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   Thinking Through Improvisation

Much of the thinking we do in college is applied to activities that involve large amounts of reworking and editing. But in many endeavors, efforts that are apparently more spontaneous are required. Thinking in improvisational modes requires several special techniques, and yet is done by virtually all of us at times. Improvisation can be used to solve emergency problems, or create art at the highest levels. Dictionary definitions of improvisation usually refer to “inventing or reciting without preparation”, “executing something offhandedly” or “preparing hastily or without previous preparation”. Yet usually, the preparation for successful improvisation is enormous.  However, editing must occur just before and during the act of execution. 


We will explore improvisational thinking with the aid of several skilled practitioners of improvisation as guest lecturers and performers. We will ask how improvisational thinking differs from other ways of thinking and how it is similar. We will inquire into the variety of techniques used in improvisation. We will draw from diverse fields and activities which may include jazz, Western classical and Indian music, rap, dance, mime, science, cooking, sports, storytelling, psychotherapy, poetry and stand-up comedy. You will be asked to read articles and books on improvisation, listen to performances, write evaluations of in-class performances and critiques of scholarly articles, and prepare an in-depth term paper on one improvisational activity. You will also have several opportunities to improvise. You can (and should) meet with me to discuss your papers and projects, and to explore ways to use improvisation in your individual pursuits. 


You will quickly find that understanding of improvisation is linked to understanding of the creative process. One of our required texts directly addresses improvisation; the other creativity. Neither improvisation nor creativity is limited to the arts or any other field. I hope that you will begin to see connections between different fields whose practitioners are motivated by the adventure of discovery. I hope that you will come to think of improvisation as a useful tool to employ in the various activities you will undertake at Amherst and also in whatever areas you choose to specialize.

Things you need to know.

We meet Tues and Thurs at 11:30 am in Music 7. My office is in Life Sciences Building 324 (mailboxes on the same floor near the Dept. Office).  My e-mail is dlpoccia@amherst.edu.  
Our websites are: 
https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/departments/courses/1213F/FYSE/FYSE-111-1213F
http://www.amherst.edu/~dlpoccia/fys6.html 

Course information is posted on the website available to you through Moodle.


The required texts are S. Nachmanovitch, Free Play (see http://www.freeplay.com/) and A. Koestler, The Act of Creation (see http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/koestler.htm). The latter is out of print so copies are available in the Music Library and a scanned version on the Moodle website.  There are four divisions of Nachmanovitch. Read the first by Sept.6 for in-class discussion. Dates for the remaining required readings will be announced in class and listed on course website. You can read the texts all at once and review sections before discussion. Better reflect on each section after you read it and try to relate it to your experiences.  Make notes for later discussion.  Participation in class discussion is an important component of your grade.   Expect to be called upon randomly.  Don’t be afraid to express your own ideas. We need to learn from each other.

During the semester we will have several guest lecturers/performers. Some may encourage you to participate. Most have given us readings which will be on reserve in the Music library and should be looked at before class. Take notes when possible. Be prepared to ask questions after the presentations. During the semester, you may attend one or two lunches with a speaker, some of your colleagues and the professor.


You will be asked to write a brief synopsis of the first two presentations (4 pages total).  Address some or all of the points below. Compare the two presenters' ideas and approaches.  Try to relate what they have presented to things you have read or thought about or experienced. Later papers, also 4 pages, will be critiques of published papers you will be assigned on topics relevant to the course. Since FYS courses emphasize writing, please take advantage of the Writing Center to improve your papers and the Library staff for research techniques for your term paper!


All reserve readings are in the Music library. A handout will guide you to these. Most readings on the reserved lists are not required but serve as rich primary sources. Some are general (Reserve List) and some were recommended by, or are the works of, the presenters (Background for Presentations). You are encouraged to read as much in the Reserve list as you can, especially in those areas of interest to you.  The Background list will help you understand the presentations. A separate list (For Class Discussion) contains required readings for particular class meetings which will be discussed (see Schedule and Assignments).

