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Abstract 

 

This research considers musicians from different cultural backgrounds, improvising together, 

and ‘improvising’ new musical contexts. It springs from my practice as a composer and 

improvising guitarist, exploring the borders between South Indian Carnatic music and jazz. The 

process of collaborating with musicians from different traditions raises questions about the ways 

that musicians draw on their acquired knowledge in the production of intercultural music: How 

do musicians from different cultures interpret each others’ musical gestures and negotiate a 

cohesive performance? At play throughout the dissertation are the conflicting notions of 

individual expression, and culturally derived archetypal models of expression. The relationship 

between musicians and cultures is explored through an ethnographic methodology.  

 

The dissertation begins with a critical review of the literature on intercultural hybridity that 

reveals the way that power inequalities have historically characterised many of the exchanges 

between the West and its Others. In the course of analysing the products of interculture, the 

discussion also examines the inherent problem of hybridity’s reception, given the different 

cultural frames of reference of different audiences. From the analysis of hybridity, improvisation 

emerges as a key locus for examining the way in which musicians are heard to negotiate self 

and culture in intercultural hybridity.  

 

A new understanding of improvisation is proposed based on an examination of the literature 

from diverse disciplines including cognitive psychology, complex adaptive systems, embodiment 

and ethnographic accounts of improvisers. Improvisation is situated as a dynamic process of 

developing preferences based on cultural acquisition, which enables us to understand the 

different approaches developed by improvisers and broader cultural differences between 

musical systems. The relationship between improvisation and culture necessitates a rethinking 

of the way that we listen to and analyse the products of interculture. 

 

I propose the critical framework of Discursive Interculturality as a way of unpacking intercultural 

exchange through a close analysis of the musical work. This type of analysis is based on the 

theories of hybridity and improvisation as developed in previous chapters, to reveal the 

intersection of cultural archetypes and individual expression within the intercultural hybrid work. 

In doing so it reveals the way that power is implicated in intercultural exchange through 
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collaboration and performance and reveals the way that musicians play their culture and play 

beyond their culture in intercultural hybridity. 

 

Discursive Interculturality is tested as a form of critical analysis used to examine two case 

studies from my practice: the intercultural concert series Cows at the Beach (Wren, 2011, 

2013), and a jazz quartet recording, Rich and Famous (Wren, 2012). The specific ways in which 

Carnatic and jazz structures have evolved to enable creative expression are explored as an 

important piece of context and to show how they have informed the various experimental 

compositional structures and collaborative frameworks employed in the case studies. These 

compositional structures are described as a way of establishing the enabling and limiting factors 

on the improvisers. The Discursive Intercultural analysis examines recordings of the case 

studies, participant interviews, reflective practice, music analysis and recordings and reveals the 

way that musicians draw on their cultural inheritance in negotiating a satisfactory musical 

outcome based on intercultural dialogue. The recording of the Ultimate Cows concert (Wren et 

al. 2013) acts as a musical coda to the dissertation, serving to answer some of the questions 

raised and demonstrating a dialogic intercultural project based on a Discursive Intercultural 

aesthetic. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

1.1 The Chakra Quartet 

 

In January 2013 in one of the newer suburbs of Bangalore, India, a concert was held at the 

house of a wealthy patron of the arts. Bangalore is known as the IT hub of India, and not 

necessarily for its depth of musical culture. However, there is a small but dedicated audience for 

Carnatic music, revolving around the Karnataka College of Percussion run by mridangam 

vidwan, T. A. S. Mani and vocalist, Rama Mani. The concert was billed as the “Chakra Quartet” 

and organised by Karthik Mani (son of T.A.S. Mani). Karthik plays ghatam (clay pot) on the 

recording (see the Glossary, p. 195 for a list of key terms used in this dissertation). It also 

featured German vocalist Jessica Struch, Australian multipercussionist Tunji Beier on 

mridangam (a double-headed drum, the principle percussion instrument of Carnatic music) and 

myself on the electric guitar. The four of us were brought together through a shared love of 

Carnatic music (the classical music of South India), and a desire to explore its intersection with 

other forms. We developed a strong friendship built on impassioned discussions about 

intercultural music, and learning from each other through jamming and arranging musical ideas, 

and by seeking out the best dosas and the hottest ‘Andhra chilli chicken’ in Bangalore.  

 

DVD-Rom Track 1. Nataraja (Wren). Performed by The Chakra Quartet. Personal recording, 

January 2013.  

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track1-nataraja.mp4      

 

The recording demonstrates the basis for many of the key concerns in this dissertation. On a 

basic level it introduces the sonorities of Carnatic percussion – the woody resonance of the 

mridangam, and the earthy sounds of the ghatam; and the distinctive way that those sounds 

combine with the electric guitar, my instrument of choice for nearly 30 years. The recording, 

(provided as Track 1 on the supplied DVD-rom, or via the hyperlinks in the document) is of a live 

concert, and one can hear that there is an unfinished quality, a sense that the music is being 

developed on the spot. This aesthetic is common in improvised musics, musics in which 

musicians collaborate based on shared structures without prior rehearsal. It is less common 

between intercultural musicians who often don’t share the same structures. In a sense, the 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track1-nataraja.mp4
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musicians are in dialogue, with improvisation as the dialogic medium, which prompts us to ask 

what elements of music are shared between cultures, and inversely, what is not. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Chakra quartet setting up for the house concert performance in Bangalore, January, 2013. 

Left to right: Tunji Beier (mridangam), Toby Wren (guitar), Jessica Struch (vocals), and Karthik Mani 

(ghatam). 

While seen as a niche or specialist activity in past decades, intercultural collaboration is 

increasingly common and possible in a globalised world. In my own practice hybrid intercultural 

work has come to occupy a central position. Yet our discursive strategies for interpreting it 

continue to rely on frames of reference that are either western-centric, or on the other hand, 

subject to theoretical paradigms that may not necessarily help to fully articulate the musical 

circumstances. This thesis therefore, seeks to provide a new perspective on intercultural 

performance that unpacks the relationships between individual musicians, their cultures and 

each other.  

1.2 Research Questions 

 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

18 

The dissertation makes two claims to furthering knowledge, one relating to developing our 

understanding of the process of improvisation, and the other, a critical framework for the 

analysis of hybrid intercultural work. The research proceeds from practice and is based on 

ethnographic data including participant-observation and interviews. It attempts to answer gaps 

in the literature relating to the way improvisers make choices during improvisation, and, to 

construct a critical methodology for unpacking hybrid intercultural work based on power and 

representation through improvisation.   

 

Three main questions form the basis of this research: How can we best hear, understand, and 

create in hybrid intercultural music contexts? What is the relationship between culture and 

musical improvisation? And, how do musicians interact through improvisations in intercultural 

work?  

 

There are a number of intersecting concerns represented in the three questions above, which 

will be unpacked during the course of this dissertation. The question of how we can best hear, 

understand, and create in hybrid intercultural contexts should not be taken to imply that there 

may actually be a ‘best’ way. Rather, what I mean is that there appear to be a number of 

reasons why musical hybridity might be problematic and that by examining the issues we might 

arrive at a thoughtful and equitable framework for talking about musical hybridity. This involves 

differentiating approaches to hybridity and acknowledging cultural interpretive frames. Music in 

culture, or music as culture (Merriam in Myers, 1992), has long been one of the main concerns 

of ethnomusicology. However, contemporary understanding of culture as subjective and 

constructed of individuals (Benhabib, 1998; Bhabha, 1996) means that “[p]erformance does not 

simply convey cultural messages already ‘known’” (Stokes, 1994, p. 97). Rather, performance is 

acknowledged as one expression, one way of mediating between an individual and the culture 

to which they nominally belong. In this dissertation musicians are examined as unique 

individuals, and as the product of their cultural inheritance. In the examination of intercultural 

work the very real differences between musical systems are foregrounded as are the ways that 

individuals negotiate these differences. The question of how musicians relate to culture is 

primarily understood through collaborative performance, however its exploration in text leads in 

several interesting directions. In an attempt to understand the mechanisms of improvisation I 

have brought together literature from cognitive psychology, complex adaptive systems, and 

ethnographic accounts. The combination of these sources contextualised through my own 

experiences as an improviser for over 25 years, has, I hope, provided new understanding of the 
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ways in which improvisers choose materials, and the ways in which they relate to culture 

through cognitive archetypes and memorial tradition. 

