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1. Introduction

Among the vast possibilities for concert improvisation settings, the element of audience
suggestions has always fascinated me. In contrast to improvisation within predetermined stylistic,
harmonic, or formal constraints, audience-prompted improvisation introduces an external impulse
that is not predictable or internally generated. The material originates outside the performers’
immediate artistic control, yet must be integrated into a coherent musical structure in real time.
This situation fundamentally alters the dynamics of performance. The audience is no longer solely
a recipient of musical form but becomes an initiating force within it. A single word, melody, or
conceptual idea called out from the hall can function as thematic seed, structural constraint,

stylistic direction, perhaps as catalyst for ideas that would have never emerged otherwise.

Meanwhile, challenges arise through ad-hoc implementation of new material: A melody might only
be vaguely remembered or unknown, it’s harmonic structure difficult to be identified in real time, it
might be unsuitable for a given historical style, that style perhaps not studied in-depth and rather
superficially parodied. Technical accuracy and beauty of sound need to be kept and will almost

certainly suffer under sophisticated improvisational tasks at high tempo.

In the duo context, this process becomes even more complex. Ensemble improvisation is usually
well-prepared and outlined beforehand, given the trouble of synchronising musical ideas
spontaneously. Incorporating impromptu suggestions means leaving behind the comfort of priorly
agreed-upon music and embarking on an uncertain mutual journey, relying more heavily on
intuition, thorough listening skills, prompt reaction and ideally prior experience improvising
together. Aligning in dramaturgical development, contrast, escalation and especially closure
requires constant alertness and agility. Accurately depicting historical styles as a duo, especially
17th and 18th century European music, is borderline impossible without prior arrangements,
although interesting results can be achieved with freer historical approaches, more modal

solutions or a dialogue-based structure.

In the following chapter, the benefits of audience inclusion shall be examined, whereas chapter 3

will break apart the musical elements that can be surrendered to the public’s decision and discuss
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them in detail. Chapter 4 then serves an appendix to the heavily theoretical 3rd chapter, providing

a few exemplary illustrations of the discussed methods and strategies.

This work is written from the perspective of a classical pianist and primarily addresses improvisors
stemming from the classical tradition, having emerged from my own personal experience as a
concert pianist and solo, duo and ensemble improvisation performer as well as the historical and
interdisciplinary improvisation environment at HMDK Stuttgart, established and cultivated by my
professor Dr. Noam Sivan and my fellow students and alumni of the piano improvisation master’s
programme. Despite this emphasis on improvisation in classical contexts, jazz and popular styles
are discussed as well. With the audience as a catalyst for the exchange of ideas, the methods
shown in this document can make a contribution to tearing down the walls of genre and class

through the unifying power of improvisation.



2. Why include the audience?

The advantages of audience participation in improvisation can be divided into four aspects:

Entertainment, educational, artistic as well as the ‘proof of improvisedness’ aspect.

2.1 Entertainment aspects

Having one’s own suggestion implemented into music on-spot creates a special connection to the
performer and their improvisation. Curiosity about the outcome increases attention and emotional
investment. Listeners follow the development with heightened focus: How will this idea be
executed? How will it unfold? How will it conclude? Meanwhile, the shared suspense generates a
communal atmosphere. The listeners shift from passive observers to participants who may
influence the music with their ideas.

The risk that comes along with inviting combination of suggestions that may be incompatible,
musically awkward, conceptually abstract, or may just work out wonderfully, creates further

entertainment value.

2.2 Educational aspects

Inviting audience input makes music visibly flexible. It demonstrates that music, even classical
music, is transformable, is like a language that can not only be recited, but spoken, rearranged,
played with in real time. Its elitist image is broken down and made approachable.

Meanwhile, listening to music that is created in the room can boost understanding of
compositional techniques and historical styles. Following a known theme’s implementation into a
certain aesthetic makes that aesthetic instantly accessible, providing a direct sentiment of the
character of a composer’s style, a musical period or genre. Following the improviser dealing with
given suggestions exposes decision-making that often remains hidden in composed music.
Compositional strategies become audible in real time: motivic development, harmonic
reinterpretation, structural expansion, contrast, and closure. Turning points are perceivable as
decisions in the moment rather than inevitabilities. Improvisation on live suggestions thus offers
insight into compositional thinking and invites listeners into a deeper understanding of musical

structure.



2.3 Artistic aspects

Artistically, audience suggestions function as external constraints. They introduce unforeseen
material that may disrupt habitual vocabulary and prevent predictable formal trajectories. This
external limitation forces immediate problem-solving and rapid structural decision-making.
Unexpected formal directions emerge precisely because the material was not chosen in advance.
The composer Igor Stravinsky’s observation that the more constraints one imposes, the more one
frees one’s self! captures this paradox: limitation can generate precision and creative clarity. In
audience-driven improvisation, the arbitrariness of the suggestion can become a catalyst for
originality rather than an obstacle.

