivisions of a pulse, 

however, is related to a human’s characteristic of bilateralism and her/his proclivity to 

use her/his bilateral upper extremities to manipulate objects in unique ways, sometimes 

with communicative intent. Tempo is noted to be a measure of an improviser’s energy 

related to the range of speed at which she/he sounds rhythmic elements in time. Meter, on 

the other hand, is conceptualized as a series of containers with permeable walls or 

boundaries. Each container of a metrical system aids an improviser in organizing the 

quantities of sounds played into equal portions (i.e., measures), but also in providing 

boundaries that may be crossed, thereby informing the improviser when rhythmic 

expressions fit or do not fit into the system. Awareness of the violation of metrical 

boundaries helps to indicate to the improviser, for example, a form of tension occurring 



  211 

in the ongoing flow of the experience of rhythm event-structures. Use of accents also 

helps an improviser to establish and/or to breach the boundaries of metrical containers. 

Finally, from an embodied cognition perspective, an improviser’s intention while playing 

rhythmic figures may vary between two metaphorical perspectives, and therefore the 

meaning potentials of rhythmic figures may differ accordingly. Architectural and 

communication perspectives are relevant in ascertaining potential meanings of rhythmic 

figures in improvisation. The architectural perspective views a rhythmic figure as a 

structure, built by an improviser, which possesses a particular form or shape meant to fill 

space in a particular manner on the time landscape. The communication perspective, on 

the other hand, views a rhythmic figure as a communicative gesture that, similar to the 

architectural perspective, possesses a particular form or shape, but is meant to 

communicate something, usually with emotional content, to a listener or co-improviser. 

Additionally, both perspectives draw on an improviser’s experience and knowledge of 

events due to shared understandings related to time, energy, and movement in creating 

structures and in forming or performing communicative gestures (events) in time. 
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CHAPTER 16 

IMPLICATIONS OF EMBODIED COGNITION THEORY FOR  

IMPROVISATIONAL MUSIC THERAPY 

 

 Foundational thinking on implications of embodied cognition theories for music 

therapy can be found in Aigen’s (2005a) Music-Centered Music Therapy text and Journal 

of Music Therapy article titled “Verticality and containment in improvisation and song: 

An application of schema theory to Nordoff-Robbins Music Therapy” (2009). Paramount 

in Aigen’s theoretical view of music therapy is that, “all aspects of melody, harmony, 

rhythm and meter, and texture that constitute one’s clinical-musical interventions should 

have an underlying rationale” (2009, p. 242). Toward fulfilling the mandate understood 

in this proposition, Aigen advocates the importance of embodied cognition theories “as a 

tool in integrating musical content with the extra-musical clinical concerns that 

characterize the focus of music therapy” (p. 244). Other significant implication for the 

use of embodied cognition theories in music therapy are in how clients’ functional 

capacities are revealed through their participation in various forms of musicing, including 

improvising. Aigen (2005a) notes that relevant image schemata can provide an 

informative link between a client’s life experiences inside and outside of music, that the 

metaphorical language used to describe music and musical experiences is useful toward 

gaining insight into music and its importance in clinical processes, and “that image 

schemata are not just of cognitive importance but also represent basic emotional, 

psychological, and developmental needs and aspirations of human beings” (pp. 178-179). 

Aigen also concludes that a key benefit of musical engagement revealed through 
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embodied cognition theory is the compensatory nature of metaphorical understandings 

gained through musicing for clients whose disabilities limit their access to the cognitive, 

emotional, psychological, and developmental benefits of directly engaging in moving and 

physically interacting in the world (pp. 201-202).  

Forces 

In the findings described earlier regarding applications of embodied cognition 

theory to rhythm improvising, I noted that, at a foundational level, a rhythm improviser 

initiates then maintains efforts in improvising sounds through embodied capacities to 

focus physical energy, bodily action, and cognitive agency on the processes of interacting 

with instruments. We may say, then, that in order for any rhythm improvisation to occur, 

there must be application of some form of force in the process of moving one’s body with 

and against instruments. Johnson (1987) tells us that any action or interaction among 

objects and/or people implies the presence of forces (p. 42). The embodied experiences of 

human beings, as we move through the world and interact with objects and each other 

moment by moment, may thus be viewed as a series of force interactions or relationships 

(p. 45).  

Forces, we are told, evince certain general characteristics that are immediately 

related to embodied understandings. Among these characteristics are the following: (a) 

Humans’ basic awareness of forces is made evident through our experience of 

interactions. Johnson emphasizes, “There is no schema for force that does not involve 

interaction, or potential interaction” (p. 43); (b) Force is most often related to the 

movement of an object in a particular direction through space; (c) An object in motion 

usually follows a singular path; (d) Every force is derived from some source or origin 
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(therefore, due to the directionality of forces, agents may manipulate forces toward a 

particular purpose or goal); (e) The strength, power, or intensity of a force is variable and 

is in many instances measurable; and (f) Since forces are evidenced through interactions, 

“there is always a structure or sequence of causality involved” (p. 44, italics original)—

“Forces are the means by which we achieve causal interactions” (p. 44). Johnson holds 

that the characteristics just described constitute gestalt structures or what was referred to 

earlier as image schemata, for all forces. Further, our metaphoric understandings of 

actions, interactions and therefore events, including improvising with rhythm, are 

conceptualized through the same image schemata. Johnson also asserts that image 

schemata, such as those for FORCES related to interactions and events, are implicated in 

the way meanings and inferences are developed (pp. 44-45). What sorts of force gestalt 

structures may be identified in rhythm improvising, and how might FORCE schemata be 

useful toward understanding a client’s improvised rhythm? (For detailed expositions on 

the nature of tonal forces, see Aigen {2005a, 2009}, Johnson & Larson {2003}, and 

Larson {1997-98}).    

Johnson (1987) describes the following four general types of FORCE gestalt 

structures or relationships that may bear on the processes of rhythm improvising: 

Compulsion, blockage, counterforce, and diversion, along with the additional constructs 

removal of restraint and attraction as special cases. These structures may provide 

metaphoric conceptual foundations for music therapists toward comprehending client’s 

improvised rhythm in both solo and co-improvisation situations. In solo improvising, a 

client generates, coordinates, and responds to improvisational and rhythmic forces of 

her/his own, whereas in co-improvisation, client and therapist both generate, coordinate, 
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and respond to their own and each other’s improvisational and rhythmic forces. 

Improvisers’ playing may also be influenced in response to aesthetic, 

emotional/psychological, and physical forces rather than to purely musical ones. It 

therefore becomes possible for a therapist to witness in and infer from a client’s rhythmic 

improvising aspects of embodied experiences and understandings in relationship to 

her/himself, to the world, and to others (Aigen, 2005a). The therapist may also actively 

explore, and subsequently work in treatment with a client’s responses to various types of 

forces through use of clinical-musical techniques. With regard to implications for 

improvisational music therapy, I will variously highlight related concepts from the IAPs 

formulated by Bruscia (1987, pp. 403-496), analytical music therapy (Priestley, 1994), 

and Nordoff and Robbins’s (2007) creative music therapy models. I will also draw on 

notions related to the sixty-four clinical techniques found in Bruscia (1987, pp. 533-557).  

Compulsion 

Given the above characteristics of forces, we may note that any force that results 

in real or potential action must have a point of initiation from which it begins, or a 

compulsion that then moves with a certain intensity in a particular direction along a path 

(Johnson, 1987). For a rhythm improviser, the compulsion or urge to play, may have its 

origin in the impulse to create sound. The impulse may stem from, for example, an 

emotion, an aesthetic idea, or a need or desire to enact a physical expression of energy or 

to communicate with another. In such cases the improviser may say that she/he is moved 

to play. Johnson emphasizes that without compulsion, an assertion of force will not 

occur. Therefore, at the most basic level, a client must experience an impulse from which 
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a movement or action might be initiated, and whether aware or not of the impulse, must 

also be capable of responding to it with some form of action upon an instrument.  

When a therapist witnesses the force of compulsion in a client’s rhythm 

improvising, a sense of particular aspects of the client’s immediate functioning in various 

domains may be gained. First, the presence of pulse in an improvisation is indicative of 

the client’s experience of time (which is understood via movement in space) and the 

capability of cognitively and motorically organizing it, or organizing self in relation to it. 

If pulse is present, the therapist may also infer something about the level of energy 

inherent in the client’s ongoing impulses through the tempo and/or use of subdivisions. 

Further, with the presence of pulse, the therapist may note the occurrence of metrical 

organization and therefore something of the client’s organization of expressive impulses. 

The immediate presence of rhythmic figures in an improvisation, while inherently 

indicating relationships to pulse/subdivisions, tempo, and meter, (i.e., the organized flow 

of energy in time) may further provide for a therapist a more complex view of the client’s 

experience of her/himself as an agent who, in turn, comprehends the self as an agent who 

moves in time through various events and participates in creating, structuring, and 

experiencing events in the world. In other words, a rhythm improvisation that uses the 

widest range of rhythmic materials available reveals immediately the broadest 

perspective of the improviser’s cognitive, motor, and psychological functioning in that 

moment. When pulse is not present in a client’s initial playing, on the other hand, a 

therapist may note that the compulsion to create sound has revealed a force in response to 

an impulse. However, the nature of the impulse will indicate quite different meaning 

potentials having to do with the lack of organization in either the client’s motoric, 
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cognitive, or emotional/psychological realms of experience or combinations therein. 

According to the IAPs (Bruscia, 1987), in response to a client’s initial improvised 

offerings (i.e., her/his compulsion), a therapist may begin to assess through the variability 

profile the range of stability or instability or change with regard to the client’s use of 

tempo, meter, and rhythmic figures toward later interpreting potential meanings (pp. 427-

433). Further, the therapist may be drawn to listen through the congruence profile as the 

client’s use of tempo, subdivisions, and/or meter may exhibit differential relationships to 

each other as revealed through tensions among these rhythmic grounding and organizing 

elements. 

For Nordoff and Robbins (2007), witnessing a client’s compulsion in 

improvisation is related to the concept of the music child that is described as, 

…that entity in every child which responds to musical experience, finds it 
 meaningful and engaging, remembers music, and enjoys some form of 
 musical expression, communication, and sharing. The music child is 
 therefore the individualized musicality inborn in every child: the term has 
 reference to the universality of human musical sensitivity—the heritage of 
 complex and subtle sensitivity to the ordering and relationship of tonal and 
 rhythmic movement—and to the uniquely personal significance of each 
 child’s musical responsiveness. (p. 3) 

 
Hence, to witness the compulsion of an improvisational impulse is to witness the 

manifestation of the music child’s impulse to engage musically with the world. (It should 

be noted that the concept of the music child is not limited to children with disabilities, but 

applies equally to all improvisers {Aigen, 2005a}). For Nordoff and Robbins, most 

improvisational experiences are co-created between client and therapist. Therefore a 

client’s impulse to create sound may stem from a need or desire to respond to the 

therapist’s sounds as well as from her/his own internal, expressive or communicative 

impulses. Toward comprehending a client’s rhythmic expressions, a therapist working in 
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this model first assesses the nature of the client’s compulsion by attending to the 

rhythmic character and quality of intentionality in the sounded impulse, with a particular 

focus on pulse beating stability (p. 298). With the overarching aim of rhythmically (and 

therefore interpersonally) connecting and relating with the improviser, Nordoff and 

Robbins highlight the significance of pulse playing as an embodied experience in the 

following statement: “Two individuals responding to the pulse together are experiencing 

the most universally natural way of finding mutuality in being physically active to music” 

(p. 298).  

Blockage 

 Moving and therefore interacting in the world is not always a clear and 

unrestricted process, for we encounter obstacles or blockages along our paths, 

necessitating a redirection of our forces to circumvent the blockage. According to 

Johnson (1987), we do this by going around, over, or through the blockage, or else we 

must simply stop. In this regard, we may hear such metaphoric phrases related to 

circumventing a blockage if one can only work around an issue, or get over a hurdle or 

through a bottleneck. It seems that there is evidence of intelligence and creativity in a 

human’s process of determining how to get around a given blockage, as many options 

may be at one’s disposal. Such is the case for a rhythm improviser. Let us explore the 

types of blockages that may occur in rhythm improvising.  

 The blockages that a rhythm improviser may encounter exist in the form of intra- 

and interpersonal experiences as well as intra- and intermusical experiences. For instance, 

a solo rhythm improviser is always vulnerable to the intrapersonal-intramusical auditory 

feedback loop while creating and responding to the improvised sounds (see Chapter 4). 
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As a client improvises, she/he hears the improvised sounds and may become aware of 

emotional energies and related associations underlying the expressions. Should the client 

be resistant to emotional awareness and the feeling implications of the emotion, the client 

may consciously or unconsciously alter the forces that are entailed in the character of the 

current improvising toward avoiding the emotion. The feedback the client thus receives 

changes, and she/he may then move along in the improvisation unhampered by the 

blockage. An example of an interpersonal blockage may have to do with a client’s 

authenticity in her/his improvising. This may be the case when a client recognizes that 

her/his improvisation may reveal something about her/himself that she/he wishes to 

conceal from the therapist. In reacting to this possibility (potential blockage), she/he may 

consciously alter the forces inherent in her/his rhythmic expressions to thereby attempt to 

hide the aspect in question from the therapist while continuing to improvise. Along these 

lines, Priestley (1994) writes of similar instances of clients attempting to hide or avoid 

revealing aspects of themselves, but with a focus on implications regarding unconscious 

processes as viewed psychoanalytically. Priestley refers to these events as types of 

resistance occurring in a client’s improvising and/or verbal processing of improvisations 

and leading to what she terms a resistance vacuum wherein a client unconsciously avoids 

revealing, feeling, and/or addressing certain emotions and any related cognitive materials 

via music, thoughts, or words (pp. 181-185).  

 A third example that crosses intra- and interpersonal as well as intra-musical 

perspectives is when an improviser finds she/he is limited (i.e., blocked) by the 

sensorimotor aspects of her/his improvising abilities and how she/he or a listener may 

feel about it. Here the improviser may seek to form a particular expressive structure 
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related to an aesthetic idea or one that suits her/his emotional expressive intent in the 

moment, but is limited in doing so due to physical constraints (e.g., lack of mastery on an 

instrument). In attempting to create a particular structure, she/he may misplay the figure 

and hence consider it a failure of sorts. To avoid her/his own feeling of inadequacy, 

she/he may repeat the misplayed figure as if it were intended and thereby circumvent the 

blockage as she/he continues to improvise via more physically accessible materials (i.e., 

simpler rhythmic structures). By altering the forces inherent in her/his playing and 

thereby moving on to using less challenging materials, she/he avoids feeling her/his own 

judgment of adequacy/inadequacy or the possible judgment of the therapist.  

 In the above scenarios, types of blockages in a solo rhythm improvisation are 

metaphorically linked to combinations of a client’s intra- and interpersonal 

emotional/psychological functioning, to her/his sensorimotor capabilities, and/or to 

her/his intra-musical responses based on aesthetic concerns. As noted for the compulsion 

schemata, a therapist listening through the framework of the IAPs in the above scenarios 

may find significance in the variability profile, noting the client’s tempo, meter, and 

rhythmic figure playing as she/he alters her/his improvisational and rhythmic forces in 

response to real or perceived blockages (Bruscia, 1987, pp. 427-433). The therapist may 

also note points of tension in the improvised music as the variations occur over time and 

as the alternate rhythmic materials, played in order to bypass a given blockage, are found 

incongruous with tension levels in the materials that preceded them (pp. 437-441).  

 Instances of blockage that occur via intermusical interactions depend on different 

types of forces than the scenarios just described. In the case of co-improvisation, client 

and therapist are vulnerable to each other’s rhythmic forces as each player forms 
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rhythmic materials in the improvisational situation. Here we refer to forces that are 

inherent in the sounds or tones of a rhythmic utterance. We find support for the concept 

of musical forces in the work of Zuckerkandl (1956) (see Chapter 6) who held that 

musical tones, including the sounds that constitute rhythmic rather than only tonal 

musical expressions, “are conveyors of forces”—and that “Hearing music means hearing 

an action of forces” (p. 37).  

Nordoff and Robbins (2007) have noted that, depending on a client’s level of 

awareness, emotional status, and factors related to development and pathology, she/he 

might be more or less susceptible to the effects of certain musical forces in the therapist’s 

improvised offerings. In the Tempo-Dynamic Schema (pp. 317-321), various extreme 

qualities of a client’s use of tempo in her/his beating—labeled Condition-Determined 

playing—are described according to the ways they inhibit or block musical 

communication with the therapist relative to a more “normal musical experience” (p. 

318). In Scale III: Musicing (pp. 419-430), a client’s instrumental rhythmic responses to 

aspects of the therapist’s structured rhythmic materials including pulse, tempo variations, 

and rhythmic figures are evaluated. Various condition-determined disorders in a client’s 

rhythmic improvising may be considered blockages to the client’s musically free and 

responsive playing. In particular, Nordoff and Robbins identify categories of potential 

blockages including Perseverative, Compulsive, Reactive, and Undirected/Unaware 

beating, each of which a client may exhibit in the presence of the therapist’s 

improvisational sounds; that is, in the presence of the therapist’s rhythmic forces. 

Consequently, the authors have also sought to develop musical techniques through which 

a client’s condition-determined improvising may become more freely directed and 
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relational with the therapist’s (p. 316). As the therapist attempts to alter a client’s playing 

through various techniques, the client may be non-responsive, and continue on her/his 

current beating path. In this case, we might say that the client does not respond by 

bypassing the blockage at all, but rather drives directly through it without evidence of 

being at all influenced by the therapist’s musical forces. According to the IAPs, a 

therapist might focus examination of the improvisation through the autonomy profile. 

Here the therapist may find that, due to the client's resistance to being influenced by a co-

improviser’s sounds, she/he avoids taking a certain type of role in the relationship 

(Bruscia, 1987, p. 447).  

Counterforce 

 The impact of a counterforce is that it stops the progress of another force, as if a 

head-on collision of forces occurs (Johnson, 1987). Counterforces in solo rhythm 

improvising may take a similar form to blockages, depending on the improviser’s 

interpretation of the force relative to her/his own, and according to her/his particular 

proclivity to respond to such force relationships. For instance, a solo rhythm improviser, 

when faced with the same sorts of intra-and interpersonal scenarios as described above 

related to the blockage force schemata, may respond not by seeking a way to get around 

or through a potential blockage, but rather may interpret the blockage as a force equal to 

her/his own improvisational activity and hence respond to its impact by ceasing to play. 

This is not an uncommon experience as humans have many times described the 

experience of metaphorically being stopped in one’s tracks or halted in one’s progress 

for some reason. Therefore, a rhythm improviser may interpret and respond to intra- and 

interpersonal sorts of forces as counterforces. Similarly, she/he may also respond to intra- 



  223 

and intermusical forces by interpreting them as counterforces. For example, she/he may 

be confused, frustrated, or overwhelmed by the nature of her/his own improvised sound 

or those of another improviser, and respond by stopping her/his improvisation process, 

perhaps not knowing how to continue or feeling incapable of doing so.  

A therapist listening through the IAPs may hear the halted improvisation process 

through the integration profile as an over-differentiation of a client’s playing in 

relationship to her/his previous playing; that is, her/his use of improvised sounds versus 

no sounds. Using the autonomy profile (which infers co-improvising), the therapist may 

also note that the stopped improviser has chosen to resist, avoid, or obliterate the 

development of any leader-follower relationship in the improvisation (Bruscia, 1987, pp. 

