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Abstract 

 

Improvisation was a standard part of performance practice in the eighteenth century, and could 

range anywhere on a spectrum from simply adding ornamentation to a notated melody, to the 

creation of short, but complete, pieces. Brief, improvised introductions to notated pieces, and freely 

improvised pieces of their own merit, preludes and fantasias constitute the more complex end of 

this spectrum of improvisatory practice, and were a part of everyday music-making at this time. 

Unfortunately, the relationship between composition and performance became considerably less 

fluid as fully notated music became more prevalent throughout the nineteenth century, and the two 

subjects are now regarded as two distinct areas of musicianship. In the mainstream of Western art 

music today, therefore, the skill of improvisation is no longer taught as it once was, and 

improvisatory practice is unfamiliar and uncomfortable for a majority of performers. 

 

In this thesis, I seek a way to revive the art of eighteenth-century improvisation, particularly the 

forms of preludes and fantasias, in the current performance environment. I examine seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century treatises and contemporary reviews of performance to rediscover the role 

and conventions of these forms of improvisation in their original performance contexts, and use 

them to propose a method for modern performers to begin improvising. I then use one of Telemann’s 

Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass (1727–28)—a set of notated fantasias that include 

improvisatory passages—as a model to demonstrate and further explore this process, referring to 

my own experiences of improvising to test the proposed method.   
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Introduction 

 

Once a regular part of performance practice in the eighteenth century, the art of improvisation has 

fallen out of common use, and many Western art musicians today baulk at the prospect of 

improvising in a public performance.1 A goal of the historically informed performance (HIP) 

movement is to reimagine lost and forgotten conventions such as this, applying our own context to 

the reports that have been handed down to us.2 Due to the ephemeral nature of improvisation, 

historically informed performers are faced with the challenge of recreating a type of performance 

for which no true record exists. It is challenging enough for historically informed performers to take 

inspiration from the dictates of centuries-old scores and treatises, as well as capture the interest of 

today’s audiences, when they at least have the resource of notation from which to work. But when 

the guiding hand of a score is not present, keeping up this balancing act becomes much more 

difficult. Reviews of eighteenth-century performances are available to us, as are the written 

teachings and guidelines of numerous contemporary authors—but today, without having been 

trained in the techniques that would have been second nature to eighteenth-century musicians, the 

exact details of improvisatory practice are lost to us. These performers’ knowledge of convention 

was key to their improvisational facility, and in this thesis, I will develop and synthesise a similar 

set of guidelines for certain improvisational forms that can be more easily applied by today’s 

musicians.  In my first chapter, I will outline the roles of two major forms of improvisation in the 

eighteenth century, preludes and fantasias, and explore the conventions that were used in their 

creation. I will then apply this knowledge in my second chapter, in which I propose a method to 

                                                           
1 When asked about their method of cadenza selection or creation for Mozart’s G Major flute concerto, only 

18% of survey respondents (professional and tertiary-level flautists) improvised their own cadenza. Megan 

Barbetti, ‘Style or Spirit: Historically-Informed Performance in Cadenzas for Mozart’s Flute Concerto in G 

Major (1777–78)’ (Honours thesis, University of Western Australia, 2018).  
2 Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music: A Period Performer’s History of Music for the Twenty-First Century (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 149. 
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reintegrate eighteenth-century improvisational practice into modern performance, evaluating it 

through my own experimentation. 

 



3 

Chapter 1.  Eighteenth-Century Improvisation: A Summary 

 

An Unsurprising Ambiguity: Roles and Forms of Eighteenth-Century Improvisation 

 

Improvisation played a major role in performance of the eighteenth century. Bruce Haynes states 

that ‘In the Baroque period, certain musicians like… Bach, and Handel were famous for their public 

performances of improvisation. Handel’s organ concertos, Opp. 4 and 7, have a number of 

movements marked “Adagio ad lib.” or “Fuga ad lib.” with no written solo part… the fact that these 

pieces were published implies that Handel expected other soloists to be able to do the same.’1 

However, this is far from the case in the current performance tradition. While today, some 

historically informed performers actively bring improvisation into their own performance—Robert 

Levin, Matthias Maute, and Geoffrey Lancaster being a few examples—the practice of improvisation 

seems to be mostly limited to the spheres of organ playing, jazz, and experimental practice, rather 

than the mainstream Western art tradition.2  

 

In his 2018 book Fantasies of Improvisation, Dana Gooley examines why this may be the case, tracking 

the decline of the role of improvisation in the nineteenth century through a number of case studies. 

Improvisation was still a part of performance at this time, but the increasing idealisation of the art 

to a position that no performer could hope to reach served to push improvisation off the public stage 

and into more private spheres. Similarly, the growing prominence of the concert virtuoso—a type 

of performer who, more than any other, had the ‘overriding need to communicate successfully with 

                                                           
1 Haynes, The End of Early Music, 205. 
2 Robert Levin and Academy of Ancient Music, cond. Christopher Hogwood, ‘Mozart – Piano Concerto No. 

23 K. 488 (on Period Instruments),’ accessed on October 28, 2018, video, 25:39, https://www.youtube.com 

/watch?v=9pwbg37Ha64; Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music, 209; Andrew Ford, ‘Wild Conjecture,’ review 

of Mozart Keyboard Sonatas KV330–332, by Geoffrey Lancaster (CD), Inside Story, December 11, 2017, 

https://insidestory.org.au/wild-conjecture/. 

https://insidestory.org.au/wild-conjecture/
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a large and socially heterogeneous audience’—contributed to the decline of this very personal art 

form.3 The question of exactly how this happened is not the focus of my research; Gooley covers the 

matter comprehensively. What is relevant for me is the end result: that improvisation is far less 

common than it once was. To quote Gooley: ‘after… the late 1870s, one looks in vain for signs of 

improvisational life.’4  

 

In the eighteenth century, however, improvisation was a common part of performance, and existed 

on a spectrum that ranged from the mere addition of ornamentation over a melody line to the 

improvisation of complete pieces. This more complex form of improvisation is best exemplified by 

two genres: preludes and fantasias. Although I am focusing on the fantasia in the creation of my 

method, sources on the subject of preluding provide much helpful information. As such, both forms 

need to be defined, to clarify their similarities and their differences.  

 

The Grove dictionary defines a prelude as ‘A term of varied application that, in its original usage, 

indicated a piece that preceded other music whose tonic, mode, or key it was designed to introduce; 

was instrumental… and was improvised.’5 Despite what seems to be a clear definition, there is still 

a degree of ambiguity implicit in the term. Jacques Hotteterre, an eighteenth-century composer, 

flautist and theorist, notes in the preface to his tutor L’art de préluder, that: ‘…one can consider two 

different types of Preludes, one is the composed Prelude, which is usually the first movement of 

what is known as a Suite or Sonata, and which in reality is a normal piece of music… The other type 

                                                           
3 Dana Gooley, Fantasies of Improvisation: Free Playing in Nineteenth-Century Music (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2018), 10–13. 
4 Gooley, Fantasies of Improvisation, 11. 
5 Grove Music Online, s.v. ‘Prelude,’ by David Ledbetter and Howard Ferguson, accessed March 20, 2019, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592

630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302?rskey=eyw1bu&result=1#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302-

div1-0000043302.1. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302?rskey=eyw1bu&result=1#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302-div1-0000043302.1
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302?rskey=eyw1bu&result=1#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302-div1-0000043302.1
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302?rskey=eyw1bu&result=1#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043302-div1-0000043302.1
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is the improvised Prelude, which is the true Prelude…’6 It is the latter form that Hotteterre deals 

with in his tutor, and is thus the form which I examine in this thesis. 

 

An exact definition of the fantasia is just as hard to pin down. In his 1988 article On the Fantasy, 

Edward Laufer goes as far as to write that ‘no single definition [of the fantasy] can be sought,’7 since, 

like with the prelude, the term ‘fantasia’ can apply equally to an improvised or notated musical 

work. He answers his own question, however, by stating that ‘the idea would be that improvisation 

would take precedence over any particular formal pattern,’ and that ‘for the classical composers, the 

term fantasy often denotes a work of improvisatory character, as if without clear direction, in which 

the composer seemingly loses his way, goes astray, and returns to the crossroads, so to speak, to try 

again.’8 In her writings on the noted fantasist C. P. E. Bach, Annette Richards also questions whether 

the fantasia is a truly spontaneous work, or a carefully planned one that contrives to sound as such.9 

By citing the works of period theorists who liken the form to a sketch, a dream, or a cloud, she is 

able to conclude that this sense of spontaneity is essential, even in the case that a fantasia is not truly 

improvised.10  

 

While all the musical forms the term ‘fantasia’ can describe are united through their use of original, 

freely-created material, the improvised fantasia is not the only sense in which the word can be used.  

It also describes notated and highly structured fugal pieces with their roots in the fifteenth-century 

ricercar for lute or keyboard, drawing from the imitative polyphony of vocal music. The descriptor 

                                                           
6 The original French for this passage is ‘une Piece [sic] dans les formes,’ literally ‘a piece in the forms,’ 

presumably referring to the standard musical forms. The translation of ‘normal music’ is perhaps not the 

clearest, in this case. Jacques Hotteterre, L’Art de Préluder (Paris: L’auteur, Foucault, 1719), 1. 
7 Edward Laufer, ‘On the Fantasy,’ Intégral: The Journal of Applied Musical Thought 2 (1988): 99, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40213908. 
8 Laufer, ‘On the Fantasy,’ 99.  
9 Annette Richards, The Free Fantasia and the Musical Picturesque (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2001), 14. 
10 Richards, The Free Fantasia, 76, 75, 98. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40213908
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‘fantasia’ denotes their being based on unheard-of musical material, rather than the standard cantus 

firmus lines that dictated virtually all Renaissance music. These pieces are imitative, rather than 

fugal—a theme is set out in the tonic, then repeated at the dominant, and so on and so forth—

creating a winding thread of musical material, rather than the ‘tapestry’ metaphor of polyphony.  

 

To quote Laufer again, however: ‘as a designation for a musical composition, the word fantasy 

suggests improvisation,’ despite these other definitions.11 As such, for the purposes of this thesis, I 

will be dealing mostly with these terms as they relate to improvised music—the improvised fantasia, 

which for purposes of clarity I will refer to as the ‘free fantasia,’ and Hotteterre’s definition of ‘true 

Preludes,’ unless otherwise stated. While mainly focusing on the fantasia form as it relates to 

improvisation, I will explore the interrelation between these genres, with particular emphasis on 

how we can use the written fantasia to foster improvisational facility. 

 

C. P. E. Bach’s Improvisations: ‘The Effusions of Cultivated Genius’ 

 

The relationship between composition and improvisation in the fantasia genre is exemplified in the 

compositions and theoretical writings of C. P. E. Bach (1714–1788). In his 1753 treatise Versuch über 

die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, Bach describes the free fantasia as being ‘expressive not of 

memorized or plagiarized passages, but rather of true, musical creativeness.’12 He stresses its 

importance, with most of his chapter on improvisation in the Versuch dedicated to the form. Bach 

emphasises the fantasia’s rhetorical abilities, writing that ‘It is principally in improvisations or 

fantasias that the keyboardist can best master the feelings of his audience.’13 To do this, however, he 

                                                           
11 Laufer, On the Fantasy, 99. 
12 C. P. E. Bach, Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, 2nd edition, trans. William J. Mitchell (London: 

Lowe and Brydone, 1951, first published Berlin: Christian Friedrich Henning, 1753), 153. 
13 Bach, Versuch, 152. 
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states that improvisers ‘require a comprehensive knowledge of composition’—and moreover, ‘a 

good future in composition can be assuredly predicted for anyone who can improvise.’14 J. S. Petri’s 

1782 Anleitung zur practischen Musik is one of many contemporary sources that agree with this 

statement, arguing that the fantasia is ‘the highest degree of composition… where meditation and 

execution are directly bound up with one another.’15  

 

The technical specifics of Bach’s fantastical style are seen in Charles Burney’s 1789 A General History 

of Music, where Bach is used as a comparison: ‘If Haydn ever looked up to any great master as a 

model, it seems to have been C. P. Em. Bach: the bold modulation, rests, pauses, free use of 

semitones, and unexpected flights of Haydn, remind us frequently of Bach's early works more than 

of any other composer.’16 The fantasia of Bach’s Sonata in F minor, H.75, a passage of which is shown 

in Figure 1.1, displays all of these features. This piece is characteristic of Bach’s free fantasias, 

befitting a notated work he uses as a lesson to demonstrate the construction of an improvisation. 