 

The research questions are explored in four distinct phases. Firstly, the history and literature of 

hybrid encounters is examined, and the area of intercultural hybridity problematised. Secondly, 

a new theory of improvisation is proposed that links the improviser to encultured models of 

musical development. Thirdly, the critical framework, Discursive Interculturality is proposed as a 

methodology for analysising intercultural hybrid work. And lastly, the critical framework is used 

to analyse two case studies, both as a way of demonstrating its effectivesness and as a way of 

revealing aspects of my Carnatic-jazz practice.  

 

1.2.1 Case Studies  

 

The proposed Discursive Intercultural critical framework is tested in an analysis of two case 

studies drawn from my own intercultural music practice. These cultural artifacts exist at the 

border of South Indian classical music, (hereafter called Carnatic music) and the mainstream 

contemporary jazz tradition, the characteristics of which are explored in more detail later on. 

The combining of these musical systems creates particular challenges at the composition, 

collaborative and performance stages that are explored in the analysis of the two case studies. 

 

The first, Rich and Famous, is a recording of the Toby Wren Quartet (2012). In this case study, 

an Australian contemporary jazz ensemble is heard interpreting compositions that synthesise 

Carnatic and jazz structures. The compositions in this case study were conceived by me alone, 

as a syncretic fusing of techniques from Carnatic and jazz musical systems, while the 

interactions of the ensemble occurred within a jazz paradigm, with little mention of the origin of 

the compositional techniques. The second case study, a series of four concerts called Cows at 

the Beach (2011) is a collaboration between musicians from different cultural backgrounds, 

interpreting simple compositions based on Carnatic and jazz influences. These compositions 

aimed to explicitly accommodate different interpretive styles and to educate the performers 

about the different ways in which cultures would ordinarily develop materials based on those 

compositions. As such it represents a much lower level of compositional control and a much 

higher degree of collaborator input than in Rich and Famous. Ultimate Cows, the coda of this 

dissertation, represents a further progression of these ideas by presenting a collaborative 

intercultural project involving senior musicians from both traditions.  
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1.2.2 Methods 

 

The writing is in the tradition of ethnomusicology and uses anthropological ‘thick description’ 

(Geertz, 1973) to analyse the “processes of musical creation and performance” (Myers, 1992, 

p.12). Music and musicking are primarily analysed as processes, rather than objects. While 

historically within ethnomusicology the notion of cultural comparison has been problematic, it is 

inevitable that comparison is used in the discussion of hybridity. Comparison is not undertaken 

here based on a need to identify provenance or superiority, rather it is done in the spirit of 

celebrating and learning from cultural difference, and as a basis for developing a theory of 

musical hybridity. This writing addresses calls for ‘microstudies’ that enhance our understanding 

of music making in the world, particularly in the Asia-Pacific (Wolf 2009, p. 6), and in border 

zones (Stokes, 2004, p. 63). Both the practice and research are based on fieldwork in Chennai, 

and within the context of the intercultural settings that create the basis of the case studies.  

 

As described by Barz and Cooley (2008), fieldwork remains “an inherently valuable and 

extraordinarily human activity with the capacity of integrating scholar, scholarship, and life…” 

(pp. 4-5). During this research I have adopted the perspective of the participant-observer, 

working within and commenting on the social and cultural factors surrounding the music and its 

production. Bendrups (2000) advocated that “fieldwork should be conducted from a liminal 

perspective, that is, a position at the point where [the researcher’s] and the culture of their 

research subject intersect” (p. 35), indicating a general trend away from the positioning of 

ethnographer as authority and towards acknowledging the “common social, cultural, and 

political conditions which affect the researcher and the researched” (ibid. p. 42). Other writers 

have theorised this liminal space as a “contact zone” (Pratt, 1991; Clifford, 1997). Bendrups 

(2008), for example, describes the music festival as a contact zone in which cultural and 

historical performance, alongside individual identities are constituted, negotiated, and 

performed. In the current study, the intercultural work behaves in the same manner, connecting 

individuals to culture and history through improvised negotiation on the concert stage or 

recording studio. The intercultural project is a meeting place, both conceptually, in the 

constructing of hybridity, and interpersonally through teaching and learning, collaboration, and 

performance. 

 

The fieldwork that I have drawn on is not configured according to the traditional 

ethnomusicological paradigm of a year or more in the field, but based on a collection of 

experiences in Chennai, India, and Brisbane, Australia. When I am in Chennai, a typical day 
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involves lessons and interviews with Carnatic musicians, sometimes lasting three or four hours, 

further practice of musical materials in my hotel room, taking field notes, and from about mid-

afternoon, attending concerts of Carnatic music till late in the night. It also includes making 

transcriptions and writing reflections (and, of course, eating masala dosa, which is 

indispensable to good fieldwork in South India). On my most recent trip (2012-13), this schedule 

also included collaborations with two different groups of Carnatic musicians, including 

performances.  

 

At home in Brisbane, Australia, I have extended this research by studying the recorded and 

printed literature of Carnatic music, practicing solkattu and applying it to the guitar, taking 

lessons in Carnatic music, and interviewing musicians via Skype. There was also a parallel 

process of discovery through musicking in rehearsals and performances of hybrid compositions 

that explored the synergies and dissonances between Carnatic and jazz music, and through 

composing music that sought to explore the same. This fieldwork, in its many forms, becomes 

the basis for most of the following discussion, as a reflective tool for understanding people 

making and/or experiencing music. Jeff Todd Titon calls this ‘the new fieldwork’ (2012, p. 30) 

and says that this “leads us to ask what it is like for a person (ourselves included) to make and 

to know music as lived experience” (Titon, 2012, p. 25). My contribution is modeled on other 

significant work in the field that aims to connect music to culture and lived experience (for 

example, Berliner, 1994; Feld, 2008, 2012; Rice, 1994; Seeger, 1987).  

 

1.2.3 Signification in intercultural work  

 

Intercultural hybrid work constitutes a complex non-homogenous society. Intercultural work can 

be considered to create its own hybrid culture based on the affiliations and identities of the 

individual artists involved, and is an example of the synthetic nature of culture, although it is also 

important to note that hybridity is not constructed by some magical synthesis of homogenous 

cultures, and that cultures themselves are polyvocal, and contingent on the particulars of their 

membership. Based on notions of a radical hybridity and synthetic understanding of culture 

developed by Bhabha (1994), Benhabib (2002), and Kraidy (2005), this study treats the 

circumstances surrounding the production of the case studies (Wren 2011, 2012, and the coda, 

Wren, 2013) as particular temporal instances of culture, ones that were constructed for the 

purpose of producing a musical event, but ones that nevertheless continue to exist in a residual 

and distributed form. It is the subjectivity of the performers that gives each hybrid work its 

vitality. While the culture that produced the music is examined from the perspective of its 
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synthetic and localised nature it is taken as being the basis for a broader understanding of 

Carnatic and jazz cultures and intercultures, and could be seen to apply to hybridity in a wider 

sense. Similarly, the reception and analysis of the work is acknowledged as being based on 

subjective and culturally bound models of interpretation, those of western ethnomusicology. 

While Mantle Hood advocated ‘bi-musicality’ as a way for ethnomusicologists to experience and 

engage with musical Others (1960), there was a sense in which this still perpetuated a notion of 

Other as something to be discovered and analysed by the West. It is in the musical process that 

this colonial relationship is most effectively countered. Collaboration with musicians from any 

tradition, rather than requiring synthesis, requires submission, humility and the surrender of 

authority. 

 

The music itself is a site of investigation for the ways in which musicians mediate culture and 

identity in performance. This finds resonance in Geertz’s notion of cultures as “an assemblage 

of texts” (in Barz & Cooley, 2012, p. 28), and in Meintjes’ observation that “the political is not 

merely an adjunct to the sound but embedded in it through strings of connected signs” (1990, p. 

38). Musical signs can be examined as representing the culture of origin to a greater or lesser 

extent, with improvisation and composition as methodologies for negotiating culture.  