444-449). Nordoff and Robbins (2007), on the other hand, note in Scale II: Musical 

Communicativeness, that a client’s failure to maintain improvisational efforts has to do 

with, for example, being non-communicative with the therapist, lacking intentionality and 

control in improvising, and/or using instruments in an infantile manner (p. 401).  

Diversion 

 In the case of diversion, two forces converge, not head-on as is the case of a 

counterforce, but from alternate angles, thus sending at least one of the forces in another 

direction or trajectory and onto a new path, as in a ricochet effect (Johnson, 1987). Such 

causal interactions occur frequently through the course of our daily experiences as we 

approach situations that challenge our extant forces and purposes and cause us to be 

moved in a different direction, with a new aim or goal and perhaps also with a different 

attitude or energy. In rhythm improvising, a player may be diverted by her/his own 

sounds as she/he hears, evaluates, and responds to them in the course of playing. 
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Depending on the impact of factors related to aesthetics, emotions, and/or physical 

sensations experienced while playing, the improviser may be diverted, or moved, to make 

adjustments. For example, she/he may alter the nature of the tempo, meter, and or 

rhythmic figures as the improvisation unfolds, or alter the manner in which the rhythmic 

elements are articulated. Diversion by aesthetic factors entails responding to musical 

forces in accordance with the event-structures that the improviser creates and 

experiences. Alternatively, the impact of emotional factors related to the improvised 

rhythm may mean diverting one’s playing in response to memories and/or associations 

elicited and/or to symbolic interpretations of the rhythm’s character that cause the 

improviser to change the course and perhaps the character of the rhythmic materials. And 

finally, as an improviser experiences the physicality of her/his forces of movement 

involved in improvising, she/he may be moved to change the nature of her/his enactments 

performed against the rhythm instruments. A therapist may again find the variability 

profile of the IAPs to be of significance while hearing and seeking to understand the 

nature of the client’s diversions of tempo, meter, and rhythmic figures within her/his solo 

rhythm improvisations (Bruscia, 1987, pp. 427-433). The therapist may also consider the 

character of the new material as it relates to the rhythmic sounds that preceded it, in 

accordance with the congruence profile (pp. 437-441).  

 In co-improvising—along with potentially being diverted in response to one’s 

own aesthetic, emotional, and physical factors—an improviser also may experience the 

impact of the other participant’s improvised rhythmic materials and/or the other 

participant’s personhood and aspects of the relationship between the players, as between 

a client and therapist. In some models of improvisational music therapy, therapists often 
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assess the ways that clients respond musically/rhythmically to particular musical 

offerings by the therapist, with the assessment information subsequently providing 

guidance to the therapist’s responses in treatment, such as in creative music therapy 

(Nordoff & Robbins, 2007). However, I believe the resource that provides the most 

clarity regarding the notion of diversion via musical forces in clinical co-improvisation is 

the taxonomy of sixty-four clinical techniques compiled by Bruscia (1987, pp. 533-557) 

and in particular the 25 purely musical techniques that are implemented through a 

therapist’s improvisational efforts. Bruscia defines a clinical technique as “an operation 

or interaction initiated by the therapist to elicit an immediate response from the client, or 

to shape her/his immediate experience” (p. 533). Not all of the sixty-four clinical 

techniques are musical in nature. Some are verbal, some are structural or environmental, 

and some are procedural. I will describe here a few examples of musical techniques, 

referred to as “Redirection Techniques”, which are expressly designed to divert a client’s 

improvising in a particular manner, and which have immediate relevance for rhythm 

improvising (p. 545). For instance, the technique of Introducing Change entails the 

therapist introducing new material such as rhythmic figures into a co-improvisation with 

the aim of helping the client take her/his improvisation in a different direction than its 

current course (p. 545). The technique titled Differentiating may be initiated when a 

client’s improvisational tendency is to emulate or merge with the therapist’s rhythms, and 

thereby avoid taking an individualized, independent role or expressing from her/his own 

impulses. In Differentiating, the therapist improvises rhythmic materials that are clearly 

distinct and contrast with the client’s sounds, with the aim of causing the client to change 

the nature of her/his rhythmic playing and thereby recognize her/his own identity in the 
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music as separate from the therapist’s (pp 545-546). Lastly, the technique of Intervening 

is used by a therapist to disrupt or break into a client’s perseverative or fixated rhythm 

improvising. The goal of the technique is to provide the client with a stimulus to change 

the inflexible or obsessive course and/or character of her/his playing. For example, a 

therapist may use strong syncopations or cross rhythms to destabilize the client’s 

perseveration in a metered context (p. 547).  

Removal of Restraint 

 A welcomed guest or an unwelcomed intruder may come right into the house, not 

because she/he forced her/his way in, but because the door was left open. Such is the case 

when a force is unhindered by a real or potential barrier; it is permitted to move along on 

its path with its own strength or power because it encounters no obstruction where one 

might exist (Johnson, 1987).  In rhythm improvising, removal of restraint is something of 

a special case among the gestalt force structures described, as it deals with potential 

inhibition of a rhythmic force rather than a real or manifest one, and I will therefore cover 

it only briefly here. The removal of restraint schemata reveals more about the improviser 

than about the improviser’s rhythm, for her/his rhythm, too, is only potential. Here an 

individual prospectively encounters a restraint or barrier in the form of her/his own real 

or perceived fear of the unknown, the uncharted, the unpredictable nature of how any 

improvisation will unfold, and consequently what it might reveal to or about the 

improviser. Removal of such a restraint may be of the improviser’s own doing, by using 

her/his own psychological forces to convince her/himself to carry on. Or the removal of 

restraint may occur as the client responds to the interpersonal and intermusical (i.e., 

therapeutic) relationship with the therapist, thereby finding her/his way free to engage in 
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music experiences, just as Nordoff and Robbins have so eloquently described with regard 

to the concept of the music child (2007). Priestley (1994) also explains that, “there is no 

structure more rigid than the musical form that a patient who knows nothing about music 

will impose on herself in improvising.…for such a patient’s main psychic attitude…can 

have the quality of a straight-jacket” (p.127). She goes on to emphasize that it is the 

therapist, through the interpersonal and intermusical therapeutic relationship who helps to 

remove the “straight-jacket” by providing enabling sorts of structures for the patient to 

“reach out and explore the world” (p. 127) through improvising.  

Attraction 

 Attraction, like the removal of restraint schemata above, is another special case in 

our discussion of force factors in rhythm improvising. Objects are pulled toward the earth 

due to the force of gravity. A piece of steel is drawn toward the force of a magnet. 

Human beings are drawn to each other due to oftentimes-inexplicable mechanisms or 

forces. All of these situations reveal something about the nature of the gestalt structure 

referred to by Johnson as attraction (1987). In rhythm improvising, too, we may 

recognize a similar sort of attraction in the form of stable rhythmic pulse and tempo. It 

was noted above that the human embodied experience related to the schema for 

GRAVITY is a foundational aspect of our experience of musical pulse. Attraction, as the 

gravitational type of force in question, then, is revealed among the rhythmic forces that 

interact in the course of a rhythm improvisation. A rhythm improviser may also be 

attracted to a certain tempo (i.e., energy level) as she/he forms rhythmic event-structures 

along her/his path.  
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 In co-improvisations, a rhythm improviser may be attracted to the stability of 

another player’s pulse as well as to her/his tempo. In fact, and as noted above with regard 

to assessment of a client’s compulsion, the force experience of attraction plays a key role 

in all of Nordoff and Robbins’s (2007) work as they endeavor to achieve “mutuality” in 

the client-therapist musical relationship. Similarly, certain of the sixty-four clinical 

techniques are apparently reliant on the force concept of attraction as a therapist initiates 

Rhythmic Grounding or Calming techniques aimed at stabilizing an improviser’s pulse 

stability by respectively emphasizing steady, constant pulse beats and slowing the tempo 

for the client’s playing to be drawn toward.  

Summary: Embodied Cognition and Improvisational Music Therapy 

 With the long held philosophical and musicological belief in a direct relationship 

between rhythm and human experiences of movement, it seems natural to seek 

understandings of improvised rhythm from the cognitive psychology area of embodied 

cognition. Our exploration uncovered a number of important concepts in this regard. 

Application of embodied concepts to improvisational music therapy draws on the 

fundamental idea that, when an improviser plays on or interacts with rhythm instruments, 

she/he is enacting certain forms of FORCE. Further, her/his interactions with instruments 

result in other forces to which she/he becomes susceptible. These include (a) the forces of 

her/his improvised sounds and the physical forces of her/his own actions with and upon 

the instruments played; (b) the psychological forces of memories, associations, emotions, 

and aesthetic ideals that her/his sounds may elicit; (c) the forces inherent in her/his 

interpersonal relationship with a listener or co-improviser (i.e., therapist); and (d) the 

musical forces that a co-improviser may enact. Finally, we attempted to relate these 
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various forces with a group of gestalt structures considered universally characteristic of 

the ways that different forces interact in the world (Johnson, 1987). These include the 

schemas for compulsion, blockage, counterforce, and diversion, while briefly describing 

the removal of restraint and attraction schemas as closely related but not foundational 

concepts for understanding an individual’s use of rhythm in improvisations and co-

improvisations in music therapy. 
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CHAPTER 17 

RELATIONAL THEORIES OF RHYTHM IN IMPROVISATION 

 

In earlier chapters, we explored various ways that aspects of emotion and energy, 

both internal (emotional and psychological) and external (physical motion and gestures) 

might be expressed through improvised rhythm. This process of inquiry included 

explicating aspects of a host of philosophical and musicological theories, among them 

symbolic or representational theories and metaphorical and embodied cognition theories. 

In this chapter, we will explore the meaning potentials of improvised rhythm as related to 

the formation of and engagement in interpersonal relationships between co-improvisers.  

What does it mean to relate to another person through the rhythmic aspects of 

improvised music? As reported above regarding music therapy, communicative, and 

therein relational, intentions are believed to be evident between improvisational music 

therapists and clients and/or between clients in clinical improvisation experiences (Aigen, 

2005a, 2005b; Ansdell, 1995; Garred, 2010; Nordoff and Robbins, 2007; Pavlicevic, 

1997; Ruud, 1998, 2010). Toward gaining understanding of the communicative/relational 

roles of rhythm in improvisation we will examine how this topic has been viewed in the 

literature that Ansdell (1997, 2001) and others have referred to as the “new musicology;” 

in particular, we will visit writings from the “new” social psychology of music and 

theories of jazz improvisation. I will further elaborate on relational ideas from music 

therapy presented earlier and draw implications for improvisational music therapy 

theories and practices concerning relating to others through improvised rhythm. Perhaps 

not surprisingly, because of the aims of music therapy and based on a preliminary review 
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of this literature, it seems that music therapy is the preeminent area of musical study 

wherein the topic of improvised music and interpersonal relationships is most directly 

and thoroughly considered.  

Social Psychological Perspectives on Musical Communication 

 Hargreaves and North (1997) explain that the area of study known as “social 

psychology” focuses on the ways that humans reciprocally influence and are influenced 

by their environments and the people in them (p. 5). The authors make a distinction 

between a North American and a European approach to social psychology. In the North 

American approach, the primary focus is on people and their individualized actions in 

interacting within their social worlds (an approach based heavily on psychology 

research), whereas the European approach focuses on relationships between broader 

social perspectives such as communities and cultures, along with the psychological 

functioning of the interacting individuals within these various contexts. Hargreaves and 

North draw on Doise’s (1986) contextual levels of research to organize their analyses of 

music experiences from a social psychological view, and thereby exercise inclusivity 

between the European and North American approaches. Doise’s levels include (a) the 

intraindividual, having to do with intrapersonal ways of approaching one’s social world; 

(b) the interindividual and situational, which examines interactional events or episodes 

among agents in a particular context; (c) the social-positional, which accounts for the 

influence of different societal roles of participants in social interactions; and (d) the 

ideological, which has to do with “broader cultural systems of beliefs, representations 

and norms” that individuals carry into their social experiences (pp. 6-7). With regard to 

the study of musical processes such as clinical co-improvisation, it seems that all four 
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levels are in some ways implied, as these reflect the basic facts of music therapy co-

improvisations—that is, the interactions of at least two individuals within a therapeutic 

situation, each bringing her/his own life roles, experiences, and perspectives to the highly 

interactive process of improvising. Yet, as is common among approaches and models of 

non-improvisatory music therapy, different models emphasize different factors, and the 

emphasis may even change during the course of treatment (Bruscia, 1998).  

 In following Hargreaves and North’s (1997) text on The Social Psychology of 

Music, Meill, MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005) set out to investigate fundamental 

aspects of how people communicate with and thereby relate to one another through 

music, by investigating the nature of Musical Communication, which is the title of the 

latter authors’ more recent text. Most studies of communication in music performed 

during the last half century, we are told, are based on a one-way information transmission 

model of communication (Shannon & Weaver, 1949, cited in Meill, MacDonald, and 

Hargreaves, 2005), wherein a message is somehow transmitted from a communicator 

who encodes information (e.g., through language) and transmits it via a “channel” (e.g., 

air) to a receiver who decodes the information. In the case of music, the channel—like 

that of verbal language—is sound vibrations that create patterns of air molecule 

disturbance, the receiver is a listening audience of some sort, and the communicator is 

typically a performer of a composed work. Listeners are often considered passive 

recipients of the sound information. Music psychologists relying on the basic premises of 

this model have sought to explain its application to music, but have in large measure 

failed due to the lack of semantic meanings regarding musical tones (Cross, 2005; 

Sawyer, 2005; Scruton, 1997).  
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With these failings in mind, Meill, MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005) provide a 

model of musical communication that attempts to account for a broader definition of (a) 

what it means to communicate, (b) what may be communicated, (c) by whom, and (d) in 

which contexts. They refer to this model as the reciprocal feedback model (pp. 7-19). 

The sorts of meanings that are considered communicable may include “…political 

messages, social conventions and ceremonies, nationalistic pride, altered states of 

consciousness, interpersonal signs, commercial messages, as well as aesthetic pleasure, 

deep emotional states, and complex ideas” (p. 2). Such a broad and inclusive 

conceptualization of what may be communicated musically, then, calls for a broad 

perspective on the other parameters mentioned. Who may communicate through music 

and in which contexts, the authors note, should be broadly conceived as well, going 

beyond the scope of trained musicians—typically the subjects of psychological studies of 

musical communication—to include clients in clinical settings who may have never 

produced a note of music in the presence of another human being, and their therapists.  

This broad swath of interacting factors may help us to envision the usefulness of 

the reciprocal feedback theory in comprehending communication via spontaneously 

created rhythm wherein verbal language, with its semantic meanings, is uninvolved. It 

may also help us to accommodate rather extreme differences between the life experiences 

and cultural attributes of improvisers, for example, adult, highly skilled and clinically 

trained music therapists and their clients who may have severe developmental or 

psychological disorders. For each co-improviser is involved in simultaneous processes of 

initiating and responding to the other’s offerings (i.e., transmitting and receiving). Each 

participant may also be viewed as simultaneously enacting the performer and listener 



  234 

roles from the basic information transmission model. Comprehensively, both sorts of 

activities (i.e., performing and listening) are drawn from and structured in part by each 

agent’s individualized experiential matrix (i.e., cognitive and embodied memories and 

understandings of previous life experiences). Based on the reciprocal feedback model, 

each participant’s experiential matrix also undergoes change during the processes of 

improvisational interaction. From this perspective, then, communication is seen as based 

more on the interactive, and therefore relational, qualities of shared musical episodes or 

processes than in the products that might come from shared musical excursions into 

interactive sound production. To summarize the perspective presented above, what seems 

most important in terms of musical communication or relating through improvised 

rhythm are the various ways that each individual initiates and/or responds in the musical 

interaction process, how each individual’s contributions influence those of the other 

participant(s) and the situation itself, and what meanings may be understood from each 

individual’s and/or the participants’ collective efforts.  

Musicing, Communicative Musicality, and Shared Pulse 

Key to what we are describing here regarding improvisation, as in jazz ensembles 

or clinical co-improvisation, is the concept of musicing to which we referred in earlier 

chapters (Elliot, 1995; Small, 1998). Aigen (2005a) emphasizes that in musicing, as a 

process of human interaction and communication, there exist inherently unique values. 

He notes that emotional energies—a key aspect of all therapeutic encounters—are 

transformed in clinical musicing (i.e., improvising) into creating communicative and 

therefore relational connections between co-improvisers (p. 257). Ansdell (2004), in 

relating music sociologist Christopher Small’s ideas about the purposes and meanings of 
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musicing states, “At root, he argues, musicking [musicing] is about the creation and 

performance of relationships—amongst people and things within contexts” (p. 71, italics 

original). Ansdell adds, “Musicking [Musicing] allows us to explore, affirm, and 

celebrate our diverse real and symbolic human relationships” (p. 71). Drawing from 

cognitive psychology studies of infant-mother communication, Ansdell finds further 

support for the communicative and relational possibilities of musicing in Trevarthen’s 

concept of communicative musicality (2002; Trevarthen & Malloch, 2000). 

Communicative musicality is a label for that which Trevarthen and Malloch (2000) 

believe is the inborn musical/rhythmic capabilities for non-verbal communication in all 

humans, a fundamental aspect of which is the communicating participant’s sharing of a 

musical pulse (pp. 7-8). In his examination of music as a research tool in communication 

studies, Schögler (1998) unequivocally embraces the contention of the primacy of shared 

pulse in musical communication by stating “A shared pulse provides the fundamental 

basis for both kinds of co-operative expressive performance—mother-infant play, 

therapy, and jazz improvisation” (p. 41).  

Meill, MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005) list what they conceive of as a triad of 

primary elements that constitute the musical communication process for each individual 

in a communicative interaction, which (for these authors) implies interaction between a 

performer and a listener. These elements are, “the characteristics of the music itself, those 

of the people involved, …and those of the situation in which it occurs” (p. 6). The 

authors note that these factors (musical elements, persons, and contexts) reciprocally 

affect each other within the musical interaction. Hence, the place of musical 

communication or “spark” of relational connection occurs at the point at which a 
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performer’s and listener’s experiences of her/his own and the other’s triad of musical, 

personal, and contextual factors come together and lead to a response (p. 18). But, where 

in the music is this point of coming together? Whereas this model was developed to 

explain the interaction between a listener/audience and a performer, it nonetheless holds 

potential for understanding the shared improvisational musicing process, as the 

improvisers share, within the improvisational context, individualized sound contributions, 

personal, psychological, and physical efforts, and their personal presence with its layers 

of life experiences and enculturation. Could it also be—like Trevarthen and Malloch’s 

(2000) emphasis on the significance of shared pulse in successfully exercising 

communicative musicality—that the “spark” of relational connection, or perhaps even the 

flint and steel that produce the spark and ignite musical communication processes, is the 

shared cyclical pulse?  

To summarize the points just stated, each participant in a co-improvisation 

potentially influences and is influenced by the other participant’s musical contributions 

(e.g., rhythms), intrapersonal factors (e.g., personality structures and enculturation), and 

contributions to the shared context (e.g., the music therapy situation). Of significance is 

that, whereas the authors of the reciprocal feedback model admit that their model is 

classifiable as an information transmission model of sorts, it differentiates itself from 

prior theories by seeking to account for social and cultural contextual concerns. Such 

socio-cultural concerns are issues that music therapists have found important in some 

models of improvisational music therapy (Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 2004; Ruud, 2009; 

Stige, 2006). While the reciprocal feedback theory does not explicitly address the 

question of how rhythm might facilitate the musical communication process, it seems 
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clear that the rhythmic aspects of musical interactions may indeed be implicated as 

foundational due to their common basis in time. Hence, it seems that the human capacity 

for musical communication allows us to live out aspects of relationship through 

musicing, particularly when sharing in the organizational and expressive factors of 

rhythm, and specifically in the rhythmic pulse. How might the other aspects of rhythm be 

implicated in the relational processes of musicing?   

