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ABSTRACT: Despite the consensus that stylistic improvisation relies upon learned patterns 
organized hierarchically, discussions of the pedagogy of Baroque-style keyboard 
improvisation have focused mainly on individual idioms (e.g. bass progressions) and th eir 
variation. They have amply demonstrated how one learns to improvise fluently at the 

level of progressions and individual phrases, but not how these small modules are 
coherently organized in the longer span of a whole improvised piece. I address the lac una 
by situating improvisational dispositio on a continuum between pre-improvisational plans 
and moment-to-moment spontaneity, demonstrating the plausibil ity of extemporizing 

whole pieces while honouring the sensitivity of an improviser to modify the plans in real 
time. Through sample improvisations, I present an account of dispositio that l inks pre- 
and intra-improvisational creativity. I also report on pedagogical exercises that util ize 

keyboard pieces by Buxtehude and J.S. Bach to develop a flexible approach to improvised 
form.   
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Our understanding of the craft of stylistic improvisation and its acquisition has benefited in 
recent decades from two consensuses. First, improvisational expertise derives from the 
performer’s memory and fluent recall of idiomatic patterns.1 In this vein, Blum (1998) has 
suggested framing improvised performance as an act of responding to challenges that have 
already been foreseen and pre-solved during practice. Larson (2005) has even suggested a 

                                                                 
1
 The word ‘expertise’ is used deliberately here, in reference to the notion of expert behaviour, a set of 

cognitive-psychological traits that account for high-level proficiency in a given domain. See, especially, Pressing 

(1998, 2000). 
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reversal of the roles traditionally ascribed to improvisation and composition, viewing the 
former as – by necessity – the more patterned and rule-bound of the two enterprises. The 

second consensus, of particular relevance to improvisation in the style of the Baroque, 
concerns the hierarchical way in which these patterns interact: a set of referents 

contextualizes the formulas that constitute an improvisational knowledge base,2 or generic 
formulas are subjected to more specific techniques for varying them, such that a  relative 

scarcity of learned patterns can generate a large amount of improvised music by means of 
an ars combinatoria.  

Recent work has taken significant strides towards a fuller comprehension of what 
constituted these idiomatic patterns for keyboard improvisers during the Baroque – 
particularly studies of Italian partimenti and of the German thoroughbass tradition, as well 
as recent editions and translations of historical treatises.3 The improvisational model 
implicit in these studies is a two-part division between the idiomatic formulas, or schemata, 
that constitute units of musical discourse, and the diminution techniques, or variations, that 
render the former as more specific musical utterances (Figure 1). Berkowitz describes these 
two tiers of patterning as respectively consisting of “bass lines and their associated 
harmonic progressions”, and of ways of realizing “underlying harmonic progressions 
idiomatically, for example through the use of melodic figures, ways of arpeggiating chords, 
etc.” (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 29). For simplicity, I will refer to the former as idioms and to the 

latter as diminutions.  
 

 
 

Figure 1. Two tiers of improvisational patterns. 

 
Improvisation treatises from the Baroque support this bipartite conception of 

improvisation, providing idioms and instructing students to transpose, concatenate and vary 
them. Some, such as the second book of Niedt’s Musicalische Handleitung (1706-17), teach 
melodic figures and diminution techniques to be applied to the standard progressions 
learned through thoroughbass training. Others, such as Spiridion’s Nova instructio, present 
only a large assortment of ready-made musical surfaces, or variationes, on each of several 
ubiquitous bass patterns, or cadentiae. Gjerdingen (2007, 2010) has demonstrated that an 

                                                                 
2
 See Pressing (2000). 

3
 See, for instance, Bellotti (in Spiridionis, 2008), Berkowitz (2010), Christensen (1992, 2010), Gjerdingen (2007, 

2010), Lester (1992), Lutz (2010) and Renwick (2001). 
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idiom-based learning process was at work in Italian partimenti as well, given the emphasis 
on parsing a bass into familiar units and fluently completing the texture in various ways .  