 

                                                           
14 Bach, 430. 
15 Grove Music Online, s.v. ‘Improvisation,’ by Bruno Nettl, Rob C. Wegman, Imogene Horsley, Michael 

Collins, Stewart A. Carter, Greer Garden, Robert E. Seletsky, Robert D. Levin, Will Crutchfield, John Rink, 

Paul Griffiths, and Barry Kernfeld, accessed March 26, 2019, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy. 

library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-000001373 

8#omo-9781561592630-e-0000013738-div3-0000013738.2.3.9. Citing J. S. Petri, Anleitung zur practischen Musik 

(Leipzig: Breitkopf, 1782), 266. 
16 Charles Burney, A General History of Music from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, vol. 4, (London: Payne 

and Son, 1789), 596. 
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Figure 1.1.  Passage from the fantasia of C. P. E. Bach's Sonata in F minor, H.7517 

 

Burney does not merely describe (albeit obliquely) the musical techniques at play in the notated 

example, but is one of a number of eighteenth-century critics who praise Bach’s improvisations. His 

famous description from The present state of music is one of the most well-known accounts of 

improvisatory performance: ‘[Bach] grew so animated and possessed, that he looked like one 

inspired. His eyes were fixed, his underlip fell, and drops of effervescence distilled from his 

countenance.’18 This is a striking image, and positions Bach as a virtuoso of the art, overcome by the 

spirit of creativity itself. Johann Friedrich Reichardt gives a similar description: ‘his soul appeared 

to be wholly absent, his eyes swam as if in a sweet dream, the under-lip hung down over the chin, 

                                                           
17 C. P. E. Bach, 18 Probestücke in 6 Sonaten, vol. 2 (Sonatas 4–6), (Mainz: Schott, 1935), 22. Score downloaded 

from the Petrucci Music Library. I recommend the reader look at the entire movement for an example of 

Bach’s notated free fantasias. 
18 Charles Burney, The present state of music in Germany, the Netherlands, and United Provinces. Or, the journal of 

a tour through those countries, undertaken to collect materials for a general history of music, vol. 2, (London: T. 

Beckett, 1775), 270. 
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face and body suspended almost lifeless over the clavichord.’19 The descriptions of Bach’s 

performance show that improvisation was a major part of eighteenth-century performance—and 

when done well, was an almost spiritual experience for the performer and the audience. 

 

Other Eighteenth-Century Views of Improvisation 

 

The above examples all idealise C. P. E. Bach’s extemporisations as the pinnacle of the art, but he 

was by no means the only improviser of the eighteenth century. Évrard Titon du Tillet’s account of 

composer and performer Élisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre in his Le Parnasse françois sings her praises 

regarding her performance: ‘she had above all a marvellous talent for improvising preludes and 

fantasies. Sometimes she would pursue a prelude and a fantasy for fully half an hour, with the most 

varied melodies and chords, all in an excellent taste that would charm her listeners.’20 Titon du Tillet 

makes no mention of being bored by the length of her performance, instead appearing to have been 

thoroughly entertained. Similarly, an account from C. F. D. Schubart about his own improvisation 

places the fantasia as being the height of creative expression: ‘I fantasised with passionate 

creativity… I could play to myself in this fire—the principal trait of the musical genius—in such a 

way that everything around me faded, and I lived only in the music, which my imagination 

created.’21 

 

 

                                                           
19 Richards, The Free Fantasia, 56. Citing: J. F. Reichardt, 'Noch ein Bruchstück aus Johann Friedrich 

Reichardt's Autobiographie Sein erster Aufenthalt in Hamburg', AmZ 16/2 (1815), col. 28. 
20 Stephen C. Grazzini, ‘Reconstructing the improvised keyboard prelude of the French Baroque,’ (PhD diss., 

Indiana University, 2014). ProQuest (3642529), 30. Citing: Évrard Titon du Tillet, Le Parnasse françois (Paris: 

Coignard, 1732), 636. 
21 Richards, The Free Fantasia, 56. Citing C. F. D. Schubart, Gesammelte Schriften und Schicksale, 8 vols. in 4 

(Stuttgart: Scheible 1839; reprint edn, Hildesheim: Olms, 1973), I, 50. 
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The improvisations of Friedrich Ludwig Dülon exemplify the art form as it related specifically to the 

flute. A composition student of C. P. E. Bach, Dülon is reported by contemporary authors to have 

had just as great a facility to improvise as his teacher. During Dülon’s audition to become Bach’s 

pupil (at the age of thirteen), Bach asked Dülon to compose a short piece for him. To avoid any 

suspicion that Dülon would cheat by dictating a previously-memorised theme, Dülon’s father 

instead asked Bach to give the young flautist a theme to complete. Dülon, in his own account, notes 

that: ‘I took the flute in hand, repeated the theme, improvised something on it, then laid my 

instrument aside again and dictated to my father the theme and the first part of the whole piece.’22 

Dülon’s testimony is reinforced by Joachim Friedrich Leister, a writer for the Hamburger Zeitung who 

witnessed the impromptu audition, adding that the young Dülon came up with the second part of 

the theme and then improvised a set of variations upon it.23 This account further highlights the extent 

to which the modern distinction between composition and improvisation was blurred in the 

eighteenth century. Although the extemporisations themselves were unable to be recorded in the 

same way as notated music, performers like Bach, who excelled at improvisational practice, certainly 

went down in history. Likewise, even a lesser-known musician like Dülon had the skill in his arsenal 

in a way that is not common today. 

 

Tutors and Treatises: A Period ‘How-To’ 

 

These reports of eighteenth-century improvisation in action are useful to consider, as they give us 

an idea of how audiences of the time regarded improvisation. More so, they can describe the length 

and structure of these performances, as with Titon du Tillet and Leister’s accounts above.24 

                                                           
22 Leta E. Miller, ‘C. P. E. Bach and Friedrich Ludwig Dülon: Composition and Improvisation in Late 18th-

Century Germany,’ Early Music 23, no. 1 (February 1995): 70. 
23 Miller, ‘C. P. E. Bach and Friedrich Ludwig Dülon,’ 70–71. 
24 Grazzini, ‘Reconstructing the improvised,’ 30; Miller, ‘C. P. E. Bach and Friedrich Ludwig Dülon,’ 70–71. 
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Unfortunately, though, these reviews often fail to provide the technical details of what the 

improvisatory forms actually involved, and are sometimes prone to exaggeration. Luckily, many 

eighteenth-century musicians were critics or pedagogues themselves, so a number of guiding 

treatises for the student improviser were written and have been left to us today, further confirming 

that any student could be taught the basics.25 As my second chapter focuses on the case study of 

Telemann—a composer who pioneered the ‘German mixed style,’ a blending of the German idiom 

with other national styles, including French, Italian and Polish—I will draw from both French and 

German tutors in this chapter.26 

 

Unsurprisingly, considering his proclivity for the form, the key written source on fantasia 

composition is C. P. E. Bach’s Versuch, which concludes with a whole chapter on the free fantasia. 

Bach primarily focuses on harmony, stating that the harmonic construction of a free fantasia can be 

far bolder than that of other pieces: ‘In a free fantasia modulation may be made to closely related, 

remote, and all other keys.’27 This is naturally curtailed when time demands the fantasia stay to a 

certain length, as he states that when this is the case, ‘the performer should not wander into too 

remote keys, for the performance must soon come to an end. Moreover the principal key must not 

be left too quickly at the beginning nor regained too late at the end… so that the listener will be 

unmistakeably oriented.’28 That said, some modulation is required for the fantasia not to sound ‘too 

plain,’ and he highly recommends the use of ‘rational deceptions,’ in which the performer feigns 

                                                           
25 Bach, Versuch; Hotteterre, L’Art de Préluder. At least fifty other treatises are mentioned across Grazzini, 

‘Reconstructing the improvised,’ and Betty Bang Mather and David Lasocki, The Art of Preluding 1700–1830: 

For Flutists, Oboists, Clarinettists, and Other Performers (New York: McGinnis and Marx Music Publishers, 

1984). 
26 Grove Music Online, s.v. ‘Telemann, Georg Philipp,’ by Steven Zohn, accessed March 12, 2020,  https:// 

www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630 

.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000027635?rskey=TC1eic&result=2#omo-9781561592630-e-0000027635-div1-

0000027635.5 
27 Bach, Versuch, 434. 
28 Bach, 434. 
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modulation to one key, but instead moves to another.29 Bach provides multiple ways for moving 

between related keys, or using related keys to move into remote keys, and a number of musical 

examples to do such.30 He also provides a very clear outline for the structure of a fantasia: the 

performer ‘fashions his bass out of the ascending and descending scale of the prescribed key, with 

a variety of figured bass signatures; he may interpolate a few half steps, arrange the scale in and out 

of its normal sequence, and perform the resultant progressions in broken or sustained style at a 

suitable pace.’31 

 

However, far more practical guides were written about preluding than creating fantasias, across a 

broad instrumental scope—but although the forms are different, these tutors are still valuable 

sources. Indeed, Bach connects the two genres, stating that since an improvisation which occurs 

before the beginning of a piece ‘is to be regarded as a prelude which prepares the listener for the 

content of the piece that follows, it is more restricted than the fantasia, from which nothing more is 

required than a display of the keyboardist’s skill.’32 In comparing the two, Bach effectively states that 

the differences between preluding and improvising a fantasia are merely a matter of melodic 

content. As such, I can infer that tutors on the creation of preludes are just as useful for providing 

an idea of the conventions and formulae that would have guided eighteenth-century performers’ 

improvisations.  

 

The tutors on preluding for single-line wind instruments are the most useful for my research, and a 

great many of these survive today. As these were intended as teaching aids, the preludes in these 

books start simply and grow more complex, as is evident in Hotteterre’s 1719 tutor L’art de préluder. 

                                                           
29 Bach, 435. 
30 Bach, 435–8. 
31 Bach, 431–2. 
32 Bach, 431. 
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His book is filled with musical examples that illustrate how to build preludes out of a brief musical 

skeleton—providing the skeleton (usually a scale or arpeggio) first, and following it with numerous 

variations, giving performers a bank of ideas that can be drawn on in almost any situation. Figure 

1.2 is an example of one such prelude, with its first six bars outlining an embellished scale.  

 

Figure 1.2.  Hotteterre’s example prelude in A major33 

 

As single-line instruments do not have the keyboard’s ability to play chords, a key concern for 

preluding with these instruments is outlining harmony. Hotteterre’s tutor is a good example of this 

harmonic mapping, as his preludes are based on clear structures: they stay in the same key, 

modulate to the dominant, or modulate to other, related keys (such as the subdominant, or relative 

major or minor). The prelude in Figure 1.2 exemplifies the tonic–dominant–tonic progression that is 

typical of many of Hotteterre’s preludes.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 Hotteterre, L’Art de Préluder, 9. All examples transcribed by the author unless otherwise stated. 

1 

7 

13 
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Table 1.1.  Harmonic structure of Hotteterre’s example prelude 

 

 

 

 

 

While the harmony provided by a melody-line instrument is not as clear-cut as it would be for a 

keyboard instrument, it is nevertheless strongly implied—and even in preludes that do not officially 

modulate, Hotteterre still has a rise to the dominant, which falls back to the tonic—the barest 

harmonic skeleton, which I would suggest is a good starting point around which to structure 

improvisations. Unlike C. P. E. Bach’s fantasias, which, as expressed above, are complex in their 

harmonies, the simple harmonic movement is ideal for the prelude’s purpose as an introduction to 

a bigger piece. 