 

In this dissertation, musical gesture is taken as being in indexical relation to culture. I, like 

Gabriel Solis and Thomas Turino, advocate Peircean semiotics as being “particularly suited for 

ethnomusicological work” (Turino, 2014, p. 188), particularly the indexical nature of a musical sign’s 

relationship to culture. Charles Peirce said, “the [indexical] sign signifies its object solely by virtue 

of being really connected with it.” (Pharies, 1985, p. 39). Musical signs (gestures) are indexical, 

because there is a dependent relationship between the sign and its object, between the music 

and its culture (Sawyer, 2005, pp. 82-83). In Peirce’s terms, music is the ‘natural sign’ and 

culture is the ‘physical symptom’. While music could be considered ‘iconic’ in the sense that 

musical signs have no literal meaning beyond their own system of signing, in regards to 

intercultural music, the most interesting relationship is between signs and the culture that they 

index. Musical signs are not representational of concepts beyond music within a culture, but 

neither could they exist without the culture within which they have developed. It is the 

juxtaposition of musical signals that constitute the inter-cultural discourse and can lead to a 

deeper understanding of musical hybridity. In other words, I am interested in the way that the 

musicians interpolate and juxtapose their cultural materials: the way they play their culture, and 

if and how they play beyond their culture.  
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1.3 Definitions 

 

The terms used in this dissertation follow accepted use. A vernacular understanding of ‘culture’, 

‘interculture’, ‘hybridity’, and ‘improvisation’, would not lead the reader astray. The commonly 

accepted notion of ‘culture’ is of “traditional (historically derived and selected) ideas and 

especially their attached values…” while cultural anthropology takes culture more broadly to be 

“understood as the totality of and the motive for all social interactions” (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 

2006, p. 181). While the fluid and non-homogenous nature of culture is acknowledged, we 

cannot avoid being aware of cultural difference. As Michael Ryan notes “[c]ulture becomes 

visible when we travel between ‘cultures’” (Ryan, 2010, viii). In intercultural work then, the 

culturally different ways of knowing and doing music are brought into sharp relief. These “culture 

systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other as 

conditioning elements of further action” (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 2006, p. xvi). Intercultural music 

can be seen as a situation in which musicians must react to the familiar and the unfamiliar, and 

in which their musical actions must similarly proceed from acquired cultural knowledge and 

assumed or speculative knowledge about the intercultural context. While this writing cannot 

clarify our understanding of culture broadly, given its polyvocality, it does attempt throughout to 

illuminate aspects of Carnatic and jazz culture and their intersection, and in so doing, reflects on 

the depth of meaning and association inherent in the term.  

 

Improvisation is key to our understanding of the ways that musicians negotiate culture in 

performance. In this dissertation I devote a full chapter to a thorough understanding of the 

mechanics of choice in improvisation, as this seems fundamental to our understanding of 

intercultural performance. My assumption is that improvisation includes all aspects of 

performance not intended to reproduce a previous compositional intent. While in other situations 

it may be productive to differentiate between interpretation and improvisation, in the analysis of 

the case studies, I am interested in all instances in which the individual musicians contribute to 

the music. Improvisation is therefore closely aligned with both cultural and individual identity, as 

methodology, as mediation, and as a form of play. Improvisation in intercultural music is 

revealed to be a complex intersection of practical and theoretical concerns.  

 

The terms ‘hybrid’ and ‘intercultural’ are not necessarily synonyms as used here. Marwon Kraidy 

defines hybridity as “an association of ideas, concepts, and themes that at once reinforce and 

contradict each other” (2005, p. vi). Furthermore, a hybrid work constitutes a kind of ‘thirding’ 

(Soja, 1996; Bhabha, 1994) in which those ideas, concepts, and themes create a third term. An 
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intercultural work is therefore most often hybrid, but cultural materials could conceivably be 

juxtaposed without creating a new third term, for example, as in an intercultural music festival in 

which efforts are made to keep cultural materials separate. Similarly, hybrid artifacts are not 

necessarily intercultural, as they may be hybrid by virtue of a combination of techniques from 

within a single culture. Or ‘hybrid’ may be used to describe the work of a single composer that 

draws on different musical systems and is therefore directly about the combination of ideas 

within a single creative work. This is true for the first case study, Rich and Famous.  

 

For clarity, I have usually employed ‘intercultural hybridity’ to refer to that music which combines 

distinct cultural systems into new formulations. The discourses of hybridity from communication 

studies, and creative intercultural practices are seen as theoretical and practical expressions of 

the same idea. In describing certain projects as ‘intercultural hybrid’, I mean to draw attention to 

the fact that musicians from different backgrounds, and with different musical trainings and 

understandings are contributing to a single musical outcome, and creating a work that is 

epistemologically distinct from the cultures that constitute it, rather than operating within one 

discrete cultural context. In this dissertation, the discussion focuses on works that are 

intentionally hybrid, rather than an analysis of the innate hybridity that it could be argued is a 

property of all cultural work. Hybridity in this sense could be considered synonymous with the 

commercial genre descriptor ‘fusion’. In this document I prefer the term ‘hybrid’ to ‘fusion’, 

because it creates a conceptual distance between the music here portrayed and the wide 

variety of musics that can be associated with ‘fusion’, and because it intentionally situates hybrid 

music as a part of the discourse surrounding hybridity as a concept more widely applied. 

 

Carnatic music is the classical music of South India, a relatively homogenous, but decidedly 

non-static tradition, while the term ‘jazz’ covers a range of musics that developed from the 

traditional folk music emerging from New Orleans in the early 20th century and has come to be 

characterised by its inclusivity. The musical systems and terminology associated with each, is 

explored more fully in Chapter 5.  

 

Building on the definitions proposed above, the title, “Improvising Culture”, can therefore be 

understood in different but equally appropriate ways. If ‘improvising’ is read as the subject in the 

title then the meaning can be understood as “an examination of the culture of improvisers”. The 

way in which improvisers construct musical meaning is explored in detail in these pages. 

Alternatively, the case studies, based on my own practice, demonstrate an instance of 

‘improvised culture’ – a coming together of musicians with different identities to create a local, 
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unpredictable and temporary musical culture. The kind of culture that this creates, along the 

borders of more recognisably heterogenous cultural identities, is referred to as ‘interculture’ 

here, but has been variously termed ‘border culture’ (Gomez-Peña , 2001; or ‘border pedagogy’ 

by Giroux, 1992), alterity (Bhabha, 1992, p. 209), or ‘the margin’ (hooks, 1989). Claiming a 

border or inter-cultural position is inevitably political, and while I have little claim to an alter-

voice, I can help to illuminate the discussion on interculture, adding to the call for it to claim a 

central rather than marginal position.  

 

This dissertation is primarily about theorising hybridity and improvisation. Hybridity and 

improvisation are discussed in relation to various literatures, and used as the basis for a new 

methodology for intercultural hybridity, Discursive Interculturality. While the amount of 

theoretical discussion may disappoint the reader looking for an account of the musical 

processes, the theory has been necessary step in developing a framework within which to 

understand the full significance of the cultural work. Without the theory, I feel, I would be putting 

into words that which was better left as sound. To that end, the recordings of the music are 

offered as an important counterpoint to the discussion, but also as primary sources, 

communicating complementary but exclusive meanings.  

 

Hybridity, identity and culture are intertwined and complex concepts. The examination of 

musical cultures involves a balancing of ideas that may appear contradictory. In the discussion 

of improvisation, I propose a conception of culture as contributing to individual identity, in the 

sense of being partially responsible for the music that an individual musician creates. It follows 

that different cultures create different conditions for music. It may seem that in pointing this out, I 

am emphasising the differences between musical traditions, that jazz and Carnatic musics are 

somehow opposite. Of course there are many shared assumptions and processes that enable 

us to have intercultural hybridity in the first place. While I believe it is important to acknowledge 

and celebrate difference, I also make the point that hybridity is a pervasive and persistent 

feature of culture and creativity. All work is thus in some degree hybrid, and constituted by the 

individual and subjective positions of its creators.  

 

Using the terms ‘Carnatic’ and ‘jazz’ is a convenient way to describe two models of musical 

performance that are based on different musical systems and that have various understandings 

of the relationship between music and identity; music and meaning. Their use here is not meant 

to imply homogeneity, as each culture is made up of individual musicians with different 

relationships to the historical continuity of the genre. All culture is hybrid, made up of individuals, 
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but differences do exist broadly between concentrations of musicians that share certain 

approaches to music. Of importance is the relationship between the musicians and the culture 

with which they identify, and the extent to which they identify and represent that culture in 

performance. 

