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Directions
 
Step 1: Find some sort of musical idea that will serve as a musical ground or 
“home-base.” This can be a particular rhythm, sonority, concept, or texture 
arrived at through other improvisatory exercises or through free 
improvisation.

Step 2: Think of this musical ground as an island. Encourage participants to 
explore the nuances of the island for as long as it is musically interesting. 
 
Step 3: After some time has passed, one or more of the inhabitants of the 
musical island decide to leave by swimming out to sea. Musically, this 
entails a departure from the musical home-base into new sonic territory. 
The transition can be cued by one member of the group or felt intuitively.  
Explore the new musical idea, taking it as far from the island as possible.

Step 4: Eventually, participants come to the realization that the sea is too 
vast and that there is no other land in sight, so they swim back to the 
original island. However, the musical current has carried them down shore, 
so the island looks and sounds different to them when they return; they 
return to the original musical idea with renewed interest and awareness. 
With this new level of awareness, they explore the musical nuances of the 
island once again. 

Step 5: Eventually, the musical inhabitants of the island decide to swim out 
to sea again, this time in a different musical direction. As before, they take 
this new idea as far as possible, but as before, they eventually return to the 
island, again with a renewed musical awareness. The entire process can 
be repeated for as long as it is musically interesting, yielding a rondo-like 
musical structure (ABA’CA’’D etc). I have found it to be a useful metaphor, 
particularly when working with inexperienced improvisers.   
 

Tools for Teaching Improvisation

What You Need
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