Also, working with spontaneous constraints may sharpen the performers’ improvisational skills: It
demands extreme concentration, prevents reliance on habitual patterns, and intensifies presence.
In duo settings, it encourages negotiation and shared structural thinking, as both performers must
interpret and develop the same external impulse, while improving listening, strengthening reaction
time, enhancing flexibility and potentially expanding stylistic vocabulary.

Moreover, audience participation expands the concert format itself. It disrupts predictability within
classical programming, introduces structural openness, reshapes concert dramaturgy.

And finally, authorship becomes relational. The audience initiates material, the performer shapes
it. Creation becomes shared, and the hierarchy between stage and hall is reconfigured. The work

is no longer solely authored but co-generated in real time.

2.4 ‘Proof of Improvisedness’

While not central, this is an issue that may arise in improvisational performances: Is this really
improvised, to what extent? How much of it is prearranged, or might it even be entirely
composed?

Including the audience as a live decision maker is an elegant way of giving evidence of
spontaneity. Because the initial material originates externally and unpredictably, the resulting
music cannot plausibly be prepared. The combination of suggestions from several members of

the audience further contributes to this.

1 see Noam Sivan, Improvisation in Western Art Music (2010), 117, citing Stravinsky himself from Poetics of Music
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1947), 66
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3. Overview of suggestion-based audience participation

categories

3.1 Melody, thematic material

Improvisation on a given musical theme is a highly sophisticated from of audience participation,
while also the most intuitive and historically prevalent. In Western classical music, improvisation
on themes from the audience was a standard practice well into the 19th century. Keyboard
players were expected to improvise variations on popular tunes, operatic arias or folk melodies.
Mozart and Beethoven were both renowned for their ability to improvise extended fantasies on
themes suggested by audiences. Contemporary accounts describe concert situations where
listeners would propose melodies on the spot, which the performer would then elaborate into
large-scale structures.2

This practice continued into the Romantic era. Franz Liszt frequently improvised on operatic
themes, transforming well-known material into virtuosic paraphrases and fantasies. These
performances often blurred the boundary between improvisation and composition, as some
improvisations later informed written works.

In liturgical contexts, melody-based improvisation was equally central. Organists traditionally
improvised on chorales, using pre-existing hymn melodies as the foundation for preludes,
variations, or fugues. This practice remains a core component of organ training today.

And of course, in Jazz, improvisation on a given melody, a standard, remains a fundamental

practice.

Improvising on a melodic theme known to the public can make an improvisation particularly
entertaining. Recognising its shape? throughout the piece, sometimes obvious and instantly
perceptible, sometimes hidden and only noticed by the attentive listener is music-making at its
best, sophisticated and amusing at once. Meanwhile, a new challenge arises: knowing all of the

suggested melodies. In light of this difficulty | want to highlight some ideas of interacting with

2 this is widely discussed in musicology literature, see, for example, Levin, Robert D. “Improvisation in Mozart’s
Piano Music.” In The Cambridge Companion to Mozart, 2003, or: Lockwood, Lewis. Beethoven: The Music and
the Life. New York: Norton, 2003

3 not only melodically but also rhythmically, as a theme’s rhythm may be as essential or even more significant to a
theme than its melodic path.



melodic suggestions, looking into my own experience as well as into performances of other

improvisors out there.

Before going into these subchapters, two central pieces of advice shall be given, in order to
ensure proper audience engagement with thematic material: First, each melody should first be
played clearly and recognisably on its own, before commencing the improvisation. This serves
two purposes: the performer confirms they have understood the material correctly, and the
audience is given a moment to register the theme.4 Second, the theme should be presented in its
full length (or the phrase given by the audience) at least once during the improvisation. It is
tempting as a performer to dive into thematic manipulation and fragmentation right from the start,
but this might be difficult for the listeners to follow. In fact, some may not recognise the melody
even once, if the music gets too complex too quickly. It is actually not easy to present a longer
theme as is, while simultaneously dealing with harmonisation, texture, stylistic and dramaturgical
issues. Clear and consistent theme presentation can be practiced like all other improvisational

techniques.

3.1.1 Collection of suggestions before the performance

Handing out slips of paper, presenting a list at the entrance, or even inviting submissions via mail:
Being able to collect the public’s ideas beforehand allows for a selection. Melodies unknown to
the performer may be discarded, and the most suitable ideas, depending on the artist’s profile
and stylistic preferences, may be given preference. The so achieved ‘risk management’ ensures
an improvisation well aligned with the artist’s skills, but somewhat reduces the sense of
spontaneity: the audience will not witness the suggestion emerging live, it might as well have
been taken from a different list or been chosen by the performer themselves. A good way to bring
back the sense of collective decision making is to ask who in the audience has contributed that

idea. This works very well with smaller audiences.