 

Hotteterre’s guidelines are supported by other writers from similar times. Jean-Pierre Freillon-

Poncein (1700), Michel Corrette (1740), and Toussaint Bordet (1755), all French wind players, are 

further examples of authors who use a similar method of starting simply and working up from basic, 

usually scalic elements. Betty Bang Mather and David Lasocki have compiled these preludes, and 

many others into a single reference work: The Art of Preluding 1700–1830, in aid of allowing today’s 

performers to easily compare the tutors.34 Many of the quoted authors make particular note of 

implied harmony, and how this is achieved by moving through degrees of the scale. Bordet is the 

only author who gives an exact nine-step formula: decide on the key (which, according to Corrette, 

                                                           
34 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding. Citing: Jean-Pierre Freillon-Poncein, La véritable manière 

d'apprendre à jouer en perfection du haut-bois, de la flûte et du flageolet (Paris: Chez Jacques Collombat, 1700); 

Michel Corrette, Méthode raisonnée pour apprendre aisément à jouër de la Flûtte Traversière (Paris: L’auteur, 1740); 

and Toussaint Bordet, Méthode raisonée pour apprendre la musique (Paris: L’auteur, Bayle, 1755). 

Bar of passage Predominant harmony 

1–6 A major 

7–9 E major 

10–18 A major 
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is the key of the piece the prelude precedes), then move from the tonic to the mediant, the dominant, 

the octave, the leading tone, and back to the octave, then descend by ‘either conjunct or disjunct 

degrees’ to the tonic, with a cadential trill on the second degree of the scale, before finishing on the 

tonic.35 Figure 1.3 shows such an example of Bordet’s formula.36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3.  Bordet's basic formula for preluding 

 

This exact formula can then be modified to create a range of preludes, as can the more scalic and 

arpeggiated structures used as skeletons by Hotteterre and Corrette. To summarise the instructions 

of all these authors: performers should create a simple skeleton on which to base their 

improvisations, bearing in mind an implied harmonic movement that may be relatively free, but still 

makes logical harmonic sense. 

 

This implied harmonic movement becomes realised when improvising on keyboard instruments. 

Through having the advantage of being able to play multiple notes at a time—something that the 

flute lacks—keyboardists would have a far greater range of techniques at their disposal in terms of 

outlining harmonic structure, as well as contrapuntal techniques that can be used to spin out and 

elaborate a melody. Bach’s writings on the free fantasia, too, are entirely keyboard-based. There are 

                                                           
35 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 65, 63. A total of twenty authors of preludes for wind instruments 

are quoted in the book. 
36 Bordet, Méthode raisonée, 16, annotated by the author. 

           Mediant             Octave     Cadential trill on          Tonic 

                    the second degree  

   Tonic          Dominant            Descending pattern                    
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differences in the way that instrumentation affects the rules of improvising: chords can be fully 

realised by a keyboard in a way that is impossible for single-line instruments to achieve, and 

contrapuntal techniques are significantly harder, if not impossible, for the latter to produce.37 

 

Nevertheless, the flights of imagination that are demanded by improvised music can occur just as 

easily on one instrument as another, and there is a lot to be gained from not just limiting oneself to 

the tutors written for their own instrument. Stephen Grazzini’s PhD dissertation ‘Reconstructing the 

improvised keyboard prelude of the French Baroque’ collects many treatises on keyboard preluding, 

as well as identifying a number of notated harpsichord preludes that sound convincingly 

improvised enough so as to possibly be a snapshot of the improvised genre.38 In addition to this 

dissertation being a good compilation of sources on preluding, Grazzini highlights the link between 

the written and the truly improvised in terms of these extempore musical forms. I have already 

discussed the ambiguity in the terms ‘prelude’ and ‘fantasia,’ which Grazzini acknowledges—and 

in his dissertation analyses the preludes that, he argues, are written to be snapshots of an 

improvisation. He supports his conclusion by pointing out the lack of barlines (and indeed, the lack 

of clear writing at all) in many of these preludes, as well as the melodic fragments that comprise 

them, drawing links between how they are presented and the writings of period theorists on the 

improvised prelude as a genre.39 In discussing the dramatic side of performing a notated fantasia, 

Grazzini encourages keeping the spontaneous feel of an improvised prelude or fantasia when 

playing its notated counterpart. Importantly, Grazzini states that improvisation should not be 

viewed as a compositional activity—rather, it should be viewed only as a performance.40 That is, the 

putting-together of these various musical building blocks should not be akin to a tightly-plotted 

                                                           
37 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 12. 
38 Grazzini, ‘Reconstructing the improvised prelude.’ 
39 Grazzini, 93. 
40 Grazzini, 285. 
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composition, worked out beforehand, but rather, a sequence of decisions made in the heat of the 

moment when performing—making each performance something fresh and spontaneous.  

 

Improvisation Today: Building an Eighteenth-Century Library for the Twenty-First Century 

Reader 

 

Nowadays, the composer-performer—once the standard model of a musician—has become a rarity 

in the mainstream of Western art music. Improvisation remains a part of the musical toolbox for 

organists, but for orchestral musicians, this is far from the case. ‘Modern performers (including 

many HIP performers), tend not to be very interested in extemporisation,’ writes Haynes, who also 

remarks that ‘improvisation was evidently in the air [in the eighteenth century] in a way it is not 

today.’41 While in the jazz world, improvisation is a fact of musical creation, and experimental free 

improvisation has its own thriving subculture, extemporisation is an area in which most modern 

musicians lack training.42 

 

The solution to our problem lies in what jazz musicians, organists, experimental musicians, and 

musicians of the eighteenth century all take as read—the sets of conventions that dictate the 

parameters of improvisation. Having a bank of conventions to fall back on, particularly when 

improvising in a certain style, is useful. Péraut, cited in Mather and Lasocki, recommended that 

students collect patterns that can be put together to create preludes, and as we can see from Mather 

and Lasocki’s own instructions, this eighteenth-century advice is just as helpful today as it was 

then.43 Similarly, in Grazzini’s concluding remarks, he suggests reviving the practice of preluding, 

                                                           
41 Haynes, The End of Early Music, 207, 205. 
42 Clément Canonne, ‘Rehearsing Free Improvisation? An Ethnographic Study of Free Improvisers at Work,’ 

Music Theory Online 24, no. 4 (December 2018), https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.24.4.1. 
43 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 66. 

https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.24.4.1
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saying that ‘To practice this, you would first need to acquire a repertory of stock progressions, like 

the pedal points, cadences, and scale harmonizations… then you would need to practice stringing 

them together, learning enough about their inherent voice-leading characteristics to be able to 

combine them gracefully.’44  

 

Any written music from the period is full of examples of the types of conventions that were in use, 

and thus we can examine almost any notated piece to find a bank of stock figures that performers 

were able to draw from. As an example, the cadential trill is a very common stock figure, as used in 

many of the preludes selected by Mather and Lasocki, indicating a cadence that ends a phrase. This 

is shown in Figure 1.4, a selection of cadences from Hotteterre’s preludes, where the + symbol 

indicates a trill on that note.45 

 

 

Figure 1.4.  A selection of cadences from Hotteterre's preludes, with cadential trills 

 

 

                                                           
44 Grazzini, ‘Reconstructing the improvised prelude,’ 323. 
45 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 66. 
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Despite their simplicity, these examples show not just the use of the cadential trill, but a few other 

trends. These include: the harmony of each outlines a simple tonic-dominant-tonic progression; their 

melodic contour includes stepwise motion towards, and often a reinforcement of, the final note; and 

a dotted rhythm emphasises the important notes of the implied harmony. 

 

Many other similar devices are used by composers from this era, including Telemann, whose work 

I will be using as a case study in my next chapter. He tends to avoid the standard cadential trill, but 

has his own repertoire of figurations that mark the end of a phrase equally well, which are evident 

in Figures 1.5 and 1.6.46  

 

 

These examples run counter to Hotteterre’s, leaping around rather than reaching the final note by 

way of stepwise motion, but work to outline the harmonic progression just as conclusively. Rather 

than repeating the final note in the same register, the octave jumps work in the same way to reinforce 

the tonic. Presenting the harmonic movement clearly yet interestingly seems to be the goal here, and 

it is successfully achieved. 

 

In addition to these original musical examples, secondary sources can also be very useful for the 

modern performer, as they present these conventions in a way that is readily accessible and easily 

understood. This helps us to get a clearer idea of the guidelines used in improvising, and often, a 

                                                           
46 G. P. Telemann, Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag Karl Vötterle GmbH & 

Co. KG, 1955), 3, 5. 

Figure 1.5.  Cadence from Telemann's flute 

fantasia in A major 

Figure 1.6.  Cadence from Telemann's flute 

fantasia in A minor 
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modern viewpoint on how to apply them to our own practice. Compilations of primary guidelines, 

such as Mather and Lasocki’s tutor, provide a convenient starting point.  The authors give their own 

instructions on preluding, and their first step is to suggest compiling a repertoire of stock ideas, 

before working them out over a harmonic progression. They select a number of preludes discussed 

earlier in the book and break them down into their constituent parts—scales, turns, arpeggios, 

chordal leaps, broken arpeggios, chordal turns, scales of seconds, scales of thirds and cadential 

trills—to show how these basic melodic patterns comprise typical notated preludes, and thus, how 

they can be put together in improvised preludes. They then advocate memorising these figures, and 

patterns in which they can be combined, before working with them over a tonic/dominant implied 

harmony, which could then progress to other related keys.47 Mather and Lasocki are very specific 

with this step, only looking at six preludes in depth to get a fuller understanding of the process of 

preluding. I would recommend budding improvisers look at all the preludes included in the book—

as well as music from the era outside these brief examples—to observe all these conventions in their 

natural setting.  

 

Robert Gjerdingen details twenty-eight of these conventions, or ‘musical schemata,’ in his 2007 book 

Music in the Galant Style.48 Describing such forms as the Romanesca, the Prinner and the Fonte, just 

to name a few, Gjerdingen discusses the tuition of these figures over a partimento, or instructional 

bassline, as was common by the Italian maestri of the eighteenth century.49 He names and codifies 

the conventions found across eighteenth-century compositions, and while I argue it would be best 

for each performer to investigate the music and develop their own opinions on the musical 

                                                           
47 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 68-9. 
48 Gjerdingen uses the term galant to describe any music of the Baroque and Classical periods that is based on 

a repertoire of stock forms, rather than using it to define a period of time, making this source very apt for my 

research. Robert O. Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 6. 
49 Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style. 
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schemata, Gjerdingen provides a comprehensive starting point. By compiling a list of the techniques 

that performers would have been used to playing and hearing, Gjerdingen indirectly creates a guide 

to the practices that would probably have been used in extemporisation as well, due to eighteenth-

century improvisers’ familiarity with these standard compositional tools. Another, similar strength 

of this compilation is that Gjerdingen provides examples of how these schemata would have 

interwoven, such as the overlapping of the Romanesca and the Prinner found in a number of pieces.50 

However, these schemata are often used for multiple voices—in a keyboard piece, or a trio—and 

would need some kind of manipulation to work in a single voice. Likewise, just knowing the devices 

is not the same as being able to improvise a prelude or fantasia; we need something else to help 

structure the creation of extemporised music while at the same time becoming more confident in the 

devices’ use. 

 

The conventions of eighteenth-century improvisation, as expressed in the tutors and reviews from 

the time and further examined in modern sources, hold the key to the art of extemporisation. If we 

are to start improvising in this style, modern performers need to develop an understanding of these 

codes, and the ways in which they can be used to create a product that both makes sense and is 

creatively stimulating. 

