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• A quick overview of B. Nettl’s and J. Pressing’s approaches;

• Some issues arising from these approaches and from
Pressing’s distinction between Referent and Knowledge Base;

• Their “confrontation” to the context of (collective) free
improvisation;

• Their extension to the study of non-idiomatic improvisation;

• Their extension to the design of digital improvisation systems.



Density

Audibility

Building block:
“…of many different order, they are the tone
selected from a tone system, the melodic motifs;
harmonic intervals and interval sequences in
improvised polyphony, types of sections…”

Points of reference:
“…beginning and cadential motifs,
length of sections, signposts of
different kind…”

“…the improviser, […], always has something given to work from – certain
things that are at the base of the performance, that he uses as the ground on
which he builds. We may call it his model”.

NETTL, Bruno, Thoughts on Improvisation: a Comparative Approach, in The Musical Quaterly, vol. LX,
no. 1, jan, New York, G. Schirmer Inc.,1974.

The Model (Nettl)



The Referent (Pressing)

An underlying formal scheme or guiding image specific to a given piece used
by the improviser to facilitate the generation and editing of improvised
behavior on an intermediate time scale (1984).
PRESSING, Jeff. Cognitive Processes in Improvisation, in Cognitive Processes in the Perception
of Art, ed. W. Ray Crozier and Anthony J. Chapman (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1984), 346-347

The referent can be a musical theme, a motive…
It can provide what Pressing calls “musical seeds”

In-time vs. out-of-time referents

[…the referent can also be] a mood, a picture, an
emotion, a physical process, a story, /…/ – virtually
any coherent image which allows the improviser a
sense of engagement and continuity” (p. 346).

He proposes a classification of practices on the
basis of “improvisational content” ~ density

~ building blocks



PRESSING, Jeff. Psychological Constraints on Improvisational Expertise and Communication, in In
the course of Performance: Studies in the World of Musical Improvisation. Ed. Bruno Nettl and
Melinda Russel Chicago, (University of Chicago Press, 1998), 53-54.

A set of cognitive, perceptual, or emotional structures (constraints) that guide
and aid in the production of musical material (1998).

-  material for variation

-  “Since referent information is shared, the need for detailed attention to
the perception of the parts of other performers is reduced”.

-  the possibility to prepare before the performance

“Guides and aids the production”, as it provides :

-  a means, during the performance, to anticipate future developments

The Referent (Pressing)



“…the whole history of compositional choices and predilections defining
[his or her] personal style.

Culturally predicated “passive expertise” (of a particular style).

The Knowledge Base (Pressing)

“Knowledge accrued via improvisational practice, rehearsal, analysis,
selective listening, performance…”

“Specialized and explicit knowledge in composition, sight reading,
recreative performance…”



What really differentiates the Referent from the Knowledge Base?

Three issues arising from Nettl and Pressing’s approaches

What about its applicability to (collective) free improvisation?

“Some improvisers in avant-garde music of the 1960’s wished to avoid the use of any
model, and if, paradoxically, innovation itself is to be the model it can hardly be
considered an audible one.” (Nettl 1974)

“If no referent is present, or if it is devised in real time, we speak of “free” or “absolute”
improvisation.” (Pressing 1988).

“Free improvisation normally uses no referent, although sometimes a very loosely
structured out-of-time one is used, not based on traditional tonal musical structures.”
(Pressing 1988).

Models and Referents, as described by the two authors deal with discrete
entities (“building blocks”, “musical seeds”) - This is not necessarily
representative - can the notion be extended?



Proposal

Let us define the Referent as including all that is known about an
upcoming performance just before it is started.

Known collectively by:

• All performers and the audience (audibility)

• All performers
• Some performers



The context of (collective) free improvisation 

The musical past of the ongoing performance is the only referent (shared by all performers
as well as by the audience).
It does not “ease” the improvisational process (Pressing) but provides the premises of its
“coherent” unfolding.
The knowledge base includes the conceptual means to achieve this aim.

Minimum prior knowledge of what is going to happen here

Any type of sound may be emitted

Some type of sound has been emitted



Extension to the study of non-idiomatic improvisation

Outline of a “typology” of referents (in Nettl and Pressing’s footsteps)

From free to highly constrained improvisation (density)

In time (pulsated or non pulsated) vs. out of time referents

Musical vs. extra-musical

Contextual vs. “absolute”



Extension to the design of interactive improvisation systems

Build on existing interactive improvisation systems such as:

Voyager, OMax, GenJam…

Design ways of emulating different types of referents

Implement more sophisticated listening capacities so as to be able to
include what we have called “contextual” referents covering different
time spans.

Base the machine’s responses on a variety of “attitudes” towards an
ongoing performance rather than on a single type of behavior.



Some concluding remarks

• Our attempt to bring together in a single research project “philosophical”
and “systematic” approaches to the study of improvisation has brought
encouraging results.

• It is our intension to extend this research in the future in a more formal
collaboration between USP and UNICAMP both:

• We are open to any comment and suggestions you may have.

We thank you for you attention!

 in the form we presented here;

and adding practical implementations and experimentations
with local ensembles.