4 The renowned Venezuelan pianist-improvisor Gabriela Montero provides an excellent example for this, playing
back themes sung by the audience multiple times in quick succession, at times with simple harmonisation, before
the actual improvisation starts. See for example: Essen recital, 2009 (https://youtu.be/aJfHjxDM2Jo?
si=2plg3vKVgXEHI2Zy&t=57), repeating the Harry Potter theme suggestion 7 times. Heidelberg recital, 2014
(https://youtu.be/ZmTir9nytsk?si=f4L NQEboYMXuG-z38&t=159), repeating the Mozart’s La ci darem la mano 4
times, even though she later abandons it throughout the improvisation. In her 2017 Hong Kong Recital (https://

youtu.be/SmO8UDmMZdOI?si=CzTmf48QqlKfragrp&t=171) she isolates the first phrase of a suggested Cantonese

tune and plays it back no less than 12 times before starting with the improvised piece.



https://youtu.be/aJfHjxDM2Jo?si=2pIg3vKVgXEHl2Zy&t=57
https://youtu.be/aJfHjxDM2Jo?si=2pIg3vKVgXEHl2Zy&t=57
https://youtu.be/ZmTir9nytsk?si=f4LNqEboYMXuG-z3&t=159
https://youtu.be/SmO8UDmZdOI?si=CzTmf48QqlKfrqrp&t=171
https://youtu.be/SmO8UDmZdOI?si=CzTmf48QqlKfrqrp&t=171

3.1.2 Improv on call

Asking the audience to shout out their favourite titles to the improvisor live on stage has to be the
most exciting ways of musical entertainment. The challenges for the performer are obvious: Not
only do they have to implement the external input on the spot, they need to recall any given
theme by memory. Knowing all known melodies is impossible, but a certain proficiency can be
achieved by decades of passive listening, active musicianship or even targeted memorisation.
Depending on the demographics of the audience, it is advisable to check one’s knowledge of
well-established tunes of classical music, the most important Jazz standards, Rock Music hits
from the 1950s, 60s, 70s, and a certain familiarity with pop culture. It is of crucial importance to
remember not only the melodies of pieces and songs, but the titles they are referred to with.
Once on stage and talking to the audience, it is helpful to ask specifically for commonly known
titles. This will not only raise chances of oneself knowing the melody but also of as many as
possible audience members effortlessly following along and recognising its appearances
throughout the improvisation.

As the canon of ‘popular melodies’ remains extremely vast, it can furthermore be helpful to guide
the audience’s suggestions towards a specific category or genre like film music tunes, chansons,
famous opera tunes or seasonal categories like christmas carols or spring-themed songs. Even
asking specifically for the theme of a piece by Beethoven or of a Beatles song might be plausible
in the right thematic concert setting.

Nonetheless there will be calls from the audience unknown to the performer. It is in no way
shameful to admit not knowing something. In a larger audience where several titles are being
shouted out simultaneously, one may also elegantly ignore unfamiliar titles. A brilliant yet bold

response to an unknown title is asking the audience member to sing it:

3.1.3 Sung suggestions

Simple, direct, practical and possibly a very inspirational in the moment: A member of the
audience raises their voice and sings their suggestion to the performer on stage, bypassing its
title or name. Regardless of whether the performer or the listeners are familiar with it, the melody
is presented live to all ears in the room. It might even be a nonexistent melody, invented, or

should we say improvised, by the audience member in the moment.
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Knowledge of existing melodies is no longer required, but makes way for a new requirement:
short term aural memory. If the melody is indeed unknown to the improvisor, they must now be
extremely attentive in order to remember the sung passage. While keeping a single melodic
phrase is fairly manageable, recalling several phrases is enormously difficult. Several strategies
can be applied here: memorising core scale degrees, quickly repeating every phrase mentally,
vocally or even on the instrument, or encouraging the audience member to continue singing in
hope of repeating elements. If the melody is commonly or locally known, other members of the
audience will often join in, resulting in a beautiful collective choral moment, usually followed by
joyous laughter.

Even so, one might only remember the first few phrases or even only the beginning phrase. In
fact, when overwhelmed, holding on to the most important phrase, be it the beginning or the

culminant moment, might be a lifesaver.

High fidelity in vocal reproduction of a melody by a member of the audience is of course not
guaranteed. The intonation might be off, making it difficult to determine which scale degrees were
meant and the rhythm might not be conveyed correctly. This is part of the game, a melody with
unintended alterations will still be recognised, details being lost in translation is human and

endemic in the context of improvisation.

3.1.4 Audience-generated melodies

What if the melody used for improvisation is created from scratch during the concert, not by the
performer, nor by a single audience member, but as the result of combining several notes
contributed by different audience members? The performer may ask the public to shout out the
name of any chromatic note, playing it back on the instrument directly after each suggestion. A
thusly created three note motif can already be sufficient material, a four or five note combination

will likely result in a more maverick melody, depending largely on how chromatic the notes turn
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out to beb. Improvising on a peculiar melody demands clever harmonisation, following this
process can be particularly impressive and entertaining for the public®.

| do not recommend to allow for six notes or more, as the melody will become difficult to recall for
both the performer and the audience. One can counteract this by adding rhythm to the melody,
the metric shape will provide more points of reference to the listener, allowing them to recognise it

more easily throughout the improvisation. This can also be helpful with four or five note motifs.