 

                                                           
50 Gjerdingen, 47. 
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Chapter 2.  Experimentation with Extemporisation: A Personal Approach to 

Improvisatory Practice 

 

Guiding Lines: A Method for Structuring Improvisation 

 

The problems novice improvisers face today could be ameliorated by a guide to structuring 

improvisations. This provides a means of building up a repertoire of convention through a more 

practical means than just studying old treatises and figures of musical rhetoric. From my own 

experience and experimentation, knowing what was done in the past is of great benefit to the 

beginning improviser, but it is another matter entirely to put those teachings into practice. Similarly, 

knowing the conventions, and knowing that they should be put together in certain ways, is one 

thing—actually taking the leap into combining them, making one’s own original music, is entirely 

another. Figured bass can often be a good starting point, as the clearly-outlined harmonic structure 

provides a firm base on which to improvise. However, fantasias are typically an unaccompanied 

genre, so this explicit skeleton—particularly for a treble instrument like the flute—is not always 

there for immediate use. What we do have to draw upon, however, are notated fantasias from the 

eighteenth century. In this chapter, I will explore the link between notation and improvisation 

further, using the first of Telemann’s Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass (1727–28) as a case 

study to trial such a process, by replacing a section of the notation with improvisation in accordance 

with a series of steps.  

 

With this method, I foster greater facility in using improvisational conventions through creating a 

structured framework in which they can be used, in aid of encouraging performers to try out their 

own full improvisations. Likewise, making eighteenth-century conventions a key part of the steps 

of my method grounds these conventions in the performer’s awareness, so they can use them 
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effectively to structure their own creative ideas in a way that will still sound period-appropriate to 

a listener. Drawing from previous research for my Honours thesis, I believe that balancing both the 

style and the spirit of the era, as it were, is the best way of revitalising the performance traditions of 

centuries ago.1 This is achieved through applying the conventions of historical performance, as 

dictated by scores and treatises like those above, to the performer’s own musical sensibilities and 

creativity. As such, my method is not meant to replicate past styles of improvisation perfectly, just 

to capture some of the essence of what used to be done; it is a reimagination of what we know 

happened during the eighteenth century. 

 

Based on my prior experience of improvising cadenzas, I structured this method in five steps, which 

I believe would most easily aid the transition from fully notated to fully improvised musical 

material. Following the example of Hotteterre and his contemporaries, these steps are arranged from 

simplest (relying most on existing musical material) to most complex (closer to improvising freely), 

as follows: 

1. Use of both melodic and harmonic material from the fantasia; 

2. Use of free melodic material over the original harmonic structure; 

3. Use of free melodic material over a new, planned harmonic structure; 

4. Integration of material into the notated fantasia; 

5. Free improvisation of the replaced section. 

 

I documented my process through taking recordings of my practice sessions, and evaluating the 

recordings using Gillie Bolton’s model of reflective journal writing.2 This reflective practice was 

                                                           
1 Barbetti, ‘Style or Spirit.’ 
2 Gillie Bolton, Reflective Practice: Writing and Professional Development, 4th ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2014), 163–

166. Refer to Appendix 2 for a full copy of my reflective journal, transcribed from my notes. 
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conducted in accordance with Donald Schön’s theory of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-

action.3 Writing these journal entries immediately following an improvisation session allowed me 

to record my thoughts during the process of improvisation while they were still fresh, and at the 

same time encouraged clear-headed analysis of these judgements after the fact. This enabled me to 

critically examine the results of following the steps I have proposed. This method of research is well-

suited to documenting and evaluating new ideas in artistic practice: Kenneth Rea, Guadalupe López-

Iñiguez and Gary E. McPherson are authors who have successfully employed similar self-reflective 

processes, in theatre and music respectively.4 Their self-reflection provides a concise narrative of the 

original creative endeavours they are trialling, as well as a commentary on the outcomes, and a 

subsequent analysis. As my research similarly focuses on the creation of a new artistic method, such 

a process of self-reflection and evaluation is crucial so I can make recommendations to other 

performers.  

 

Telemann’s Flute Fantasias: An Introduction to the Case Study 

 

Telemann’s Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass were written during 1727–28, placing them 

neatly into the timeline in which the practice of improvisation was common, as defined by the 

treatises and reviews examined in the previous chapter.5 The best-known of the notated flute 

fantasias from the eighteenth century, these fantasias are an important part of the Baroque flute 

                                                           
3 Donald A. Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 

54–56. 
4 Kenneth Rea, ‘What makes an audience laugh? A practice-based enquiry into comedy in theatre,’ in The 

Reflective Conservatoire: Studies in Music Education, ed. George Odam and Nicholas Bannan (Aldershot: 

Ashgate Publishing Company, 2005), 65–96; Guadalupe López-Iñiguez and Gary E. McPherson, ‘Applying 

Self-Regulated Learning and Self-Determination Theory to Optimize the Performance of a Concert Cellist,’ 

Frontiers in Psychology 11:385 (March 6, 2020), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00385. 
5 Telemann, Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00385
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repertoire.6 Written for solo flute, eschewing the continuo accompaniment of harpsichord and cello, 

they incorporate contrapuntal, almost fugal techniques that are rare for a single-line instrument, and 

demonstrate a high degree of compositional skill. 

 

Kate Clark suggests that the tightly-plotted writing of Telemann’s fantasias would be closer to the 

category of notated fantasia that draws from the sixteenth-century ricercar tradition, rather than the 

improvised-sounding notated fantasias of C. P. E. Bach.7 Telemann’s flair, however, lies in how his 

writing combines both definitions of the term ‘fantasia’ in the same piece. In addition to the ricercar-

like writing, there is certainly an element of the truly freeform fantastical about these fantasias, and 

it is on this area that I focus in this thesis. The first fantasia of the set, in A major, provides a perfect 

example of this, and is an ideal candidate for experimenting with improvisation. Baroque flautist 

Rachel Brown notes in her performance guide to the collection that this fantasia opens in ‘a bright 

and at times playful mood reflecting the improvisatory nature of this most fragmentary prelude,’ a 

statement echoed by Antônio Carlos Portela da Silva in his DMA dissertation on the fantasias.8 One 

section of this fantasia, bars 27–36 (see Figure 2.1), presents itself as a possible place to substitute an 

improvised passage in place of the notation.9 It connects the intricately-plotted fugal and dance-like 

sections of the fantasia, as shown in Appendix 1, and provides a contrast to these more structured 

parts of the piece. The ambiguous tempo markings of ‘adagio allegro’ in many bars of this section 

suggest a great deal of flexibility in how the piece is performed, lending it a truly fantastical quality. 

                                                           
6 While others were certainly written, notably by Quantz, searching the Petrucci Music Library for the words 

‘flute fantasia’ brings up Telemann’s fantasias first, then a number of fantasias for flute and piano from the 

nineteenth century and later, based on existing works, with minimal representation from other eighteenth-

century fantasias. 
7 Kate Clark, conversation with author, September 14, 2019. 
8 ‘Telemann Fantasias: a feat of ingenuity and inspiration, ’Rachel Brown Flutes and Recorders, Rachel 

Brown, accessed March 27, 2019, http://www.rachelbrownflute.com/assets/telemann-fantasias-article----

music.pdf; Antônio Carlos Portela da Silva, ‘A performance guide to three of Telemann’s 12 Fantasias for 

Flute without Bass, based on the study of the compound melodies’ (DMA diss., University of Alabama, 

2012), 11–12. ProQuest (3540019). 
9 Telemann, Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass, 3. 

http://www.rachelbrownflute.com/assets/telemann-fantasias-article----music.pdf
http://www.rachelbrownflute.com/assets/telemann-fantasias-article----music.pdf
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Figure 2.1.  Quasi-improvised section of Telemann's flute fantasia in A major, bars 27–3610 

 

The improvisatory feel of this section comes from more than just the tempo markings, however. 

While the chord progression of this fragment is quite standard (see Figure 2.2 below), the timing is 

irregular. The fact that the entire section is a distinct musical fragment of ten bars in length, rather 

than the more conventional eight or twelve, contributes much to its fantastical feeling by subverting 

common expectations. The first two chords are broken down over a bar each, but the next outlined 

chord, in a different melodic configuration, only lasts one bar, before the first pattern repeats in 

sequence for another two bars. This odd three-bar, or two-plus-one-bar, configuration is unusual for 

notated music of this era (which is normally grouped in twos, fours or eights), and catches the 

listener’s ear with its unnatural feeling, lending to the sense that it could have been improvised, 

rather than planned and structured as was more standard.11 A recording of the piece by well-

                                                           
10 Telemann, Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass, 3. 
11 Kate Clark, conversation with author, September 14, 2019. 
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regarded performer, teacher and scholar of historical flute performance, Barthold Kuijken, supports 

this quasi-improvisatory reading: his interpretation of this passage is fluid and not as strictly 

rhythmic as the rest of the fantasia.12 As such, this fragment presents itself as the ideal place to test 

my method of replacing notation with improvisation. 

 

Step One: Melodic and Harmonic Material from the Fantasia 

 

The first thing to do is to determine the harmonic skeleton that forms the basis of the fragment I will 

be replacing. Drawing from my experience improvising cadenzas, I have found that having a 

framework like this is essential in these first steps. This anchors the beginning improvisations, and 

assists with maintaining the sense of connection between the sound world the improvisation is 

modelled on, and the improvisation itself.13 Figure 2.2 illustrates the harmonic map of Telemann’s 

fragment, which is summarised in Table 2.1.14  

 

Figure 2.2.  Harmonic structure of the quasi-improvised section 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 Barthold Kuijken, ‘Telemann: the 12 flute fantasias. Barthold Kuijken – traverso,’ accessed on March 28, 

2019, video, 47:54, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vcYQXQwS9sQ. 
13 Barbetti, ‘Style or Spirit.’ 
14 Telemann, Twelve Fantasias for Flute without Bass, transcribed by Megan Barbetti. 

1 

7 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vcYQXQwS9sQ
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Table 2.1.  Harmonic structure of improvisatory passage 

 

Once I established the harmonic structure, I set out the melodic fragments that can be used to 

generate content. Breaking down the structure of the fantasia itself, as presented in Appendix 1, was 

useful in this step. This structural information is summarised in Table 2.2.15  

 

Table 2.2.  Structure of Telemann’s Flute Fantasia No. 1 in A major 

 

Knowing these sections provided a starting point, since different parts of the improvisatory passage 

can draw material from these different sections of the fantasia. The exploratory passage and the 

fugue seemed thematically quite close to the improvisatory-sounding part, as seen in Appendix 1, 

so I decided to use these when I was structuring my own improvisations.16 Bars 1–2 and bars 4–5 

were based on the existing notation. Their function is to clearly denote the chords that are being 

                                                           
15 Kate Clark, conversation with author, September 14, 2019. 
16 Reflective journal entry: September 3, 2019. 

Bar number Harmony 

1–7 Predominantly A major (establishing tonality) 

8 Transition (falling bassline to diminished 7th in bar 9) 

9–10 Predominantly E major (setting up return to A major at beginning of next section) 

Section Time signature Bar numbers Structure 

Vivace Common time 

1-4 Fanfare 

5–10 Exploratory passage 

11–26 Fugal section 

27–36 Improvisatory passage 

Allegro 3/8 1–26 Dance 
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used, and I wanted to keep that purpose. I did not find it difficult to create new arpeggiated 

passages, so these bars were simple enough to improvise based on that pattern. I then used melodic 

ideas from the sections above to build the next four bars. Audio Example 2.1, transcribed in Figure 

2.3, shows an example of this process, and also demonstrates some of the stop-start, stuttering 

performances that characterised my early improvisations, before I became more comfortable with 

working away from notation.  