Musical Communication and Evolution: Sharing Time Rather Than Language 

 Considering musical communication from a social psychological and evolutionary 

perspective, Cross (2005) argues against the oft-cited analogy between the 

communicative functions of language and music. He notes that the information 

transmission theory is inadequate in forging a link between language and music, while 

maintaining that music nonetheless functions as a communication medium. Highlighting 

the anthropological work of Blacking (1973) and Arom (1991), Cross (2005) emphasizes 

the fact that the tradition of a performer communicating to a passive audience simply 

does not fit many non-Western musical traditions wherein music occurs through 

“collective engagement in the synchronous production and perception of complex 

patterns of sounds and movement” (pp. 28-29). In other words, communal/group dance 

and organized sound production—shared experiences of and in time—are both 

fundamental aspects of some cultures’ definitions of music. Hence, the notion of a 

performer communicating to a listener, in some cultures, makes little sense as a model for 

musical interaction/communication, while at the same time it remains quite clear that 

forms of communication nonetheless occur between participants in shared communal 

musical events.  
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Cross (2005) adds his belief that music is necessarily “ambiguous” rather than 

denotative and has a “sort of ‘floating intentionality’…; it can be thought of as gathering 

meaning from the contexts within which it happens” while also “contributing meaning to 

those contexts” (p. 30). Music’s ambiguity and floating intentionality with regard to what 

it may communicate allows for variety in its potential meanings, while ascription of 

meaning may emerge from the varied individual or collective perspectives of those 

involved—that is, of each individual, between a performer and listener, or between co-

improvisers. From an evolutionary standpoint, and with regard to rhythm, Cross believes 

that collective musical communication via interactions between musicing partners occurs 

most often in a rhythmically grounded fashion, “co-ordinated within a temporal 

framework” (p. 36). This means that, through sharing a rhythmic pulse, tempo, and 

meter, the music makers “stand in more-or-less predictable relationships in respect of 

each other,” thereby forging social connections and bonds without the requirement of 

verbal language (p. 36). He also theorizes that these connections may lead to a sharing of 

cognitive and affective dimensions of meaning within the musical/social bond via a form 

of intersubjectivity (p. 36). Interestingly, these descriptions of shared experience 

surrounding the rhythmic features of music call to mind the concept of groove mentioned 

earlier and discussed later in this chapter regarding jazz and clinical improvisation 

(Aigen, 2005a; Garred, 2006; Keil, 1994a, 1994b, 1995; Keil & Feld, 1994; Monson, 

1996; Ruud, 2010). 

Cross (2005) also differentiates episodes of musical communication from those 

based on language by noting that the semantic aspects of language allow its use in 

referring to things and experiences with considerable precision, whereas music is 
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possessed of a good deal of ambiguity. He theorizes that the ambiguous character of 

music, along with its “attributes of embodying, entraining, and transposably 

intentionalizing time in sound and action” (p. 35, italics original), allows it to function 

communicatively at times when the precision of semantic language may be ineffectual. 

Cross further theorizes that, due to the potential usefulness of the ambiguous attributes of 

musical communication for groups in certain situations, the development of musical 

abilities may be seen as an important evolutionary social adaptation (p. 35)—a belief 

shared by Schögler (1998). Regarding this latter point on evolutionary benefit, Cross 

relates that, along with our uniquely developed human capacity for social flexibility 

(meaning our ability to interact socially in exceptionally varied and sophisticated ways 

[e.g., through rhythm improvising]),  

The reinforcement of group identity or the instantiation of a form of 
 intersubjectivity can function in collective musical behaviours not only 
 because of the music’s capacity to entrain but also because the music 
 allows each participant to interpret its significances individually and 
 independently without the integrity of the collective musical behaviour 
 being undermined. (p. 36) 

 
It seems that in rhythmically grounded musical interactions such as co-improvising, 

humans exercise both intrapersonal and interpersonal capacities for meaning making 

without the necessity of verbal language and also without negating the unique aesthetic 

benefits to be gained from the experience of improvising music together (Aigen, 2005). 

Meanings therefore are, at the very least, made possible through experiences of musicing 

that are grounded in a shared pulse. Thus, music therapists and clients may forge 

relationships and co-create meanings through the rhythmic aspects of musical interactions 

and the distinctive characteristics of musical communication that occur through them.  
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Thirdness and Rhythmic Integration 

As Cross (2005) indicates, the key to any conjoined musical interaction, such as 

co-improvisation, seems to be in the shared temporal (i.e., rhythmic) nature of these 

uniquely human experiences. Thus, for communication of the sort described by Meill, 

MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005) to occur between co-improvisers (i.e., 

communication that accounts for the music, the individuality of the participants, and the 

context), they must somehow share the time of the basic pulse (Schögler, 1998). Given 

the essential relationship between pulse and tempo, it follows, then, that co-improvisers 

seek to join around the tempo that emerges, and that this joining perhaps indicates a form 

of entrainment of the energies expressed or manifested between the players. This may 

occur as one player accommodates to the pulse and tempo (i.e., energy) apparent in the 

other’s rhythmic offerings or assimilates the other’s tempo into her/his playing. However, 

it may further be the case that both improvisers’ energies become integrated into a third, 

idiomatic energy level that may only be achieved through the joining together of the two 

improvisers’ individualized actions.  

Toward highlighting the idea of rhythm improvisers co-creating a new sort of 

energy between them through their shared pulse and tempo, Ruud (2010) cites 

Benjamin’s (2004) concept of “thirdness” in psychoanalysis. Thirdness is differentiated 

from a hierarchical sort of treatment relationship found in behaviorism, for instance, 

wherein the therapist is perceived in the dyad as the “doer” and the client is perceived as 

the one being “done to” (p. 9). In this sort of relationship, the client’s choices are limited 

to either yielding/giving-in or defending against/resisting the therapist’s domination 

within the treatment process. Thirdness, on the other hand, is held out as a perspective on 
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client and therapist being together through “a quality of experience of intersubjective 

relatedness” (Ruud, 2010, p. 34). Thirdness, then, is a state of being together in 

improvisation that is qualitatively different from that of a client who offers rhythmic 

contributions and a therapist who responds to shape them in some way. Thirdness, it 

seems, has more to do with the equality of responsiveness of each player to the rhythms 

of the other, and shared meanings from the integration of energies and rhythmic 

contributions occurring therein.  

Meter, Rhythmic Phrasing, and Rhythmic Figures: Deepening Interactional Synchrony 

Experiencing thirdness in co-improvising, it seems, minimally requires a sharing 

of pulse and tempo; that is, it is a co-operative organization of improvisational time and 

energy, a process sometimes referred to as being in a rhythmic groove (Ruud, 2010, p. 

32). Yet, it seems that sharing in the metrical structures of an improvisation indicates yet 

a deeper social connection between the participants. Meter, according to the 

psychoanalytic perspective of the IAPs, may function as a “superordinate level of 

organization and control” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 452) in an improvisation; a sort of shared, 

rule-based authority that indicates a key factor shaping the musical context within which 

the players rhythmically relate. In other words, by sharing the value of the metrical 

organization, co-improvisers are involved in reinforcing a fundamental part of the 

rhythmic-social context through which their interactions and communications occur. 

Hence, sharing metrical organization factors in an improvisation may be seen as a form 

of sociality. Going a bit further, by sharing more complex rhythmic materials such as 

rhythmic figures, according to the IAPs, co-improvisers share and experience aspects of 

each other’s individualized communicative impulses. Such impulses are derived from 
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each player’s unique position and experiences in the world, both idiosyncratic and 

culturally informed (p. 459); for as Bruscia notes, “rhythmic integration is a measure of 

temporal coincidence or synchrony among the musical parts of the self and between the 

self and other” (p. 459). Therefore, experiencing various levels of rhythmic integration 

with a co-improviser through (a) co-creating and sharing pulse, tempo, and meter, (b) 

initiating new rhythmic figures, (c) imitating the other’s rhythmic figures, (d) 

synchronizing with the other’s rhythmic playing, or (e) complimentarily completing the 

other’s rhythmic figures and/or phrases evinces forms of intersubjectivity, interactional 

synchrony, and thirdness mentioned above. And, as we will see below, each co-

improviser’s rhythmic contributions are likely drawn, at least in part, from her/his 

experiences of musical enculturation. Thus, integrating at various levels with each other’s 

rhythmic figures while musicing, co-improvisers may also be viewed as sharing in 

aspects of each other’s culture.  

Finally, similar to Bruscia’s formulation just described, Aldridge (1996) theorizes 

that, “Rhythm is the matrix of identity” (p. 29), noting that each person possesses a 

particular idiosyncratic rhythmic organization among her/his various human 

characteristics and qualities. Quite simply, then, when an individual’s “self-synchrony” is 

disturbed or undeveloped, she/he is rendered unable to experience “interactional 

synchrony” with others (cited in Ansdell, 1995, p. 11). In further developing his 

theoretical view, Aldridge (1996) asserts, “It is this establishment of pulse, of expected 

events, that will be [sic] later be argued as the fundamental property of communication, 

and the essential factor lying at the heart of music therapy practice” (p. 28). Drawing 

from the seminal communication research of Condon (1980) and Condon and Ogston 
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(1966) on interactional synchrony between speakers in verbal conversations, Aldridge 

also stresses the notion of rhythmic phrasing, that is, of coordinated beginnings and 

endings, as a important indicator of the quality of interactional flow between 

communicating partners in time; a foundational aspect of co-improvisation (p. 53). 

Aldridge reasons that, in clinical co-improvisation, a music therapist has the “possibility 

of hearing, in a dynamic way, the individual [client] as a whole self as well as in 

relationship with another person” (p. 58). He emphasizes that through the time-oriented 

aspects—the rhythmic aspects—of co-improvisations, a client experiences her/himself in 

the most fundamental life contexts, those of being in relationship to time and of being in 

relationship with another person.  

In this section I highlighted a few concepts from music therapy that appear related 

to Hargreaves and North’s (1997) social psychological levels of investigation; namely the 

intraindividual aspects as they relate to interindividual aspects of musical communication 

(p. 6). For both Bruscia (1987) and Aldridge (1996), an individual’s use of rhythm is 

indicative of self-organization, which is a key component of identity. (For co-improvisers 

to integrate their rhythmic expressions, it seems, reveals that they integrate a measure of 

synchrony on an intrapersonal as well as a relational level). Bringing together each 

individual’s rhythmic impulses, energies, and organizational capacities may lead to 

mutual experiences of meaning via intersubjectivity, interactional synchrony, and 

thirdness, according to Ruud (2010). It seems that these shared experiences are owed to 

the basic potentialities of improvisers’ co-creation of and integration around pulse and 

tempo. But these shared experiences may also reveal a deeper interpersonal/social 

connection through the co-improvisers joining together around meter and rhythmic 
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phrasing, and further yet of sharing in aspects of each other’s individuality and culture 

through integrating their rhythmic figures at various levels.  
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CHAPTER 18 

CONVERSATION AS METAPHOR FOR INTERPERSONAL INTERACTIONS IN  

JAZZ IMPROVISATION 

 

Textual, Structural and Processural Aspects 

Monson’s (1996) ethnographic text Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and 

Interaction is focused through an interpersonalist lens, highlighting the interactive nature 

of the ways in which jazz ensembles (i.e., soloists and rhythm sections) function to 

produce improvisational jazz music. Like Berliner (1994), Monson found that jazz 

musicians often refer to improvisational processes as conversations (p. 73). Whereas 

Berliner primarily highlights the solo improviser’s “inner dialogue” (pp. 192-193), in 

Monson’s view, the context of a jazz conversation is between the rhythm section and the 

soloist as well as between the individual players in the rhythm section (p. 73). Toward 

clarifying aspects of the conversation process, Monson delineates between the textual and 

structural aspects of the improvised jazz conversation. The textual aspect refers to the 

cultural and stylistic information communicated between musicians who share the same 

musical vocabulary and understanding of expressive nuances of the conversation (p. 77). 

We might liken textural aspects to rhythmic idioms evident in certain musical styles that 

often have strong cultural links, such as swing eighth notes in jazz that emerged from 

African-American rhythmic influences or rhythms of tango and bossa nova, both of 

which emerged from South American dance musics. The structural aspect, on the other 

hand, refers to the rhythmic nature of reciprocal exchange processes that occur between 

players (or conversants) during face-to-face musical interactions, that is, the flow of give 
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and take offerings, interjections, interruptions, and negotiations that may occur in any 

social interchange (pp. 80-81). We may liken Monson’s structural aspects to our 

discussion in the previous section on rhythmic integration as well as to certain of the 

sixty-four clinical techniques described by Bruscia (1987), as these have to do with 

particular ways that therapist and client interact while improvising, of which more will be 

said below. 

 Monson (1996) also stresses that there is a distinction between music such as 

improvised jazz—created in “the moment of performance” (p. 80) and bearing the marks 

of the personalities who create it—and music created from a text such as a notated score 

that is reproduced by a performer. This distinction, Monson emphasizes, calls for a way 

of theorizing about improvised music that differs from traditional musicological 

approaches to theory. Keil (1994a) and Iyer (2002) concur, stressing the importance of 

theorizing about performed music such as jazz that is quintessentially processural rather 

than primarily syntactic, as in composed works. In this regard, Keil refers to “engendered 

feeling” (1994a, p. 338), or the potential emotional meanings that emerge in processural 

musics that emphasize collective rhythm as a distinctive facet of the interactions between 

players. Ensemble music that is processural, like jazz or clinical improvisation, is reliant 

on a sharing of the key rhythmic attributes of pulse, a particular type of subdivision (e.g., 

straight versus swing eighth notes), and metrical structures that each function to allow 

musicians to independently express through rhythm but to also play (and stay) together in 

time.  

As noted above, Monson’s (1996) notions regarding textual and structural aspects 

of an improvisational conversation in jazz seem aligned with the sixty-four clinical 
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techniques identified by Bruscia related to improvisational music therapy (1987). A 

musical facilitation technique is defined as “an operation or interaction initiated by the 

therapist to elicit an immediate response from the client, or to shape her/his immediate 

experience” of the music and/or of the therapist, and therefore of their relationship (p. 

535). With regard to Monson’s (1996) textual aspects of a co-improvisation, a therapist 

may seek to engender a musical connection with a client through application of attributes 

of the client’s musical-cultural knowledge and experiences by, for example, bringing 

attributes of culturally relevant musical and rhythmic idioms into the improvisation 

context (Aigen, 2005b). Aigen also highlights the clinical possibilities of how therapists 

can function in co-improvisation with a client much the same as how rhythm sections 

function to support and energize a soloist’s playing in jazz and other popular idioms. 

Therapists may also use certain techniques derived from the rhythmic elements of music 

to work with and influence the structural aspects of a client’s contributions (and hence 

her/his experience) during co-improvisation. Some of these techniques are similar to 

those that might occur in a verbal conversation (which naturally tend to also include 

physical gestures, {Condon & Ogston, 1966}) or in a jazz improvisation dialogue 

between a soloist and a rhythm section (Aigen, 2005b). For example, a therapist may 

initiate rhythmic grounding and calming techniques to help a client stabilize her/his pulse 

and tempo organization (i.e., energy) (Bruscia, 1987, p. 535). We may liken this to a 

verbal therapist who exaggeratedly models slow and steady breathing and relaxed verbal 

pacing during a verbal interchange with a client in order to help the client modulate 

highly anxious energy. Or relating these to jazz, rhythm section players may hold a stable 

tempo as they groove beneath a jazz soloist’s rhythmic excursions and attempt to modify 



  248 

the energy of the rhythmic foundation when they sense that the soloist is moving beyond 

the climax of the improvisation and is preparing to return to the “head” of the tune. 

Another example may involve a therapist strategically inserting rests into her/his playing 

in order to make spaces (p. 535) in the ongoing improvisational dialogue for the client to 

fill, which may be conceived as akin to a non-verbal invitation to speak, or as in the jazz 

rhythm section technique called “stop-time;” a notion also brought to light by Aigen 

(2005b).   

It seems that processes in musics like jazz and clinical improvisation, which are 

experienced collectively and unfold over time and rely on time as an interactional factor, 

may be likened to some of the processes found in verbal interchanges or conversations 

(Iyer, 2002). These processural musics entail participants potentially bringing textual 

(i.e., cultural) aspects into an improvisation while simultaneously responding to the 

textual attributes of the other’s playing. Similarly, each player may exercise structural 

aspects (i.e., techniques/types of engagement) as she/he responds in the ongoing 

improvisational moment, continuously influencing the evolution of improvised sounds as 

well as the other participant’s experience and music. Relationship is achieved through the 

reciprocal interactions occurring at various levels of rhythmic integration. Musical 

communication via improvisation therefore is for the purpose of relating by jointly 

sharing time and energy, rather than by transmitting forms of information.  

Groove and Participatory Discrepancies in Jazz 

With regard to rhythm, Monson (1996) notes that it is the collective experience of 

“good time” (p. 27) and “ensemble responsiveness” (p. 29) within the rhythmic structure 

that players highlight as most important to the overall success of improvised jazz. Good 
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time and ensemble responsiveness are both elements of groove, a central aspect of jazz 

improvisation, along with the related concept of participatory discrepancies introduced 

by Keil (1994a, 1994b). The rhythmic phenomenon of groove is referred to in the 

literature in various ways including swing, feel or feeling, vital drive, being in the pocket, 

and rhythmic flow, and may be defined as the creative and interactive way that musicians, 

typically rhythm section players, uniquely share a rhythmic pulse and infuse it with 

energy (Aigen, 2005b; Berliner, 1994; Keil, 1994a; Monson, 1996; Progler, 1995). 

(Whereas groove is a phenomenon of other popular music styles beside jazz {Aigen, 

2005b; Iyer, 2002}, I have chosen to limit my discussion to jazz literature from whence 

the term apparently evolved and in which clear definitions have been articulated {Keil & 

Feld, 1994}.)  

Monson (1996) tells us that groove is both a noun and a verb. The noun “groove” 

refers to the rhythmic foundation laid by a rhythm section, that is, the rhythmic 

foundation over which a jazz soloist plays and from which she/he draws energy while 

improvising. The verb “groove” or “grooving,” on the other hand, refers to the 

phenomenological experience of joining with other players interactively in rhythm and 

the associated feeling of cohesive movement or flow that the players achieve when so 

engaged (pp. 67-68). Aigen (2005b) notes that “Establishing groove is necessarily a 

social and communicative activity” (p. 36), but also recognizes that a solo improviser can 

create groove for her/himself. Therefore, groove can be an interpersonal and intermusical 

experience, but also an intrapersonal and intramusical experience. Yet, it seems that the 

true essence and meaning of groove comes from the interaction, communication, and 

hence the relating that occurs between contributors to the process. On this point, Solli 
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(2008) states that groove concerns “process, relation, and participation” (p. 74). Monson 

(1996) agrees with Aigen’s emphasis on the genesis of groove being in sociality, but adds 

that the individual personality of each player is nonetheless essential to the character of a 

groove and the process of creating it (p. 93). 