The historical and recent accounts mentioned above amply demonstrate how a student 
can learn to improvise and embellish relatively short spans of music (i.e. at the level of 

progressions and phrases), but they do not provide a specifically improvisational account of 
pieces in the longer span, except as a serial concatenation of idioms. The existing literature 

has not done enough to codify the longer-range processes that contextualize modular 
idioms (e.g. cadences, sequences, modulations and canons), that determine what they do, 
and that guide their selection. An important exception is Schulenberg’s (1995) historical 
model of improvisation and composition in the Bach school, which incorporates tonal design 
as well as formula and variation. He shows that formal design was imagined in terms of a 
series of keys and cadences, not only explicitly as in the writings of Koch, but also even 
when it was notated, as by C.P.E. Bach, as figured bass lines and the ‘rule of the octave’. Of 
particular relevance is Schulenberg’s view of pieces as alternate realizations of the same 
basic plan of cadences, modulations, sequences, pedal points, and so on, with these plans 
acting as “flexible, expandable skeletons” (Schulenberg, 1995, p. 29).  

Building upon this general conception of improvised form, I explore in more detail the 
essential role that it plays in the present-day learning of stylistic improvisation, defining a 
process by which longer-range plans are realized – and altered – by more local idioms and 

diminutions. Thus, improvised form emerges from a flexible interaction among short-, 
medium- and long-range improvisational goals, providing an improviser with a way to 

balance basic formal structures learned prior to improvisation with more spontaneous 
decisions made during improvisation. I begin by discussing the shortcomings, in terms of 

flexibility and nuance, of a two-tiered improvisational model; I then investigate the 
technique of employing longer-range improvisational plans, presenting sample exercises 
drawn from examination of keyboard pieces from the literature, from study of historical 
treatises and from consideration of my own learning process as an improviser.  

THE LIMITS OF A TWO-TIERED IMPROVISATIONAL MODEL 

A two-tiered mode of instruction, consisting of idioms and diminutions, offers a view of 
improvised pieces as strings of rehearsed idioms. I will refer to this serial approach, which is 
based upon concatenation, as idioms-as-form: the form of an improvisation is an ordered 
list of the idioms that are assembled into the larger whole (Figure 2).  
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Model of idioms-as-form. 

 

Idioms-as-form are well suited to the simplest types of improvised keyboard pieces, the 
layout of which is best represented by the specific progressions themselves. For example, a 

figuration prelude often consists of a series of four idioms (Figure 3): an exordium, a bass 
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descent through an octave following the rule of the octave, a dominant pedal and a 
concluding tonic pedal. Audio 1 presents a sample of a figuration prelude improvised using 

the list of idioms in Figure 3.  
 

 
 

Figure 3. Typical layout of a figuration prelude. 

 
Viewing the form of a piece as an ordered list of idioms, or schemata, can also provide a 

precise way of capturing the stylistic mannerisms of a specific time and place, as Gjerdingen 
(2007) does with the Italian Galant.4 He argues eloquently, based upon a probabilistic 

assessment of which schemata tend to precede or follow others in this style, that both the 
improvisers and the listeners of this time and place participated in a sophisticated process 

of predicting how a musical path would normatively continue; by this understanding, form 
resided in the moment-to-moment experience of the music, in the “forks in the road” 

(Gjerdingen, 2007, p. 379) and the ways in which the musician chose among them to realize 
(or thwart) the expectations created by each schema.  

My stylistic focus is far less specific than Gjerdingen’s: I am interested in the pedagogy 
of a more broadly defined, perhaps pan-Baroque improvisational technique rather than in 
the description of a geographically and temporally precise musical dialect. As a result, I am 

willing to sacrifice the precision, predictability and immediacy afforded by regarding 
stylistically specific idioms as the form, in order to permit a more flexible and nuanced 

technique of improvising stylistically in the longer span. I view musical form, as it applies to 
improvisation, not as Event A followed by Event B and then Event C, and so on, but rather as 

Task A (realized by Event A or B, or Events A and B, etc.) followed by Task B (realized by 
Event C or D, or Events C and D, etc.) and then by other tasks as relevant. These formal 

tasks, such as modulations and cadences, encourage improvisers to ask hierarchical 
questions such as ‘What do I need to do here?’ and ‘Which idioms can I use to accomplish 

that?’ rather than serial ones such as ‘Which progression, or schema, can or should I use 
next?’  