3.1.5 Combining two or more melodies

A particularly rewarding, yet risky extension of melodic suggestions is the combination of two or
more themes. Often, when inviting the audience to suggest themes, multiple titles are shouted at
once. It is tempting to fulfil those wishes simultaneously and accommodate them in a joint piece,
as this makes this moment in time particularly precious. While one theme alone might exist in
thousands of transcriptions, arrangements, covers, elaborations and even improvisations, the
distinct combination of two or more melodies from the audience in one piece is a unique occasion
that may have never occurred before and may never recur. The music is particularly special to the
moment and the specific constellation of the audience.

The melodies can be presented in succession, alternate in a dialogue manner, preferably in
different registers. One melody could take over from the ending note of the other or intercept it.
Finally, the melodies could be superimposed, one counterpointing the other, as explored in

Chapter 4.3 of this document.

3.2 Compositional parameters

Another suitable way of involving the public musically is inviting them to make decisions on the
general attributes and characteristics of the improvised piece. Although in improvisation we are
free to be in constant transformation and change key, metre and tempo at will, we let ourselves be
inspired by composed music, where these central properties are generally predetermined and

remain consistent throughout a piece. The concept of a home key is omnipresent in music around

5|f the aim is to avoid chromatic overly chromatic note combinations, one may ask the public for numbers from 1
to 7 (or 8) representing scale degrees in a predetermined key. The resulting is diatonic and therefore easier to
harmonise, though longer melodies created as such will likely lack step-wise motion and feature too many jumps,
making it slightly awkward and difficult to remember. ‘Filling the gaps’ with step-wise motion on the offbeats
helps the melody, but diminishes the audience decision aspect.

6 see chapter 4.2 for strategies and examples regarding this issue
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the world, as is a steady metre. Though Western classical music developed a taste for
transformation throughout a piece, the tendency to return to the home key, to the initial character,
to the tempo primo at the end of a piece is persistent. Instead of gradual and steady
transformation, composed music has gravitated towards sharper contrasts: Following the
principle of a general ABA development, distinct middle sections with new properties may arise.
Integrating a distinct middle section in the improvisation can allow for several audience requests
for the same category to be accommodated in one piece, sharpening the listeners’ attention while
they are waiting for the change.

Let’s take a closer look at these musical properties:

3.2.1 Key

In classical music, great importance is given to the key of a piece. Works are remembered and
referred to by their key, we say C major prelude, b minor sonata, a fugue in d minor, a concerto in
G. While for the composer and the musician the key is somewhat significant for technical
reasons’, this usually doesn’t concern the listener. Ever since the establishment of equal
temperament in the 18th century, the relative listener will not be able to distinguish keys by
character. The perfect pitch listener might indeed be subjected to historical key-to-character
attributions® or to their own personal associations and synaesthetic sensations, but no
intersubjective sentiment can be claimed. 20th century developments reflect this shift away from
key emphasis and towards distinct evocative titles for pieces of music, conditioned of course by
the emergence of atonality but also by a less composer- and more consumer-centred
presentation of music. The overwhelming dominance of vocal music in popular music has further
contributed to this, as vocal music has always been more key-independent in favour of
transposing to best suit a vocal range. Key exerts no technical implications on the voice as it does
on instruments. And with music having become more and more accessible to everyone, especially

people that hadn’t had the privilege to learn a musical instrument, key has become an abstract,

7.0n keyboard instruments, different keys entail distinct fingering patterns, with whiter keys considered easier, on
string instruments, difficulty varies with the availability of open strings and resonance, preference for sharp keys
while some flat keys impose challenges; wind instruments face fewer key-dependent fingering and intonation
issues, while brass instruments historically, and some to date, depend heavily on key due to their reliance on the
harmonic series of the specific instrument’s root note.

8 The notion that individual keys carry distinct expressive qualities is rooted in the baroque and early classical
Affektenlehre, where tonalities were associated with specific emotional characters. See Johgnn Mattheson, Der
vollkommene Capellmeister (1739), and Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart, Ideen zu einer Asthetik der Tonkunst
(1806).
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purely intellectual phenomenon for most listeners. It can therefore be argued that asking the
audience for a key suggestion is mostly an intellectual stunt aimed at the few highly educated
individuals in the audience or those with perfect pitch.

On the other hand, classically trained audience members, those who learned an instrument, or
those interested, will know that some keys are more common than others and that certain keys
are difficult to play on some instruments. This alone creates entertainment value, a mild laughter
will emerge from the audience when someone shouts out F# major, aware of the added difficulty.
For the performer, a given key might encourage new patterns, while also making for an excellent
transposition exercise.

Some listeners may even have internalised the mentioned historically evolved key-to-character
associations. Knowledge of the key of an improvisation may thus inspire the listener to feel and

imagine something otherwise absent.

A new layer is introduced when combining two (or more) suggested keys into one piece.
Modulations and tonal shifts are perceivable to anyone and not only those with perfect pitch!
Starting a middle section in a distant key creates an intersubjective experience shared by the
whole audience, further elevated by the fact that this distinct key relation has been jointly selected

by the audience itself.