 

When I felt I had exhausted the options that these sections gave me, I explored some of Telemann’s 

other fantasias—particularly Numbers 5 and 7—for new material. This is shown in Audio Example 

2.2 and transcribed in Figure 2.4. This was a more successful endeavour; where previously I had felt 

‘very limited’ in drawing material solely from the first fantasia, and noticed that it was hard to keep 

my improvisations from sounding too much like the rest of the piece, having the supplementary 

material helped the process feel much easier.17 

 

                                                           
17 Reflective journal entry: September 15, 2019. 

Figure 2.3.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.1 
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Figure 2.4.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.2 

 

I found this step to be more difficult than I expected, due to the challenges in striking a balance 

between finding existing musical material that fits the ten bars’ harmonic structure, and creating a 

nonetheless original fragment of melody. Even in my early journals, I noted that this stage of the 

process was ‘less useful as a creatively facilitating option,’ which may only be useful in the earliest 

few improvisations.18 However, it was still a valuable experience, as it grounded my improvisations 

in the harmony of the passage, and enabled me to familiarise myself with Telemann’s compositional 

style before I moved on to creating material based on my own ideas. 

 

Step Two: Free Melodic Material over the Original Harmonic Skeleton 

 

In my experience of improvising cadenzas, I found it much easier to start experimenting with 

melodic material when keeping a consistent harmonic structure.19 As such, the next step of my 

process was to create my own melodies over the harmony of the original passage. However, making 

a melodic contour that can capture an audience’s interest is not the only constraint on creating an 

                                                           
18 Reflective journal entries: September 3, 2019; September 15, 2019. 
19 Barbetti, ‘Style or Spirit.’ 
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improvised passage in the eighteenth-century style. Range, articulation, and rhythmic patterns are 

some of these other guidelines. While I was mindful to consider these elements in the previous stage 

of the process, I found it much easier to adhere to the same parameters Telemann would have been 

working with when using his original notation. After removing that support, these considerations 

became conscious decisions, giving valuable clues to maintaining a characteristic style.  

 

The first of these considerations I investigated was range. According to the advice of noted 

improviser Robert Levin, the improvisation should not extend outside the range of the instrument 

that would have played in the original style.20 Quantz, in his seminal 1752 treatise On Playing the 

Flute, gives the flute’s range as D4 to A6, with advances in instrument-making at the end of the 

eighteenth century adding C4 and C#4 to the bottom of the range.21 For the fantasias written in 1727–

28, though, the range that Quantz’s treatise sets out provides a perfect set of guidelines. However, 

even though the range did not differ too much from that of the modern flute, notes at the extremes 

of the range would have been harder to produce than on today’s Boehm system flutes, and would 

not have made up the bulk of the content in a piece—rather, they would be saved for impactful and 

emotional moments. The example improvisations given by Quantz, as well as all the example 

preludes compiled by Mather and Lasocki, rarely venture above D6 for the majority of the fragment, 

though sometimes stretch up to a G6 for a climactic point.22 

 

 

                                                           
20 Corinna da Fonseca-Wollheim, ‘The Classical Improviser,’ Wall Street Journal, September 23, 2010, 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703466704575490203321546176. 
21 Johann Joachim Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 2nd edition, trans. Edward R. Reilly (London: Faber and 

Faber, 2001, first published Berlin: Johann Friedrich Voss, 1752), 42–43; ‘Concert Flute – History,’ Vienna 

Symphonic Library, accessed November 20, 2019, https://www.vsl.co.at/en/Concert_flute/History. 
22 Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 137–160, 183–194; Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 43. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703466704575490203321546176
https://www.vsl.co.at/en/Concert_flute/History
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Similarly, although the use of cross-fingerings allowed for all chromatic notes to be achieved on the 

flute, notes quite far removed from the instrument’s home key of D major would have had very 

variable intonation.23 In a full fantasia, this would no doubt be encouraged for emotive effect, and 

certainly, C. P. E. Bach suggests that ‘modulation may be made to closely related, remote, and all 

other keys… a fantasia with excursions to only the next related keys would sound too plain.’24 For a 

mere ten bars of improvisation, a fairly simple harmony using a relatively comfortable range—such 

as Hotteterre’s prelude in the last chapter—would suffice. 

 

At this stage, Rachel Brown brought to my attention the Affects, which are another guide that can 

structure the melodic contour of an improvisation.25 The Affektenlehre, or theory of the Affects, was 

never comprehensively described in a single theory as it related to music, but the tenets of rhetoric 

it professed were an expectation of composition in the early eighteenth century. That is, the 

composer had a duty to inspire idealised emotional states, or Affects, in an audience, through the 

use of specific harmonies, rhythms, and forms.26 Having a particular Affect in mind therefore 

structures the content of an improvisation, as it narrows the bank of musical possibilities open to the 

performer.  

 

Articulation is one such means of conveying an Affect, and provides a good starting point on which 

to focus. Quantz states that the Affect of a piece ‘depends less upon the fingers than upon the tongue. 

It is the latter which must animate the expression of the passions in pieces of every sort, whatever 

                                                           
23 ‘Concert Flute – History,’ Vienna Symphonic Library. 
24 Bach, Versuch, 434. 
25 Rachel Brown, conversation with author, August 29, 2019. 
26 Grove Music Online, s.v. ‘Rhetoric and music,’ by Blake Wilson, George J. Buelow, and Peter A. Hoyt, 

accessed November 16, 2019, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-

com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000043166#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166-div2-0000043166.1.4. 

https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166-div2-0000043166.1.4
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166-div2-0000043166.1.4
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166#omo-9781561592630-e-0000043166-div2-0000043166.1.4
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they may be: sublime or melancholy, gay or pleasing.’27 This is achieved through the use of different 

syllables to produce articulation, with a sharper ti articulation being used for ‘short, equal, lively, 

and quick notes,’ and a smoother di used ‘when the melody is slow, and even when it is gay, 

provided that it is still pleasing and sustained.’28 Additionally, while some elements of articulation 

can be notated—slurs, staccatos and the like—the exact syllables are not notated, leaving the Affect 

to the performer’s discretion, and echoing the concept of an improvisation being a performance 

rather than a composition.  

 

All of these factors guided my improvisations at this stage, as did Telemann’s harmonic structure 

for that passage, linking my extemporisations firmly to the original piece. Much of the existing 

notation of the A major fantasia is comprised of semiquaver passagework, so when improvising 

away from notation, a lot of my melodic content used similar patterns. In one journal entry, I 

describe my improvisations as being comprised of ‘a lot of passagework… with the odd pause or 

long note as I try and compute on the spot what comes next.’29 Audio Example 2.3 (Figure 2.5) 

displays this tentative balance between my growing familiarity with the melodic patterns I am 

experimenting with, and hesitancy with improvising more generally.  

 

                                                           
27 Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 71. 
28 Quantz, 72–73. For a more in-depth discussion of articulation as it was used in the eighteenth century, the 

reader should consult this treatise in full. 
29 Reflective journal entry: October 7, 2019. 
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Figure 2.5.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.3 

 

 Despite the pauses, I found this stage easier than just improvising based on the existing material, as 

I did in step one. I noted in a journal entry that ‘Deviating from the melody in notation was helpful… 

I really did feel like I was getting somewhere with this one, unlike the more structured 

improvisations. I felt like I could do what I wanted more, [and it] felt a lot more fluid than my past 

attempts.’30 The extra scope for creative expression made the improvisatory experience much more 

fulfilling; I was putting more of myself into the improvisation and was satisfied with the results. 

Growing in confidence, I varied my material more, and experimented with different patterns of 

articulation to create different Affects, as, to quote Bach, ‘[t]he ear tires of unrelieved passage work.’31 

This can be seen in the slurs in Audio Example 2.4 (Figure 2.6).  

 

                                                           
30 Reflective journal entry: October 7, 2019. 
31 Bach, Versuch, 438. 
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Figure 2.6.  Transcription of audio example 2.4 

 

Step Three: Melodic Material over an Original Harmonic Structure 

 

My next step was to plan a harmonic structure—different from that used in the original, but still 

drawing from patterns used in eighteenth-century harmonies—and improvise around that. This 

new harmonic structure drew from the advice, implicit or explicit, of eighteenth-century tutors—

that is, based around the tonic–dominant–tonic progression (or tonic–dominant–other related key–

dominant–tonic progression) which is commonly seen in the writing of Hotteterre and his 

contemporaries.32 This was, of course, modified to fit the purpose of the existing musical fragment 

being replaced—in this case ending on the dominant, having modulated through the passage, to 

prepare the audience for a return to the tonic at the opening of the dance section. As such, to have 

the same musical function, my replacement harmonic plan had to end in the dominant, allowing for 

that link of anticipation and resolution when the final section of the piece appears.  

 

                                                           
32 Hotteterre, L’Art de Préluder; Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 55–65. 
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In my improvisations during this stage, I used my own melodic material drawn from my growing 

vocabulary of ideas, over a number of pre-planned harmonic structures. The first of these stuck close 

to Telemann’s original, as shown in Figure 2.7 and Table 2.3. 

 

Figure 2.7.  Simple alternate harmonic skeleton 

 

Table 2.3.  Harmonic structure of simple alternate harmonic skeleton 

Bar of passage Harmony 

1–3 Predominantly A major 

4–6 Predominantly B major 

7–9 Transition 

10 E major 

 

Audio example 2.5, transcribed in Figure 2.8, was one such improvisation over this structure. 

1 

7 
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Figure 2.8.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.5 

 

As I grew more confident with this language, applying the ideas of harmonic movement described 

in Hotteterre, Corrette and Bordet’s treatises, I noted in a journal entry that ‘I’m having to stop less 

frequently, and just having these chords is quite freeing—more so than when I’ve been trying to use 

the music.’33 One of my later harmonic skeletons deviated even more from Telemann’s original, as 

shown in Figure 2.9.  

 

Figure 2.9.  More exploratory alternate harmonic skeleton 

 

                                                           
33 Reflective journal entry: October 23, 2019. 
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Playing around this harmonic structure, and structures like it—as simple as they may be—allowed 

for even greater freedom for me to experiment. At this point, I moved away from the overarching 

melodic design of the original, and the new harmonic structures gave me room within which to 

experiment, as in Audio Example 2.6 (Figure 2.10). The alternate melodic and harmonic structures 

in this example were both very deliberate decisions to break away from Telemann’s notation, 

resulting in ‘a creative boost… [which] flowed smoothly.’34 This example shows more dotted 

rhythms and scalic or arpeggiated patterns than previous attempts, which tied more closely to 

Telemann’s figures. 

 

Figure 2.10.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.6 

 

Step Four: Improvisations in Context 

 

Despite this increase in confidence, I noted a concern in my journal that I was ‘wandering away from 

the eighteenth-century sound.’35 This concern informed my next step: to reinforce the connection 

between the sound of Telemann’s fantasia and my extemporised passages, I had to insert my 

                                                           
34 Reflective journal entry: December 11, 2019. 
35 Reflective journal entry: October 29, 2019. 
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improvisations into the context of the full piece. Playing through the fantasia itself, incorporating an 

extemporised passage as if it were a natural part of Telemann’s original score, did seem strange at 

first. Even though my confidence in my improvisations had grown as I worked through the previous 

steps, it felt somehow incorrect to ignore what was printed on the page when playing the whole 

piece, and instead trust that what I was doing could hold up as an equally viable alternative. 

However, I was quick to notice that this step helped me to anchor my improvisations to the original 

piece, in one journal entry writing that it ‘helped to make the improvisations feel more in the 

eighteenth-century style, [more so] than when I was doing it out of context.’36 The more I practiced 

in this manner, the more I felt like I was doing something that, if not ‘correct’ according to the 

notation, was a harmonically and melodically feasible alternative to the original—something that 

Telemann himself might have created.  