 

The intercultural mixing of musics from different traditions could be thought of as an abstract 

intellectual combination of musical styles, except for the fact that it is done by people: People 

who identify as belonging to certain groups and having certain relationships to the music they 

perform. Intercultural hybridity is therefore examined for the way in which individual musicians 

contribute to the hybrid musical work by drawing on the common acquired archetypes of the 

cultures with which they are affiliated. In a very real sense, a successful intercultural hybrid work 

should then aim to allow, and encourage, musicians to develop materials based on their own 

cognitive cultural archetypes. This is an aesthetic and ethical position. 

 

1.4 Reflexive positioning of the author 

 

The research has been personally transformative, sometimes confrontingly so, requiring me to 

adjust my understanding of positionality and power at various times. Ricardo Trimillos proposed 

the idea of an "ethnomusicologist mediating tradition" (Trimillos, 2004) and my work could be 

understood in this context. I have transformed my performance practice as part of field 

research, learning within an indigenous context. If I now consider myself a mediator of tradition, 

this is a reflexive position, one that arose from an initial line of enquiry that was more in line with 

practice as research. My research, at least initially, was the development of my professional 

creative practice through exposure to novel musical materials and techniques from Carnatic 

music. It is through this lens that I began to engage with Carnatic music, a process that could 

retrospectively be interpreted as a kind of cultural appropriation. On another level of course, I 

followed my interests as western composers generally do, and absorbed new influences until 

they became a part of my musical identity.  

 

My understanding of hybridity, as developed here, was not for me an a priori understanding 

established in the research design four years ago, but rather an emergent property of the 

research itself: emerging from my engagement with musical others and my reading around 

interculturalism. I was trained as a modernist, but curiosity led me to a post-modernist 

perspective and an eclectic taste in music. This has given way to what I consider a post-post-
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modern understanding; one that is beyond what Stokes calls the postmodern ‘semiotic free-for-

all’ (1994, p. 16) in which musical symbols are divorced from their cultural meanings. In this 

conception, the meanings of cultural symbols are retained and enhance our understanding of 

power and hybridity. The importance of collaboration and discursivity that is such a focus of the 

dissertation could be seen to be ill-represented by the first case study: Rich and Famous exists 

within a jazz a paradigm and based on cultural influence. However, I argue that analysis of this 

work is still relevant, because it is one of the common tropes of hybridity. Furthermore, to 

exclude single origin hybrid works from the discussion on hybridity would be to privilege and 

further inscribe the notion of cultural monoliths, when I am concerned with understanding the 

range of hybrid expressions.  

 

In the current study it is problematic to describe my own position as definitively ‘inside’ or 

‘outside’ the subject of study. In respect to my specific instance of hybridity I have a claim to 

insider status, as I am both the initiator and a performer within the case studies. But I am also 

attempting to analyse the interactions of the musicians as they relate to their cultural affiliations, 

and in doing so, to step outside my own experience in the theorising of difference. Such 

positions however are always ‘permeable’ and “one can never assume totality in a position as 

either an insider or as an outsider” (Taylor, 2012, p. 7). This problem is not new to 

ethnomusicology, and it is important to recognise the connection to the “legacy” of colonialism 

inherent in ethnographic representation of the culture of others (Barz & Cooley, 2008, p. 5). For 

a dissertation that aims to acknowledge the role of power and bias in hybrid intercultural work 

there is a clear imperative to acknowledge the inherent bias in the writing itself. My Tamil is 

poor-to-nonexistent, ruling out consultation with all but the English language sources on 

Carnatic music, and I am writing to a predominantly western academic audience. To some 

extent the challenge of all ethnomusicology is to be critical of the link between ethnographic 

representation and “colonial, imperial, and other repressive power structures” (Barz and Cooley, 

2008, p. 5). This “crisis of representation” is keenly felt. I have attempted to balance my 

perspective by consulting Carnatic musicians wherever possible, and through careful 

consideration of my position and power dynamics. In line with critical ethnography I am not 

aiming to speak for the subjects of the research but rather raise and speak about issues central 

to the subjects of enquiry (Thomas, 1993, p. 4). As I have pointed out in these pages, and has 

been pointed out by many writers since Orientalism (Said, 1978), even the best intentioned 

intercultural work can unintentionally reinforce hegemonic power. I acknowledge my limitations 

as a sole author and the single perspective that that provides, but also submit that the 
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knowledge found here will enrich our understanding of the relationship between music, culture, 

musicians, and interculture.  

 

The conclusions of this research, while drawing on a diversity of recorded and printed literature, 

are still necessarily confined to the local. Observations are primarily based on fieldwork and 

performance experience with Carnatic and jazz musicians in Brisbane, Australia, and Chennai, 

India. But as Barz and Cooley noted: “[a] new ethnomusicological truism notes that what is local 

is global, and the inverse, one must understand the local implications of those things that seem 

to be global” (2008, p. 15). My experiences as a composer, performer, improviser, band-leader, 

and researcher, are the basis for most of the discussion herein. Observations about the 

meaning of social and cultural interactions, and the symbolic meaning of musical utterances, are 

therefore inevitably subjective, and from a Western, or more specifically Australian, perspective. 

Furthermore they are based on my early enculturation in Western musical forms, scholarly 

literature written in English, and based on a Western research paradigm. The limitations of this 

perspective are freely acknowledged.  

 

1.5 Chapter Summary 

 

In Chapter 2 I introduce the issues surrounding intercultural work, including the interplay 

between representation and appropriation in hybridity, and the concurrent phenomena of 

Orientalism, corporate multiculturalism, critical transculturalism, and colonialism. A review of the 

literature relating to intercultural hybridity proposes an understanding of how the hybrid 

intercultural musical work can be situated to contribute to the discourse on international power 

without perpetuating musical structures that suppress the imaginations of minorities that engage 

with the west. An overview of the recorded literature of Carnatic-jazz hybrid projects is 

contextualised within this critical cultural frame. This discussion also reveals the range of 

projects that are constructed in intercultural spaces and establishes the need for a new critical 

framework.  

 

The focus shifts in Chapter 3 to explain the process of improvisation in more detail. This is 

necessary because the Discursive Intercultural critical framework proposed in the chapter that 

follows relies on improvisation to demonstrate the ways in which musicians represent and are 

represented by the cultures with which they identify. Improvisation is here shown to be a 

creative rearticulation of culture, a simultaneous gesture of renewal and a re-creating of cultural 
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cognitive archetypes. This theory of improvisation is based on a variety of literature sources, 

personal reflections of my practice, and interviews with participants from Carnatic and jazz 

backgrounds. In seeking a definition that would clarify my work, I became dissatisfied with the 

existing definitions. Or, rather, I felt that the cognitive psychology literature on improvisation did 

not sit well with ethnographic representations of improvising and learning to improvise. Each 

contributes immeasurably to an irreducible concept, but they exist in separate discourses. By 

drawing on complex adaptive systems and embodiment, these two spheres of thought can be 

resolved in an intuitive and satisfying way, that has clear implications for the way that we 

analyse intercultural work. In the context of this dissertation this discussion is important, 

because improvisation is the most important methodology through which interculturality is 

performed.  

 

This new theory of improvisation helps us to understand the ways in which musicians relate to 

culture and to each other, and establishes a basis on which to construct a critical framework. In 

Chapter 4 the most important conclusions of the previous chapters are brought together in the 

theorising of Discursive Interculturality, a way of listening to the products of intercultural work 

that reveals the ways that individuals relate to their cultures and to each other across cultures, 

primarily through improvisation. This critical framework becomes the basis of a methodology for 

analysing the products of intercultural hybridity and an aesthetic basis for creating new 

intercultural work based on an acknowledgement of power.  

 

In Chapter 5, I turn to my own work in interculture at the border of Carnatic and jazz musics. I 

problematise the specific circumstances of Carnatic-jazz hybridity through analysis of their 

musical systems, and some of particular cultural dissonances that emerge. This provides an 

important context for discussing the case studies. In Chapters 6 and 7 I employ Discursive 

Interculturality as a critical framework for the analysis of the case studies Rich and Famous, and 

Cows at the Beach. Rich and Famous is an intercultural work played out through a monocultural 

perspective. The compositions draw on my practice as a hybrid musician, freely developing 

materials from a combination of Carnatic and jazz music systems. This work was, however, not 

intended for an intercultural ensemble, but for a monocultural group of jazz musicians, 

demonstrating one aspect of the way improvisation relates to cultural archetypes. The ways in 

which the hybrid basis of the work is approached by the musicians provides an opportunity to 

analyse this particular expression of hybridity. In contrast, Cows at the Beach is a series of 

concerts in which musicians from a variety of cultures were heard to collaborate. The 

collaborative frameworks were deliberately designed to encourage experimentation and a 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

30 

volatile playing situation in which the musicians’ interpretive schemas are highlighted through 

improvisation of content and form in performance. The Discursive Intercultural framework 

developed in Chapter 4 is used to talk about the case studies through an analysis of the 

compositions and improvisations informed by interviews with collaborators. 