3.2.2 Metre

Perception of metre is a universal and direct human experience and therefore a great parameter
for audience decision making. As most audience members know that duple and 4/4 meters are
the most common, they will give preference to triple and 6/8 meter or uneven/compound meters
like 5/4 or 7/8. The performer must be prepared for such rare meters being suggested quite often
and have some suitable rhythmic structures in their improvisational repertoire, inspired for
instance by Balkan folk music, Russian or French modernism or even Arabic or Indian traditional

music.®

9 For some elaborations on converting thematic material into different meters, see chapter 4.1
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3.2.3 Tempo and Character
Classical music enthusiasts will be familiar with the established tempo markings in Italian
language and request an Adagio, Presto, Allegro non troppo piece. In the spirit of a more inclusive
approach, the public can be invited to name a character, temper, a mood for the piece, as it
became common in classical music of later periods'0. While Italian tempo tags are now primarily
understood as the BPM ranges they became associated with, freer tempo and temper indications
will often be more tangible and evocative to both the performer and the audience. They might not

only affect the pace and energy of the music, but also dynamics, density, register and articulation.

3.2.4 Musical constraints

There are endless possibilities for additional musical instructions, though it is unlikely for the
audience to come up with such ideas on their own. One can throw in some inspiration, or even
provide them with a sort of menu to choose from. Constraint may include: Modal and scale-
related limitations (only black/only white keys surely being the most popular), avoiding ‘forbidden’
notes, melodic rules (only stepwise motion, only leaps), emphasising a specific interval, keeping a
bass note or pedal point, harmony-related instructions (only minor chords, ho consonances, avoid
the tonic function), rules regarding articulation (only staccato) or pedal use (leave until end). Other
instruments will have their own possibilities for limitations: String players may confine themselves
to one string, to up- or down-bow, pizzicato or arco, open strings, harmonics, col legno,

glissando, while wind and brass players might add breath-related ideas.

While working with such constraints is potentially entertaining and can certainly make for
excellent improvisation exercises, they run the risk of seeming either trivial, acrobatic or overly

theoretical, especially for a non-musician audience.

3.3 Style and Genre

Granting the audience to pick the style of an improvisation is an ambitious endeavour that
requires a broad and intuitive understanding of the aesthetic laws and customs of music

throughout various historical eras, geographical regions and cultural and social trends. Style and

10 along with the tendency to use their own language rather than Italian (see Schumann, Debussy) or add non-
standard ltalian character descriptions (Liszt, Scriabin, Prokofiev)
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genre are intertwined. Culture forms style, and within a style, genres emerge as a manifestation of
form and structure. A genre as a set of structural and aesthetic properties may span over different
styles but it usually associated with one historical or geographical point it originates from. Style
and genre may refer to a broad cultural domain like classical, jazz, world music, film music or aim
for specific historical movements such as baroque, romanticism, avant-garde, or their
subdivisions, at times linked to regions, Viennese Classicism, Italian opera tradition, French
Impressionism, Early Russian Modernism, Klezmer music, not to mention movements from the
Americas, gospel, blues, ragtime, swing, bebop, New Orleans jazz, Brazilian Bossa nova,
Argentinian Tango or Caribbean styles. One could expand to non-Western traditional styles that
require authentic instruments to be properly reflected!, some of which having gained attention in
the West like Northern Indian Classical Music or Indonesian Gamelan.

More precisely, style can refer to the aesthetic of a specific composer. This is intriguing, as a
famous composer’s name could very well carry more meaning for the public than a musicological
term for a historical era. On the other hand, a composer’s style never exists isolated from a
broader aesthetic trend and trying to narrow down the particularities of this one individual’s style
becomes very difficult. Rather, the composer’s name will serve as representative for that stylistic
movement.

Some genres, often types of dances, will directly dictate tempo, metre, metric subdivisions and
accents as well as harmonic structure, while others, often originating from religious/church
context will instead have a tight framework regarding melodic and consonance rules, right up to
the rigid counterpoint and polyphony principles of a fugue. And yet other genres, having emerged
from concert contexts, will barely dictate any rhythmical, melodic or harmonic attributes at all, but
strongly imply certain forms, larger structures, settings, instrumentations, such as prelude, a

fantasy, or larger and more sophisticated forms like the sonata.

11 In many non-Western musical traditions, pitch organisation often relies on microtonal inflections and tuning
systems that cannot be adequately represented within the equal-tempered 12-note chromatic framework of
Western instruments. Such systems may be inseparable from the construction and playing techniques of specific
instruments. So the use of ‘authentic’ instruments is not only a matter of timbre, but of preserving the underlying
pitch relationships and expressive nuances of the musical system.

Additionally, in recent years, the issue of cultural appropriation has become increasingly prominent in the arts and
is also relevant here: The adoption of musical elements outside their original cultural and historical contexts may
risk superficial or reductive representation, particularly where the underlying theoretical systems and performance
traditions are not understood. A reflective and informed approach is necessary, acknowledging the asymmetries
of knowledge, access, representation and power, as well as economic, cultural and racial injustices in history and
in the present day.
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In performance, it can therefore be useful to guide the audience towards a level of specificity that
is both manageable and musically productive. A classically trained pianist-improvisor might have
difficulty convincingly delivering a blues, while a jazz pianist might not be prepared to imitate the
style of Haydn or Mendelssohn. And both might have no idea what exactly constitutes a Cuban

Conga and how to reproduce it on the piano.