 

Audio Example 2.7, transcribed in Figure 2.11, is an extract from midway through this process, 

where I was feeling more settled with the technique. The improvised section, starting at 01:03, has a 

clear sense of flow through it. To paraphrase Kate Clark: where Telemann went a certain way at the 

turning point at the end of the previous section, I had the opportunity to go down another path, and 

I felt comfortable enough to take it.37  

 

                                                           
36 Reflective journal entry: November 6, 2019. 
37 Kate Clark, conversation with author, September 14, 2019. 
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Figure 2.11.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.7 

 

Step Five: Improvising Freely 

 

Through undertaking the previous stages of my process, I was able to create a vocabulary of musical 

fragments to use, as well as a potential way to create a harmonic structure logical for the early 

eighteenth century. As I had expected, following these steps increased my confidence enough to 

improvise in front of an audience. Audio Example 2.8 (Figure 2.12) is taken from my final recital, on 

February 18th, 2020, and shows the culmination of my process with this method. All my previous 

improvisations formed a part of the preparation for this performance, and I had an idea of the 

harmonic movement I wanted to use, as well as the melodic patterns that would work within that. 
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Figure 2.12.  Transcription of Audio Example 2.8 

 

In my original plan, I only intended to test my method up to and including replacing notation with 

improvisation, but I soon realised that I had to follow the process through to its natural conclusion—

the improvisation of full pieces. Still using Telemann as a model, my improvised fantasias consisted 

of a number of distinct sections, with a definite change in character and form between them. A plan 

of Affect, per Brown’s advice, is even more important when creating a full piece as when working 

through the stages of substitution, as there is much greater scope for experimentation with a longer 

piece. It has to reflect the differences in form and structure that are the hallmark of the fantasia genre; 

after all, for C. P. E. Bach, ‘[t]he beauty of variety is made evident in the fantasia.’38 The same process 

of harmonic mapping can be extrapolated into this stage, just on a larger scale—a track which, once 

started, is easy to follow. Audio Example 2.9, once again taken from my final recital, is my own free 

improvisation modelled after Telemann’s fantasias. Each of the fantasia’s four sections—a stately 

introduction, an allegro section, a quasi-sarabande, and a lively dance finale in compound meter—

                                                           
38 Bach, Versuch, 438. 
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was modelled after a slightly different Affect, using different harmonies, articulations, and rhythmic 

patterns to do so.  

 

I noted in one of my final journal entries that ‘I wouldn’t have had the guts to improvise a full 

fantasia in my recital at the beginning of the year… However, now, I genuinely am feeling more 

confident in my ability to do something like that, which is a massive comfort and a weight off my 

mind.’39 Working through the stages of this process, building up my vocabulary in the eighteenth-

century musical language and learning the ways in which it can be put together, allowed for one of 

the most musically satisfying parts of my recital. Refer to Appendix 3 for a method in which I have 

applied my findings to create a general process other performers can follow. 

 

                                                           
39 Reflective journal entry: December 13, 2019. 
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Conclusions and Reflections 

 

My experiments developing this method for encouraging improvisatory practice have shown me 

that it is something both viable and worthwhile. In fact, after starting to improvise based on my own 

melodic material, the removal of other guidelines felt quite natural. The structures on which I had 

previously been relying were replaced with parameters of my own creation. This proved to me that 

attempting to improvise in the eighteenth-century style should not put off current performers from 

doing so, as with a little bit of extra training and research, integrating improvisation into 

performance in this way is achievable. Structuring the process as a series of steps allows performers 

to progress at a comfortable speed, which fosters a greater appreciation, familiarity and confidence 

with the form.  

 

Following this method has opened up avenues in my music-making that I did not previously feel 

confident enough to try in the practice room, let alone in front of an audience. In fact, I believe it will 

play a bigger part in my performance endeavours in future. Through the creation and following of 

this method, and the research that led to it, I have shown that improvisation, far from being a ghost 

of a long-dead tradition for orchestral instrumentalists, is a vibrant art form that can be brought back 

to life with only a little effort. I hope that through following a similar process to the method I 

designed, other performers will gain the same confidence to try improvising in the eighteenth-

century style, and will experience the same benefits that I did.  
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Appendix 1.  Telemann’s Flute Fantasia No. 1 in A major 
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Key: 

 

 Fanfare opening   

 

 Exploratory section 

 

 Fugue 

 

 Improvisatory section 

 

 Dance 
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Appendix 2.  Reflective Journal 

 

July 2, 2019 

 

Mostly just playing around, today. I had a listen to recordings (favourite was Barthold Kuijken’s), 

and it’s clear that the section I’ve chosen would be decent to replace with improvisation. It seems a 

bit like a cadenza—the first part just outlines chords (with some tempo flexibility, which I guess 

gives it that fluid, fantasia feel), and the second has more interesting melodic content. This seems to 

be the way to go with an improv structure, and it’s what I tried in this session. I had three attempts 

at improvising, all of which I’d honestly say were fairly unsuccessful. The other day, I went through 

and wrote out the chords for each bar, so I know the structure I’m roughly basing it around. I wrote 

them over the music, though, so was reading off notation, which might not have helped my process. 

I think the problem with these improvisations was that when I got stuck, which wasn’t unusual, I’d 

just go back to what was written and take the easy way out. Still, it says something about my (or 

even the archetypal modern performer’s) pull towards notation, that whenever I’d get stuck I’d just 

gravitate towards that.  

 

When I was improvising Mozart cadenzas in my Honours project, having some formulae written 

out for me was very helpful, just so I had a bank to draw from. That’d be useful for this—I felt like 

every time I remembered I was meant to be improvising off the existing material, I’d either just copy 

that exact thing that was written (or maybe put it up a third if I was feeling daring), or stare at the 

first few bars of the opening of the fantasia in the hope that it would give me a bolt of divine 

inspiration. At this stage, more planning is required so I don’t completely freeze up, or fall back on 

what’s already there. I think that’s going to be the biggest hurdle to overcome, just pulling myself 
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away from that bit. That’s something I have to learn—how to just keep going. I suppose that will 

come when I’m feeling more confident with what I’m doing, I can’t really expect it from the very 

first session. Still, it’s that easy fluency and fluidity that I hope this whole experience will give me. 

At the moment, though, I’m looking for ideas and stopping when I don’t find them. 

 

Each time I started an improvisation, I had a clear goal in mind: using existing melodic material over 

the harmonic skeleton of the ten bars. In practice, though, each time I went into it, it worked in much 

the same way: I’d play about with the chords, then just went a bit odd when it came to the more 

melodic section. I think the second one of the three was the worst for that, I just went all over the 

place hunting for a cadence that I eventually shoehorned in. There’s definitely room for 

improvement here—I hope that working through the method will help with that. 

 

September 3, 2019 

 

Had another go with improvising today—my first after about a month and a half, as I’ve been 

dedicating my practice time to an upcoming exam. This is also my first session since seeing Rachel 

Brown, who told me to look at articulation, and to look at Telemann’s other writings to get a feel for 

his idiomatic repertoire of techniques (and cadential points). Based on that, I’m really trying to be 

more aware of my articulation for phrasing effect. She also told me to have an Affect plan in mind 

for the improvisation, to guide it going forwards. We also went through the structure (fanfare, 

exploratory section, fugue, improvisatory section, and dance) in a lot of depth, which I found 

particularly helpful. In playing through the fantasia today, I was able to pick out bits of the fugue in 

the passagework in the improvised section. I then used other fugue bits, and combined them in 

different ways, and while it was still pretty stop-start, I felt like I had a more coherent flow to today’s 
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improvisation sessions. Going on, I’ll try my best to pick out a few sections and melodic fragments 

from that fantasia (and possibly others), to give myself a palette to work from. 

 

Today’s improvisations were more coherent, purely because I had a plan for what I was working 

with. Instead of wildly casting around for other bits to use, and coming up short, I decided to use 

material from the opening four-bar fanfare for the arpeggiated section in the improv bars, and then 

material from the fugue in the more melodic-sounding bits. I should also experiment with taking 

bits from the following dance movement—I’ve been looking back for inspiration a lot, but I have 

hardly touched on any of the stuff moving ahead. That being said, it is in a completely different time 

signature, but I’m sure there’s a way to make it work—elongation and diminution of the note values, 

maybe, or just taking the first beat in a bar.  

 

To be honest, I’m looking forward to putting in purely my own melodic material. While this is a 

very good starting point, I’m getting a bit bored with the confines I’ve set myself, and I want the 

freedom to create my own melodies, with the harmony still underneath. This is settling the harmony 

a lot, though, I think, which is good—if I can get the harmony firmly established in my mind, then 

it’ll be a lot easier making music around that. The Affect plan was good, as well—which is why I 

took material from the areas I did. They don’t exactly have the same Affect—I think the opening to 

the improvisatory bars is more meandering and introspective than the opening to the piece, 

personally, but they still use the same figures. The art is in the repetition of the notes and the dynamic 

contrast between them, I guess, not in the arrangement of the notes themselves. The second more 

melodic bit has the same strength of character as the fugue, I reckon, so I think it can quite easily 

draw from there. The structure of knowing which part is which has really helped my improvising, 

I think, as it has limited my pool of potential resources for each section, resulting in less panic. 
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Talking to Georgia Browne a couple of days later was also very helpful. We had a good conversation 

about other sources to look at: Telemann’s Methodical Sonatas, and some collections of airs and 

brunettes. This will give me some good grounding for when I start to improvise my own melodies. 

 

September 15, 2019 

 

In this session, I decided to use melodic and rhythmic ideas from some of Telemann’s other fantasias. 

The first two recordings of this batch use material from #5, and the third recording uses material 

from #7. I think it went a lot more smoothly this time, with an actual plan, than it has with the others. 

I know I said this last time, but I’m genuinely really looking forward to experimenting with my own 

material—just setting down a few stock figures, possibly from Hotteterre and the Methodical 

Sonatas. My main finding at this point is that this step can help if you really are stuck, but it’s less 

useful as a creatively facilitating option. I’d like to say I’m having a clear progression, but the 

melodic material is so limited here that, while it’s good for a guide, I feel like it’s stifling more than 

helping. This section is pretty distinct, anyway, so it’s more just a key thing and possibly a rhythmic 

one, that’s connecting all the sections of the piece. It would just sound derived if I used material 

from the fantasia. Besides, in my conversation with Kate Clark, we covered the fact that in a prelude, 

you absolutely wouldn’t use material from the succeeding piece, whereas you would in a cadenza, 

and I think that honestly, this is closer to being a prelude than it is a cadenza. It’s certainly not a 

showing-off space, it’s a pause between two very structured sections, the fugue and the dance, 

preparing for the next (particularly because it ends on the dominant). 

 

As mentioned, I met with Kate Clark yesterday. I found our discussion to be very helpful, and I’m 

looking forward to putting the stuff we talked about in practice. The harmonic and melodic structure 

of the improvisatory section is pretty straightforward—it’s mostly just outlining chords, so all I have 
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to do is outline chords in melodically interesting ways. The timing is what makes this interesting, 

and this needs to be brought out. Discussing it really firmed up a lot of my ideas—for example, I’d 

already noted that since this passage was ten bars long, rather than the standard eight or twelve, it 

could contribute to the improvisatory feel, and it was nice to have my thoughts reinforced. Bouncing 

these ideas off someone who knows a lot about historically-informed performance made me feel a 

lot more secure that I was going down the right track.  

 

Kate also mentioned something that I’d like to strive for—the sense that where Telemann went down 

one musical path, and set that down in notation, there are lots of other potential paths to explore, 

and my improvisation could be just as valid. When I have more confidence in improvising, I’d like 

to be able to feel this way. 

 

Talking about the improvising itself, though, it felt a lot easier to have the other fantasias open and 

draw ideas from them. I’d already pored through the melodic content of this fantasia, and there 

were aspects that I noticed were similar to the improvisatory passage, like the fugue and the 

exploratory section. These weren’t really enough to fit with the purpose of this passage, without 

sounding the same as the section itself, or the stuff in the section I drew from. Having other melodic 

fragments to work with was a really good plan to go with. It felt smoother having those to help me, 

and although there were still some gaps while I was catching up to myself, it did come more easily. 