 Participatory discrepancies are a key aspect of groove in jazz (and other popular 

musical styles) and have variously been defined as music that it is “out of time and out of 

tune” (Keil, 1994b, p. 275), “asynchronous timing between bass and drums in their 

shared articulation of the beat” (Butterfield, 2010, p. 157), and “slightly off-tempo 

rhythms that serve to communicate with other players” (Schaefer, 2004, p. 170). 

Participatory discrepancies, while by definition are imprecisely placed notes relative to 

the musical pulse and to other tones in the rhythmic flow, do not detract from the quality 

of a performance; rather they give improvised jazz music life and vitality (Keil, 1994a) 

and, as Progler (1995) notes, endow the music with “productive tension” (p. 22). Keil 

maintains that performers do not play in a mathematically exact pulse cycle when playing 

music, for if they did the music would sound and feel rigid and mechanical. Besides, 

human beings cannot produce such exactitude for extended periods simply due to the 

nature of their physical bodies, which do not function as invariant machines. Keil 

emphasizes this fact in stating that, in performed music, the notion of abstract or 

metronomic time is a false one: “Abstract time is a nice Platonic idea, a perfect essence, 

but real time, natural time, human time is always variable” (1995, p. 3). Participatory 

discrepancies are therefore natural deviations around a pulse and are to be expected and, 

due to their basis in human physicality, they may occur unconsciously as well as 

consciously. Skilled jazz musicians, in fact, consciously use these deviations of rhythmic 
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time to further invigorate or calm a rhythmic groove. Iyer (2002) refers to these 

purposeful deviations as expressive microtiming, noting that they are fundamental in the 

approach to rhythmic interaction and communication among musicians involved in 

African-American musics like jazz, and that they are inherently linked to the embodied 

nature of instrumental improvising (p. 398).  

Groove, Participatory Discrepancies, and Invariants in Music Therapy 

Rudd (1998) appears to have been the first music therapist to write about the 

concepts of groove and participatory discrepancies. Ruud relates groove to a sort of 

engagement in therapy, a type of musicing that may lead to significant points in time 

between therapist and client, referred to variously as peak experiences (Maslow, 1968), 

meaningful moments (Amir, 1996), and by Rolo May as pregnant moments (in Ruud, 

1998, p. 159). Ruud believes that it was the “participatory groove,” evidenced in 

recordings of improvisational music therapy, that allowed Paul Nordoff to draw his 

clients—children with special needs—into rhythmic participation (i.e., beating a drum 

and/or cymbal) and thereby into relationship with the music and the therapist (p. 159). 

For Ruud (and perhaps for Nordoff and co-therapist Clive Robbins at the time), it seems 

the children’s participation in the process, more so than the exactitude with which they 

initially played, was most important.  

Aigen (2005b) emphasizes the importance of rhythmic groove as an opportunity 

for improvisers to share in aspects of musical culture through rhythmic idioms found in 

various popular American musical styles/genres. In this regard Aigen notes, “The groove 

of a music embodies the ethics, values, aesthetics, and social relationships of a culture” 

(p. 37). In following Ruud’s line of thinking, Aigen holds that participatory discrepancies 
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and grooving are indeed about participation and the social relationships developed among 

the players. Aigen notes that each player’s contributions are not necessarily intended or 

expected to be mechanistically locked to a pulse; rather they fall where they do within the 

rhythmic context, thereby contributing to that particular combo’s (i.e., dyad or group of 

improvisers) unique sense of groove and of relating together in the music (p. 57).  

Invariants 

For connectedness or relationship to be forged in the music, as just described, 

there must be some level of stability at work among the musical factors to support the 

individualized participatory discrepancies in the rhythmic groove; that is, there must be 

something from which to deviate. Pavlicevic (1997) refers to these stable aspects of an 

improvisation as invariants (pp. 68-71). Invariants in an improvisation often are the pulse 

and/or the related tempo, or the meter that undergirds the rest of the rhythmic and musical 

elements used by the players. In improvisational music therapy, Pavlicevic asserts, 

invariants are co-created by therapist and client and thereby indicate a point of sociality 

and connection between their individual efforts in the process. She notes, 

As music therapists, we can also use the concept of invariants to help 
 describe the musical manifestations of mutual communication between 
 therapist and client: for example, we can think in terms of a fully mutual 
 clinical improvisation as one where therapist and client generate 
 invariants together. (p. 70, italics original) 

 
She goes on to use the example of a stable pulse as an invariant offered by a therapist for 

a client who is fragmented in her/his playing in order to meet and begin to create a 

relationship in the music (p. 71). Pavlicevic holds that musical communication between 

therapist and client, on its most basic level, must be founded on a shared pulse or basic 

beat, preferably one that is negotiated between the players. For, in co-creating the beat, 
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the players are mutually forming a musical culture between themselves upon which to 

create and deepen relational connections through more complex rhythmic attributes (p. 

41). While Pavlicevic did not use the term groove, the notion of creating of a musical 

culture based on the pulse resounds with the notion of groove. In fact, Ansdell (2004) 

notes, “a groove can only happen within a musical culture, because it depends on 

recognizing and being able to participate in the ‘feel’ of the music (p. 85, italics and 

quotation marks original). This is a stance echoed by Aigen (2005b) in emphasizing the 

cultural nature of co-created groove within various popular music styles. Groove, 

participatory discrepancies, and invariants, it seems, are key factors that influence the 

ways that co-improvisers form and experience relationship through rhythm in 

improvisation.  
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CHAPTER 19 

DIALOGICAL AND CULTURE-CENTERED PERSPECTIVES 

 

Client, Therapist, and Music in I-Thou Relationships 

 Various music therapists have drawn on the work of Martin Buber to support 

explanations for how clients benefit from the therapeutically relational nature of co-

improvising (Aigen, 2005a; Ansdell, 1995; Garred, 2006; Ruud, 1998). Garred (2006), in 

particular, in forming a dialogical theory of music therapy, considers Buber’s 

(1923/1958) relational notion of I-Thou as significant to understanding the potential 

benefits of clinical improvisation. The descriptions below are thus based on Garred’s 

detailed interpretation of Buber’s theory in support of the “dialogical principle,” that is, a 

perspective on “any process of relational interaction” viewed metaphorically through the 

abstraction of dialogue (pp. 65-66). 

I-Thou, I-It 

Buber’s theory of I-Thou has to do with how a human approaches (i.e., one’s 

attitude toward) relating to another human being as either an object or thing to be used in 

various ways (I-It), or as a subject similar to oneself, and possessing consciousness and 

will (I-Thou). Garred notes that in the I-It attitude, the words She or He could be 

substituted for the word It, as sometimes human relationships are played out in this 

objectified, third person manner (pp. 43-44). In this case, I might relate with another 

person simply based on that individual’s attributes and how those attributes may serve 

my purpose at the time. For instance, I may treat the reference librarian simply as a 

resource or tool (object) that can help me meet my own aim of locating a book, while 
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entirely ignoring the fact that she/he is a thinking, feeling human being with her/his own 

wishes, needs, and desires. In essence, with an I-It attitude, I negate the other’s 

subjectivity and instead use that person toward a non-relational end. While I may refer to 

the librarian as she or he, the nature of my approach is still based on a subject-object 

orientation rather than a subject-subject one.  

With an I-Thou attitude, on the other hand, I relate to you, in a subject-subject 

orientation. I approach you for the purpose of interacting with you, and not for any non-

interpersonal aim. For example, Garred writes, “The relation is rather its own fulfillment, 

not directed toward bringing about something other than itself” (p. 45). Hence, in the I-

Thou, my purpose in relating to you is to relate to the wholeness of you, and your 

purpose in relating to me is to relate to the wholeness of me—subject to subject. Our 

various characteristics and qualities, the theory goes, are unimportant to what we each get 

from the interaction. It is the interaction itself that we both get from our encounter, 

meaning the human experience of “meeting” (Ansdell, 1995, pp. 65-68) in the present 

moment through a mutual turning toward, the occurrence of which may unfold in an 

unplanned and unpredictable way (Garred, p. 48, 2006). Of significance regarding I-Thou 

interactions—and related to a number of concepts described above concerning musical 

communication—subjects of an encounter are somehow mutually changed through the 

process of interacting (p. 49). This is unlike an I-It form of interaction wherein 

possibilities for change among those involved tend to be one-sided affairs. 

I-Thou in Receiving and Creating Music 

Regarding receiving music, Garred (2006) holds that music may also be viewed 

as a Thou, for each experience with music presents an unpredictable situation. We do not 
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know what we may experience or how we may respond in any encounter with music 

(even in repeated encounters with the same music). In this way music is seen as an 

encounter with a Thou that “addresses” us; that is, the music may speak to us differently 

each time we are with it (pp. 69-70). While it may be tempting to consider this returning 

music as an It, each time the music addresses us we are presented the possibility of 

noticing something different, and the music thereby retains the character of being an 

influential subject rather than a known object. Garred thus believes that, “music will, as 

long as there is any meaning whatsoever in approaching it, never become a completely 

defined object, a total It, and nothing more” (p. 70).  

Creating music, on the other hand, also entails for Garred (2006) an I-Thou 

attitude, since a creative musical work is perceived as coming from the interaction of a 

human being and the materials from which the work emerges. In this sense, the creative 

process is distinguished from predetermined processes of daily life, wherein certain 

events are carried out predictably with expected results. For example, I know that the 

processes I engage in when setting out to make coffee will, each time that I perform 

them, result in the production of coffee. In creating art or music, I do not know what the 

end result will be until the creative process of interacting with and responding to the 

materials unfolds in its entirety. Further, once a work is created, it then becomes an It, 

until an encounter occurs with a human being and the work once again addresses/speaks 

to the perceiver. Hence, over and over again, the art/musical work becomes a Thou in 

alternation with the status of an It, and its meanings will correspondingly vary as well 

(pp. 71-73).  
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Improvising Music: Between Client and Therapist 

 With regard to co-improvised music in music therapy, Garred (2006) notes that 

music is the mediating factor in the formulation of an I-Thou relationship between client 

and therapist (p. 88). Music, from an I-Thou attitude, allows for mutuality and reciprocity 

between client and therapist, and is the medium through which these occur (p. 94; Aigen, 

2005a). Garred also explains that, given the nature of the aims of therapy, the therapist is 

the mediating factor in the client’s relationship to music, whereas the client, through 

her/his clinical needs, is the mediating factor in the therapist’s relationship with the music 

as the client responds during the therapeutic music encounter (p. 89). The triadic 

grouping of the therapist, client, and music, from a dialogical perspective, is an open and 

apparently malleable system rather than a closed system wherein each member of the 

triad is defined in a given role with a specific function. Garred explains that, openness 

between the client, therapist, and music factors of the triad leaves music free to be more 

than just a means to some clinical end for either client or therapist. Thus, co-improvised 

music is a “medium for therapy, in which its own qualities are adhered to” (p. 96), and 

not relegated to the status of an It, but is afforded the influential and flexible attributes of 

a Thou.  

Garred challenges Ansdell’s (1995) conceptualization of a “musical between” (p. 

68)—also drawn from Buber’s concept of meeting—wherein the client-therapist 

relationship resides and unfolds in the music, and where a joining of the client’s and 

therapist’s musical and interpersonal contributions to the relationship forms a new entity, 

in Garred’s terms, an entity referred to by Ansdell as a “We” (p. 73). Garred (2006) 

believes that, to say that another entity (i.e. a We) is created from the amalgamation of the 
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musical and interpersonal relationships objectifies the relational field or “Between” 

between I and Thou (pp. 99-100). He stresses that Buber’s notion of the Between refers 

to a space wherein interactional and relationship potentials may meet. In other words, the 

Between is an open space or open relational field, and not that which may potentially fill 

it. In Garred’s terms, the Between “is no ‘thing’ at all, it is the space in which relation is 

opened for” (p. 100, italics original). Co-improvised music only temporarily inhabits the 

Between; it does not become the space.  

From a dialogical perspective, the potential meanings of the I-Thou relationships 

between client, therapist, and music while musicing must remain open and free to 

whatever may transpire. Hence, any meanings to be gleaned from dialogue between co-

improvisers and the music must remain unknown until the open and free process of 

communication unfolds. Meanings, therefore, apparently exist in the interactions among 

the I-Thou participants rather than in the musical products created through musicing. Yet, 

this means that the meanings no longer exist when the musicing is over. Bringing the 

meanings to light afterward, it seems, calls for verbalization between therapist and client. 

For outside of the musicing process, musical interactions are objects (memories) upon 

which therapist and client may reflect, just as are the musical products created through 

the interactions.  

Limitations on Understanding Rhythm from the Dialogical Perspective 

What this all means in terms of the present study is that the nature of the music 

produced in the interactions between client and therapist (e.g., the music’s rhythmic 

characteristics) are not considered from the dialogical perspective. To consider the 

rhythmic attributes of a musical product from an improvisational interaction objectifies 
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the music, removing it from its status as a Thou in an I-Thou form of interaction. 

Analyzing the rhythmic aspects of co-improvised music, dialogically speaking, also 

changes the nature of the music’s potential as a medium for therapy, shifting its role to 

that of a means by which therapist and client relate, and therefore to the role of an It in 

the service of interpersonal interactions. Further, regarding the significance of the open 

relational field between improvisers, it seems that the rhythmic nature of the music in a 

co-improvisation, from the dialogical view, need not be submitted to analysis, for the 

music only temporarily inhabits the Between as long as the interactions occur. Hence, to 

submit co-improvised music to analysis for its rhythmic characteristics potentially 

negates the meanings ascribable to the moment of musical interaction, which from this 

perspective remains the highest priority.  

Consequently, in terms of studies like the present one, there would seem to be no 

useful purpose in pursuing knowledge of the musical or rhythmic attributes of co-

improvisations. The lack of analytical necessity regarding improvised music or rhythm 

from the dialogical viewpoint calls forth fundamental questions concerning music therapy 

research and practice. Regarding research, if we choose to ignore the musical object in 

music therapy, we may learn nothing about the meaning of music or rhythm, nor about 

how each individual’s musical and/or rhythmic contributions (i.e., the musical process) 

lead to and inhabit the therapeutic relationship. Research would therefore be limited to 

non-musical aspects of therapy. For, while a therapist may know phenomenologically 

that a meaningful relationship occurs through improvisational interactions, without 

considering the actual musical elements inherent in those interactions, we remain 

uninformed as to how either the therapist’s or the client’s musical offerings and/or 
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responses affect the processes of relating within the dialogue. Meanings may only be 

known by the improvising partners who interact during improvisational moments—the I 

and the Thou—and therefore remain localized to the specific context in which they 

emerge. In addition, ascription of any meanings derived from interactions must be 

verbally mediated by each participant as she/he reflects on and perhaps discusses her/his 

experience of the rhythmic interactions in the Between. For, whereas open I-Thou 

interactions between therapist, client, and music may occur within the moments of 

improvising, rhythm, unless recorded and played back so as to “speak” it’s perspective on 

the process must be left out of any post-improvisational dialogue. This is the case 

because of the nature of works that are created in time, as mentioned above; they 

alternately transform between the status of Thou and It.  

With regard to clinical practice, without analysis of the attributes of 

improvisational products, for instance, the rhythmic aspects, how might future therapists 

learn the art of clinical improvisation, and in particular the benefits of responding 

rhythmically in one way or another to a client’s improvisational offerings? In terms of 

assessment, without considering specifically the client’s musical offerings and how they 

evolve in response to those of the therapist, is it possible for a therapist to articulate what 

is learned about the client and the client’s role in the musical encounter? This last issue 

has to do with the question of intrapersonal and intramusical aspects of the client and 

whether these are of value in music therapy, which also highlights the question of the 

source of ascribed meanings. In other words, are meanings related to co-improvised 

music always co-constructed between therapist and client, as Ruud (1998), Stige (2002), 

and Garred (2006) seem to believe? Or can a client have her/his own meanings aside 
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from or in lieu of meanings potentially co-created with the therapist? Even though client 

and therapist may share the moments of and events in a co-improvisation, both 

nonetheless brings to the joint process their own historical and cultural matrix from 

which they draw upon while in musical communication, but also from which they may 

contextualize their own meanings surrounding the musical interactions. In essence, the 

dialogical theory seems to leave us without an avenue for ascertaining meanings of 

rhythm or any other musical attributes of co-improvisation.  

Musical Communication in Culture-Centered Music Therapy 

 Stige (2002) asserts, “all aspects of music are linked to situations of use, where 

human agents act and interact” (p. 49). By this he means that musical events cannot be 

viewed separately from the contexts in which they occur. Further, these contexts are by 

and large socio-cultural contexts wherein aspects of each participant’s culture have 

bearing on all derived meanings—meanings that are essentially relational and that come 

about through co-creation between musicing participants. How might this perspective 

shed light on the meaning potentials of improvised rhythm?  

 Stige’s (2002) overarching premises for a music therapy theory emphasizing 

culture is built upon the concepts of protomusicality, musics, and musicking. 

Protomusicality is described as the human capability for using movement and sound 

toward interactive communication. Stige finds support for the existence of 

protomusicality by citing ethnomusicologist Blacking’s (1973) research, noting that, 

fundamentally, “Music is, according to Blacking, a synthesis of cognitive processes 

present in culture as well as in the human body, and is generated by social experiences in 

cultural contexts” (Stige, 2002, p. 88). Further support for protomusicality is drawn from 
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the infant-mother non-verbal communication work of Trevarthen and Malloch (2000) 

highlighting the concept of communicative musicality described earlier. In essence, then, 

protomusicality has to do with human beings’ inborn communicative capacities that are 

in many ways musical in nature, but also with the belief that humans seek to use these 

phylogenetic capacities to become part of the community and culture in which they live. 

 The idea of musics has to do with the variety of musical idioms of a given culture, 

including not only the artifacts that are the musical and rhythmic idioms of styles/genres, 

but also the socio-culturally founded ways that music is enacted. In other words, while 

different cultures have different musical genres that are constituted of particular 

conventions as to how musical and rhythmic elements are applied, there also exists 

different ways of being involved in musical processes such as dancing, performing, or 

improvising. Stige holds that the musical artifacts of a given culture provide improvisers 

with particular possibilities (i.e., musical and structural materials) for how they may 

involve themselves in making music, thereby naturally bringing culture into each music 

making process.  

The third concept in Stige’s (2002) formulation is musicing. Stige defines 

musicing as “music as action and interaction in social and cultural contexts” (p. 99, 

italics original) and “music as performed relationships” (p. 84). We are told that, in 

accordance with Small’s (1998) conceptualizations of meanings of music via musicing, 

“These meanings do not simply reside in the works themselves, but are produced through 

shared action in context” (Stige, 2002, p. 100). Consequently, Stige believes that it is 

insufficient to try to ascertain meanings from music by studying musical objects, but 

rather musical meanings must be found by studying the actions and interactions of 
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musicing participants. In this way, Stige’s beliefs align with those of Ruud (1998) noted 

above, emphasizing that musical meanings are always co-created, culturally situated, and 

relational.   

Implications for Understanding Rhythm from a Culture-Centered Perspective 

In summarizing the above bases for understanding musical meanings through a 

culture-centered perspective, meanings of music are co-created, culturally situated, and 

relational. The possibility for humans to communicate and relate through music, 

according to Stige (2002), is due to the existence in all human beings of protomusicality, 

or an inborn capacity to use sound and movement toward communicatively interacting 

with others. Also, each individual brings to every musicing situation 

awareness/knowledge of particular musical/rhythmic idioms found in musical styles and 

genres of the culture, or that which Stige refers to as musics, learned through 

enculturation. Based upon the factors of protomusicality, musics, and musicing, client 

and therapist communicate and experience relationship. Meanings from this theoretical 

stance therefore are not ascertained by examining musical objects, but by studying 

processes of musicing between individuals. 