 

The discussion is concluded in Chapter 8, which includes a summary of the theories on 

improvisation, hybridity and Discursive Interculturality. In this section I include reflections on the 

contribution as it relates to a critical understanding of hybrid intercultural music. There is also a 

discussion of the ways in which Discursive Interculturality was used in the analysis of the case 

studies and the insights that this method afforded. As a way of acknowledging the cyclic, 

iterative, nature of creative research (Smith & Dean, 2009), Chapter 8 also illuminates those 

aspects of the research that have raised questions requiring musical responses.  

 

A Coda, following Chapter 8, provides a musical response that unambiguously asserts a 

Discursive Intercultural aesthetic and methodology. The concert is the result of a collaboration 

with Indian and Australian musicians called Ultimate Cows (Wren, Beier, Mani, Suresh, & 

Rodgers, 2013). While my practice has informed the writing, there has been a parallel process 

in which the research has raised questions that needed to be explored through music. These 

questions revolve around the idea of individual and cultural expressions, around musical 

understanding and misunderstanding, and around the creation of cognitive dissonance and 

resolution in performance. The ‘coda’ of this dissertation is a musical response to these 

questions. It is presented with little preamble, as it is the hope that by reading this dissertation I 

will have constructed the means to understand the music as presented. 

 

At its heart, this writing presents a desire to illuminate the areas of cultural incongruity that make 

intercultural work by turns challenging, important, and rewarding. And, to enable musicians and 

audiences to understand the challenges of hybridity, and the sensitivity and depth of 

engagement that can come from acknowledging subjectivities. It is not through noticing 

difference that evaluations are drawn. Rather, it is through comparison that differences are 

uncovered and celebrated, and that the theory around musical hybridity is furthered. 
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Chapter 2  

Intercultural hybridity: Literature 

2.1 Introduction 

 

There’s also a darker side to world music. World music can raise fears that we are 
losing much that is close to home. Its homogenising effect threatens village practices 
as it privileges the spaces of the global village. Its dissemination across the globe 
depends on the appropriation of transnational recording companies, whose primary 
interests are to exploit cultural resources. Fusion and border-crossing may enrich 
some world-music styles, but they impoverish others (Bohlman, 2002, p. ii).  

This chapter explores the often-problematic relationship of the west to its Others, and the effect 

that has had on intercultural hybrid creative projects. The frequent critique of intercultural work 

from applied ethnomusicology is that it reinforces hegemonic power. If such critiques are not 

intended to create an impression that this is universally the case, it is also true that there is a 

scarcity of ethnomusicological research that examines the positive effects of hybridity. The 

epigraph by Philip Bohlman (2002) demonstrates the difficulty of generalising about ‘world 

music’ when we make no attempt to differentiate the circumstances of different cultural 

artefacts. My intention is to destabilise the essentialist argument by examining the full range of 

hybrid experimentation, discussing the reasons why hybridity itself might be problematic, and by 

proposing a framework for understanding different forms of power within hybridity. Through 

critical application of this framework, it becomes possible to discover the ways in which power is 

implicated in musical exchange. An analysis of the recorded literature serves to illustrate a basis 

for this new approach.  

 

2.2 Mylapore, Chennai, 2009.  

 

In 2008, I spent several months chasing down a copy of a rare recording of the great 

mridangam player, Palghat Raghu, and American jazz pianist Dave Brubeck made in 1967. 

After much hunting around, I was able to acquire a copy of the single track, Raga Theme for 

Raghu, released on the Brubeck compilation album ‘The Summit Sessions’ (1971, out of print). 

An email from Brubeck’s agent Russell Gloyd (June 19, 2013) assured me that after conferring 
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with Iola Brubeck, he could confirm that no release of the full recording session existed (contrary 

to some internet sources). Raga Theme for Raghu is one of the earliest recorded examples of 

collaboration between jazz and Carnatic musicians, a recording particularly significant for me 

given the fact that Carnatic-jazz represents the intersection of my musical passions, but also 

because Dave Brubeck and Palghat Raghu are giants in their fields and significant influences 

on my own musical development.  

 

In January 2009 I had lessons with Raghu Sir at his home in Chennai, India. The lessons 

consisted of learning about Raghu Sir’s distinctive rhythmic approach, through the Carnatic 

rhythmic language konnakol (also, solkattu)1. The materials were compositions and exercises 

based on Raghu Sir’s own innovations in the field of Carnatic rhythm, developed through the 

lineage of his guru Palghat Mani Iyer, still considered the maha vidwan in the field of Carnatic 

rhythm. Raghu was then eighty, and struggling with his health, but when it came to delivering 

the lessons he was infused with the vigour of someone thirty years younger. This was a man 

who had devoted his life to Carnatic music. Raghu Sir knew that I was not aspiring to be a 

Carnatic performer, that I was a jazz guitarist. He could teach me the raw materials of Carnatic 

rhythm, the aesthetics, the rules, and its manner of acquisition, but not how to apply it to the 

guitar, or to jazz. He, like other Carnatic musicians I had met, was pleased by my interest in the 

music, and by my desire to promulgate the art-form through fusion projects abroad, although he 

was not interested in fusion music per se. He told me that he had never done very much fusion 

music, but that he had spent some time playing with a jazz piano player in America – David 

somebody.  

- … umm, Dave Brubeck?  

- That’s him! – Raghu Sir said excitedly, as if he had been trying to remember for years.  

- He’s a very great jazz pianist, one of the legends of jazz. I have been trying to get a copy of 

the album of that recording: Raga for Raghu. 

- Oh, I didn’t know they released that one….  

(Uncomfortable silence).  

I believe I said, “Oh that’s terrible”. I wanted to say, “I’m sorry”.  

 

This conversation took place in January, 2009. I managed to get a copy of the recording in May, 

but, by June that year Palghat Raghu had died, without ever hearing Raga Theme for Raghu. 

Dave Brubeck died in 2012 after being honoured with the Benjamin Franklin award for public 

                                                

1
 Konnanol is used to describe vocalisation of rhythms, used as a pedagogical method, rehearsal 

strategy, and sometimes in performance across the music traditions of South India. Some artists prefer 
the term ‘solkattu’.  
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diplomacy for the way he engaged with other musical cultures, celebrated their differences, and 

popularised their techniques (http://www.davebrubeck.com). While it is undoubtedly true that 

Brubeck was a great pioneer of intercultural music, and one of the true visionaries of jazz 

composition, it is unclear to what extent this example is true of the way he engaged with his 

musical others. The musical examples of Brubeck’s collaborations with South Indian musicians 

are generous and discursive, showing great sensitivity and openness. Raghu Sir may not have 

been so interested to hear it in any case, as he demonstrated a disinterest in fusion in my time 

with him, but Raga Theme for Raghu is notable as an early example of Carnatic-jazz hybridity, 

and an example of hybridity that is built on musical discourse, and clearly audible negotiation of 

cultures. The example of Raga Theme for Raghu, also gives us an example of the inherent 

tension between affiliation, advocacy, and appropriation that typifies the problems of musical 

hybridity.  

 

Hybridity as a notion is tied to, and constituted by, issues of power and relationships, and as 

such there is infinite variation and complexity in their negotiation. Brubeck’s apparent lack of 

consultation in releasing Raga Theme for Raghu is an all too common feature of the West’s 

engagement with its musical Others. But, Brubeck was also responsible for legitimising and 

familiarising a generation of Americans with the rhythms and harmonies of diverse musical 

traditions (see especially the hugely popular album Time Out, 1959, which draws on a range of 

musical techniques adapted from other cultures encountered during his group’s world tour in 

1958 (http://www.davebrubeck.com/html/about.php).  

 

The recording itself tells another side of the story. Raga Theme for Raghu provides an example 

of the subtle and semiotically rich way in which culture can be negotiated in hybrid work, which 

in turn reveals a respectful and egalitarian approach to interculturalism. Brubeck and Raghu are 

careful to give each other space to contribute, and the short surviving excerpt can be taken as 

evidence that the session was experimental, aimed at dialogue, rather than producing a 

polished, marketable product. The musicians can be heard challenging each other, building on 

one another’s ideas, and, sometimes misinterpreting each other’s gestures.  