I think this is going to be the way forward, because I’m really coming to the conclusion that this step 

is only useful in certain respects. 
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October 7, 2019 

 

Attempted improvising with my own melodic fragments. The improvisations were still a bit stop-

start in places, but overall I think it was a lot smoother. I did a few more improvisations than normal 

this session, and I think I got more confident with them as I progressed. Unfortunately, there was a 

hard part, which was remembering what I’d done in that particular improvisation, so I could go 

back and use the same details. I’d often get confused with my past improvisations, and the things 

I’d trained into myself from when I was improvising based on the notation. Deviating from the 

melody set down in notation was helpful, though, and I really did feel like I was getting somewhere 

with this one, unlike the more structured improvisations. 

 

My next step is to see if I can apply all of this going forward, and keep the more eighteenth-century 

performance characteristics so I can see if I’m keeping ingrained in them.  I need to make sure I’m 

keeping an eighteenth-century sound, even when I’m making up my own material. So far my 

improvisations consist of a lot of passagework, for the most part, with the odd pause or long note as 

I try and compute on the spot what comes next. I have to try and remember Grazzini’s idea—it’s a 

performance, not a composition, so I don’t have to feel like I’m intricately plotting it like a proper 

composition.  

 

I’d like to do more of this, though, because it’s a lot more enjoyable now I’m not trying to analyse 

Telemann’s melodic content, and can just follow my own ideas. I think I did have a tendency to 

migrate into random keys that weren’t where I wanted to be, and I think my bar structure needs a 

little more tightening up in future endeavours, but at least I know now that it’s something I have to 

be wary of. I did like the freedom of exploring my own thoughts. It was a pretty enjoyable experience 

like this, as evidenced by the number of recordings I took. I just need to work on finding my way to 
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the cadence points/landing notes (and I think I’m still feeling very anchored by the notation by way 

of “if I land on this note at the start of this bar, like it is in the notation, I’ll take it from there”), so it 

sounds natural rather than forced. Alternatively, I need to think of some new landing notes. 

 

October 23, 2019 

 

In this session, I did a couple of improvisations using my own melodies over the original chord 

progression, and one using my own melodies over my own chord progression (which, I’ll admit, 

was very close to the original). It’s becoming a lot freer now, I’m getting more confident in 

improvising. Because I’m using similar melodic ideas between the improvisations, though, it’s 

becoming harder to remember which particular idea I’ve used in the current improvisation. I’m 

having to stop less frequently, and having just the chord sheet, rather than the music itself, is quite 

freeing—more so than when I’ve been trying to use the music. Following my own ideas is actually 

going pretty well, I think! I’ll have to play my improvisations for someone to see if they’re sounding 

period-appropriate, and listen to the recordings more in-depth, but for the moment I’m pretty happy 

with them. Since I’m not binding myself specifically to certain notation, I’m not having as many big 

gaps in the middle of pieces, and I’m keeping playing pretty much the whole way through. There’s 

still a little bit of backtracking, but I think that will keep happening for now, until I give myself the 

ultimatum that “I’m on stage, I have to do this properly.”  

 

Playing over my own chord progression was enjoyable as well, and I’m appreciating the ability to 

just play with what comes into my head. Writing my chord progressions out is a bit daunting, 

though, because it feels like it is set in stone that way. I am plagued by doubts when it comes to 

writing out something, which I think is why it’s taken me this long to move to this step. Still, the 

result is really rewarding, and I’m looking forward to exploring it more. 
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October 29, 2019 

 

This was another good session, I felt. I’ve moved fully away from using the music (except for the 

opening, as there are only so many ways to outline chords), and things, as I keep saying, are flowing 

a lot easier. Using my own chords has been interesting too, even if I’m not entirely sure that they’re 

structured in the same way a real eighteenth-century section of music would be. I’m alternating 

between steps 2 and 3 of my model—I wrote myself a few chord progressions, and honestly, I’m 

finding them just as easy to use as the original. The original might be better at the moment, purely 

because I’m more familiar with it, but I like to think I’m coming along. Pauses of silence are 

becoming few and far between, and I’m getting more of a handle on what I’m trying to say in my 

music.  

 

I’ll admit that I’m concerned about wandering away from the eighteenth-century sound world a 

little too much, though. I’m trying to keep an eye on it by not going too high or low (out of the pitch 

range of a Baroque flute), and treating it with the proper care of Baroque phrasing. The Affect map 

is pretty helpful here. I only have ten bars to deal with in this passage, so I’m not mapping out an 

entire piece (and I don’t have masses of scope to put in something big), but it can still be a good way 

to structure both my thoughts and my chords. I’m trying to go from a sense of major/happy/content, 

to minor/chromatic/troubled, then resolve back to E major/content again. I only have 10 bars to deal 

with, so I’m not mapping out an entire piece (and I don’t have the scope to put in something big), 

but it can still be a good way to structure both my thoughts and my chords. 

 

There’s a lot of passagework as I go through, I’m finding. My improvisations are built out of either 

passagework, or resting on a long note as my brain catches up to myself. The passagework is fun to 

play, but I’m just running through notes so I can get from one section to another. That is the purpose 
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of passagework, to an extent, but it feels less structured when I do it, rather than when it’s composed 

and notated—like I am just passing time while I think about what I do next. It does mean I’m getting 

more rhythmic freedom from the original (I’m using more dotted rhythms than Telemann does), but 

I always need to check to see if it works. 

 

Also, it seems like I’m reusing a lot of the same ideas. I’m aiming to build up a repertoire bank of 

ideas that I use a lot and like, but if I go back through the recordings, I’m worried that I’ll just have 

variations on a theme. I think in my next session, I need to work on making things sound more 

different, and experiment with other sounds and ideas. I’m getting more confident, but I think I 

might just be getting used to the ideas that I’m using. Also, while I’m not pausing in silence for 

extended periods, which shows I’m gaining more confidence instead of faltering and stopping, I’m 

pausing on long notes instead. While this is a step in the right direction, it’s not exactly what I want 

to be doing to make this sound eighteenth-century enough. I can linger on notes to emphasise a 

tonality, and I think I’m trying to do that, but I have to go through the recordings and see if it sounds 

like that’s what I’m doing, or whether it’s obvious that I’m stalling while my brain works. 

 

I’m finding it heartening that my improvisations are about the same length of time as this section on 

the recording I’m listening to, which is a good sign when it comes to the timing and general feel of 

this section. They’re getting slightly shorter (around 55 seconds, as opposed to 70) as a rule, which 

is an indicator that I’m tightening up both the music itself, and the rate at which I generate ideas. 
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November 6, 2019 

 

I started to do some improvisation in context today. I think that helped to make the improvisations 

feel more in the eighteenth-century style, rather than when I was doing it out of context. Having it 

surrounded by the notated music gave me a focus and helped to place it. I think, listening back to 

my recordings, that it got better and more fluent as I progressed. I was also focusing on my 

articulation as well, because I realise I’ve fallen into the trap of slurring a lot of stuff, which might 

have detracted from it fitting into the eighteenth-century sort of feel. I also tried to include more 

arpeggiated melodic content, rather than just scalic passagework. There were a few recording 

attempts where I forgot the pattern I used, which was a bit of a step back, but I felt more comfortable 

with the attempts I made and completed. The completed attempts weren’t planned, of course, but I 

had more of an idea of which types of opening I wanted to use, as well as some potential patterns to 

follow in the later bars, which was a big help. I used maybe two or three different opening passages 

over quite a few recordings—I’m narrowing down the ideas I’m using, and am establishing the 

musical ideas in my repertoire bank that I feel confident in drawing from. 

 

I think I’m maintaining the eighteenth-century style a bit better this time, which I’m happy with. I 

was really trying to be mindful of it in this session, and although I still think my improvisations 

sound like me, rather than like Telemann (which is the point of this—I wouldn’t be improvising if I 

wanted to sound exactly like Telemann), I’m fitting better with the original music. My 

experimentations on their own were done without a cheat-sheet of chords in front of me—they 

started by being inspired by the original harmonic structure, but deviated a lot towards the end. My 

improvisations in context, though, were conducted using my own harmonic structures. I think I 

should write another chord progression that deviates more from the original— it would be useful 

for me to do, rather than returning to the signposts of the original. Maybe not doing the B major-y 
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stuff in the fourth and fifth bars would be helpful for me, since otherwise my first six bars sound 

pretty identical to the rest of the stuff, but with slightly different phrasing. 

 

November 22, 2019 

 

I haven’t improvised for a while, I’ve been busy with auditions and other music for my recital, so 

coming back to it today did feel a little stilted. For all my improvisations today, I used a scalic pattern 

as the introductory few bars (starting on low A, going up an octave, then repeating the passage more 

quietly in the next half of the bar; then starting on low A and finishing on G; then doing the same in 

bars four and five but starting on B). I’m using quite a lot of dotted rhythms, more than there are in 

the original—looking back, I’m wondering if is this because of Mozart’s influence, or is it because I 

need to stall briefly while I’m playing? I like to think it’s the former, just because it’s more of a 

romantic idea, but it could just as easily be the latter. I’m also paying more attention to articulation, 

like in the last improvisation session, and I think that’s having a better result.  

 

A few of my improvisations today were a bit sketchy, I’ll admit—I had to stop in a couple of sections 

because what I was hearing in my head wasn’t correlating with what was coming out of my fingers. 

This was mostly to do with the scalic bit—I decided to do a scale, rather than an arpeggiated pattern, 

just because I feel I am getting a bit stuck in that pattern and thought it would benefit me to change 

things. It was a good experience, and I liked doing something different with it, but it did cause a bit 

of hesitation in the first couple of tries so I could get the seventh of the chord right on the second 

time. After resetting and gathering my thoughts, it seemed to flow a lot more smoothly.  
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Also, I’m still falling into the original’s [statement in A] [same statement quieter] [statement in A7] 

[same thing quieter] [new material] [statement in B] [same thing quieter] [statement in B7] [same 

thing quieter] [new material] pattern. I know I talked about this last time, but the next time I 

improvise, I’m going to break outside that mould, I hope. I’ve ground myself into this pattern, and 

I’m glad I ventured outside it by doing the scale thing, but I feel like I need to give other ideas a try. 

Maybe I’ll play a short melody and keep going, rather than repeating it quieter. That’s the pattern I 

feel I’ve got myself into—harmony, rather than the melodic contour—so I’ll try and avoid that the 

next time. I’ll also go back to Mather and Lasocki’s tutor, and see if I can pick up some inspiration 

from the patterns and preludes in there. 

 

Most of my improvisations today were in some sort of context—I did one in the full piece itself, 

which felt quite smooth, for an improvisation in the piece. I’m managing to keep going, even if my 

fingers take me somewhere I didn’t really expect to go, which is always a plus in these kinds of 

situations. I have a habit of getting to the improvisation and then stopping after I’ve finished that 

part, rather than finishing the piece properly—but in one of the earlier improvisations in this session, 

I kept going, moving into the dance section of the fantasia. I think having that link does help me. 

I’ve also revisited my earlier journal entries and have been trying to focus more on the Affect map 

again. While I really don’t think this little ten-bar section is long enough for a full Affect plan like 

Rachel Brown was suggesting, I think having a clear idea of the Affect I’m after is pretty important. 

Again, like I’ve said in this journal and in my thesis itself, it helps to structure things.  

 

Overall, despite the break between this proper improvisation session and the last one, I think I’m 

getting better at keeping going with improvisations, and maintaining a sense of stylistic accuracy. 

With a full recital and auditions to come up, I haven’t been focusing on this piece, and the eighteenth-

century sound, as much as could be useful. I hope my improvising isn’t suffering, but I imagine that 
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other performers who could benefit from this method may be in a similar set of circumstances. Most 

importantly, though, I do think I’m getting better at keeping the flow going, and I’m really enjoying 

the experience of improvising. 