 Thus, for Stige (2002), the most effective ways of deriving meaning from a 

client's improvised rhythms are twofold: (a) to compare the client's improvised rhythms 

to those idioms and styles characteristic of the client's socio-cultural background, and (b) 

to study how the client and therapist act and interact within the actual process of 

improvising. The former involves analyzing the client's improvisations or musical 

products and comparing the improvised rhythms with existing examples of the rhythms 

belonging to the client's socio-cultural history. This comparison implies that the 
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meanings of rhythm are encoded in the musical objects or products themselves and are 

best decoded musically rather than verbally. The latter involves either observing the 

client and therapist improvising together moment to moment and then interpreting the 

meaning of the musicing process, or asking the client and therapist to ascribe their own 

meanings to what and how they played together. In both cases, the meanings of rhythm 

are encoded in the unique context and process of improvising together and are best 

decoded verbally through the client’s, therapist’s, and/or observer's interpretations, rather 

than musically. In short, for Stige, the meaning assigned to any improvised rhythm 

applies only to a specific and unique context, client, therapist, musical object, musicing 

process, and socio-cultural background. Hence the meaning of improvised rhythm is not 

universal. 

Summary: Implications of Relational Theories of Music for Understanding  

Rhythm in Improvisational Music Therapy 

 I elaborated upon a variety of theoretical concepts in this chapter regarding 

potential meanings of rhythm related to interpersonal processes believed important in 

clinical co-improvisation. Musicing was highlighted across the perspectives, reinforcing 

the idea that music making with others, as viewed by music social psychologists, 

musicologists, and music therapists, is a fundamental concept for studying processes of 

musical communication and human relatedness associated with music. Ansdell’s (2004) 

concise definition is once again informative here: “Musicing is about the creation and 

performance of relationships (p. 71, italics original). The notion of thirdness put forward 

by Ruud (2010) was described as the combined energies and communicative intentions of 

co-improvisers as they negotiate and share a pulse and tempo, around which they 
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contribute improvised rhythm in the musicing process. Based on the writings of Ansdell 

(1995), Cross (2005), Pavlicevic (1997), Schögler (1998), and Trevarthan and Malloch 

(2000), it was noted that a shared pulse seems to be a foundational feature of frameworks 

used for successful conjoint musicing processes. Added to this was the idea supported by 

IAP theory (Bruscia, 1987) and Aldridge (1996) and Ansdell’s (1995) perspectives on 

interactional synchrony—that a deepened social connection between improvisers might 

be evidenced through the negotiation and sharing of meter and rhythmic phrasing. 

Further, cultural aspects of co-improvisers’ life experiences are brought to the musicing 

process via rhythmic figures that have their theoretical bases in musical enculturation via 

musical styles/genres of a given culture. Constructs from jazz theory of groove and 

participatory discrepancies were also brought to bear on the topic of rhythmic musicing. 

Groove was held up as a concept that resources a shared cyclical pulse with energy from 

the rhythmic interactions of co-improvising participants, whereas participatory 

discrepancies were noted to be a natural part of human rhythmic interactions, particularly 

where musicing is concerned. Pavilcevic’s (1997) construct of invariants—consistently 

present rhythmic factors in musicing processes that function to support musical 

communication and relational connections in co-improvisations—also received attention 

as they relate to rhythmic groove.  

 Lastly, relational music therapy theories including Garred’s (2006) dialogic 

perspective and Stige’s (2002) culture-centered view of improvisational musicing were 

presented. It was noted that implications for understanding rhythm from the dialogic 

perspective were limited due to an apparent lack of support for an objective analysis of 

the improvised music. Such analysis apparently threatens a loss of the proposed benefits 
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of I-Thou interactions between improvisers as they music together. A look at understand 

rhythm through the culture-centered perspective proposed by Stige revealed that 

meanings derived from musicing lie either within the culture-based musical styles/genres 

from which the improvisers draw (and hence the musically mediated improvised 

products), or from the contained context shared by the musicing participants that is 

verbally mediated.  

Returning finally to the reciprocal feedback model proposed by Meill, 

MacDonald, and Hargreaves (2005), it seems that ascertaining relational meanings of 

rhythm through musical communication in processes of co-improvising (i.e., musicing) 

calls for a broad and inclusive approach to the various factors involved. These factors 

include what may be communicated, who may communicate and thereby relate in the 

process, and how the context impinges on meaning making. From a music therapy 

perspective, this means broadly accounting for (a) the interpersonal and intermusical 

purposes of clinical musicing (i.e., communicating and relating), (b) a client’s 

intrapersonal factors that include idiosyncratic aspects of personality and will, along with 

her/his learning about interpersonal relationships through enculturation, (c) the immediate 

and broader cultural contexts in which musicing takes place and from which materials for 

rhythmic improvising are drawn by both client and therapist, and (d) analysis of the 

rhythmic aspects of music produced while musicing. Therefore, relational meanings 

ascribed to the rhythmic features of clinical co-improvisations may be individually or co-

created by the participants and verbally or musically mediated depending on the 

perspective taken by the therapist concerning the triadic interrelationships between client, 

therapist, and music. 
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CHAPTER 20  

THE POTENTIAL MEANINGS OF RHYTHM  

IN CLINICAL IMPROVISATION: AN INTEGRAL THEORY 

 

        The theories covered in the previous chapters provide diverse perspectives on the 

potential meanings of improvised rhythm. Upon careful comparison of the similarities 

and differences of these theories, basic questions can be identified as essential to answer 

in understanding the meaning of rhythm in clinical improvisation. These questions are:  

• Where is the meaning located? What implications does location have for 

discerning meaning, and for clinical work?  

• What is the source of the meaning? What implications does source have for 

discerning meaning, and for clinical work?  

• How is the meaning encoded and decoded? What implications do the encoding 

and decoding processes have for discerning meaning, and for clinical work?  

The purpose of the following chapters is to develop an integral theory on the 

potential meanings of improvised rhythm—not by arguing for or against any particular 

theory, or by proving or disproving the veracity of any particular proposition—but 

instead by assuming that each theory adds an important dimension to our understanding 

and that the contributions of each theory can be additively considered in an integral 

approach to discerning the potential meaning of rhythm in clinical improvisation.  

The word integral is used here generally as a term to delineate a theory that views 

the subject matter at hand (i.e., the potential meaning of rhythm in improvisation) 

comprehensively, from a variety of perspectives that are similar in some ways, yet may 
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be mutually exclusive or at least very difficult to hold at the same time (Esbjörn-Hargen, 

2009). Therefore, the theory is additive and inclusive rather than evaluative or integrative 

in the traditional sense. The ideas and concepts drawn from the various theories covered 

herein are derived from different vantage points; they can only be fully understood when 

looking from a certain perspective or theoretical location. Moreover, the theories apply 

different processes toward ascribing meanings—meanings that may differ but co-exist, 

thereby contributing to a richer and more diverse understanding of improvised rhythm 

than just a singular view. The variety of perspectives are mutually enriching of the topic 

for they allow an individual to make choices as to which viewpoint may best serve the 

intentions of analysis at any given time and in any given context. And from a therapeutic 

perspective, the ability to take different viewpoints on analyzing a client’s improvisation 

also enables the therapist to choose the perspective and meaning most appropriate to the 

client and situation at hand. As a result of taking this integral approach, we can now see: 

1) that meanings may be found in a variety of locations (i.e., product, product and 

process, or process), 2) that a variety of sources of meaning may be applied toward 

comprehension of an improvisation, and 3) that there is variety in the possible processes 

for encoding and decoding meanings for an improviser, co-improvisers, and/or a listener. 

An integral theory embraces all of the possibilities and perspectives rather than limiting 

the analytical lens, and thereby limiting what we might see/hear and learn.  

 Taking an integral perspective, we might exploit the possibilities of symbolism, 

schema theory, or a relational/socio-cultural perspective toward understanding 

improvised rhythm. But to take any one of these viewpoints to the exclusion of the 

others, it seems, leads to garnering insufficient information about the topic while also 
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constraining the possible use of important sources of meaning making. For instance, to 

analyze a client’s rhythmic product alone means to potentially miss the possibilities for 

understanding the client’s approach to playing (process) and to limit what may be known 

about the client as part of a social world; whereas to only analyze the client’s process of 

co-improvising means to potentially miss the possibilities for understanding how the 

client may function independently, without support, influence, or feedback from another. 

Freedom to draw from a multitude of perspectives in an integral theory expands the 

comprehensiveness with which we may come to understand rhythm in improvisation. 

Location of Meaning 

Meaning can be found in both the product and process of improvising, that is, both the 

rhythm itself and the way the rhythm was created by the improviser(s). 

Where does one look to discern the meaning of rhythm? What should be the focus 

of our listening and analysis? Precisely, where is the meaning of rhythm located? Each 

theory, it seems, has a different answer to these questions. Some focus on the 

improvisation itself (i.e., the product), and some focus on the process of improvising. 

Thus, the meaning of rhythm may be located in the music itself; and the meaning may 

also be located in the musical and interactional processes that improvisers engage in, both 

independently and interdependently.  

Meaning in the Products of Rhythmic Improvisations 

 The main proponents of locating the meaning in the rhythm itself are the various 

theorists that deal with symbolism in music. This includes somatic theory, syntactical 

theory, narrative theory, expressive code theory, expression theory, psychoanalytic 

theory, contour theory, semiotic theory, and theories of musical gestures. The following 
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section is an integration of those theories that locate the meaning of rhythm in the product 

itself as one or more forms of emotion. 

Proposition One: In symbolic theories, meaning is located in the energetic structures of a 

client’s improvised rhythm. 

These energetic structures may include the ebb and flow of tension and release, 

the organization of sounds and silences of varying durations and emphases in relation to 

one another, and the dynamic shape of rhythmic phrases—all as constituted in the 

rhythmic elements of pulse, tempo, subdivision, meter, accent, rhythmic figures, and 

phrases. 

Proposition Two: In symbolic theories, the energetic structures of rhythm resemble or 

symbolize various ways of experiencing emotion, as expressed by the improviser.  

When the meaning is located in the rhythm of a client’s improvisation (i.e., the 

product), emotions are heavily implicated. We learned earlier that emotions are processes 

that (a) unfold over time with a beginning, middle, and end, (b) have both feeling and 

cognitive components, and (c) the feeling has a particular energetic form that is 

experienced as internal movement or motion (Cumming, 2000; Langer, 1942; Robinson, 

2005). Hence, a music therapist might listen to the energetic structures of a client’s 

improvisation along with the individualized inflections of the rhythm toward interpreting 

the dynamic properties of the client’s emotions and emotional functioning.  

More specifically, the energetic structure of a rhythm may resemble or symbolize: 

1) The internal physiological feeling of movement in how an emotion unfolds. The 

rhythm sounds like what the body feels internally when undergoing an emotion 

(somatic theory, semiotic theory). 
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2)  The cognitive tension experienced when expectations are aroused, delayed, 

inhibited, and/or resolved by the rhythm, as they are in the syntactical structures 

of language. The syntax of the rhythm sounds like the syntax of the emotion.   

(syntactical theory) 

3) The tension and release of instinctual energy underlying emotion. The rhythm is 

an unconscious manifestation of how a person manages instinctual psychic and 

physical energy driving the emotion (psychoanalytic theory). 

4) Prosodic aspects of vocal emotional expressions as learned throughout the 

developmental process. The energy of rhythm is reminiscent of the prosody of 

vocal communications experienced throughout life. (expressive code theory) 

5) The way a person might physically move, behave, or carry them self while feeling 

an emotion. The rhythm sounds like the way the body gives external expression to 

an emotion (contour theory). The rhythm sounds like the way physical gestures 

and rhythmic movement feels (gesture theories). The rhythm reflects movement 

aspects of a person’s actions or behaviors while feeling an emotion—actions that 

are the choice of the individual who experiences the emotion. (expression theory). 

6) Patterns of interaction between people, and more specifically, the way conflicts 

and resolutions unfold between characters in an archetypal story (narrative 

theory). 

Corollary 1: In symbolic theories, pulse represents the formation of emotional energy. 

When pulse is absent from a client’s improvisation, this indicates that the feeling 

of the emotion is vague, nebulous, or fragmented in nature. In other words, the way 

emotional energy feels to the client is scattered or unformed; the feeling has not 
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coalesced in order to render it identifiable as having distinct dynamic properties (somatic 

theory). Further, when emotional energy is unformed in this way, the client’s cognitive 

understanding of the emotion is unattainable (syntax theory, psychoanalytic theories). 

However, from a therapist-listener’s standpoint, the ungroundedness of the improvised 

sounds may be understood as the fragmented quality of the client’s consciously expressed 

or unconsciously manifested emotion (psychoanalytic theory).  

The presence of pulse in a client’s improvisation, on the other hand, signifies a 

fully formed quality to the emotional energy; that is, the feeling of the emotional energy 

is coherent (somatic theory). When emotional energy coalesces into a recognizable form, 

it becomes possible for the improviser to represent the movement of the emotional energy 

through physical actions, such as playing pulse beats on a rhythm instrument at a tempo 

that reflects the level of felt emotional energy (gesture theory, semiotic theory). 

Additionally, when the feeling of emotional energy is coherent and expressed outwardly 

in sound through physical exertion, both the sounds produced and the nature of the 

improviser’s actions may be comprehended cognitively by the improviser and/or 

analyzed by a listener and referenced to the emotion from which the sounds and actions 

come (gesture theory, semiotic theory). Cognitive understanding, in this case, means that 

the improviser or a listener can internalize the pulse and its tempo. For the improviser, 

internalizing the pulse (rather than overtly playing it) affords the possibility of playing 

more complex rhythmic structures related to the underlying dynamic properties of the 

emotion. For a listener, the possibility emerges to anticipate changes in relation to the 

pulse such as starting or stopping or changes in tempo that might occur—anticipated 

changes that are either frustrated (i.e., causing tension) or satisfied (i.e., resolving 



  273 

tension)—and then to relate these feelings to the improviser’s emotion (syntax theory).  

Corollary 2: In symbolic theories, tempo represents the level of energy in the dynamic 

properties of an emotion. 

 When the tempo of an improvisation is unstable, this means that levels of energy 

in the dynamic properties of the emotion are fluctuating. Fluctuations of energy represent 

variations in how the improviser experiences—physiologically and/or psychically—the 

unique flow of energy relating to the emotion (somatic theory, psychoanalytic theory, 

semiotic theory); this leads to variations in the levels of energy dedicated to the 

improviser’s motions with respect to the instrument used for expression (gesture theory). 

Thus, for the listener, such fluctuations in the level and flow of energy “poured into” the 

instrument of expression may be understood as changes in the amount and flow of 

dynamic, emotional energy experienced by the improviser.  

When tempo is stable or consistent, the level and flow of energy in the dynamic 

properties of the emotion are stable. The level of physiological and/or psychic energy of 

the emotion is experienced as constant (somatic theory, psychoanalytic theory, semiotic 

theory) and the output of movement in sounding an instrument is also constant 

commensurate with the level of internal energy (as is physically possible for the 

improviser to sustain) (gestural theory). An improviser may choose a particular tempo as 

an energetic structure with which to represent the dynamic properties of an emotion (the 

improviser’s own emotion or that of an imagined persona) (expression theory), whereas a 

stable tempo may also manifest unintentionally in accordance with the energy of an 

unconscious emotion (psychoanalytic theory). A faster tempo represents an emotion that 

feels to the player more vigorous, urgent, and/or unrelenting than that represented by a 
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slower tempo (somatic theory). When evident to a listener, a faster tempo may resemble 

the highly energized comportment of a person whose emotions are vigorous whereas a 

slower tempo may resemble the less energized demeanor of a person whose emotions are 

less forceful (contour theory).  

Corollary 3: In symbolic theories, meter represents the temporal management of energy 

in the dynamic properties of an emotion. 

 When meter, which is a cognitive organizing structure, is absent from a client’s 

improvisation, this indicates that the energy in the dynamic properties of the client’s 

emotion is unregulated. This unrestrained flow of emotional energy is potentially felt 

internally as uncontained and unconstrained (somatic theory, semiotic theory). Without 

metrical organization, neither the improviser nor the listener anticipates change, since 

patterns of tension and resolution do not occur (syntax theory). When meter is present, 

energy in the dynamic properties of an emotion is apportioned over the time of the 

improvisation, thus allowing the energy to be realized in a manageable fashion, helping 

the improviser to diminish rhythmic tension as needed or desired (psychoanalytic theory).   

Corollary 4: In symbolic theories, rhythmic figures represent a person’s unique 

experience of an emotion. 

 Rhythmic figures are derived from the client’s distinctive physical and cognitive 

experience of the felt dynamic properties of an emotion; or in other words, the client’s 

unique grasp of the emotion (somatic theory, expression theory, semiotic theory). This 

means that the rhythmic figures a player creates will be shaped differently when 

expressing different emotions (somatic theory, semiotic theory, expression theory). This 

also means that different improvisers will use different nuances of articulation and 
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inflection in their rhythm to express the same emotion because each individual feels the 

dynamic properties of and is affected by emotions uniquely (expressive code theory, 

expression theory, semiotic theory). The shaping of a rhythmic figure may also be linked 

to components of the improviser’s particular physical gestures enacted with an instrument 

and matched to the feeling of movement in the emotion (gesture theory). Levels of 

tension in rhythmic figures occur in relationship with the underlying pulse. When the 

relationship of a rhythmic figure to the pulse is unclear (i.e., rhythmic figures are not 

integrated with the pulse), tension is high and the need for resolution is heightened, 

whereas when a rhythmic figure is closely related to the pulse (i.e., rhythmic figures are 

highly integrated with the pulse), the tension is low and the urgency for resolution is 

diminished (psychoanalytic theory). 

Corollary 5: In symbolic theories, rhythmic phrases represent the level of coherence in 

an improviser’s experience of an emotion over time. 

An improviser consciously forms rhythmic figures. This means that each 

subsequent figure may potentially be the same as the one that came before it or it may 

change in some way based on the player’s ongoing evaluation of the rhythm as accurately 

representing the emotional experience (somatic theory, semiotic theory, expression 

theory). The improviser gains clarity about the experience of an emotion through hearing 

the rhythmic figures and feeling the physical efforts used in repeating or changing the 

figures (expression theory, gestures theory). Also, through hearing the rhythmic figures 

and feeling the quality and character of the physical actions upon the instruments, the 

improviser may recognize patterns that are reminiscent of emotional expressions revealed 

in the behaviors of others (contour theory). When rhythmic figures either repeat or 
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change, different sorts of expectations for repetition or change are elicited in a listener. 

These expectations are either satisfied or frustrated and thereby arouse emotion (syntax 

theory).  

Clinical Implications of Meanings Located in Rhythmic Products 

 When the meaning in a client’s improvised rhythmic product is emotion, symbolic 

perspectives are relevant to guide interpretation and therein inform clinical decision-

making. Thus, analyses of musical products allow for some assessment procedures to be 

carried out in or outside of the music therapy session, as may occur, for example, through 

application of the IAPs.  