 

It is evident that issues of exploitation are themselves subjective, and that one person’s 

exploitation may be another’s golden opportunity, as is the case for the many ‘world’ musicians 

who find a global audience by contributing to Western popular music recordings. One of the key 

questions for unpacking the way in which power affects the musical work, may be ‘what is left 

out in the intercultural work’? If an intercultural work proceeds only within certain parameters, do 
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those parameters limit musical practices? And, do they limit the practices of a particular culture 

and not another? Beyond the work itself we might ask if particular cultures have been left out of 

the financial and cultural economy around the work. Many writers have revealed the subtle ways 

that culture has excluded the voice of the Other, by simultaneous exoticising and appropriating 

other cultures (Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994; Aubert, 2007). While there is criticism of the 

universality of such claims (Kraidy, 2005), there is also criticism of the near ubiquitousness of 

uncritical hybridity in global culture, especially by those most affected by it (see Gomez-Peña, 

2001). Benhabib has also pointed out the eurocentrism behind the assumption that there even 

is an ‘Other’ (Benhabib, 2002). The important thing to recognise is that each circumstance 

requires sensitivity and openness. 

 

2.3 I am not your Other 

Shani Mootoo suggests in the legend superimposed over her poster image, "It is a 
crime that I should have to use your language to tell you how I feel that you have taken 
mine from me."  (Joseph and Fink, 1999, p. 249)  

This is a record that constantly makes you feel you've just been robbed of your most 
precious things. In some cases they're possessions and inheritances that some of us 
didn't even know were there. (Wrench, 1986, in Meintjes, 1990, p. 51). 

But who are we? Who are the so-called others? Are they really our 
others?   (Benhabib, 2002, p. 25). 

The story of Palghat Raghu and Dave Brubeck illustrates the historical continuity of our 

relationship to Other cultures, and the dawn of the voice of the Other in contemporary 

discourse. This is a complex relationship, in which there is perpetual grey area between 

influence, advocacy, and appropriation. The quotes above from Joseph and Fink, Meintjes, and 

Benhabib, demonstrate the injustice, and the feeling of futility that those marginalised can feel 

when they are confronted with the dominant western other.  

 

Examples can be found throughout musical history of the complex tensions that arise when 

cultures interact, and of the attempts to understand the ethical implications of those interactions. 

Head (2000) demonstrates how an overly simplistic orientalist reading of the unabashed (and 

‘archetypal[ly] imperial’) exoticism in Mozart’s ‘Turkish’ music would inscribe hegemony where it 

did not necessarily exist, but he fails to demonstrate how this unintentional exoticism is 
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understood by Turks. Louise Meintjes is more even-handed in her examination of Paul Simon’s 

“well-meaning” appropriation of other cultures’ musics, which has contributed to our 

understanding of other musical cultures and provided opportunity for many non-western 

musicians in western markets (1990). Similarly, Feld points out that intercultural works have the 

potential of introducing new audiences to musics they would not otherwise be exposed to, of 

raising the profile of artists, improving their financial situation, and increasing the awareness of 

specific practices within musicians own communities, but it is the question of ownership of 

copyright that is key to understanding the fundamental inequities involved (1988, pp. 32-34). All 

of the supposed benefits of a project do not mean that it should be beyond criticism or that more 

ethical models are not possible. What is one person’s Graceland is another person’s 

Graceland…  

 

 “I've tried to make recordings in remote places that preserve the music honestly. I've 
paid the musicians what I can," he told the St. Petersburg Times in 2000. "All I can say 
is that if I hadn't recorded this music, or taken these photographs, nobody else would 
have.” (Washington Post obituary for David Fanshawe2) 

The project that brought many people’s awareness to non-western music was David 

Fanshawe’s work African Sanctus (1972). Described as a ‘music-explorer’ (Muller, 2002) 

Fanshawe’s work enhances our understanding of what might, and might not, constitute a 

respectful intercultural relationship. In Fanshawe’s work, ‘anonymous’ musicians in various 

African countries (“a place less complex than his own”, Fanshawe, 1975) were painstakingly 

recorded over a four-year period and became the basis of a hugely successful orchestral work, 

documentary, radio specials, and recordings, all of which continue to generate revenue and 

cultural capital for David Fanshawe and his estate. While the work seems to have proceeded 

from a deep interest and enthusiasm for African musical forms, the method of its production 

reveals the colonialist assumptions inherent in their collection and repurposing. Carol Muller 

describes the Sanctus as “an archival resource for apparently un-reflexive imperial extraction” 

(2002, p. 419). “[Fanshawe] brushed off such criticism, saying that his recordings help the world 

remember songs that otherwise would be forgotten” (Washington Post, July 13, 2010). While 

the consent of the musicians was in some cases gained prior to recording, in other cases music 

was recorded without their knowledge, and it is not known to what extent the musicians 

understood the ways in which Fanshawe intended to use their music. Sandler (2009) recounts 

the particular circumstance of one recording that was made secretly, the performers never being 

                                                

2
 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/07/12/AR2010071205061.html 
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asked for their permission. The ethics of that situation could be open for debate, were it not for 

that fact that Fanshawe was able to turn a profit from the recording. Also problematic is the 

manner of attribution. Each movement of Fanshawe’s Sanctus is composed around a particular 

recording made on Fanshawe’s journey, but the musicians are not listed as co-creators of the 

materials to the extent where they are listed as co-composers, meaning that they are unable to 

profit from royalties for performances and broadcast. Also problematic, and perhaps the most 

imperial aspect of the process, is that traditional African songs are recontextualised within a 

Catholic mass: “the archive of Africanness is inextricably tied to its relationship to Britain and to 

a history of colonialism, even though Fanshawe demonstrates in his published materials a 

remarkable absence of transgenerational memory” (Muller, 2002, p. 420).  

 

Feld explores similar territory in his analysis of BaBenzélé hindewhu music and its appropriation 

for use on Herbie Hancock’s Headhunters, 1973 (in Born and Hesmondhalgh, 2000). Both 

Fanshawe and Hancock, it could be argued, were working in an earlier time. However, 

examples abound to remind us that uncritical engagement with musical Others is by no means a 

historical curiosity. Paul Simon has been criticised by Louise Meintjes (1990) as well as in the 

mainstream press, for his lack of consultation and acknowledgement in creating works that give 

the appearance of being intercultural and “paternalistic attitude toward South African musicians” 

(Stokes, 2004, p. 56). Despite these criticisms Simon’s approach to developing projects with 

hierarchical power imbalances continues. Typically, collaborators are paid for recording a full 

day of materials with little guidance and no context given, what Feld describes as “assigned 

wage laborer status” (Feld 1988a).  

 

In a recent example, Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani came up with music that would become the basis 

of the track Dazzling Blue (So Beautiful or So What, 2011) without any songwriting credit, and 

without any input into how his materials were to be used (personal communication, Guru 

Kaaraikkudi Mani, 2011). One of the essential elements of Simon’s process seems to be the 

absence of consultation with the culture-bearers. The compositions, except for some notable 

exceptions where songwriting credit is given (see Meintjes 1990), are not intercultural in the 

sense of being collaborative. Rather, it is a form of appropriation in which the bare minimum is 

done to ensure that exotic sounds can be obtained without too many lawsuits. Meintjes (1990) 

lays some of the blame for this revealed power abuse at the feet of the music industry: 

“[Graceland ] points to the difficulties of attempting to do a genuinely collaborative project within 

the restraints of the music industry”. She positions Simon as a “humanistic and well-intentioned 

collaborator” who may not be fully aware of the implications of his role in an unfair system. 
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Unfortunately, ignorance has never been an adequate defense: it is an easy matter for any 

composer to attribute rights to anyone who has contributed to their work.  

 

The role of commercial interests is all too often the motivation for the continuation of exploitative 

practices. The result is not only that unethical practices continue, but also that the critique of 

unethical practices is potentially becoming dangerous because of the same commercial 

interests. Academics can even be required to coauthor such critiques with university lawyers, as 

is the case for Fitzgerald, Hayward, & Brennan (2011), in their recent paper on the Hollywood 

movie “Sanctum”. While awareness of potential legal threat is certainly worrying, it is also even 

more imperative that we speak against unethical dealings, and advocate the work of those who 

seek to engage across cultures on more equal terms.  