A whole new dimension of difficulty is introduced with duo or ensemble improvisation: Usually, in
order to avoid tonal collisions and blatant dissonances, we need to either follow predetermined
harmonic progressions or blur harmonic lines by opening up the tonal language, going for vaguer,
modal chords, while maintaining high elasticity and ability to adapt. This can be beautiful music,
but is not compatible with certain styles, especially those with rigid consonance rules. A Mozart
divertimento does not allow for harmonic or rhythmical vagueness, neither would it tolerate a
repeating harmonic progression. The only way here to stay authentic to the style would be to
apply other limitations, such as playing in dialogue, alternating patterns, the other instrument
joining in on the off-beat once the harmony for that measure has been set, or one instrument
keeping a pedal point or a stationary upper fifth. Advanced melodic improvisors will be able to
avert fatal dissonances by elegantly moving to a neighbouring note, retrospectively turning the
previous into an appoggiatura, though this requires a relatively slow tempo and simple musical
structure.

In the end, and this applies generally and especially to European 17th century music,
improvisation in a duo or ensemble setting must find a compromise between either
oversimplifying musical structure or abandoning stylistic fidelity. The latter is an equally valid
solution: improvisation, even in concert, is allowed to be playful and experimentative, and at times
demonstrate challenges and even impossibilities. A slightly too dissonant improvised Mozart
quartet is as entertaining as it is insightful: demonstrating that its hypothetical perfect version is,

yes, unimprovisable.

3.4 Non-musical suggestions

Thanks to the mystery of creativity and human perception, we do not have to limit ourselves to
ideas directly referring to properties of the music, but can incorporate any aspect of human

experience as a whole. While music cannot express abstract states of affairs, it can express
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feelings and thus represent anything in the world that makes us feel something. Emotions, moods,
images, concepts, short narratives or even whole stories, which the performer must translate into
sound.

This translation introduces an additional interpretative layer. The relationship between suggestion
and musical result is mediated through the performer’s imagination and stylistic vocabulary. A
suggestion such as “melancholy” or “tension” may influence tempo, dynamics, density or
harmonic language; a visual image like a storm or a landscape may be reflected through changes
in texture, register or motion; more abstract ideas such as “time” or “chaos” can be approached
through processes like repetition, transformation or contrast.

It should be noted that the association between non-musical suggestions and musical realisation
is not limited to direct expressive translation. The performer may draw on culturally established
associations such as genres, styles, tunes and motifs. A suggestion like “night” may evoke not
only softness, low dynamics, very high and low register, but also the genre of the nocturne, or
even popular associated melodies such as “Guten Abend, gute Nacht”, “Claire de lune” or
“Strangers in the night”. “Improvise about London” could result in the performers emotional
account on a trip to this place, but might very well involve a citation of Elgar’s “Land of Hope and
Glory” or even “Rule, Britannia” or “God save the King”. Such cultural references, be it national
hymns, political or religious chants, popular hits or associated film music themes, can be effective
in conveying meaning as well as entertaining and particularly humorous, likely followed by some

smiles and laughters in the public.

However, depending the composition of that public, different expectations may be attended to.
With a classically educated audience, it can make sense to translate “funeral” into a march-like
rhythm in a minor mode, drawing on century-old associations, perhaps featuring the “dies irae”
hymn. A younger, more diverse audience may not appreciate such references and favour a more
direct, experience-based account of the performer, expressing what a funeral actually feels like to
them. In contemporary indie or pop music, concepts like ‘sadness’ or ‘loneliness’ are no longer
associated with minor-mode lamento-bass conventions but rather with the understated delivery
and harmonic simplicity of repeating triadic chord progressions, be it major or minor, where

restraint, space and timbral nuance carry expressive meaning.
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It is up to the performer to decide, depending on what they feel will resonate most with the
audience, whether to directly translate or concept into a feeling or allow the audience to recognise

distinct interconnections that are culturally learned.2

Compared to stylistic or structural prompts, non-musical suggestions allow for a great degree of
freedom while remaining accessible to a wide audience. As listeners are no longer required to
think in technical or music-specific ‘insider’ terms at all, inviting non-musical suggestions
broadens participation and lowers the threshold for engagement, making it a wonderful addition

to audience-driven improvisation.

3.5 Combining suggestion categories

Audience suggestions don’t need to occur in isolation. Combining two or more of these
categories allows for complex and engaging improvisational situations with high artistic potential
and entertainment value, while of course being quite challenging for the improvisor.

From the audience’s perspective, such combinations often enhance the sense of participation.
Multiple contributors may recognise their input within the same piece, and the interplay between
different suggestions can create anticipation: listeners wait to hear how and when each element
will be realised. This can be particularly effective in larger audiences, where individual

contributions might otherwise feel diluted.