The extension of improvisational form beyond the level of schemata is alluring in 
today’s pedagogy of improvisation: it cultivates flexibility by emphasizing the large 

assortment of contrapuntal progressions that could all accomplish the same basic 
improvisational task. That is, the difference between regarding the first reprise of a minuet 

                                                                 
4
 See, for instance, Gjerdingen (2007), pp. 74, 107-108, 129-130, 178, 218, 242, 266, 288-289, 298-299, 310-

311 and 318-319. 

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio1.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=3
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as “Romanesca, Prinner riposte, and Prinner modulating” (Gjerdingen, 2007, p. 74) and 
understanding it as “establishment of tonic, weak cadence in tonic, modulation to and 

cadence in the dominant” is a significant one. By preferring the latter, I acknowledge that I 
am sacrificing both stylistic specificity and pedagogical immediacy for the sake of versa tility. 

Provided that a student has learned three (or really just two) schemata, the first description 
is sufficient as a recipe for creating the music right away; the second description says what 

the music does, but does not list the ingredients for how to make it. However, this is a 
worthwhile trade-off, as becomes clear when the student wants to improvise not a single 
reprise (or a set of near-identical ones with different surface figurations), but 10 or 20 
different routes connecting the same basic tonal waypoints.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 4. Model of idioms-in-service-of-form. 

 

A view of idioms-in-service-of-form, represented in Figure 4, has two important 
advantages to an improviser. First, the more general account of form facilitates greater 

flexibility of choice among a variety of progressions that could all accomplish a similar task, 
encouraging improvisers to distinguish fruitfully between the mechanics of a learned 

pattern and the tonal or formal job that it does. The payoff of treating improvised form as 
structured and not just as resultant is substantial, for it lays the groundwork for a more 

supple interaction between what the goal of a section of the improvisation is (e.g. 
modulation to the dominant) and how that goal is accomplished (i.e. by means of which of 

the often large assortment of learned patterns). Secondly, by establishing flexible plans for 
pieces or sections, we can also speak in detail about options available to the improviser for 

expanding, postponing, forgoing or altering aspects of these plans in real time. Indeed, the 
highly nuanced interaction of these two tiers, form and idioms, both clarifies the nature of 

improvisational creativity and assists the pedagogy of stylistic improvisation.  

APPLICATIONS OF IDIOMS-IN-SERVICE-OF-FORM 

Although the minuet is a relatively simple example of a piece for which the form can be 
defined in terms of specific idioms, it might be more usefully defined as a plan such as that 

shown in Figure 5, which includes phrase lengths and tonal objectives (e.g . cadences and 

modulations). This genre-specific template is based upon norms induced through repertoire 
study; one possibility of many appears.  
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Figure 5. Dispositio of Minuet. 

 
Such a generic dispositio emphasizes the interchangeability of several progressions that 
would each be appropriate to a particular task. In the first reprise alone, one could imagine 
countless different prolongations of the initial tonic, several semi-cadential formulas, a 
number of modulation strategies to either the mediant or the dominant, and several 
perfect-cadential formulas to close the reprise. The objective is for students to learn each 
idiom, along with its transpositions and different surface variations, attached to the function 
that it serves – several opening gestures, several sequences, several cadences of each type, 
several modulations, etc. For example, the three idioms in Figure 6 would all be internalized 
as options for modulating to the mediant in D minor. Building upon this sort of 
categorization, the flexible template shown in Figure 5 serves as an improvisational 
blueprint for students; Audio 2 presents a sample minuet improvised by the author.  
 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Sample contrapuntal idioms for modulating to III. 

 
To improvise a piece by regarding idioms as the form (Figure 7a) is comparable to a 

process of assembly: a number of modular parts (i.e. schemata) are internalized, each fitting 
best before or after certain others, and these are then concatenated serially into a longer 
section of music. In contrast, to regard these idioms as in service of a more generic form 

(Figure 7b) is to treat improvisation more like storytelling; provided that each important 
event in the overarching plot takes place, its specific wording is quite flexible. The two 

modes of improvisation are creative in different ways, the first being more immediately 
accessible and more precise, the second more sophisticated. To demonstrate this contrast, 

Audio 3 presents an improvisation of a different minuet that follows a similar path (Figure 
5); I have given exactly this exercise to my students in order to cultivate a mindset that 

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio2.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=6
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio3.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=6


 
Article 
 

 65 

views the two improvisations as sharing a generic form while realizing it differently, rather 
than as possessing two distinct forms defined more specifically. An advanced improviser 

needs this versatility in order to move past the moment-to-moment sequencing of 
individual idioms.  

