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“Improvisation” is what I have been 
learning from playing jazz music for the 
past five years, and at the same time it is 
something that is difficult to describe and 
capture. However, it keeps attracting me 
because it shows the possibility of the 
moment. This short essay is about 
improvisation and introduces a few 
important elements of it. This is for 
everyone who wants to discover more of 
their creativity through improvisation and 
can be used in all areas of our lives. 
Everyone already is an improviser but we 
can become better at improvising.

Improvisation is well known and popular 
in music making. In jazz music, we have 
some rules, but most parts we play 
spontaneously, play as we go along. The 
music is built by notes (vocabulary) and 
the rules of combination (grammar) and 
the reaction of what the other player say 
(call and response). We play from 
moment to moment in the flow of time. 
There are some rules in that, but no 
determined future. Also there are never 
exactly the same performances in the 
past and future. We may know what is 
happening in the present, but we cannot 
know what will happen in the future. That 
is the most fascinating point of 
improvised music. However, in light of 
this, this is like everyday life. In our daily 
life, we do not and cannot know exactly 
what will happen a day or a second in 
advance. Therefore, everyone can be said 
to be an improviser like a jazz musician. 
In living such opportunities, the 
knowledge of improvisation helps us to be 
open to the possibilities of living in the 
present, to be one’s self and original, to 
be creative, and to not totally know who 
we will become. That’s exciting!  We live 

improvisationally.

Look at daily conversation, as we listen 
and talk, we are building conversation 
that we have never performed before and 
will never happen again in exactly the 
same way or circumstances. In light of 
this, conversation has similarities with 
jazz form. Teaching may be seen as 
improvisation. Before a class, the teacher 
has prepared for the class. However, the 
class will not progress exactly the same as 
the teacher wanted and expected it to 
because there are living activities, in real 
time, like student’s interaction and 
surprise. A teacher’s improvisation and art 
can be seen when they can connect the 
living bodies of the student with their 
living knowledge and needs in real time. 
You can think about your daily life in the 
same way. How can we improvise well? 
There are a few points to think about 
improvisation.

Play

In Free Play, Nachmanovitch (1990) 
illustrates how all creative acts are a 
form of play: composing, writing, 
painting, and acting. Children play with 
everything they can, musicians play with 
sound and silence, writers play with 
language itself, painters play with the 
color and space. While people are in play, 
the play itself is the reward and it is filled 
with joy. This leads to high concentration 
and autonomy. Psychiatrist Donald 
Winnicott states, ‘It is in playing and only 
in playing that the individual child or 
adult is able to be creative and to use her 
whole personality, and it is only in being 
creative that the individual discovers the 
self’ (in Nachmanovitch, 1990, p.50).

Listening 

In Jazz music, musicians do not decide 
fully what they will play before they play. 
There is an important thing in terms of 
playing jazz music known as ‘Call and 
Response’. They pay attention to the 
other player’s notes and react from 
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moment to moment. What they notice 
becomes their music. Especially, when the 
player has a specific thing that he wants 
to play, it is important to see what is 
actually happening now, not to press his 
own ego.  Too much ego breaks the 
structure. To merge with other players, it 
is necessary to listen deeply to what 
others say. 

Listening comes from the power of 
observation, paying attention to the 
world. We usually focus on ourselves, our 
problems, fear, and anxiety. But the 
details of each day take place in front of 
us, moment by precious moment. What 
you notice will become your world. 
Patricia Ryan Madson states, “Life is 
attention, and what we are attending to 
determines a great extent how we 
experience the world”. (Madson, 2005, p.
67)

Say “Yes, and ~.”

There is an important rule of 
improvisation. That is say “Yes”. The 
series of “Yes” can keep it moving 
forward and takes us to some new and 
unknown place. It is not about being a 
“yes-man”, implying mindless pandering. 
In addition, “Yes, and ~” means each 
person provides inspiration for others. 
Agreement begins the process; what 
comes to next is to add something or 
develop the offer in a positive direction. 
Notice how often we say ‘Yes, but.’ in a 
day. Try substituting “Yes and” for “Yes 
but”- this will get the ball rolling. By 
doing this, we can bring each brick and 
create the new thing together that 
cannot be built by one person. 

Power of mistakes

To face the unknown future means we are 
taking some risks all the time. In many 
schools we are taught to fear and avoid 
making mistakes. A mistake is most often 
a result that we had not planned and it is 
something unexpected. However, for jazz 
musicians, the mistake is considered an 
opportunity to create something new. It is 

not something to be avoided. If the other 
player could not react, the note is 
considered as a mistake. The point is the 
attitude to think about the mistake. What 
an improviser is doing is using the mistake 
as an opportunity and focusing on what 
comes next. This is looking ahead, not 
back. Moreover, there is no creativity 
without failure and no improvisation 
without the risk of failure. 

The notion of living for now is sometimes 
thought of as irresponsible and shallow. 
But, it is not just doing anything and it is 
not only thinking about now. The state of 
mind now and here is made and is 
strengthened by improvisation. Neither 
does it come from freedom nor is it 
arbitrary. This mind is coming from the 
delicate balance between the two 
opposite poles: traditional living and 
freedom, scripted or scheduled behavior 
and spontaneous behavior, the past and 
the future. 

Improvisation is difficult to capture or 
define. Improvisation is not a certain 
entity; it is a process of making something 
creatively. The opportunities for 
improvisation are every second of our 
daily life. Therefore, everyone who 
creates something can learn from 
improvisation. It is not only for music, 
art, painting, or writing. It is for the all 
areas of our daily lives.   

Every moment is precious. Time is flowing 
moment to moment and day by day. The 
things are always changing. The fact of 
improvisation tells us that every moment 
is unique and it has never happened 
before and it will never happen again. Let 
our everyday life – once humdrum or 
routine- be a creative endeavor. Try it out 
and see what happens. Let’s embrace 
improvisation and live it well.

“Paint as you like and die happy” 

- Henry Miller  
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