The following diagram shows all the possible combinations of the basic categories established in

this chapter and the opportunities and challenges that these combinations create:

12 of course, direct expressive translation into music is also mostly a product of culturally learned associations,
most probably those carved in Europe over the course of the past millennial
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As we can see, the addition of style produces the most challenges in combination with other
categories, as some styles strongly exhibit their own musical traits. How to deal with these
inaccordancies depends heavily on the performer and their abilities. One might carefully construct
a delicate and inventive way to superpose conflicting parameters, another will allow one category
to override the other. A third might alternate between the two, or assign different suggestions to
completely different sections of a piece.

Ultimately, it is not the compatibility of the suggestions, but the performer’s clarity of choice and

control of musical direction that determines the success of such combinations.
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4. Selected practical examples

The following elaborations address some of the situations discussed in the previous chapter,

simplifying them down to specific, isolated elements.

4.1 Melody-to-metre adaptation

There are several ways to rhythmically adapt thematic material in the case that a requested metre
doesn’t match a melody. Let’s take Bach’s WTK | c-minor fugue theme as an example for

converting duple into triple metre:

il

| 1R

Clearly, changing the metre alone while maintaining the melody’s rhythm doesn't work:

T — |
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The melody’s structure is no longer synchronised with the metric grid. Emphasising the new on-

4

beats with accents forces the perception of triple meter, but the resulting asymmetry disfigures
the melody. Instead, the melody’s rhythm must be changed to fit the metre, either by stretching or
speeding up components, so that the original bar structure is preserved.

Stretching the 2 and 4 of each bar in the original gives us the following:
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The bar structure and symmetry is preserved, but the result lacks elegancy through the overly
long dotted notes. Speeding up the 1 and 3 of the original, however, makes for a much more

elegant result:
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Here, the two quavers c and g in the original are now semiquavers, but their equal duration to one
another preserved. The resulting rule, stating that equal note values on lighter beats should
remain equal to one another, can be demonstrated with the following example, Beethoven’s
Freude, schéner Gotterfunken.

Speeding up beat 3 and 4 results in a slightly over-emphasised 2nd beat:
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In most cases, a musically convincing solution can be found, clearing the way for an amusing and

insightful variation.

4.2 Stylistic harmonisation of a randomly generated, overly chromatic melody

Let’s say, a melody, chosen note by note by different members of the audience, goes as follows:

)
& . =
H—e

D)

Which scale can accommodate these notes?

Our first intuition might be the whole-tone scale, turning it into an impressionistic beginning:
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There are, however, more tonal possibilities. The d-melodic minor scale matches the melody, but
the separated scale degree 6 and 7 (with the jump to the 3 in-between) doesn't seem fitting. By
adding rhythm, the fourth note can be reinterpreted as the start of the next phrase, the B now
being the leading tone to the seventh of a secondary dominant to the subdominant, while the

turbulent melody suits a late romantic, Scriabinesque style:

1
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Instead of increasing the complexity, it can also be fruitful to simplify the music into a two-voiced,

sketch-like structure:
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Note, that the C# now enters in the lower octave. Changing the octave disposition of a note in an
note-by-note melody is always possible, although it should be communicated to the audience.

Ideally, when presenting the melody on its own, the preferred version should already be set.

Lastly, let’s take into account the option of enharmonic change. The C# strongly implies a d-minor

setting, but as soon as we view it as Db, a completely new harmonic interpretation is imaginable:
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As we can see, in the process of refining the harmonisation possibilities, we have gone back in
time: Starting with an open, Debussy-inspired 20th century style, we have found ways to
incorporate it into more tonal settings, right down to an early 19th century Chopin nocturne. For
this particularly chromatic melody, this is likely the earliest possible style applicable. It is not only
the chromaticism of the note combination, but also the jumping intervals that make it
incompatible with 17th century styles.

See, for comparison, this equally chromatic four-note-combination:
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By making the chromatic notes relate to one another, the E as a leading tone to the F, and the D#/

Eb opening a sequential phrase, we can achieve an 18th century classical style:
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Or even, in a different enharmonic setting, a Bach-like fugue:
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Note, how in both realisations sequential structure and motivic repetition or referencing

tremendously helps with making a peculiar melody musically sensical.
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4.3 Superimposition of two melodies: recording analysis

Using two recordings of cello-piano duo improvisations?s, the cellist being my brother Lionel and

myself at the piano, | wish to demonstrate how two melodies might be presented simultaneously.

The first recording is an improvisation on two audience-given themes, Ravel’s Bolero and
Yesterday by the Beatles. Starting at 1:16, the cello first introduces the iconic rhythm featured in
Bolero, mimicking the beginning of the original piece. After one round of this, the piano enters,
though playing the head-motif of yesterday instead of the expected bolero theme, while keeping
the bass accompaniment in the left hand. Stretching Yesterday into triple meter, the music
continues, while roles are swapped in 1:38.

The simultaneity of the two elements here is greatly facilitated by the fact that one is not actually a
melody but a rhythm. Featuring that rhythmic motif instead of the Bolero’s melodic theme leaves
space and freedom for the other theme, Yesterday, without contrapuntal concerns.

Once the Bolero’s melodic theme enters in 2:05, the music shifts from simultaneous presentation
to dialogue, cello and piano sing phrases from both pieces back and forth, while the piano’s left
hand embeds both in harmonic context.