 

 
 

Figure 7. Two models of improvised form. 

EFFECTS OF REAL-TIME DECISIONS ON LONGER-RANGE PLANS 

The minuet works well as a first example, given that its mostly predictable phrase length 
and binary-form structure leave little room for more than minor deviations (e.g. phrase 
expansions and contractions). The conversation between dispositio and idioms need not 
remain unidirectional, though, with the formal template determining objectives that the 

idioms faithfully achieve. A more sophisticated layer of improvisational creativity emerges 
when the immediate decisions of the improviser in real time delay, deviate from or 

altogether alter the pre-improvisational dispositio.   
 Consider the exordium of a Praeambulum, for which the dispositio could resemble 

what is shown in Figure 8a: an initial establishment of the key leading to an emphatic 
perfect cadence with elaborated dominant.5 It is easy to imagine an opening that proceeds 
directly, even slavishly, through these tasks, with just a short prolongational idiom followed 
by a cadence (Audio 4).  

 
 

Figure 8a. Plan for the exordium of a Praeambulum. 

                                                                 
5
 Will iam Porter (2000) reports on his pedagogical approach to the improvisation of a Praeambulum (or 

Praeludium) in the style of seventeenth-century North Germany. He discusses form to some extent, 
characterizing each of the three sections of the piece – Exordium, Ipsum corpus carminis and Finis – by the 

textures, basic harmonic progressions and rhetorical figurae that it tends to include. While he does present 
useful exercises intended to develop techniques specific to each section of the piece, he does not discuss how 
to convert a set of section-specific options and characteristics into a series of improvisational objectives, or 

how to get from one of these to another.  

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio4.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=7
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Figure 8b. Plan for the exordium of a Praeambulum, with detour. 

 
However, when the cadential dominant arrives, the improviser might resolve the 4-3 

suspension to the subtonic rather than to the leading note, evading the cadence by means 
of an idiom taught by theorists since Zarlino and motivating an expansion to the initial plan; 
this proceeds through a tonicized subdominant and back to a more lavish perfect cadence 
(Figure 8b, Audio 5). A dialogue ensues between the pre-improvisational formal layout and 
the very local, intra-improvisational decisions about the musical surface; a detail at the 
smallest scale (i.e. the cancellation of the leading note) motivates a tonal detour that 
postpones the essential formal event of a perfect cadence.  

 Following this cadence, the next task of the dispositio might feature sequential 
imitation in two voices and a modulation to and cadence in the relative F major (Figure 9a). 

Equipped with shorthands for improvising sequential canons,6 the improviser might play a 
canon at the fifth that sequences upward and introduces C natural, and thereby F major, 

followed by a standard cadential formula (Audio 6).  
Or, as in Figure 9b, in the course of playing this melodic shape in a rising sequence, the 

improviser might reverse it and play a downward sequence with the same melodic shape, 
adding other voices in parallel tenths. This leads away from the C naturals that would have 
introduced F major, and back towards the tonic D minor; thus, in place of a cadence in F, an 
additional cadence in D is reached. Aware of the initial plan to modulate to F, the improviser 
compensates for this step back by introducing a bona fide F major through a sequential bass 
pattern and a cadence (Audio 7).  

 
 

Figure 9a. Plan for the opening section of a Praeambulum (continued with imitation). 

                                                                 
6
 The util ity of sequential subjects for improvising canons, particularly in more than two voices, is 

demonstrated by Werckmeister (1702), which is explicated by Dodds (2006). For further discussion of these 

techniques, see also Porter (2003). 

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio5.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=8
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio6.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=8
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio7.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=8
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Figure 9b. Plan for the opening section of a Praeambulum (continued with imitation), 
with detour. 