 Treatment in improvisational music therapy may be informed through application 

of concepts from any of the theories covered. A therapist oriented generally to symbolic 

thinking may consider the meaning of the client’s improvised rhythm to be related to the 

client’s emotions. With regard to assessment, the therapist may, therefore, analyze the 

energetic structures of the client’s rhythm and relate it back to the dynamic properties of 

emotions that she/he herself has known or to previous experiences witnessing and 

working with the client’s emotions, or those of other clients. The pulse, tempo, meter, 

rhythmic figures, and phrasing in a client’s improvisation each provide a view of 

different aspects of energy and structure in the client’s emotions.  

Working with a client’s pulse means working with unformed and formed 

emotional energies. When working with unformed emotional energies, the therapist 

might work musically to help the client bring cohesion to the emotional energies and 

thereby to better comprehend them, and perhaps to label the specific emotion to which 

they are attached or related. Working with a formed (i.e., grounded) emotion, the 
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therapist might musically assist the client to deepen awareness about the more cognitive 

aspects of emotions through both musical and verbal modalities.  

Working with a client’s tempo means working with the level of energy imbued in 

the dynamic properties of the client’s emotions. The level of energy relates to the rate of 

speed at which rhythmic events in the music occur. A client’s tempo may fluctuate if 

there is ambivalence or uncertainty about the emotion, thus the therapist might help 

musically to stabilize the flow of energy to thereby assist the client to gain greater 

awareness of her/his emotion. When the client’s tempo is stable, the relative rate of speed 

(fast to slow) indicates the level of vigor, urgency, or vitality that the emotional energy 

contains. 

Working with a client’s meter means working with the way the client manages the 

energy in an emotion. A client’s use of meter indicates an ability to cognitively regulate 

emotional energy while improvising. When meter is not present, the therapist may assert 

it for the client through her/his own playing. Helping the client gain control of the 

emotional energy through metrical organization allows the client to more easily 

comprehend the nature of the whole emotion by first comprehending smaller portions or 

measures of it.  

Working with a client’s rhythmic figures means working with the client’s unique 

expressions of her/his experience of an emotion. Thus, depending on the nature of the 

client’s emotional experience in both physical and cognitive realms, the rhythmic figures 

will be different in character. The therapist might, for example, seek to communicate 

empathy to the client about her/his emotional experience by imitating or sharing in 

aspects of the rhythmic figures. Or the therapist might listen to the way the client inflects 
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the rhythmic figures or watch the way the client manipulates the instruments while 

playing rhythmic figures for signs that communicate a particular attitude toward the 

emotion.  

 Working with a client’s rhythmic phrasing is working with the way the client 

brings cohesion to expressing her/his unique experience of an emotion. Patterns of 

tension and release occur as rhythmic figures are variously repeated and/or changed as 

they are strung together. The therapist may work musically to help shape the rhythmic 

phrases in different ways toward helping the client experience different levels of tension 

related to the emotion as well as to identifying or develop alternative ways of releasing 

tension.  

It is important to state that, with regard to semiotic theory, understanding the 

immanent aspects of a client’s rhythmic product is considered insufficient to analysis for 

assessment or supporting treatment planning. In order to complete a semiological 

analysis, the therapist will also need to analyze the client’s personal and clinical history 

and her/his immediate process of improvising as it occurred, as well as the therapist’s 

own phenomenological experience of the client’s improvisation. Only through this 

tripartite approach, semiotic theorists might say, can the meaning in the rhythmic product 

be brought to light. Therefore, from a semiotic perspective, a therapist may find meanings 

somewhere within the collective analyses of the products and processes of a client’s 

improvising and in the therapist’s own experience of the improvisation, but not in any 

one of these factors independently.  
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Meaning Located in the Products and/or Processes of Rhythmic Improvisations:  

Embodied Cognition Theories 

Proposition Three: Embodied cognition theories locate the meaning of rhythm in both the 

product and processes of improvising.  

Proposition Four: The product and processes reveal a client’s metaphoric understanding 

of the potentials of her/his own forces in relation to other forces in the world as they 

unfold in time; that is, the client’s evolving self-perception.  

Improvising rhythm is the extemporaneous process involved as an improviser 

creates, organizes, and experiences rhythmic pulse, subdivisions, tempo, meter, and 

rhythmic figures over a course of time. Creating refers to an improviser’s in the moment 

forming of sounds in time and with time (i.e., constructing temporal forms; see pp. 168-

170 in this paper), whereas organizing refers to the improviser’s placement of those 

sounds on a metaphorical path upon a metaphorical landscape understood as time. 

Experiencing rhythmic materials, then, refers to the improviser’s involvement in 

comprehending the character of the improvised sounds, the forces required to create 

them, and the process of moving from one rhythmic formation or event-structure to the 

next. Forces refer to a client’s physical, cognitive, and motoric capacities to act and 

interact upon the world and objects and people in it.  

 A client’s improvised rhythmic products and/or processes are sometimes a 

reflection of the client’s self-perception in relation to other—more specifically, the 

client’s metaphorical understanding of her/himself and of her/his potentials as an agent 

interacting within the world of moving objects and people in time. In analyzing 

improvised rhythmic processes, a therapist might listen to how the client forms rhythmic 
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materials and subsequently responds to these formations (products) as the improvisation 

unfolds. In solo improvising, therefore, the client responds to her/his own metaphorical 

conceptualizations of the physical, psychological, and aesthetic forces at work while 

involved in the process of creating, organizing, and experiencing rhythmic materials. In 

co-improvisations the client not only responds to forces within the self, but also responds 

to interpersonal forces that unfold between the client and therapist and to the intermusical 

forces created between the therapist’s and client’ own musics.  

Corollary 1: In embodied cognition theories, pulse relates to a client’s metaphorical 

understanding of the forces involved in directional movement.  

From an embodied cognition perspective, the presence of pulse in a client’s 

improvised rhythmic product is indicative of the client’s metaphoric understanding of 

stable, gravitationally balanced, and directional movement such as is experienced when 

steadily walking forward on the earth. Moreover, pulse is indicative of the client’s 

conceptual feeling of this specific sort of movement experience, which may also be 

projected onto other experiences in the world. The overt presence of pulse in an 

improvisation, therefore, represents the client’s compulsion to begin expressing out into 

the world—to begin asserting a force of agency by producing sound as aural evidence of 

intentionality, as well as to do so in a steadily forward motion reflecting a committed and 

unwavering impulse. The covert presence of pulse (i.e., not sounded), on the other hand, 

represents the client’s cognitive understanding of cyclically grounded movement that 

may function as the basis for more complex expressions. Accordingly, from an embodied 

cognition viewpoint, the absence of pulse in a client’s improvisation may indicate the 

client’s lack of awareness of a sense of personal agency, an undeveloped or 
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underdeveloped ability to act on and sustain a motoric response to inner compulsions and 

impulses to express, or severe limitations of physical capabilities or abilities to express 

via instrumental sounds.  

Corollary 2: In embodied cognition theories, tempo relates metaphorically to a client’s 

energy that is intentionally invested or unintentionally manifested in rhythmic expression. 

The client’s tempo represents the level of energy with which the rhythmic 

improvisation metaphorically moves forward; that is, the energy of the client’s ongoing 

impulse to express in sound. When tempo is fast or slow, the energy associated with the 

client’s expressive impulse may be high or low, respectively. Or it may be that the client 

has chosen to regulate the energy invested in the rhythm.  

Corollary 3: In embodied cognition theories, subdivisions relate to a client’s 

metaphorical understanding of how complex tasks may be performed via bilateral use of 

hands and arms.  

Sounded subdivisions in a client’s improvised rhythm symbolize the client’s 

understanding of how her/his hands and arms might be used together to “do 

something”—to create something or to cause an event to take place.  

Corollary 4:  In embodied cognition theories, meter relates to a client’s metaphorical 

understanding of the ways that physical containers and their boundaries function. 

The client’s use of meter represents metaphorical understanding of the ways that 

containers function in the world to safely hold certain amounts of things. In a related 

way, meter also represents a client’s metaphoric understanding of how the boundaries of 

a container function to inform us when things that might typically fit carefully into a 

container breach the boundaries and are found in adjacent containers. Hence, by 
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establishing meter a client indicates an ability to perceive ways to organize the unfolding 

of time and events in it via metaphorical containers.  

Corollary 5: In embodied cognition theories, rhythmic figures and phrases relate to a 

client’s metaphorical understanding of structures and events, both of which occur in 

spaces.  

Rhythmic figures, from an embodied cognition perspective, have two different but 

related meanings. One is the notion that a rhythmic figure symbolizes an event that one 

“has a hand in” structuring, but also that one experiences over the time it takes for the 

event to occur. The other is the idea of a rhythmic figure as a form or structure that is 

intentionally constructed and variously shaped and located in a particular place in 

metaphoric space and time. The formation of rhythmic figures, then, reveals the client’s 

impulses to create forms and/or initiate events and to shape these as she improvises. 

Given these descriptions of rhythmic figures, then, rhythmic phrases are metaphorical 

conceptualizations of coherent groupings of events or structures.  

Clinical Implications of Meanings Located in Rhythmic Products & Processes  

According to Embodied Cognition Theories 

 When improvising rhythms both product and process point to the client’s 

metaphoric understandings of her/himself as an agent on the world (i.e., self-perception), 

an embodied cognition perspective seems most relevant to guide clinical decision-

making. As Aigen (2005) emphasizes regarding application of schema theory to music 

therapy, part of the benefits for clients may be the opportunities that music provides for 

having experiences that compensate for the sorts of experiences that fully functioning 

persons have, and that clients, due to certain limitations, cannot provide for themselves—
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a type of therapeutic helping that Bruscia (1998) refers to as “redress” (p. 68). Hence, in 

improvisational music therapy within an embodied cognition orientation, the therapist 

might address a client’s need to experience the variety of forces that are available in 

music experiences that the client may otherwise not be able to access.  

 For example, for a client who lacks initiative, the therapist might attempt to 

support any and all sounds the client makes as a way to encourage responsiveness and/or 

to spark an impulse in the client to make sound and to thereby begin developing a 

relationship with the music and the therapist. For a client whose rhythm improvising 

lacks stable grounding, the therapist might assert the force of attraction through 

rhythmically grounded playing toward helping pull the client’s playing into a stable pulse 

and tempo. For the client whose playing is unchanging and perseverative, the therapist 

might attempt to apply the force of diversion toward pushing the client’s playing in an 

alternate direction. For the client whose playing seems highly dependent on the 

therapist’s, the therapist might use techniques that open spaces in the music for the client 

to fill with rhythmic sounds, thereby removing restraints that impede the client’s 

assertion of sound production forces and allowing for more free expression. 

Meanings Located in the Processes of Co-improvising and Clinical Implications  

Proposition Five: Based on relational theories, it is the process of improvising with 

another person that reveals the nature of their musical and interpersonal relationship, 

and to varying degrees, the extent to which the improvisers share cultures.  

The process of co-improvising rhythm includes all those experiences that a client 

and therapist share when creating and sharing a pulse and tempo, establishing and sharing 

the meter, and initiating and responding to the formation and organization of rhythmic 
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figures into phrases. By sharing in these creative efforts, the client and therapist forge a 

temporal connection with one another that contributes to the formation of a musical and 

interpersonal relationship, within a shared cultural context. The shared cultural context 

includes how both improvisers engage with customs (i.e., ways of musicing) and 

materials (i.e., musics) of their respective cultures. This is especially important when the 

client’s relationship to cultural traditions is viewed as essential to the client’s health 

(culture-centered theory).  

Locating interrelational meanings in the processes of improvising, then, has to do 

with the relationship between a client and his/her entire interpersonal world. Therefore, a 

therapist might focus analysis on the ways that a client uses rhythmic materials in order 

to uniquely contribute to the process of non-verbally communicating with the therapist 

through musicing. In that the interrelational meanings are located in the clinical 

improvisation processes, the clinical implications of these theories are integrated into the 

descriptions of corollary concepts below.  

Corollary 1: In relational theories, the sharing of pulse and tempo is related to 

foundational interrelational connections between co-improvisers who experience the 

same time. 

 Pulse and tempo are foundational elements that make possible the processes of 

collective musicing or co-improvising. Pulse and tempo make it possible to be with one 

another in time; they are the means by which people connect with one another in music. 

Hence, toward forging a connection in time with the client, a therapist might consider the 

stability (and predictability) of the client’s pulse and tempo, as a way of discerning 

whether the client is ready for making an interpersonal connection. When the client’s 
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playing is rhythmically ungrounded, the therapist might understand this as an inability or 

unwillingness of the client to connect to the outside world through sound, or the therapist 

may hear this as an indication that the client needs help in organizing the self. So, the 

clinical question in this orientation is whether to respect the client’s need or wish for not 

having a connection, or to help the client overcome problems interfering with the ability 

to establish and maintain a pulse and tempo. Also in this regard, the therapist must attend 

to the way the client fits rhythmically into a tempo already established by the therapist 

versus a tempo that must be negotiated between them. When the client readily fits into 

the pulse and tempo of the therapist, the client may be signaling openness to a 

connection, and even a willingness to accommodate the therapist in order to make that 

connection. If the client will only participate in a pulse and tempo that is negotiated with 

the therapist while improvising, the client may be signaling the need to be equal partners 

in the musicing. If the client avoids fitting into a given pulse or tempo, the client may be 

warning the therapist not to come too close—the client may not be ready for a 

connection. Or the client may be testing to see how accommodating or empathic the 

therapist is willing to be in the relationship. 

Relational theories, then, raise two fundamental clinical questions: How ready is 

the client to connect to the therapist through pulse and tempo? And of what significance 

for the client is a connection of this kind with the therapist?  

Ideally, in contrast to the pulse and tempo belonging to either the client or the 

therapist, is the potential for the improvisers to integrate their respective pulses and 

tempo to create a new level of vitality in the tempo that belongs uniquely to the two 

improvisers. This is what is referred to as “thirdness”—a quality of intersubjective, 
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reciprocal interaction between persons wherein they mutually influence each other 

(Benjamin, 2010). Ruud (2010) adds that the quality of thirdness in co-improvisation is a 

“symmetrical mode of interaction, and a mutual experience of the other as a subject” (p. 

32). 

Corollary 2: In relational theories, sharing meter in a co-improvisation relates to the 

participants sharing in a form of musico-social rules structure.  

 Meter, as a higher-level organizational structure for rhythmic co-improvising, 

calls on players to be allied around the idea of regularly containing certain amounts of 

time and producing rhythmic materials that relate to the boundaries of those temporal 

spans. By sharing meter, participants play within a form of rule-based value system and 

thereby enact a social contract of sorts for the duration of the improvisation, or until they 

collectively agree to establish a new meter. Hence, the therapist might attend to the way 

the client accepts and works within the established meter or how the client works against 

it or seeks to change it toward moving relationally closer or further away from the 

therapist. 

Corollary 3: In relational theories, co-improviser’s rhythmic figures and phrases relate 

to sharing aspects of each other’s individuality in the service of forging their 

relationship.  

 We learned earlier that rhythmic figures stem from each co-improviser’s unique 

experiences and proclivities to express themselves rhythmically. In other words, each 

improviser’s rhythmic figures are, at least when first sounded, individualized expressions. 

Also, rhythmic figures may be repeated or changed and combined in various ways to 

create rhythmic phrases. In music therapy, the therapist might gain a sense of the client’s 
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unique forms of expression by hearing the client’s rhythmic figures, and may 

subsequently demonstrate to the client empathy or that the rhythmic figures are of value 

in the relationship by, for example, imitating, synchronizing with, or incorporating them 

into the therapist’s own playing. The therapist might also work with a client’s rhythmic 

offerings by helping to shape phrases and thereby join with the client in experiencing 

various levels of tension and release in the rhythmic aspects of their improvisation.  

Attention might also be focused on the way the client assimilates or accommodates to the 

therapist’s rhythmic offerings of figures and phrases, their repetitions and/or variations, 

and the ways they are inflected. Assimilation and accommodation processes in this 

context are indicative of the way the client asserts unique aspects of self to be recognized 

and accepted as a constituent piece in the development of the therapeutic relationship. 

Concluding Comments on Locations of Meaning in Rhythmic Improvisation 

 Locations of meaning in rhythm improvisations may include the rhythmic 

products themselves, the products and processes, and/or the processes, and the potential 

meanings that are identifiable or ascribable may vary accordingly. We have seen that 

when the meaning is located in the rhythmic products that it is often to do with emotions 

or emotional energies. When the meaning is located in the products and processes, it is 

often related to metaphorical conceptualizations of physical movements or of inner 

emotional movements. And when the meaning is located in the processes of rhythm co-

improvising it is associated with interrelational and socio-cultural experiences and 

interactions. Hence, the sorts of meanings found in an improvisation may depend on the 

focus of one’s analysis, but it may also be dependent upon the source or sources of 
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meaning making applied, which may be different for an improviser, a co-improviser, or a 

listener. 
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CHAPTER 21 

SOURCES OF MEANING 

 

 Sources of meaning regarding rhythm in improvisation may differ depending on 

whether the focus is on rhythmic products, products and processes, or processes of 

improvising. Sources may also differ for a client as improviser and for a therapist in the 

role of a co-improviser or as a listener.  

Sources of Meaning Located in the Products of Rhythmic Improvisations 

Proposition Six: Based on symbolic theories, the main sources for understanding the 

emotional meanings of rhythmic products of an improvisation are the improviser’s 

and/or listener’s experiences with emotions and with rhythmicity. 

 What are the sources of meaningfulness for the client and/or therapist when the 

emotional meaning is located in the rhythmic products of improvisation? We’ve seen 

that, for symbolic theorists, an important type of meaning found in the rhythmic products 

of improvisations is emotion and/or emotional energies. This implies that a client and/or 

therapist must have had prior experiences with emotions. Such experiences may include 

physically and psychologically undergoing different feelings; coping with, responding to, 

and expressing emotions; as well as observing others who experience and express 

emotions in various ways. Theories that apply processes of symbolism also imply that a 

client and/or therapist must have had prior experiences with rhythm and time and the 

various types and levels of organization therein. Therefore, experiences of rhythmic 

movements that occur internally as well as in time and space are implicated as sources of 
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meaning as well as exposure to the rhythm of music heard, felt, or performed over one’s 

lifetime.  

 When these assumptions of symbolic theories are combined, the sources of 

meaning in rhythm improvisation come from a client and/or therapist’s personal 

experiences with aspects of emotions and rhythmicity. For example, (a) how emotional 

energy movement feels as it flows in time from a physiological perspective, (b) what an 

improviser and/or a listener thinks about the nature of an emotion as it is undergone in 

time from a cognitive perspective, (c) how an emotional experience is held in cognitive 

and/or embodied memory and subsequently influences one’s responses from a 

psychological and perceptual perspective, and/or (d) how humans move or behave in time 

and space while feeling (or in response to) an emotion from a physical action perspective. 

Therefore, sources of emotional meaning may include somatic, cognitive/perceptual, 

psychological, and/or motoric/sensorimotoric awarenesses related to rhythmicity.  

 More specifically, potential sources of emotional meaning in rhythmic products, 

as derived from symbolic theories, may include prior experiences in relation to: 

1) the energetic envelope of emotions as they unfold in time, combined with some 

understanding of rhythmicity (somatic theory, semiotic theory; intraindividual 

sources).  

2)  one’s understanding of rhythmicity related to tension and resolution as 

expectations are variously frustrated or satisfied in different life situations 

(syntactical theory; intraindividual sources).   