 

December 11, 2019 

 

Today, I was improvising over a new harmonic skeleton, with a completely new pattern of melodic 

ideas. I wrote down a few patterns and ideas yesterday as a very basic cheat sheet (using descriptors 

and words to jog my memory, rather than notation), and it seemed to give me a bit of a creative 

boost. I tried using a completely different starting point to the usual [chordal pattern] [faster, quiet 

repeat of chordal pattern] structure, and it seemed to work quite well. I used Bordet’s structure of 

tonic-mediant-dominant-tonic 8va-leading-tonic 8va to start each progression, which I was quite 

happy with. My harmonic structures, for the most part (except around the transitional bar, which 

was sometimes a bit rough), flowed quite smoothly. I did one improvisation in context that I was 

particularly happy with, and I’ll have to re-listen to the recording to see what I can take away from 

that one. Overall, I was pleased with what I came out with today, particularly as I haven’t 

improvised for a while. The fact that I’m still able to come up with improvisations that I find 

satisfying, even after a decent break from the practice, is a good boost to my confidence. 

 

I’m feeling more and more like I’ll be able to pull this off in my recital, which is very heartening. 

This time, particularly, I felt genuinely creative, and although there were a few clunky gear changes, 

it went fairly smoothly. 
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December 13, 2019  

 

Had a good improvisation session today. As always, there were a couple of dodgy moments, but the 

more I did, the happier I felt with it. I’m making a concerted effort to use more scales in thirds in my 

passagework, rather than just simple scalic or arpeggiated patterns, and that seems to be working 

well. I did find myself occasionally looking at the sheet I’d written out with different harmonic 

structures. What I’d often end up doing was keeping the same harmony as the original for the first 

half of the improvisation, then matching that to the second half of my newest chordal skeleton. It 

seemed to work, but I’ll keep experimenting with these different structures.  

 

I also improvised a short fantasia based around D major (because I like the key, it’s related to A 

major (of the Telemann fantasia), and it’s the best key for the period instrument). It was sketchy in 

places, and it needs some refining—particularly between the different sections, which all kind of 

blurred together—but it was a complete piece, and I didn’t stop, which I’m very proud of. I based 

the structure on the Telemann fantasias, complete with a 3/8 dance section at the end. The only thing 

I’m not particularly sure about was my harmonic movement. It seemed to be generally solid—

although it was possibly more exploratory at the beginning than the end, but I got stuck in A major 

coming back, and I feel like my return to D was a bit abrupt. I think I also need to focus on whether 

or not I’m actually modulating (there will be a perfect cadence in the new key if it does), or if I’m 

just transitioning through different keys but never really staying there. On the whole, though, it was 

a really satisfying effort, and is something that I’m quite proud of. I’ll need to do a bit of planning, 

and write a few notes out before I improvise a full fantasia in my recital—but even at this point, my 

goal is in sight, and it looks attainable. I still think I need to be more mindful of the style, though. 

There were a few moments, particularly in the full improvised fantasia, where I felt like I did wander 

from the eighteenth-century sound. On the whole, I think I’m doing okay at keeping a sense of 
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stylistic consistency, particularly if I pay attention to my articulation, but there is always room to 

stray if I get distracted. Listening back to my recordings has been a real help with this, as well as 

performing my improvisations in the context of the full piece.  

 

Looking back at this whole process, I’m really proud of what I’ve been able to achieve. I wouldn’t 

have had the guts to improvise a full fantasia in my recital at the beginning of the year, and even 

until the last month or so, I wasn’t really feeling confident that I’d be able to create a full piece of 

music entirely on the spot. However, now, I genuinely am feeling more confident in my ability to 

do something like that, which is a massive comfort and a weight off my mind.  
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Appendix 3.  Recommendations for Other Performers 

 

Recommendations and further applications 

 

I recommend the process I have explored to other performers, and to anyone who seeks greater 

improvisational fluency but is unsure how to start that journey. A method is outlined in detail below, 

and is informed by my experiences of improvisation discussed in the main body of this thesis. It is 

intended only as a set of guidelines, however, and each performer should take into account their 

own experiences when working through my steps. As an example, the fifth step is optional, 

depending on how the previous stages have been carried out. Likewise, the final listed stage is not 

a part of replacing notation with improvisation, as was the original scope of this method, and can 

be left out if performers do not wish to improvise full pieces. I strongly encourage performers to 

take this extra step, however, as the confidence to do so should be built up by following the prior 

steps, and the result is very rewarding. 

 

Step One 

 

Before even touching their instrument, the performer’s first task is analysis. Start by selecting a 

fantasia with a passage that could conceivably sound improvised. This judgement can be made on 

a few factors: irregular phrasing groups, tempo, and rhythm are often markers of a quasi-

improvisatory section. Next, analyse the piece on both the micro and macro levels. On the small 

scale, transcribe the harmonic skeleton of the passage being replaced, and organise its melodic 

content into different phrases, or sections with distinct musical purposes. On the larger scale, break 

the piece down into its constituent parts, and evaluate how the melodic content of these larger 

divisions can be applied to the sections of the improvisatory passage.  
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Step Two 

 

From this analysis, use the similarities between separate components of the whole piece, and those 

of the section being replaced, to guide improvisations that utilise the musical material from other 

parts of the fantasia (such as in Audio Example 2.1 and Figure 2.3). If further melodic content is 

required, look to similar works by the same composer to expand the repertoire bank from which to 

draw ideas. 

 

Do not spend too long on this step, however, as it is only an introductory part of the process. The 

term ‘fantasia’ always signifies the creation of original musical material in some way, and as such, 

using existing material should not be regarded as the final point of an improvisation. This stage is 

just an exercise in familiarisation with the fantasia itself, and the composer’s style more generally, 

and its value lies in creating a foundation on which to base the next, more creative, steps.  

 

Step Three 

 

Using the harmonic progression uncovered in the first stage, start to create original improvised 

melodies over the harmony of the passage being replaced (see Audio Example 2.3 and Figure 2.5). 

The use of this structure ensures a sense of connection to the original piece, and enables the making 

of creative decisions in an improvisatory context, while still having a reliable framework that 

supports the extemporisations. At this point, record the improvisations: in video or audio form; by 

writing down particular rhythms or melodic contours; or by documenting the experiences in a 

journal, as having a record to come back to is very useful in the later stages. 
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Be careful when creating original melodies to consider factors such as range, degree of chromaticism, 

and articulation. Investigate tutors for the particular instrument being used, as this increases the 

understanding of the sought-after sound world. Developing a plan of Affect is also very useful to 

guide the shape of an improvisation at this stage. Map a structure of the Affects sought after in these 

improvisations, and use the associated musical characteristics (for example: shorter, separated 

articulation and faster rhythmic patterns for a joyful Affect; and more connected articulation and 

sighing melodic patterns to convey a sense of melancholy) to determine the material included in the 

improvisations. 

 

Another starting point for the creation of melodies can come from the patterns discussed in 

preluding tutors, such as Bordet’s, Hotteterre’s, and Corrette’s, which also provide different ways 

of moving from one implied chord to another to outline harmony.1 A greater familiarity with the 

ways different melodies can be used over the same harmonic progression allows for a better 

understanding of preferred melodic ideas, and with this understanding, the creation of original 

melodies becomes a more natural process. This allows the cultivation of a personal idiom within the 

melodic language of the eighteenth century, and confidence in these first true experimentations. 

When comfortable with extemporising melodies over a single harmonic structure, move on to the 

next stage of the process. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Mather and Lasocki, The Art of Preluding, 55–65. 
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Step Four 

 

The knowledge developed through the previous steps enables the creation of other harmonic 

structures to replace the existing skeleton. These new structures can remain close to the original 

model, if so desired, or can utilise more varied harmonic movement, drawing inspiration from the 

patterns of implied chords that have arisen from the previous stage (such as in Audio Examples 2.5 

and 2.6, and Figures 2.8 and 2.10). At this point, the harmonic structures can still be written down, 

perhaps just as chord names, to have something concrete to which the improvisations can be 

tethered. This is hardly proper notation, but it still provides a written reminder of a sense of 

structure, particularly as these new harmonic progressions become more exploratory.  

 

Although discrepancies between the sound world of these personal improvisations and the original 

piece may result at this stage, particularly if the improvisations occur outside the context of the full 

piece, this is an expected part of the process. It is important at this stage to develop an understanding 

of personal preferences when improvising, and to increase confidence in the process—more so than 

the value that would be gained from adhering strictly to the sound of the existing score. When 

satisfied with the ability to improvise over new harmonic progressions, or concerned that the 

experimentation is drifting too far from the original piece, move to the following step, which enables 

a greater sense of connection between the two. 

 

Step Five 

 

If the improvisations in the previous steps have not been conducted within the context of the full 

piece, this is the point at which to integrate them. This is achieved by playing the fantasia from start 

to finish and inserting the improvised passage in place of the existing notation, such as in Audio 
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Example 2.7. The value in this stage is twofold: to strengthen the link between the sound of the 

original piece and that of the extemporised section, through placing them next to each other as if in 

performance; and to become accustomed to the change from playing from the notation to 

improvising. At this point, pay attention to how the fantasia sounds as a whole, taking particular 

notice of how well the improvised section blends into the whole piece. If it is necessary, adjust the 

content of the improvisations to better match the sound of the original fantasia, through modifying 

the melodic contour, harmonic development, or articulation patterns, to give a few ideas. When 

comfortable with inserting improvisation into the full piece, move to the next stage. 

 

Step Six 

 

In the final stage of improvising within an existing piece, freely improvise an alternative to the 

notated passage, using original melodies to outline a new harmonic structure that has not been 

explicitly planned out prior to performance (see Audio Example 2.9 and Figure 2.12). While a ‘cheat 

sheet’ of possibilities—such as a few chords that can lead nicely into each other, or some ideas of 

melodic or rhythmic patterns to draw from, described in basic terms rather than true notation—can 

still be useful to have on the stand, do not rely on notation at this point. Instead, the library of ideas 

built up and recorded during the previous stages should be the basis from which the improvisations 

are derived. 

 

At this point, start to present these improvisations in a performance context, and seek feedback from 

others. It is one thing to play alone in a practice room, but it is something else entirely to perform an 

improvisation in front of an audience. Sharing these personal musical experiences is quite a daunting 

step to take, so I suggest starting to improvise for a supportive audience of friends and peers, or 

even a single person, in a low-stakes environment. I would also recommend performing for other 
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musicians with an interest in historical performance at some point, to benefit from the informed 

feedback they can provide. Ultimately, the goal is to share these improvisations in a public 

performance. Turning it from a purely theoretical exercise into a performative one, sharing one’s 

improvisations allows for growth as an improviser through audience feedback, and for the audience, 

a performance that brings more than just the standard fare—something that was highly regarded in 

the eighteenth century, and would be just as valued today. 

 

Step Seven 

 

The true final stage of this method is the creation of fully improvised pieces, such as in Audio 

Example 2.10, and is the culmination of everything learnt in the previous steps. The firm grounding 

in the conventions of eighteenth-century improvisation established by working through this method 

can now be used to explore purely original musical ideas. The same principles apply to improvising 

an entire piece as they do to improvising an excerpt—develop an idea of structure first, which can 

be modelled on the macro structure of the fantasia that formed the basis of the rest of the process. 

Creating a plan of Affect is even more helpful when improvising a full fantasia than when 

improvising a short melody, as the desired Affect will inform the tempos, rhythms, and melodic 

contour of the fantasia’s component parts. Similarly, the guidelines of harmonic movement, range 

and articulation are crucial for the performer to be aware of at this stage, too, as they provide further 

structures with which to shape improvisations—structures that, paradoxically, increase confidence 

in individual creativity. At this level, trust in the knowledge of convention, so that, much like in 

Richards’ metaphor of the fantasia as a landscape garden, these improvisations will seem perfectly 

free, but nonetheless have the support of convention and preparation.2 

                                                           
2 Richards, The Free Fantasia, 5–7 
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