 

The nature of improvisational creativity in these last two examples is more complex 
than in the minuet, for it is no longer sufficient here to demarcate a formal template 

determined pre-improvisationally from the idioms and diminutions that then render it intra-
improvisationally. Indeed, the improvised form is more supple and more susceptible to 
being bent and stretched as a result of the moment-to-moment decisions of the improviser. 
Idioms-in-service-of-form is too authoritarian a model to capture the profound effect that 
details in real time can have on the larger picture; this necessitates a third model of 
improvised form, which I call idioms-in-conversation-with-form (Figure 10). 

Part of the distinction among the three form–idiom relationships that I have discussed 

is, of course, based in genre: the regular hypermetre of the minuet versus the much freer 
phrase design of the Praeambulum, the predictable tonal scheme of binary form versus the 

more circuitous and so-called ‘improvisatory’ path of the latter, and so on. However, it 
would be excessive to assign each type of piece to a specific model of improvised form, for 

the models represent just as much a progression of expertise in the improviser – in which 
we might reserve the more nuanced modes for the more advanced students. Moreover, 

different amounts of dialogue between form and surface can often either co-exist for a 
piece or alternate based upon the strictness of each task in a dispositio – the mandate to 

begin and end on the tonic versus the flexibility of keys reached in the middle of a piece, for 
example.  
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Figure 10. Model of idioms-in-conversation-with-form. 

 

With the emphasis shifted back from an underlying formal plan to nearer the musical 
surface, and from pre-improvisational templates to intra-improvisational decision-making, 

one might object that the inmates are once again ruling the asylum. What, after all, is the 
difference between an improvised piece in which the formal plan is subject to alterations at 

the level of local idioms, and one for which the form is determined only by the sequence of 
these idioms in the first place? The crucial difference resides in the creative meaning of the 

evaded cadence, or the more circuitous tonal path, for example; the deviant version is 
properly understood only in relation to the more ordinary and more generically idiomatic 

improvisational move. The evaded cadence in Audio 5 was not an essential constituent of a 
series of idioms, but rather a delay of the cadence that was an essential improvisational 

task. One thinks in this regard of the C major Prelude in Book 1 of J. S. Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier, and the stunning bass A flat that interjects just before the onset of the 

dominant pedal; without this moment, the Prelude consists of the same four idioms as the 
one in Audio 1, but that A flat renders the piece a unique instance rather than just a generic 
form, and separates the command of an expert from the nuance of a master. The distinction 

outlined here lies at the heart of what we might dub the ‘sophistication’ of pieces 
improvised in a style. Of course, it is already a formidable challenge to improvise something 

idiomatic enough to be generic. But even within those types of pieces that are most 
immediately accessible to an improviser, the mark of creativity – or novelty, or uniqueness – 

is what moves beyond the idioms to which both student and master would have access .  

PEDAGOGICAL APPLICATIONS 

Building upon the flexible approach to improvised form outlined above, models from the 
Baroque keyboard repertoire become especially useful as pedagogical tools. I demonstrate 

two sample activities, intended to complement the schematic modelling of formal plans 
through surveys of particular genres, as well as the more general stylistic awareness 

cultivated through aural and tactile experiences with the repertoire at large. In the first 
activity, students attend to the similarities and differences among a small group of related 

pieces and improvise yet other pieces cast in the same mould; and in the second, they study 
just one piece and imagine other paths that the music might have taken.  

Improvisers can learn a great deal from what we might call dispositio variations, or 
pieces that accomplish the same set of improvisational tasks by means of different specific 

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio5.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=10
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio1.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=10
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idioms and surface diminutions. One such set of pieces is the Allemandes of Buxtehude’s 
keyboard suites in C major, BuxWV 226, 228, 230 and 231, which exhibit many close 

similarities.7 Students are asked to determine the dispositio that these pieces have in 
common, the unique way in which each one realizes this layout, and, eventually, how a 

performer might utilize this insight as a springboard for additional improvisations . While all 
four Allemandes share the features discussed below, just the first reprises of BuxWV 228 

and 231 are sufficient to illustrate the pedagogical method; see Figures 11a and 11b.  
Each reprise accomplishes the four basic tasks shown in Figure 12: establishment of the 

tonic key, tonicization of the subdominant leading to an interior cadence on the tonic, 
modulation to the dominant key and perfect-cadential confirmation of that key.8 
 
 

 
Figure 11a. First reprise of Allemande, BuxWV 228. 