 

The potential for intercultural engagement today is greatly expanded, making the discussion 

even more critical. The internet has become the perfect accelerant for the mingling of cultures. 

For current generations, the so-called ‘digital natives’, the internet has the opportunity to 

represent a multi-diasporic interculture in which African drumming, North Indian raga, Bach, and 

Rudresh Mahanthappa are the same number of mouse clicks away. Connell and Gibson offer 

music as an indicator of the extent to which the borders of culture have been crossed in this 

deterritorialised environment: 

The expansion of world music exemplifies the deterritorialization of cultures... places 
are repositioned and reimagined within global flows and networks… identities are fluid, 
where deterritorialization is both process and metaphor... The rise of the internet has 
ensured that the pace [of change] has accelerated and the potential for hybridity 
become overwhelming (in Connell & Gibson, 2004, pp. 342, 344, 355-356). 

The gradual seepage of cultures that have been displaced and reinvigorated, colonised and 

decolonised, has been accelerated by the new dynamic of human interaction that has occurred 

with the evolution of communication technologies. Writers including Edward Said, have argued 

the impossibility of having non-hybrid spaces in the 21st century: “all cultures are involved in 

one-another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, heterogeneous, extraordinarily 

differentiated and unmonolithic” (Said, 1994, p. 15). This view is echoed by Homi Bhabha: 

The very concepts of homogenous national cultures, the consensual or contiguous 
transmission of historical traditions, or 'organic' ethnic communities - as the grounds of 
cultural comparativism are in a profound process of redefinition. (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5) 
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This redefinition of culture requires a rethinking of the basis of hybridity, not as combination of 

monolithic and homogenous cultures, but as mixtures of peoples with different allegiances and 

identifications. As Henry Giroux explores in relation to postmodern feminist cultural theory, 

identity is rarely stable, rather, constructed through signifying practices that precede the 

individual: 

Postmodern feminist cultural theory breaks with the dominant humanist view… in 
which the subject is still considered to be an autonomous individual with a coherent, 
stable self constituted by a set of natural pre-given elements such as biological sex. It 
theorizes the subject as produced through signifying practices which precede her and 
not as the originator of meaning. One acquires specific subject positions - that is, 
existence in meaning, in social relations - being constituted in ideologically structured 
discursive acts. Subjectivity is thus the effect of a set of ideologically organized 
signifying practices through which the individual is situated in the world and in terms of 
which the world and one's self are made intelligible (Giroux, 1992, p. 60).  

The post-structuralist understanding of signifying practices as the basis of identity construction 

reveals the balance between individual and ‘ideologically constructed’, encultured, practices. 

This does not equate to an emphasis on individual agency over collective practices, or imply 

that cultural difference is arbitrary, but that practice is constitutive and the signification of 

meaning is developed through the practices of individuals working within a culture. The 

insularity of individual cultures and the importance of cultural practices within it will therefore 

affect the depth and specificity of meaning and enculturation. While acknowledging the role of 

hybridity in the formation of cultural identities, we must still also acknowledge the very real 

differences between cultures.  

 

Hybridity can be seen as the basis of all cultures or as a deliberate activity, but it is the Western 

‘free market’ that decides what constitute acceptable forms of hybridity. Uncritical acceptance of 

ubiquitous global hybridity, is “at the heart of a new planetary ideology whose basic aim is to 

avoid addressing highly political issues such as racial and colonial oppression” (Toumson In 

Kraidy, 2005, p. 68). The “new global transculture artificially softens the otherwise sharp edges 

of cultural difference” (Gomez-Peña , 2001, p. 12) operating at the level of creating novelty 

within Western frameworks, all the instruments of the world, but auto-tuned to equal 

temperament, with four beats to the bar, where “everything [is] flattened and equalized by high 

production values” (Gomez-Peña, 2001, p.12). It is my intention to devote further time to 

exploring the participatory rules of world music on another occasion.   
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Avoidance of ethical responsibility is at the very heart of corporate multiculturalism. As 

Guillermo Gomez-Peña points out: 

The new Third World of "minority" artist is expected to perform trans- and intercultural 
sophistication, unpredictable eclecticism, and cool hybridity. Those artists, writers, and 
curators who decide to problematize this neo-retro-colonial praxis, are usually 
deported back to oblivion… …the waiting line of willing Others is immense” (Gomez-
Peña , 2001, p. 17). 

It is obvious that power imbalances in interculture have metamorphosed rather than ended. 

Many global cultures have rediscovered their cultural vibrancy post-colonialism, and we may 

have, in a general sense, moved from the ‘antagonistic’ to the ‘affiliative’ (Bhabha, 1994), but 

social justice is still not a part of the neoliberal agenda, whose primary interest is commercial 

gain. This can bring benefits to Others willing to participate, but is a sad situation for those who 

are not willing to compromise their voice and soon realise that they are “not exactly VIPs in the 

global project” (Gomez-Peña , 2001, p. 26). Gomez-Peña (2001) has reflected on the extent to 

which the capitalist mainstream has failed to develop ethical models of cultural negotiation, and 

asks the question of how a critical multicultural artist might situate their work amid the crush of 

overwhelming “corporate multiculturalism”.  

 

A cultural worker in the 21st century global economy is left with many questions about how to 

proceed. What does it mean to responsibly create music in the space between cultures? Why 

would we want to do it? On the other hand, can it be avoided? Given that hybridity is an 

inevitable condition of human existence, how can we begin to understand the aesthetic, political 

and cultural significance of hybrid projects?  

 

In tracking global trends of musical engagement, it is clear that in many quarters there is an 

awareness of the value of intercultural dialogue and a genuine desire for understanding, 

learning and communication across cultures. These types of intercultural projects are 

characterised by the way that they engage across cultures, creating situations in which 

musicians can contribute ideas, rather than just sounds for a Western global soundtrack. They 

move towards expressing “…an international culture, based not on the exoticism of 

multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures, but on the inscriptions and articulation of culture’s 

hybridity” (Bhabha, 1994, pp. 38-39). The call for sympathetic understanding of difference in 

music could be thought to begin with Mantle Hood’s call for ‘bi-musicality’ (Hood, 1960), in 

which the ethnomusicologist is emplored to learn to be musically competent in an Other culture 

as a means of more deeply understanding the object of study. This approach is typified by 
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Timothy Rice, whose dedication to the study of Bulgarian music, led him to learn from musicians 

in Bulgaria, and in doing so developing insights into teaching and learning, performance 

practice, and Bulgarian culture at large (1994).  

 

Given the variety of approaches to developing creative intercultural work, and the value or lack 

of value ascribed to polyvocality and ‘complex cultural dialogue’ it is necessary to differentiate 

approaches. The potentially endless variety of approaches to hybridity  “points to the emptiness 

of employing hybridity as a universal description of culture” (Kraidy, 2005, p. vi). Many writers 

have advocated a return to the “basics: social justice; human, civic, and labor rights; empathy 

and compassion for others” (Gomez-Peña , 2001, p. 29). In problematising hybridity, I hope to 

establish the need for an approach that emphasises basic principles of human interaction as an 

aesthetic basis and creative methodology, one that can lead to ethical and artistically dynamic 

intercultural work.  

 

These ethical concerns are important if hybridity is to be considered a basis for understanding 

contemporary culture. Similarly, understanding that hybridity is highly variable in practice, and 

being critical of its mechanisms is crucial to avoiding the totalising arguments of corporate 

multiculturalism. Hybrid projects that are based on a dialogic approach are therefore important 

in decentering the liberal agenda. bell hooks has positioned alterity as a political space that 

seeks to destabilise notions of cultural normativity, “decentering the oppressive other and 

claiming our right to subjectivity…” (emphasis in original, 1992)  in a paper called “Choosing the 

margin as a space of radical openness.” I am not comparing my own situation to that of hooks, I 

have not faced the kind of oppression that motivates her project, but it is nevertheless 

appropriate to advocate a centering of that which is peripheral. Nevertheless, the more I move 

away from the perceived cultural centre as an artist, the more that claiming the border as a new 

centre appeals as a political action. As Gayatri Spivak says, “…[w]hy not take the centre when 

I’m being asked to be marginal?” (1990, pp. 40-1). Said’s Orientalism revealed the distortion 

that occurs through uncritical acceptance of western centrism. “The center is constructed as … 

the subject making history; while the periphery is defeated, silenced, subordinated, subjected 

without a history of its own” (Soja, 1996, p. 137). Bhabha calls the periphery a third space, and 

says that this is “the productive space of the construction of culture as difference, in the spirit of 

alterity or otherness” (1990, p. 209). Interculture is then necessarily viewed as a political action, 

one in which we ‘find ourselves speaking with the voice of resistance’ (hooks, 1990, p. 207).  
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2.4 Doomed to failure? 