At 2:16, in a synchronised motion, a new section is started, returning to the Bolero rhythm, while
the piano introduces the Bolero’s second melodic theme. The left hand enters with Yesterday,
producing another dialogue moment with the occasional overlap. The music intensifies, when in
2:45 the chorus theme of Yesterday enters, while the cello resorts to free contrapunctation. The

Bolero rhythm, now as forte chords in the piano, keeps providing structure to the music until the

end.

In second recording, the audience requests Vivaldi’'s Summer, Gershwin’s Summertime, and
Yellow Submarine by the Beatles. Starting at , the piano introduces the Yellow Submarine in a

march-like manner, again striving for structural clarity while avoiding harmonic context. The cello

13 permanent links:
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=m7H20dfJz|2ad|R] (Neustrelitz, 2023)
(Oberstdorf, 2023)
The timestamps given in the analysis discussion are clickable in the digital version of this document and will lead
directly to the respective positions in the recordings.



https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=m7H20dfJzI2adjRj
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=WQrRoXiquyNkv0U6
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=-yhD1csclmB9LB1s&t=76
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=-yhD1csclmB9LB1s&t=98
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=-yhD1csclmB9LB1s&t=125
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=-yhD1csclmB9LB1s&t=136
https://youtu.be/GCtYTanO1Xo?si=42FKAeU7o_Wk09YC&t=165
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=77
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enters with Vivaldi, taking advantage of the contrapuntal compatibility of the two. After four more
measures, at in the recording, the piano introduces Summertime, while maintaining a
fragmented Yellow Submarine, resulting in all three themes being played and perceived at once.
The following segment at unfolds as a rhythmically augmented Yellow Submarine along with
a lyrical countermelody in the cello, fading into a pianissimo.

In the high register, Summertime is paired with the descending scale Vivaldi motif ( ), again
eased by the latter being structural rather than melodic. After a melancholy half cadence in ,
the piano’s impulse to shift to major is not picked up by the cello, resulting in a brief tonal clash,
until the piano returns back to minor. A sort of recapitulation moment can be attested in ,

building up and concluding in a freely improvised climax in

These two recordings show that the successful superimposition of multiple themes in duo
improvisation depends on a suitable distribution of musical functions rather than strict
contrapuntal complexity. Rhythmic motifs, accompanimental figures, fragmented theme heads
and structurally clear registers can help reduce conflict and maintain recognisability. Alternating
between true simultaneity and dialogue-based exchange allows for a balance between dense and
clear or between structural and lyrical passages.

Featuring not only the main theme of a requested piece or song, but also a middle phrase, the
chorus, a secondary theme or middle section material makes for further recognition moments and
provides excellent material for new segments in the improvisation.

The two improvisations being encores at the end of longer concerts, their character rather
entertaining than profound, the focus lies on making the instant composing on stage as much
perceptible to the audience as possible, showcasing the flexible interplay of thematic reduction,
rhythmic coordination, harmonic support, fragmentation, momentary negotiation, role distribution

and swapping between the performers.


https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=93
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=110
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=125
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=136
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=154
https://youtu.be/7IoUyzLpCmc?si=4OFEIn0WRrbSwdtA&t=167
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5. Conclusion

Audience-driven improvisation reveals the concert not merely as a site of musical presentation,
but as a space of shared authorship and collective decision making. By allowing listeners to
contribute melodies, compositional parameters, stylistic directions, or extra-musical concepts, the
audience becomes an initiating force, while the improvisor assumes the role of mediator,

translator, and form-giver.

This thesis has shown that the practical success of such formats depends on both, the careful
differentiation of suggestion categories and their specific musical implications, and the
performer’s ability to respond with clarity, flexibility, and decisive artistic judgement. Melodic
prompts demand memory and recognisability, compositional parameters require structural
control, stylistic suggestions call for a broad and embodied musical vocabulary, and non-musical
prompts rely on imaginative translation and cultural awareness. Their combinations, while often

the most engaging for the audience, also expose the highest degree of complexity and difficulty.

The practical examples in Chapter 4 demonstrate that even seemingly problematic material, an
awkward metre, an overly chromatic note collection, or the simultaneous presence of multiple
melodies, can be transformed into musically convincing results through concrete strategies of

rhythmic adaptation, harmonic reinterpretation, motivic reduction, and counterpointing.

From a broader artistic perspective, audience-driven improvisation can contribute to a rethinking
of classical concert culture. It opens the performance situation, lowers thresholds of participation,
strengthens attentiveness, and makes compositional processes audible in real time. At its best, it
combines entertainment, pedagogy, virtuosity, and risk into a concert experience that is uniquely
bound to the present moment and to the specific community gathered in the room.

Ultimately, the value of audience-driven improvisation lies not in the flawless resolution of every
external prompt, but in the visible and audible negotiation of unpredictability itself. It is this
balance between risk and form, spontaneity and control, individuality and collectivity that makes
the practice artistically meaningful and particularly relevant for contemporary concert

improvisation.
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