                                                                 
7
 These suites also bear resemblances  to works by Froberger and Reincken; see Snyder (2007), pp. 279-280. 

8
 Of course, such a generic four-stage dispositio is hardly unique to these four reprises, or to Buxtehude. 

However, the shared key, texture, basic rhythms, length and style of these particular pieces serve to create a 
controlled environment that focuses students’ attention precisely where it is most beneficial at this stage – 

namely, upon how this common plan branches into four of countless potential pieces.  
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Figure 11b. First reprise of Allemande, BuxWV 231. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 12. Dispositio of four first reprises by Buxtehude. 

 
Students notate each piece in the form of a voice-leading thumbnail, capturing the 

essential outer-voice counterpoint, figured-bass notation and important inner voices while 
stripping away the specific surface diminutions.9 The format of these thumbnails allows 

students to view the pieces at the level of idioms, comparing how each piece achieves the 
four bracketed tasks; it also serves eventually as a lead sheet from which they can improvise 
their own diminutions on the same set of contrapuntal idioms. Figure 13  presents 
thumbnails for BuxWV 226 and 230 as well as for those reprises shown in full score above.  

Shown in direct comparison, these four reprises offer a wealth of improvisational 
insight. For example, they vary widely in terms of the length and complexity of tonic 
prolongation at the outset (Stage A). BuxWV 226 simply arpeggiates a tonic triad; BuxWV 
228 employs upper-voice motion over a tonic pedal and then passes up to a tonic sixth 
chord; BuxWV 230, in contrast, includes an entire cadential progression over a rising bass 
line, culminating in the weak cadence halfway through the second bar. Students can derive 
a more sophisticated type of insight from the second and third stages, seeing that 
improvisational tasks can be achieved either weakly (i.e. barely) or more emphatically. 
BuxWV 230 has the weakest cadence of the four, arpeggiating from F to A in the bass and 

                                                                 
9
 These reductions are improvisational springboards rather than analytical sketches, so they neither normalize 

the foreground voice-leading registrally nor privilege some events  as being prolonged by others. The intent is 
to preserve the registral placement and tactile feel (i.e. Griff) of the original while removing piece-specific 

surface embellishments. 
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then returning stepwise to the tonic through V6/5; in contrast, BuxWV 231 includes an 

entire cadential bass progression (i.e. 1̂ - 3̂ - 4̂ - 5̂ -1̂ ) to arrive quite strongly back on the tonic, 
but then pulls the rug out by omitting all but the upper-voice C precisely at the moment of 
putative cadential arrival.  

 
 

Figure 13. Thumbnails of four first reprises by Buxtehude. 

 

A more dramatic detour occurs in the third, modulatory, stage of BuxWV 231, in which two 
attempts are needed to secure the dominant key of G. At first, 5-6 motion over A introduces 

an F sharp that is quickly cancelled by a cadential progression back towards C major; 
however, this resolves deceptively back to A, which allows a second 5-6 motion to succeed 

at reaching the dominant, as parallel 6/3 sonorities lead upward towards the eventual 
cadence.  

This analysis, however informal, asks students to think improvisationally about the 

paths taken, and not taken, by the model pieces. The risk of teaching improvisation through 
the lens of a hierarchy that fixes a series of tonal goals (e.g. modulate to the dominant) or 

waypoints (e.g. perfect cadence) is that students may overdetermine the unfolding of 
improvisational events in advance, neglecting to consider how many ways there are to vary 

these in response to the ongoing improvisation. Such rigidity is a worthwhile sacrifice in the 
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beginning stages of improvisational learning, for it provides a rather concrete way to 
conceive of longer-range improvisation without needing to memorize long scripts of idioms . 

At more advanced stages, however, they can experience the flexibility involved in deciding 
how (or how not) to achieve a basic improvisational goal, and then responding to the 

challenges created by this decision.  
Once students observe four different ways to accomplish each of four improvisational 

tasks, they learn to extract creative benefit from the work, for to view the four reprises as 
but four of countless possibilities is to seek to imagine what other possibilities there are. 
There are two activities, each of which involves varying one improvisational tier while 
holding the others constant. The simpler task is to improvise a surface variation on one of 
the Buxtehude reprises, using only its voice-leading thumbnail as the basis for applying 
different diminutions to Buxtehude’s voice-leading. A sample is shown in Figure 14, which 
uses the reduction of BuxWV 231 as a springboard.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 14. Sample improvisation on the thumbnail of BuxWV 231. 