3) vocal inflections related to emotional expressions and the nuances of rhythmic 

articulation therein (expressive code theory; intraindividual sources). 
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4) making choices about which actions at one’s disposal best allow for expression of 

a felt emotion synthesized with understanding of which rhythmic elements might 

best express that emotion (expression theory; intraindividual sources). 

5) psychic and physical emotional tension and release synthesized with knowledge 

of rhythmicity (psychoanalytic theory; intraindividual sources). 

6)  the physical behaviors and comportments of people when they experience a 

particular emotion synthesized with understanding of rhythmicity (contour theory; 

intraindividual sources).  

7)  emotional energy movement and the physical feelings involved in moving the 

body to create gestures toward communicating about the emotion (gesture theory;  

intraindividual sources.)  

It is also important to note that solo improvisers, co-improvisers, and listeners may 

rely on different sources to make meaning of improvisations, and rhythm in particular.   

Corollary 1: Based on symbolic theories, the first and most immediate source for 

meaning making in improvisation is the self, which includes several intraindividual 

sources of meaning.  

When relying on intraindividual sources of meaning, the improviser or listener is 

making meaning based on her/his own personality and emotional experiences, on past 

and present interactions with others and with the physical world, on cultural norms and 

expectations, and on inborn, phylogenetic factors that come with being human.  

Corollary 2: Based on symbolic theories, a second source for meaning making in 

improvisation is an individual’s history of interpersonal interactions with others, or 

interindividual sources of meaning.  
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When relying on interindividual sources of meaning, the improviser or a co-

improviser makes meaning based on a history of having reciprocally interacted and 

communicated with others through verbal, physical (including touch and gestural), and 

perhaps musical means, and includes aspects of culture in musical and non-musical areas 

of life. As in non-musical interactions, such as verbal conversations, the improvisers may 

express their own meanings in their own way yet remain in relation to the other, but at the 

same time they may also co-create meanings interdependently.  

Corollary 3: Based on symbolic theories, a third source of meaning making in 

improvisation is enculturation of the improviser, co-improviser, or listener.  

When relying on culture-specific sources, meaning making may include factors 

such as language, awareness and understanding of musical styles and/or idioms as well as 

processes of musicing that are shared by members of a specific cultural group that are not 

shared by another.  

Corollary 4: Based on symbolic theories, a fourth source of meaning making in 

improvisation may be phylogenetic sources, which include aspects that are innate or 

inherent in all human beings.  

When relying on phylogenetic sources alone, the improviser, listener, or co-

improviser makes meaning based on the potentials available through the general 

possibilities of having a human body with its particular structures, and may include, for 

example, the use of two bilaterally moving upper extremities and hands, ears for hearing, 

eyes for seeing, cognitive capacities for initiating, understanding, predicting, and 

expecting events in time and space. 
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The above sources of meaning exert differential amounts of influence depending 

on the identity and role of the meaning-maker. For example, an improviser making 

meaning out of her/his own solo improvisation will rely on different sources of meaning 

than co-improvisers who try to make meaningful music together, who will also rely on 

different sources of meaning than a listener making meaning out of someone else’s solo 

improvisation or co-improvisation. Similarly, a therapist-listener ascribing meaning to a 

client’s solo improvisation alone or in consultation with the improviser draws from 

her/his own intraindividual sources of meaning as well as from past interpersonal 

experiences communicating verbally, physically, and or musically with others and/or 

from observing such interactions between other people. Therefore different sources of 

meaning making regarding improvised products may be more or less relevant in different 

improvisational contexts and depending on the aims of therapy and the therapist’s clinical 

orientation.  

Clinical Implications for Sources of Meaning Located in  

Improvisational Products 

Meanings of rhythmic products are often related to a client’s emotions and/or 

emotional energies. A therapist can gain understanding of a client’s improvising by 

comparing the client’s improvised rhythms to the therapist’s own intraindividual sources 

of meaning that include experiences and understandings of her/his own emotions and 

rhythmicity, history of interpersonal interactions with others, and the cultural foundations 

of intra and interpersonal meaning making found in musical and non-musical realms.  

A therapist can also make comparisons of a client’s rhythm improvising to 

interindividual knowledge gained through experiences working improvisationally with 
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other clients in music therapy, from non-musical interactions with clients, and from non-

clinical interpersonal interactions with others, and apply the resulting insights toward 

understanding the client’s rhythm.  

Cultural sources of meaning may also inform a therapist’s interpretation of 

rhythmic products depending on, for instance, the presence of culturally influenced 

rhythmic idioms and forms in a client’s rhythmic products as well as the client’s and 

therapist’s awareness and proclivities for engaging in culture-specific modes of musicing.  

A therapist may also interpret meanings from a client’s rhythm based on 

knowledge of typical human functioning or phylogenetic factors, particularly when 

anomalies or deviations are present in the client’s rhythm improvisation capacities such 

as movement/motoric irregularities or cognitive deficits. When such issues are present, 

the therapist may compare the client’s rhythmic materials to those of more typically 

functioning clients and identify directions for treatment that aim toward helping the client 

develop higher or more effective levels of expressive ability. 

 With the variety of sources available, a therapist might identify a single source 

among them through which to analyze an improvisation, or the therapist might shift 

perspectives between those sources that seem to support meaningful interpretations. 

Relying on a singular source means that the other potential perspectives are either 

ignored or that, based on the therapist’s intuition and/or clinical judgment, they hold less 

possibility for useful interpretation. To rely on a singular source may, however, lead to 

the therapist missing important information revealed in a client’s playing. Relying on 

multiple sources, on the other hand, means that the therapist can remain open to different 

perspectives and dynamically assert intuition and clinical judgment toward ascribing 
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meanings, modifying interpretive notions as information from each source or vantage 

point are considered additively.  

Sources of Meanings Located in Products and Processes 

Proposition Seven: From an embodied cognition perspective, sources for understanding 

self-perceptual meanings located in the rhythmic products and processes of 

improvisations are the improviser’s and/or listener’s metaphoric conceptualizations of 

forces gained through enacting or observing movement.  

From an embodied cognition viewpoint, meanings located in the rhythmic 

products and processes of improvisations are the improviser’s perceptions of her/himself 

as an agent in the world of things and people that move in time and the forces that 

impinge upon them. The source of meaningfulness for the client and/or therapist is their 

embodied knowledge about movement understood through metaphoric 

conceptualizations of feeling and observing interacting forces. Therefore, to improvise 

rhythmically means to enact and respond to forces inside and outside of the improviser. 

Examples of inner forces are the compulsion to assert energy through moving and 

impulses to create, sustain, and organize sounds in various ways, whereas examples of 

outside forces might include, for example, the therapist’s musical forces that block, 

divert, or free the client’s playing in different ways and the therapist’s personality.  

Hence, a therapist may draw from her/his own metaphoric conceptualizations of 

movement schemas to understand a client’s rhythm, the client’s responses to her/his own 

rhythmic forces, or the client’s responses to the therapist’s rhythmic forces. 

Proposition Eight: From a semiotic perspective, sources for understanding emotional or 

motional meanings located in the rhythmic products and processes of improvisations are 
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an analyzer’s view of the improviser’s process, the rhythmic product, and her/his own 

experience of the rhythm.  

From a semiotic viewpoint, meanings located in products and processes of rhythm 

improvising are moving emotional energies and/or physical movement as conceived by 

the improviser as she/he plays, as found in the rhythm itself, or as experienced by a 

listener. The sources of meaningfulness for the improviser or a listener are immediate or 

past inner experiences of emotional energies and/or movements of various sorts gained 

experientially or vicariously through observations of others’ emotion experiences and 

rhythmic movements, along with theoretic ideas for interpreting rhythmic products. 

Clinical Implications of Meanings in Improvisational  

Products and Processes 

 From an embodied cognition perspective, a therapist can begin to comprehend the 

meaning of a client’s rhythm by comparing the client’s rhythms and the client’s process 

of improvising to her/his own metaphorical understandings of embodied movement 

and/or emotional energy movement. In listening to or co-improvising with a client, a 

therapist might use her/his own experiences of forces related movement schemata as 

points of comparison to understand the client’s rhythm or to challenge the client in 

various ways toward helping the client gain experiences with and abilities to respond to 

certain types of forces. For clients whose abilities to move and/or physically interact are 

limited, experiences of rhythmic movement provided by the therapist in co-improvising 

might be used to compensate the client’s limited experience and to therefore bring to the 

client opportunities to deepen understanding of the various forces in the world, among 

which are the client’s own forces (Aigen, 2005).  
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From a semiotic perspective, a therapist can begin to understand the emotional or 

motional meaning of a client’s rhythm by triangulating analyses of the client’s 

improvisation process, rhythmic products, and the therapist’s own experience of the 

client’s rhythm. Each analysis brings different information to the meaning-making 

process and must be accounted for in ascribing meanings. Hence, reliance on purely 

symbolic interpretive notions is insufficient, as is sole reliance on phenomenological 

views belonging to either the client or therapist. With the need to accommodate these 

different sources, the therapist might, for example, design improvisation experiences for a 

client wherein the product and the process both receive attention by including the client’s 

and the therapist’s own verbal explanations before and/or after an improvisation, as often 

occurs with referential improvisation experiences (Bruscia, 1987). 

Sources of Meaning Located in the Processes of Rhythmic Improvisations 

 Co-improvisers (i.e., client and therapist) who independently and 

interdependently ascribe meaning to their collective improvisation will draw from intra 

and interindividual sources as well as cultural sources depending on the need for a client 

and/or therapist to interpret independently, intersubjectively, and/or for co-improvisers to 

be connected through cultural-musical values. 

Proposition Nine: Based on relational theories, sources for understanding interrelational 

and socio-cultural meanings located in the processes of co-improvisations are the 

improvisers’ experiences with interpersonal communication and of enculturation. 

 Sources for understanding the interpersonal and socio-cultural meanings found in 

a client’s rhythm in co-improvising is a therapist’s own interpersonal and intermusical 

communication experiences and musical enculturation. Therefore, to musically 



  298 

communicate via co-improvising is to join in and experience interpersonal interactions 

with another. And to share rhythmic attributes of music from each player’s culture while 

co-improvising is to share in bonding experiences with another and with particular 

cultures.  

 In co-improvising, intraindividual and interindividual sources are the relevant 

foundations for making meaning of the improvisational processes.  

Corollary 1: One source of interrelational meaning in rhythm is the co-improvisers’ 

prior experiences in relation to living in and through time with another individual.  

In co-improvising it is the shared pulse that allows for interpersonal connections 

to arise between the players (concepts of intersubjectivity, invariants, and groove). 

Corollary 2: A second source of interrelational meaning in rhythm is the co-improvisers’ 

prior experiences joining one’s energy with that of another person within the context of a 

communicative interaction.  

In co-improvising this experience is mirrored in the sharing of tempo negotiated 

through assimilation and/or accommodation processes. This experience may lead to a 

unique experience of energy between the players (concepts of intersubjectivity, thirdness, 

and groove). 

Corollary 3: A third source of interrelational meaning in rhythm is the co-improvisers’ 

prior experiences coordinating actions and/or behaviors within the context of socially 

derived rules for interaction and communication.  

In co-improvising this sort of social coordination occurs through fitting each 

improviser’s rhythmic offerings into a shared metrical structure (concepts of 

intersubjectivity, interactional synchrony, and groove). 
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Corollary 4: A forth source of interrelational meaning in rhythm is the co-improvisers’ 

prior experiences engaging in communicative acts wherein participants share distinct 

aspects of the social and psychological self with the other and thereby develop a uniquely 

formed relationship.  

This sort of process is evidenced in the varying levels of rhythmic integration 

occurring between the rhythmic figures of the different players (concepts of 

intersubjectivity, groove, musical meeting).  

Corollary 5: A fifth source of interrelational meaning in rhythm is the co-improvisers’ 

prior experiences coordinating beginnings and endings in verbal and nonverbal 

communication interactions.  

In co-improvising such coordination is experienced in the ways that players 

collectively form and shape rhythmic phrases (concepts of interactional synchrony, 

structural aspects of jazz improvisation).  

Corollary 6: Potential sources of socio-cultural meaning in rhythm are prior experiences 

of the co-improviser’s in relation to their distinct experiences of enculturation.  

In co-improvising these experiences are exhibited first as the players join together 

in rhythmic improvising (protomusicality and musicing) and further when rhythmic 

idioms from music of the players’ culture (i.e., musics) are introduced and worked with 

in various ways between the co-improvisers (textual aspects of jazz improvisation, 

culture-centered theory). 

 

 

 



  300 

Clinical Implications for Sources of Meanings Located in  

Improvisational Processes 

A therapist can compare a client’s rhythmic contributions in co-improvisation 

processes to her/his own experiences of interpersonal/social communication and socio-

cultural foundations. Therapists whose work focuses on co-improvising with clients often 

discern relational meanings within the improvisational processes. Focus in therapy, then, 

is on the ways a client engages in negotiating and sharing pulse, tempo, and metrical 

organization, integrating rhythmic figures, and collectively forming phrases. When socio-

cultural aims are relevant, focus is on the ways that the co-improvisers share in rhythmic 

materials from musics of their cultures.  

Concluding Comments on Sources of Meaning in Rhythmic Improvisations 

We’ve seen that the sources of meaning making for improvisers, therapist-

listeners, and therapist-co-improvisers are varied and many, and that the different roles 

that individuals play may afford access to different sources. Therefore, improvisers, 

listeners, and co-improvisers can share sources of meaning making, but they may also 

draw from different sources at different times depending on the needs of expression or of 

analysis. Given the values of an integral theory stated earlier, the range of sources of 

meaning making available is considered a strength of the theory due to having access to 

an expanded breadth of potential meanings that may be identified and/or ascribed to 

rhythmic products and processes in music therapy. 
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CHAPTER 22 

MEANING-MAKING PROCESSES 

 

 This chapter addresses the ways that meanings are encoded and decoded in the 

products and processes of rhythm improvising from the perspectives an improviser, a 

therapist-listener, and a therapist co-improviser. It was earlier noted that depending on the 

role one has in the meaning making process, individuals might draw from different 

sources of meaning toward understanding rhythm improvisations. This is also the case for 

the encoding and decoding processes.  

The Improviser’s Meaning-Making Process 

Proposition Ten: From a transtheoretical perspective, while improvising an improviser 

encodes and decodes the meaning of rhythms using the processes of: sound production, 

apprehension, comparison, self-organization, identification, adaptation, collaboration, 

and continuation. 

Sound Production 

Corollary 1: Depending on the improviser’s purpose and level of intentionality, an 

improviser may make sounds through processes of transduction, projection, sounding, 

poiesis, or intermusical activation.  

1) Transduction: The improviser intentionally imparts emotion to rhythm by 

converting one form of energy to another. Specifically, the improviser 

transduces any of the following into the energetic structure of the rhythm: 

a.  the physiological feeling of an emotion (somatic theory) 

b. cognitive tension of an emotion (syntactic theory) 
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c. vocal prosodic inflection of an emotion (expressive code theory) 

d. behavioral actions/movements driven by an emotion (expression 

theory) 

e. psychic and/or physical emotional tension (psychoanalytic theory) 

f. emotional communicative gestures (gesture theory) 

g. cognitive conceptualizations of emotion-driven bodily comportments  

2) Projecting: The improviser unconsciously imparts emotion to rhythm by 

externalizing psychic energy into the structure and shape of the rhythm. 

(psychoanalytic theory) 

3) Sounding: The improviser responds to an impulse to assert movement energy 

toward producing sound on instruments. (embodied cognition/schema, 

expression, and gesture theories) 

4) Poiesis: The improviser creates sounds from an auditory image of what the 

improvisation will sound like. (semiotic theory)   

5) Intermusical Activation: Co-improvisers initiate other-directed sounds 

intended to connect their joint efforts in time. (relational theories) 

Apprehension 

Corollary 2: From a transtheoretical perspective, depending on whether improvising 

alone or with another, an improviser apprehends potential meanings of rhythm from the 

intrapersonal and interpersonal feedback received. 

1) Intrapersonal feedback: When improvising alone, the improviser receives 

multisensory feedback (i.e., auditory, kinesthetic, visual, motional) from own 

improvising. (all theories) 
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2) Interpersonal feedback: When improvising with others, each improviser receives 

multisensory feedback from other’s improvising. (all instances of co-improvising 

regardless of theory) 

An improviser must be able and motivated to attend to feedback in order to apprehend the 

sensory information. 

Comparison 

Corollary 3: From a transtheoretical perspective, depending on whether improvising 

alone or with another, an improviser makes comparisons between the sounds, rhythmic 

characteristics of the sounds, and physical actions and energies entailed in improvising 

and other intraindividual, interindividual, cultural, and phylogenetic sorts of experiences 

and related knowledge. 

1) Self-emotion comparison: The improviser compares the multisensory feedback 

from improvising rhythms to various aspects of emotional energy apprehended in 

self. (somatic, syntax, expressive code, expression, psychoanalytic, contour, 

gesture, and semiotic theories)  

2) Kinesthetic comparison: The improviser compares kinesthetic feedback from 

physical interactions with instruments to forces involved in moving objects and/or 

the human body in various ways, sometimes with communicative intent. 

(embodied cognition/schema theory, gesture theory, expression theory)  

3) Verbal/vocal Comparison: The improviser compares specific sound parameters of 

the rhythm (e.g., timing inflections and timbral qualities) to speech inflection in 

verbal/vocal communication. (expressive code theory) 

4) Self-other emotion comparison: Co-improvisers compare feedback to various 
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aspects of emotional energy in their perception of the other. (somatic, expressive 

code, expression, psychoanalytic, gesture, semiotic, and relational theories) 

5) Conversational comparison: Co-improvisers compares non-verbal communication 

processes in improvising (e.g., turn taking, use of eye contact and gestures) to 

similar processes inherent in verbal conversations (gesture theory, relational 

theories) 

6) Inter-culture comparison: Co-improvisers compare the character of the other’s 

rhythm to idioms in music of one or the others’ or their shared culture. (relational 

theories, culture-centered theory)  

Self-Organization 

Corollary 4: From a transtheoretical perspective, depending on whether improvising 

alone or with another, an improviser structures her/his rhythm playing in accordance 

with certain psychological, expressive, and conceptual constructs.  

1) Motional Grounding: The improviser cognitively organizes sounds subsequent to 

an initial one in relation to a metaphorical cycle of equally spaced demarcations 

of time reminiscent of the experience of stable, forward walking. (embodied 

cognition/schema theory, expression theory, contour theory, relational theories) 

2) Containment: The improviser cognitively organizes her/his ongoing sounds in 

relation to a metaphorical series of equally sized containers. (embodied 

cognition/schema theory)  

3) Intersubjective Containment: Co-improvisers organize their sounds in relation to a 

jointly established metrical system. (relational theories) 

4) Rhythm Event-structure Forming and Placement: While sounding instruments, the 
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improviser constructs one or more patterns of sounds and silence around a point 

of emphasis. The process is metaphorically akin to the experience of forces used 

to (a) shape the unfolding of events at specific points in time or (b) form physical 

structures on specific points along a path. (embodied cognition/schema theory) 

Identification 

Corollary 5: From a transtheoretical perspective, depending on whether improvising 

alone or with another, and improviser realizes relationships between the sounds, 

rhythmic characteristics of the sounds, and physical actions and energies entailed in 

improvising and energetic aspects and characteristics of emotions and physical 

movements. 

1) Self-emotion identification: The improviser perceives a relationship between the 

energetic structures of her/his own rhythm and various aspects of an emotion (i.e. 

physiological feeling, cognitive tension, vocal prosodic inflection, behavioral 

actions, psychic and/or physical tension, gestures, bodily comportments). 