Attendance at two outside improvisational performances during the semester is also required: one musical and one comedy or theatrical.  These are also a part of the course and a short paper will be required on them by Dec. 11.  Two convenient sets of presentations to attend on campus are the Schwemm’s Jazz Series (9 pm) and Mr. Gad’s House of Improv (10 pm).

I will expect one term paper of ~15 pages due December 3 (no excuses or extensions, you have all semester to work on this) on one aspect (your choice) of improvisation. It is best to try to choose for your topic something that you like, have an intense interest in, or will make use of, but is may be even more valuable for your education to try to stretch a bit beyond  your comfort zone and explore an area you don’t have a lot of experience with. Please make it different from what you choose to do your improvisation on. Whatever you choose, whether it relates to the subjects of the presenters or is completely of your own devising, it must relate strongly to improvisation but not be a biography of an improviser. The best papers show how and why improvisation is used in a particular field.  

Do not be tempted to rewrite a paper you have previously written for some other course (and certainly do not fashion a paper plagiarized from the internet or elsewhere!!) to fit the improvisation criteria.  It won’t work.  The term paper is your unique invention and creation. I will post a list of topics explored by previous students. I will discuss potential topics with you early in the semester so that you can begin to read and accumulate information before writing. Libraries, the internet, and personal conversations (interviews) are great sources of material but the paper should have most material drawn from books or articles properly referenced as in a scholarly paper. Please write in your own words (I will already know your writing style) and use quotation marks for verbatim quotes.  Plagiarism is not acceptable!  Do not cut and paste from websites. 
I expect to learn a lot from you when these papers are handed in. Please pass on your recommended readings for future courses. There will be no final exam.

I will arrange for each of you (in groups if you prefer) to present something improvised to the class. This is for learning what it feels like to improvise, but will not to be graded! Again, you should start to think of what kinds of thing you would like to do early in the year so we can schedule you for brief presentations. Three days are set aside for improvisations (Dec. 3, 5 and 10). You should hand in a self-evaluation form after your performance (see below; due Dec. 14).


The grade in the course will be based upon the term paper, the short papers, and participation in class discussion. Unexcused absences (without 24 hr prior notification) will count negatively. Participation is important.  Take notes on your readings so that you can respond to questions and contribute regularly. Short reports (the 4 page papers) are graded from 1 to 5, 3 being the usual and adequate grade, 1 inadequate. This grade is based on content, originality, style and grammar.  The first paper is about the first two presentations. Do not simply describe what went on during the presentation because I will have been there and therefore already know what went on. I want to see your ideas and reactions and justifications and the relevance to the course topic.  Other papers require interpreting some outside reading. Written material should be submitted as computer files through the website dropbox with your last name and subject in the filename as in the following example: Smith - Neurobiology of Improvisation.doc.
Narrative Topics for the First FYS 111 Paper
Some points you may wish to address in the first paper:
Who presented?

What did they do (briefly)? 
How did they view improvisation?

What was most notable about the presentation?

What did they think about the creative aspects of their subject?

How did the performance relate to your readings or to the other presentations?

How did it relate to your interest in improvisation?
You can use this as a guide to the first paper. For subsequent assignments, you need to summarize the published papers and add your own interpretations. Was the data convincing? Are the authors justified in their conclusions? Pick an important issue and expand on it.
Performance Self-Evaluation FYS 111

Please write a one page evaluation of your performance (including group dynamics).  Consider some of the same questions you have answered in you essay on our guest performers and tell us what you learned from your own attempts, whether you were able to apply some of the principles you have assimilated in the course, how you might do things differently the next time, which things worked for you and which didn’t, etc.
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Improvisations
FYS111 Questionnaire (fill out today)
Name___________________________________

What interests do you have that you would like to explore improvisationally?   

Do you have any experience improvising? 

What would you like to get out of this course?