 
The more advanced method is to realize the common dispositio of the four pieces by 

means of different idioms that the students devise themselves. Optionally, they could apply 
the same surface motives as Buxtehude did in one of the model reprises, thereby varying 
the specific progressions while maintaining both the same surface figuration and the same 
tonal layout, and toning just one set of improvisational muscles. A sample improvisation of 
this type is shown in Figure 15a, which employs different idioms from any of Buxtehude’s 
reprises, but decorates them with the lower-neighbour and turn figures that pervade the 
first reprise of BuxWV 228.  

The assignment could even include specific instructions to alter or delay the 
improvisational plan by means of more local decisions. A second version of the dispositio 
variation appears in Figure 15b, which, like BuxWV 231, takes two attempts to secure the  
dominant key, reverting to the tonic (albeit as a transiently tonicized IV of V) and thus 
delaying the eventual cadence by evading it the first time. 
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Figure 15a. Sample improvisation on the dispositio in Figure 12 and the surface 

diminutions of BuxWV 228. 

 
 

 
Figure 15b. Variant that incorporates detours. 

 

The exercises presented here serve as ways of making repertoire study an 
improvisationally relevant enterprise. A student who learns pieces by improvising with them 

benefits doubly, gaining a greater command over the repertoire itself and also incorporating 
it organically into an ever more finely tuned and flexible improvisational craft.  

IMPROVISATIONAL IMAGINATION THROUGH A BACH SARABANDE 

Another link between improvisation and musical repertoire emerges through the 

imagination of alternative versions of a single piece. To the extent that performers seek to 
deliver pieces to an audience as if they were improvising – that is, with the spontaneity of 
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invention that characterizes a piece imagined in real time – the attempt will be 
disingenuous unless the performers can actually conceive of the music-making as an 

improvisation, which means imagining it as one of perhaps many possible results. As an 
approach to this skill, they can examine the Sarabande of the G major French Suite of J. S. 

Bach through a decidedly improvisational lens, taking advantage of its potential for 
exploring the interrelated effects that various postponements and detours can have on the 

resulting piece. I discuss this piece here in terms of the agency and thought process of a 
hypothetical improviser, not in order to claim anything about Bach’s or any other 
composer’s process, but rather in order to demonstrate a particularly focused pedagogical 
angle that renders the piece a treasure trove of teaching material. The process is necessarily 
ad hoc and piece-specific, as any pedagogical application of the idioms-in-conversation-with-
form model must be; it does not lend itself to universals or shorthands taught through 
exercises, but rather to detailed and sensitive engagement with a particular piece. 

After a first reprise that establishes the tonic key and then modulates to and confirms 
the dominant, the second reprise, imagined improvisationally, is tasked with providing tonal 
contrast and then preparing the eventual return of the tonic key. This plan is shown in 
Figure 16a along with two fragments from the first reprise, in order to prime the reader’s 
ear.  

Imagined from the standpoint of an improviser, the dominant that begins the second 

reprise offers a problem to be solved: how much tonal contrast should occur here before 
the return to the tonic? One improvisational option is the bare-minimum solution, a short 

contrapuntal progression that prepares a semi-cadence (Audio 8). While it meets the very 
basic requirement of the formal plan, this option is decidedly unsuitable in light of the 

longer proportions of the first reprise. Instead, the second reprise must create balance by 
delaying the semi-cadence and exploring other closely related keys first – such as the 
submediant key of E minor (Audio 9) or, as in Bach’s original, the supertonic key of A minor 
(Audio 10). As a decision is made early on to delay the dominant arrival, new 
improvisational challenges emerge. If the first phrase modulates to E minor, then a 
convincing tonal path might continue to the subdominant C major (Figure 16b, Audio 11); 
or, if the first four bars had modulated instead to A minor, as in the Bach, the path of tonal 
return might be somewhat longer, moving through the submediant and then the 
subdominant (Figure 16c, Audio 12).  