(somatic, syntax, expressive code, expression, psychoanalytic, contour, semiotic, 

and gesture theories)  

2) Force identification: The improviser perceives a relationship between her/his 

physical interactions with instruments and the way force interactions in non-music 

improvisation situations feel and are metaphorically conceptualized. (gesture 

theory, embodied cognition/schema theory) 

3) Self-other emotion identification: When co-improvising, each improviser 

perceives a relationship between the energetic structures of her/his own rhythm 

and various aspects of the other’s emotion. (somatic, syntax, expressive code, 
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expression, psychoanalytic, contour, semiotic, gesture theories) 

4) Other-kinesthetic identification: When co-improvising, each player perceives a 

relationship between the way the other appears (i.e., looks) while playing and the 

way one’s own playing efforts feel. (expression, contour, gesture, embodied 

cognition/schema, relational theories) 

Adaptation 

Corollary 6: From a transtheoretical perspective, depending on whether improvising 

alone or with another, an improviser makes decisions about whether and how to facilitate 

changes in the nature and trajectory of the rhythm improvising.   

1) Self-emotion adaptation: The improviser re-shapes the energetic structure of 

rhythms to express the intended aspect of an emotion in her/his awareness (i.e., 

physiological feeling, cognitive tension, vocal prosodic inflection, behavioral 

actions, psychic and/or physical tension, gestures, bodily comportments). Self-

adaptation options include (a) playing a previous rhythm (revertive adaptation), 

playing the same rhythm (preservative adaptation), playing new rhythmic material 

(transformative adaptation), or ceasing to play (terminative adaptation). (somatic, 

syntax, expressive code, expression, contour, gesture, semiotic theories) 

2) Aesthetic adaptation: The improviser re-shapes the rhythm to realize a personal 

aesthetic ideal. (expression theory) 

3) Motional adaptation: The improviser re-shapes the rhythm to realize her/his 

metaphoric conceptualization of a particular motion-situation (i.e., day-to-day 

bodily experience of moving and physically interacting with the world). 

(embodied cognition/schema theory) 



  307 

4) Kinesthetic adaptation: The improviser re-shapes the rhythm to satisfy an impulse 

to move with and/or against the instruments in a particular way. (psychoanalytic 

theory, gesture theory)  

5) Adaptation to other: the improviser re-shapes the energetic structure of her/his 

own rhythms to disconnect from, match, accompany, support, re-direct, change, 

or destroy the rhythms of the other (interactive adaptation). (expression, 

psychoanalytic, semiotic, relational theories) 

6) Co-assimilative adaptation: Co-improvers re-shape their rhythm or playing 

process to assimilate to the features and characteristics of the other’s rhythm 

(expression theory, relational theories) 

7) Idiomatic co-adaptation: Co-improvisers re-shape their rhythm to reproduce 

stylistic and structural features characteristic of a particular culture’s music. 

(relational theories, culture-centered theory) 

Collaboration 

Corollary 7: From a transtheoretical perspective, co-improvisers’ efforts may be 

combined and lead to a new level of rhythmic energy.   

 Co-improvisers each contribute equally to the process of musicing. A balance of 

leading and following occurs for each player without the need for either to adapt to the 

other, as the contributions are reciprocally influential to the improvisation. The mutual 

efforts of both improvisers bring forth the shared experience of thirdness.  

Continuation 

Corollary 8: Once a form of adaptation and/or collaboration is consciously or 

unconsciously selected (other than termination of playing), a cycle of self or other-
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identification, adaptation, and collaboration repeats until the improvisation culminates 

(terminative adaptation).  

The Listener’s Meaning-Making Process 

Proposition Eleven: Based on a transtheoretical perspective, listeners decode rhythmic 

meanings through various types of correlational listening, including: autogenous, 

narrative, emotive, and analogous listening. 

Correlational Listening 

1) Autogenous Listening: The listener correlates the energetic structures of the 

rhythm to the dynamic properties of her/his own emotions. (somatic, syntax, 

expressive code, expression, psychoanalytic, contour, semiotic, gesture, embodied 

cognition/schema theories) 

2) Narrative Listening: The listener correlates the energetic structures of the rhythm 

to tension and release patterns reminiscent of inter-character conflicts in 

archetypal stories (narrative theory, semiotic theory) 

3) Emotive Listening: The listener is moved to an emotional state and ascribes that 

emotion to the improviser’s rhythm. (arousal theory) 

4) Analogous Listening: The listener correlates the energetic structures of the rhythm 

to previous experiences of the client’s or another’s verbal and/or non-verbal (e.g., 

musical and gestural) emotional expressions. (somatic, syntax, expressive code, 

expression, psychoanalytic, contour, semiotic, gesture, embodied 

cognition/schema theories) 
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The Therapist’s Meaning-Making Process 

Proposition Twelve: Based on a transtheoretical perspective, when the client improvises, 

the therapist may act as co-improviser or as a listener. When acting as co-improviser, the 

therapist goes through the same steps of meaning making as described above for the 

improviser. In addition, the therapist may place his/her self and music in various 

positions in relation to the client’s improvising. These include: rhythmic identification, 

affective identification, affective reflection, and complementary positioning. 

1) Rhythm Identification: The therapist imitates the client’s rhythm without 

necessarily identifying with the dynamic properties of emotion underlying it. 

Identification is with the immanent aspects of the rhythmic materials. (semiotic 

theory) 

2) Affective Identification: The therapist imitates the client’s rhythm while also 

identifying with the dynamic properties of the emotion beneath it. Identification is 

with the client’s emotion from the client’s perspective and in the client’s time. 

(somatic, syntax, expressive code, expression, psychoanalytic, contour, gesture, 

semiotic, embodied cognition/schema theories) 

3) Affective Reflection: The therapist plays rhythmic materials that are not the same 

as the client’s yet are in correspondence with the dynamic properties of the 

underlying emotion. Identification is with the client’s emotion but from the 

therapist’s own perspective and in the therapist’s own time. 

4) Complementary Positioning: The therapist improvises rhythmic materials to 

engage the client in a give-take or mutual interaction. The rhythmic materials may 

complement, contain, ground, complete, elaborate upon, or re-direct the client’s 
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improvising. 

Clinical Implications for Client’s and Therapist’s Meaning-Making Processes 

In improvisational music therapy, both client and therapist relate to the 

improvised music, to the improvisation processes, and to each other and therein make 

independent and/or interdependent meanings. I noted above that the processes of 

encoding meanings are sometimes different depending on whether the client improvises 

alone or with another person, and that the processes of decoding meaning may also differ 

for a client-improviser, a therapist-listener, or a therapist-improviser.  

A client as a solo improviser who imparts meaning in a rhythmic product engages 

in a series of potential processes that includes (a) producing sounds, (b) apprehending the 

rhythm in the sounds by attending to multisensory feedback, (c) comparing the rhythm to 

emotional, movement, and/or vocal communication experiences, (d) organizing oneself in 

relation to the rhythm, (e) identifying aspects of emotional, physical, and/or cognitive 

self-perceptions in the rhythm, (f) making adaptations in response to self-perceptions 

identified in the rhythm, and (g) continuing to play until the improvisation is complete by 

repeating these processes. At any phase in this potential series, a process may be missed 

or thwarted or the client may be unable to continue due to cognitive, physical, and/or 

psychological problems in functioning. Hence, a therapist may evaluate the client’s 

overall process to identify areas where current or future treatment might focus.  

The therapist might also interpret the client’s solo product through various 

listening processes including correlating the rhythm with the therapist’s own emotion 

and/or rhythmic movement experiences, or with those of other client’s. The therapist 

might also reflect on tension-resolution patterns in the rhythm and link these to conflict-
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resolution situations in an archetypal story and relate this to the client in some way, or 

draw from the therapist’s own immediate emotion evoked by the rhythm to inform 

her/his interpretation. When the rhythm is correlated with the therapist’s own 

experiences, a form of musical countertransference may be inferred in informing the 

interpretation and treatment processes, whereas when correlated with other client’s 

experiences, the therapist draws upon clinical and interpersonal knowledge as key 

sources of meaning-making. The therapist may directly use the interpretation to guide 

treatment decisions or share the interpretation with the client. Given a client with 

adequate verbal communication abilities, the therapist might also record and play back 

the improvisation for the client to hear and offer verbally mediated meanings for the 

product. Like the therapist, the client interprets her/his own rhythm by correlating it with 

past emotion and rhythm experiences and/or those of others. Here the therapist and client 

may co-create a meaning but also hold to their own particular ascriptions. 

In co-improvising, a client’s processes for encoding meanings in the rhythmic 

products and/or processes include accounting for multisensory feedback from the 

therapist’s playing. In co-improvisation situations, the client and therapist each (a) initiate 

sounds toward interpersonally connecting with the other, (b) compare their rhythms to the 

other’s affective and communicative behaviors as well as to culturally founded 

rhythmic/musical idioms, (c) negotiate and share tempo and meter parameters, (d) 

identify with each other’s affect, movements, and rhythmic figures, (e) alter their rhythms 

toward varying the level of relational intimacy and cultural bonding experienced between 

them, (f) mutually form a new relationship while improvising, and (g) eventually 

conclude the improvisation process. As above, disruptions may arise at any phase in these 
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potential processes due to cognitive, physical, psychological, and/or interpersonal 

problems of the client, or the therapist’s countertransference. 

A co-improvising therapist makes decisions about how to relate to the client 

and/or the client’s rhythm in the moment of playing. Here the therapist might 

rhythmically respond within the improvisation process by identifying with and joining 

directly in the client’s rhythm and/or with the emotion underlying the rhythm. By playing 

the client’s rhythm imitatively, the therapist communicates acceptance of the rhythm. By 

imitating the rhythm also with the intent of demonstrating empathy with the underlying 

emotion, the therapist shows acceptance of and willingness to share the client’s 

expression either as a statement of support or of solidarity. The therapist might, rather, 

reflect the client’s emotion within the therapist’s own rhythmic formations and thereby 

communicate understanding of the client’s meaning, but also respecting the client’s 

ability to stand alone in the expression. Another response option for the therapist is to 

play complementarily with the client’s rhythm and thereby promote a greater reciprocal 

level of relating together in the rhythm.  
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CHAPTER 23 

CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

 

 This study sought to shed light on the potential meanings of rhythm in 

improvisation, and to additionally articulate implications for improvisational music 

therapy. A look at the current state of the art of improvisational music therapy indicates 

that improvisation is indeed a widely applied method of assessment and treatment, but 

that very few authors have focused a critical ear on rhythm—an indispensible aspect of 

all music improvisation experiences. Distilled from the music therapy literature are the 

notions that, through improvisation, clients and therapists touch upon important clinical 

concerns including clients’ emotions, self-perceptions, and abilities to engage and 

participate in interpersonal relationships. However, available explanatory theories tend to 

focus on tonal properties of music or on non-musical processes. Therefore, efforts were 

focused outside of music therapy to what has been written about rhythm in music 

philosophy, psychology of music, the social psychology of music, and musicological jazz 

studies toward learning what rhythm could potentially mean for improvisational music 

therapy.  

The bulk of the present study has been a journey through the varied theoretical 

perspectives on music and meaning. Here we find that, like in music therapy, few authors 

have dealt with the topic of rhythm alone. Unlike in music therapy, and except for the 

jazz literature, however, the topic of improvisation is rarely found on the musicological 

radar screen compared with a preponderant focus on music composition and perception. 

Therefore, following an explication of each theory are descriptions of possible 
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implications for understanding rhythm in improvisation and rhythm in improvisational 

music therapy.  

Some of the theories incorporate aspects of symbolism toward explaining the 

meanings in rhythm (somatic, syntax, expressive code, expression, psychoanalytic, 

contour, and semiotic theories). Some theories explain rhythm as a representation of 

metaphorical knowledge gained through embodied experiences (embodied 

cognition/schema theory). Some theories explain rhythm as it is involved in forging 

connections with others (relational and culture-centered theories). And according to 

Nattiez’s (1990) articulation of semiotic theory, there is an insistence that meanings of 

rhythm can only be determined by triangulating analyses of the rhythmic product, the 

improviser’s process, and the listener’s experience. The types of meanings of rhythm 

found in the theories include emotions of various kinds, emotional energies and their 

particular movements, cognitive, psychic, and physical experiences of tension and 

release, communicative vocal/verbal inflections and physical gestures, behaviors and 

physical comportments that communicate emotional information, metaphorical 

understandings of the interactions of forces, ways of relating to others, and aspects of 

culture.  

An important finding toward development of an integral theory of rhythm in 

improvisation is that, depending on where one stands, meanings are located in the rhythm 

itself (i.e., the products of improvisation), in the improviser or co-improvisers, in a 

listener, and/or in the improvisation processes. Another key finding is that numerous 

sources of meaning are applicable in understanding improvised rhythm and include the 

range of an improviser, co-improviser, or listener’s possible life experiences with 
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rhythmicity, feeling emotions and observing others’ rhythmic emotional expressions, 

metaphorical conceptualizations of bodily experiences, and interpersonal communication. 

Also of significance is that processes of meaning-making for an improviser, a listener, 

and a co-improviser vary and depend to some extent on whether an improviser plays 

alone or with another person. With regard to improvisational music therapy it seems that, 

whether as a listener or as a co-improviser, a therapist’s use of her/his self is frequently 

indicated as essential in processes of interpreting and/or responding musically to a 

client’s improvised rhythms. This may in part be due to the unique nature of 

improvisation as a medium of expression and interaction compared with receptive, re-

creative, and compositional methods of music therapy (Bruscia, 1998).  

With the range of locations, sources, and processes that are potentially brought to 

bear in meaning-making regarding improvised rhythm, a therapist must make decisions 

about just which aspects to attend to toward analysis and interpretation. A couple guiding 

examples are presented here to stimulate thinking in this area. It should be understood, 

however, that these examples are in no way meant to be prescriptive, as I believe that 

each improvisational music therapy experiences is unique and unfolds in its own 

particular ways given the individuals involved, the individualized aims of treatment, and 

the ensuing musical and rhythmic characteristics of the sounds produced.   

When understanding a client’s emotions is of greatest significance to the therapy 

process, a therapist may decide to focus attention first on the rhythmic products of an 

improvisation, applying sources of meaning that bring the clearest insights to the 

experience given the therapist’s knowledge of the client, of her/his own rhythmic 

expression experiences, and depth of past clinical improvisation experiences with other 
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clients and perhaps as a client her/himself. With regard to processes, the therapist may 

decide to focus on those phases of the improvisation process that are perceived as most 

necessary toward the client’s successful imparting of emotional meanings to the rhythm, 

for instance, the initiating impulse to play, use of the intrapersonal feedback loop, and 

identification processes.  

When understanding of a client’s perceptions of her/himself as an agent in the 

world of objects and others, a therapist may decide to focus attention on both the 

rhythmic products and processes of a client’s improvising and to be musically involved in 

the process so that explorations of initiating and responding to forces of various kind may 

be undertaken. Here the sources of meaning that may be most useful for the therapist 

might be her/his own metaphoric conceptualizations of movement and forces but also of 

the client’s, particularly when verbal language is possible. The processes of significance 

might be the client’s application of force to sound instruments, the intra and interpersonal 

feedback loops, the phase of comparing the sounds and actions of the improvisation to 

other kinesthetic experiences, organizational attributes, and the client’s adaptation 

strategies in response to her/his own improvising as well as to the therapist’s.  

When understanding a client’s potentials in interrelational experiences, a 

therapists may decide to focus on the processes inherent on co-improvising, and 

reflecting on her/his own past interaction experiences in musical and non-musical 

contexts as well as clinical-musical knowledge. The various processes most relevant for 

the therapists to attend to while co-improvising may include those that balance the 

client’s independence with those that encourage mutuality.  
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I believe that this study is beneficial for music therapy in that it highlights the 

unique contributions that rhythm can make toward comprehending clients’ emotional 

lives, self-perceptual abilities, and expressive/communicative potentials. This study also 

shines a light on the importance for therapists to understand the many potentials of 

rhythm specifically, since its use is ubiquitous in improvisational treatment processes, 

and because we are called to explain the purpose of each musical element used in our 

clinical endeavors (Aigen, 2009). 

With regard to understanding the clinical potentials of rhythm, implications for 

music therapy education and training might include focus on theoretical knowledge of 

rhythm and development of strategies for teaching the clinical listening and response 

processes that are applicable to a client’s solo or co-improvisation experiences as 

identified in the integral theory. As an educator I observe my students struggles in 

learning to listen to improvisations with discernment toward identifying, labeling, and 

describing what they hear and to have a theoretical foundation from which to support 

their musical and non-musical responses. Further, students and seasoned therapists will 

gain from a clearer understanding of clients’ improvisation processes, from sound 

production, apprehension, comparison, and self-organization to the varied levels of 

identification, adaptation, and collaboration. Knowledge of these processes and the 

various phases of improvising to which they apply might be useful in assessment, 

particularly if the assessment is ongoing and processural in focus, but also for treatment 

design and facilitation.  

Also of benefit for music therapy are the explications of theories of musical 

meaning that may offer therapists new possibilities for the ways they view music and 
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musicing as meaningful human enterprises toward deepening self-knowledge and 

sociality.  

Of particular importance to me is the contribution that I hope this paper makes to 

further applications of embodied cognition/schema theory concepts for music therapy as 

well as for general musicological study. I personally found the explanatory powers of 

embodied cognition theories, gained through explicating and applying the concepts to the 

rhythmic elements, to be intriguing toward informing clinical practice, particularly in 

light of the unique aspects of improvisation as a form of musical engagement and 

expression. I also hope that this study encourages further musicological consideration of 

improvisation processes as a focus of research. While improvisation processes are 

admittedly difficult to study, particularly through a positivistic research paradigm, I 

believe that much may be gained by exploring the uniquely all-encompassing musical 

processes involved in improvising; that is, simultaneously and cyclically composing, 

performing, and perceiving. I believe studying rhythm improvisation in particular will 

provide musicologists insights into the ways that non-musicians draw from their basic 

human attributes and faculties to produce musical meanings. This is because rhythm is 

immediately accessible as a medium of expression to musically untrained individuals, for 

even individuals with disabilities can find expressive possibilities through rhythm, as is 

evidenced by the facts of improvisational music therapy.  

Piggybacking on the implications for music therapy training, future music therapy 

research efforts might focus on the various meaning-making processes identified in the 

integral theory of rhythm in improvisation. Focused investigations of each of the phases 

of meaning-making (i.e., the processes of encoding and decoding meanings in an 



  319 

improvisation) for their integrity as explanatory vehicles may lead to development of new 

models of improvisational music therapy. Further, clinician-researchers from the major 

established music therapy models (i.e., Analytical Music Therapy and Nordoff-Robbins 

music therapy) may investigate applications of the meaning-making processes in the 

integral theory to enhance or broaden their respective theoretical foundations. 

Rhythm is foundational in all improvisational music therapy experiences. It is 

through the unique attributes of improvised rhythm that we most directly share with our 

clients new ways of constructing, shaping, living and relating in time, and where we hope 

they will find new ways of expressing themselves as beings in time. In closing, I’ll repeat 

Zuckerkandl’s (1957) declaration regarding his appreciation of the meaning of rhythm 

(time) as foundational to the existence of any music: “All things, together with the space 

that appertains to them, may vanish—motion remains, for melodies remain. But should 

time vanish, all motion must instantly vanish too, tonal motion not excepted” (p. 151). 
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