THE LANGUAGE OF IMPROVISATION
Musical improvisation. Let's define what it is not. It is not the God-given ability to invent melodies from out of the sky. It does not come from a bolt of lightening, enabling one to be a monster soloist. It is not a divine gift which only a few of us have because we are special. What then, is improvisation? It is spontaneous reorgani​zation. Think for a moment of what those two words mean. To put it in other words "the rearrangement of something that already exists." It is learned in much the same way that a language is because musical im​provisation is a language. We all have the ability to learn the language of improvisation, it's simply a matter of proper direction.
Let's examine what a language is. When we speak, we do not instantly invent the words which flow from our mouth. They already exist. Likewise, when we solo we use patterns and ideas which already exist in the language of music.
The average high school graduate is said to know about 15,000 words. Yet two individuals may express com​pletely separate ideas, thoughts and opinions while using the same set of words. How is this so? Simply by ar​ranging these words in different orders. If we're all operating within the same basic structural vocabulary then it's the order in which we reorganize the words that give our personality a uniqueness which we call our own.
When we speak, we generally do so intuitively, and it seems to be an automatic process. Yet if we think back and analyze the development of our vocabulary, we see that it really was not. The process of learning to solo4s-much the same way. Let me point out some of the similarities.
Speech development, up until we entered school was by imitation. Our parents spoke a word or a phase and we simply repeated it. In the same manner, before we ever had a music teacher or knew a thing about music, we simply imitated sounds. We may have heard a melody from a television or radio commercial and attempted to imitate that melody on our instrument.
In the first grade we learned a word. We not only learned how to pronounce the word but how the individual let​ters symbolize the sounds that form the word. We learned how to spell it and how to write it on the blackboard. To further complicate matters, we had to learn the meaning of the word and how to use it in a sentence. The parallel drawn to our instrument is fairly obvious. In our music lessons we began to learn about some chords, scales and arpeggios. We learned what notes they consist of, what they sound like and where they are used. Our test as musicians was to play before an audience - our parents or friends. Our test from our school teacher was to read our story containing our newly learned words to the rest of the class.
With the onset of Junior High School, further additions increased our understanding of the English language. I'm sure we all must remember sentence diagramming - now wasn't that just loads of fun? All kinds of lines and arrows were pointing in all directions at words and under words and over words. In complete confusion we thought to ourselves, "so this represents the intuitive speech of one human being communicating to another? How can something so contrived and formulated be any part of just plain everyday communication?" Yet as we learned about our language, the formula became more and more clear, and during the educational process we picked up word after word after word. One at a time they were added - some from English, some from math, some from history and some from science. Our vocabulary grew tremendously and usually without much effort.
Now imagine the horror if on your first day of school, the teacher began by handing out enormous books and saying, "Here is a book containing the 15,000 words that you must know by the time you leave the 12th grade." You would have wanted to go home right then and there. Yet fortunately it didn't happen that way and instead we learned our language one day at a time. Our verbal communication was a natural, growing, intuitive process.
As word after word was added, the process became so subtle that we now can hardly even remember when and where we learned specific words. Take the word "aluminum" for example. When did you learn it? Was it 3rd grade? 5th grade? 8th grade? Chances are you can't remember. As you went through life acquiring new words, you didn't worry about them, or grasp onto them, or hang them around your neck and build your entire life around them. They subtly crept into your vocabulary and you began to use them intuitively and automatically.

Let's imagine a not so automatic use of communication. Suppose you went to Russia and were suddenly ap​proached by a Russian on the street. The five Russian words you had memorized on the flight over would have to suffice in order to communicate at all. Now don't you think that your speech would sound a bit contrived and mechanical? Would it be at all expressive, intuitive or automatic? Those five Russian words would be overused, abused, misused and completely exhausted within one minute. Not to mention the great effort you would em​ploy in attempt to speak these words in some coherent order. Yet, if you knew 15,000 Russians words, you would simply relax and communicate. The process of how to arrange these words would no longer feel contrived, but completely automatic, or - improvised.
We build our vocabulary on our instruments much as we built our English vocabulary. We slowly and gradually add new licks. Some we may read, some we learn from records, some we copy from a friend. We use what al​ready exists - we copy and imitate. You may ask, "But how can I be original and have my own distinct style if I imitate others?" Well, let me ask you, "Did you reject your first words from your mother and father because you invented your own language?" Of course not. You didn't argue the fact that the object which lifts food into your mouth is called a spoon. Our distinct personality is expressed by the order in which we arrange the words which are_common to us all. In music, we may play something that seems completely new and unique. But in reality it's a combination of ideas we already know. It may be four consecutive notes we learned three years ago, combined with part of a lick we took from a record last week. We play this idea and believe that we've stumbled upon something totally new and in a sense we have. It's a reorganization of that which already existed.
Let's look at another way in which vocabulary is expanded. Have you ever been sitting with a group of friends when somebody used a word that caught your attention? You didn't know the exact meaning of the word but you knew you had heard it somewhere before, and now by the nature of the sentence your friend used, you un​derstand instantly what the word means. Within this same instant you may have realized you liked the word, made a mental note of it, then put it completely out of your mind. The next day you were talking to a friend and "zap" - the same word came out. Once you are proficient at the language of musical improvisation, the same process will happen. You'll step on the bandstand, not knowing what you will play, and the ideas will flow out. You'll remember a lick you heard from a piano player last week and you'll find yourself playing it. You will have learned enough patterns and shapes and combinations of ideas to play this same lick which had been residing in your subconscious mind. Or you may take a few notes of the same lick and combine it with another which you copied from a saxophone player five years earlier. The musical ideas are already in existence, but the way in which you rearrange these ideas express your own style and personality - just as when you speak. Your unique personality is the order in which you string all the ideas together.
Musical improvisation is a language, just as English, French, Spanish and German are languages. It has to be learned. Sure it can and will eventually feel natural and "improvised," but it first must be learned in the same contrived manner that we learned our own language or in the same contrived way that we would learn any new language'. One word at a time - it's pronunciation, spelling, meaning, proper use, etc. It sounds free and easy, but is acquired over a lifetime. One new lick or idea at a time - what it is made of, where to use it and what it communicates or expresses. To increase our ability to communicate on our instrument, we increase our musi​cal vocabulary. To increase our musical vocabulary we learn new licks. We play them over and over until they are habits - until our fingers play them independently of our conscious mind - until we can play them in our sleep, with or without our instruments. Repetition. Where do we get them from? Copy records, copy friends, copy friend's records. From transcriptions, from other instruments - one new word or phrase at a time. Then another and another. This is the process by which we learn and expand the language of improvisation.
