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How Can We Acquire Improvisation? :

Reflections on Learning and Performing Sitar Music

MARUYAMA Hiroshi

Currently many people believe that improvisation is something unknowable as well as
impracticable by all but a very few specialists. Many students who begin instrumental or
vocal instruction in the Western classical tradition during childhood are never encouraged to
improvise. [ was a student who learned the piano in the European style spending many hours
a day perfecting musical texts written by composers. Ten years ago, I started to learn the north
Indian classical instrument, sitar because I wanted to acquire improvisatory skill through my
own body and sensation.

After starting to learn the sitar, however, I noticed that there are many musical materials on
which improvisation may be based. Teachers tell pupils how to play those musical materials,
such as melodic patterns and formulas. Pupils need to memorize these materials perfectly
through their practice. Improvisation is the way that performers use and transform those
materials effectively in the course of performance.

Recently many researchers of musicology have discussed the process of acquiring im-
provisatory skills. Many of them point out that there are materials on which improvisation
may be based. The main point of contention is relationship between these materials and
actual improvisatory practice. The researchers who take an anthropological approach insist
that improvisation will never be taught but only acquired in the cultural and social environ-
ment. On the other hand, the researchers who emphasize cognitive psychological theory
suggest that improvisation can also be learned through teacher-to-student transmission.

This essay examines how we can acquire improvisation skills in following way. The first
section clarifies the definition of the word, “improvisation.” The second section discusses the
characteristics of improvisation in sitar music. The third section examines the musical
materials that form the basis of sitar improvisation and describes how pupils learn these
materials from their teachers. The fourth section describes the way sitar performers develop
and expand materials in the course of performance, using my own practical experiences as a
reference. Based on the discussion above, the fifth section examines the acquiring process of
improvisation.

As a conclusion to the essay, I suggest that improvisation is the skill by which performers
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develop and expand numerous materials memorized during everyday practice. We can
acquire this skill not only through performance experience but also through individual

instruction.
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