Returning to the issue of proportion, the challenge facing the improviser after 
eventually achieving the required semi-cadence is to provide an ending to the Sarabande 
that is sensitive to – and that properly balances – the scope of what has come before it. In 
the case of a shorter path to the return of the tonic, a succinct final phrase is probabl y 
appropriate; on the other hand, if the path is more circuitous, an improviser might take the 
opportunity to delay the ending somewhat as well. At the moment where a final cadential 
progression in G could begin, a tonicization of the dominant and semi-cadence take place 

instead, necessitating an additional phrase that only later reaches the final cadence. This is 
the path taken in the Bach.  

http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio8.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=16
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio9.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=16
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio10.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=16
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio11.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=16
http://mpr-online.net/audio.html?audio=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Audio12.mp3&doc=Issues/Volume%205%20%5B2012%5D/Callahan.pdf&page=16
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Figure 16a. Dispositio of J. S. Bach, French Suite in G major, BWV 816, Sarabande.  

 

 
 

Figure 16b. Second reprise continuing from vi to IV.  

 

 
 

Figure 16c. Second reprise continuing from ii  through vi to IV. 

 

The preceding discussion of the inner conversation of a hypothetical improviser relies 
on a multi-tiered creativity and an intense dialogue between a predetermined template, a 

memory of the real-time alterations that one has made to this template, and a concern for 
making subsequent decisions that marry these two sensitively. The nuance needed to carry 

on this multi-dimensional decision-making process – to respond flexibly and in real time to 
the challenges faced during improvised performance – relies upon one’s mastery of patterns 

and techniques that enable the fluent pursuit of whichever option is chosen. Advanced 
students of improvisation can train themselves to operate at this level of nuance by 

improvising a path through a chosen dispositio in several different ways, considering 
multiple options, ‘rewinding’ and revising. The intent is to develop both the creativity to 
make the novel decisions that deviate from a scripted template and the fluency to be able 
to respond to any of them in real time. As Stephen Blum explains, “performers are almost 
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never responding to challenges that were entirely unforeseen” (Blum, 1998, p. 27).  

CONCLUSION 

One might reflect upon the reasons why the pedagogy of figured-bass patterns, formulaic 
progressions and diminutions has been explored more fully than the interactions of these 

smaller modules with longer-range improvisational goals. An obvious partial answer is that 
such interactions are too sophisticated to be codified as shorthands, modules and versatile 

formulas: indeed, they rely on the latter. One cannot learn to conceive of long-range 
planning, let alone alterations to such a plan, before acquiring fluency in the shorter term 
through idioms and diminutions; that alone is formidable enough. Treatises during the 
Baroque often adopted the explicit goal of a simplified presentation targeted at pupils and 
amateurs, a method palatable to the autodidactic Liebhaber and the student in search of 
streamlined tricks in place of dense rules. The processes that I have addressed here are 
decidedly for the advanced improviser: they elude an overly simple or rigid codification into 
techniques and tricks; they are necessarily ad hoc; they view improvisation as both more 
sophisticated and more flexible than the concatenation of modular units; and, precisely for 
these reasons, I see them as worthy of continued study.  

Just as contrapuntal idioms help us to master Baroque-style keyboard improvisation at 
the level of the progression and phrase, and techniques of diminution and ornamentation 
assist our comprehension of improvisation at the musical surface, the processes discussed 
here help to expand the plausible scope of stylistic improvisations by defining a relationship 
between shorter-range improvisational patterns and longer-range improvisational goals. I 
have intentionally defined this relationship broadly, without a connection to a particular 
geographic or temporal section of the Baroque; of course, it can be tailored to fit the 
pedagogy of a specific style more snugly by emphasizing the knowledge of formal designs, 

schemata and surface mannerisms gained through a survey of that particular musical 
repertoire. Moreover, it is intended primarily to inform our current improvisational 
pedagogy rather than to speculate historically on a facet of the keyboardist’s craft in the 
Baroque. Given the importance of patterning in improvisational learning, I have commented 
on one particular type of improvisational pattern, focusing in particular on the ways in 
which improvised form may be defined, on the dual temporality of its creative process as 
both pre-improvisational and intra-improvisational, and on cases in which the nuanced 
interaction of flexible formal templates with more spur-of-the-moment decisions can inform 
our mastery of stylistic-improvisational craft.  
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