Improvisation in contemporary art music and possibilities of using it in pedagogical practise

Wanda Dobrovská

In the 20th century, improvisation as a part of artificial-music production on the stage – or of any similar public music production – almost completely took away. The main what came up from this face of affairs was that performers were restricted to be just  reproducing music, often quite demanding one, and without a possibility of any creative participation in the process. Since the 1950s, some contemporary composers started to search ways, how to grant more freedom to performers while preserve the preciseness of the musical notation. 

Examples: Karlheinz Stockhausen, Pierre Boulez, Mauricio Kagel, Witold Lutoslawski, Alan Hovhaness, John Cage, Cornelius Cardew, Vinko Globokar, Pauline Oliveros, Frederic Rzewski.

Vlastislav Matoušek, Tomáš Pálka, Petr Drkula.

One of core questions regarding improvisation is – to what degree improvisation occurs in syllabus of Czech schools. Refering to books, articles and papers (listed as part of my work), improvisation activities in elementary and grammar schools are quite well lined up as educational subject as well as techniques. But the practise is different – improvisation as a creative activity, demanding from  teacher or lecturer instantaneous releasing of energy and in the teaching process direct application of approach and practise, which one is able to learn and prepare oneself to use them, but they are often necessary from immediate impulses to be modified, replaced or to think out something new in sequence of any given situation. In everyday school life there often is not space enough for such type of work.

Examples: Different Hearing (Palacký University), Music Without Borders (Conservatory in Teplice).

Exercises performed in my own classes and groups of students and volunteers were primarily focused on self-knowledge. Music as aesthetical category is only a side effect in them. My method is called „sounding“ and it is something comparable to sculpting of Virginia Satir (1964). Students or participants of a class, workshop or lesson are asked to create some situation – usually about relationships – only with simple music instruments or some sounding materials. It is the situation of one of them and the others then help him or her with their own points of views as they see or hear the situation.

To come to understanding contemporary art music of 20th and 21th centuries is in elementary and secondary schools music classes not too much possible through listening to selected works, or learning facts about important figures or works or system (or systems – greatest composers of 20th century – Messiaen, Boulez, Xenakis, Stockhausen – defined their own musical systems), but rather through own experience with the material of the musical work, which is the same in the creative activity of students in music class as in the creative process centeralized around composer and leading in the end to the conception of musical work. This experience – if it is repeated and alternated often enough – gives child or student a means for meeting contemporary music and not only understand it, but also be able to take a critical view on it.

Next to this direct training to music is music teaching also a process of training through music, which is one its most beautiful assets.