These uncommodified and unprocessed signs of histories, cultures, and identities 
create a break in the discursive flow, and refuse to be easily digested or homogenized 
into an easy cozy "multiculturalism." Joseph and Fink, 1999, p. 250  

And yet, could it be that there are problems with hybrid work and intercultural engagement that 

go beyond apportioning blame to commercial interests and neoliberalism? Hybridity itself may 

constitute the means of its own failure, despite remaining an “appealing concept as the 

burgeoning written record unmistakably demonstrates ” (Kraidy, 2005, p. 66). As Joseph and Fink 

indicate, some hybridity is not easily ‘digested’ and refuses to occupy one conceptual frame.  

The notion of hybridity invokes the fusion of two (or more) components into a third term 
irreducible to the sum of its parts. By unhinging the identities of its ingredients without 
congealing into a stable third term, hybridity enters a vicious circle where its condition 
of existence is a the same time its kiss of death… When a concept means so many 
different things to so many different people in so many different fields and so many 
different contexts, it ceases to have any meaning whatsoever. (Kraidy, 2005, p. 66). 

The crucial part of Kraidy’s analysis is that hybridity’s ingredients fail to congeal into a ‘stable 

third term’, that hybridity is terminally vague in its inclusiveness. Gabriel Solis discourages the 

use of the term for the same reason, especially in relation to jazz (2004, p. 328). Despite its 

ubiquity, work that is overtly hybrid and inclusive of cultural difference runs the risk of 

misinterpretation, because the interpretive framework necessary for its comprehension is not 

held by one cultural group. Overt and inclusive hybrids based on cultural difference create a 

problem, one that is based on encultured modes of perception. In the very simplest terms, the 

jazz aficionado and the Carnatic rasika are attending two entirely different concerts, even 

though they may be in the same room, in front of the same ensemble.  

 

There is a certain kind of hybridity scholarship that uses the problems inherent in hybridity to 

write off hybrids of all kinds. Mathematically, at least, it would seem that the potential for 

variation in hybrid cultural work is limitless, being based on a sum-greater-than-the-parts 

combinatoriality, making it impossible to generalise. But the fact that such views are widespread 

means that there are is either an inherent problem with cultural work that is intentionally hybrid, 

or that hybrid cultural work has been insufficiently problematised to allow successful critical 

negotiations to occur.  
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The experimental nature of intercultural works often has the potential to rankle members of a 

culture who feel that essential elements of their music have been ‘lost in translation’, or that their 

particular aesthetic framework has been misunderstood. It has led many to despair of the merits 

of intercultural work, particularly involving Indian classical music: 

“…I think a lot of fusion things suffer from this inequality… it either becomes Western 
music with an exotic [tinge] – which I think historically is the most harmful because it 
actually is a direct continuation of a colonial attitude and orientalism; or it is Indian 
music with a bit of western fluff around it so that it sounds like fusion but actually, it 
isn’t.” (Huib Schippers, personal communication, 26 September 2011) 

Schippers is an expert in world music education, and North Indian sitar performance. As a 

student of Hindustani music, he has learnt the importance of maintaining a conservative attitude 

to innovation as a means of keeping the culture in check (2010, p. 47), and has been witness to 

the myriad mis-uses of Hindustani music since the ‘sitar explosion’ of the 1960s (Farrell, 1999), 

and particularly of the use of his own instrument, the sitar, as a ‘substitute guitar’ (ibid., p. 172). 

It makes sense that Indian musicians would prefer to be clear about what is considered ‘fusion’ 

and what is considered as part of the tradition. Schippers’ statement, above, may also be more 

true for intercultural works that are designed to exploit the market for world music, but not 

necessarily for works whose aim is intercultural dialogue. Others have referred to this kind of 

shallow interaction as "[m]usical exoticism…  [which] may be defined as the borrowing or use of 

musical materials that evoke distant locales or alien frames of reference… Characteristic and 

easily recognized musical gestures from the alien culture are assimilated into a more familiar 

style, giving it an exotic color and suggestiveness."  (Bove, 2000, quoting Jonathan Bellman, p. 

266). 

Two narratives dominate the story of Indian music in relation to the West. One 
revolves around the idea of “Westernization” or “modernization,” in which Western 
elements and ideas are assimilated into a preexisting Indian musical tradition. The 
other is a narrative in which Indian music develops on its own impervious to foreign, 
and therefore superficial, influences. Central to both of these narratives is a notion of 
authenticity based on the imagination of an essentially Indian core, on the one hand, 
and Western or “outside” influences on the others. One of the problems of 
“Westernization” narratives is that they oversimplify the dynamics and consequences 
of the colonial encounter….  (Weidman, in Wolf, 2009, p. 49). 

Laurent Aubert is ambivalent about hybrid music in his Music of the Other (2007): “...hybridity is 

claimed today as the banner - maybe the only one still credible and with the power to call us to 

action - of a whole generation with aching roots” (p. 53). Aubert hints at the idealism inherent in 

creating a ‘world music’ and the inevitable rise of creative hybrids. “In this respect, world music 
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is maybe the only original expression that could arise at the end of the twentieth century: it is the 

summing up of all the 'heres' and 'elsewheres' which have woven our lives.” (p. 54). Despite 

Aubert’s remark about the possibilities of intercultural music expression, he goes on to speak of 

the world music experiment as past: its legacy, to draw a line in the sand between authentic 

tradition on the one hand and inauthentic and impure experimentation on the other. 

“...[S]eparation... unavoidable between, on the one hand, defenders of the authentic of their 

various kinds and, on the other, adherents of the great church of musical ecumenism” (p. 54). 

Aubert’s attitude could be considered old fashioned on two counts. His assumption that hybrid 

music’s grand narrative is to speak to some kind of romantic yearning for the Other, a 

generalisation based on orientalist discourse, and his criticism of hybrid music on the grounds 

that it dilutes pure tradition, which we have established as a false notion. We are left with the 

impression that Aubert is reacting to a certain type of hybrid music, rather than a survey of 

approaches. 

Followers of traditional or 'ethnic' music started identifying with this movement [world 
music], which promised the flourishing of perspectives based on their tastes. But they 
quickly lost their illusions; the new product offered for their appreciation in fact 
corresponded only weakly to their expectations and sensitivities. Music-lovers could 
find neither the intimacy of a real connection between performer and listener nor the 
delight stimulated by the gentle touch of subtle intervals; even less the seemingly 
everlasting and spiritually infused picture they so much desired (Aubert, 2007, p. 54).  

Aubert does not venture to suggest what aspect of the music itself led to this disappointment. 

Christopher Adler who has produced hybrid musical works ventures an explanation for hybrid 

music’s, sometimes problematic, reception:  

“...cross-cultural artistic expression once released into the world is subject to the 
divergent interpretive apparatuses of the musical cultures implicated in the work (as 
well as those of any others who care to listen). The cross-cultural work, heard from the 
standpoint of any one of the implicated musical traditions, will be both sensical and 
non-sensical. For every aspect that is familiar there will be another that is unfamiliar; 
for every rightness about the work, a wrongness along with it... The full meaning of the 
work cannot be had within the interpretive frameworks of only one musical culture - 
this music has no home” (in Zorn, 2008, p. 32).  

Aubert’s generalised description of unmet expectations is explained by Adler as a problem of 

perception rather than any specific musical shortcomings. This perspective will resonate with 

many intercultural creatives: audiences from different backgrounds often having wildly different 

understandings of the value or intention of the intercultural work. Different interpretations are a 
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problem for hybrid work, but can become a strength if acknowledged, and can be revealing 

when it is the site for critical inquiry.  

 

It is clear that any ‘text’ means different things to different people (at least since Derrida, 1966, 

and potentially since Eco’s Opera Aperta, 1962). These differences are particularly pronounced 

when we examine the aesthetics, values, and significance that different cultures give to music. It 

seems clear that for a listener brought up to appreciate one set of cultural values, the 

intercultural artwork can become emblematic of the Other cultures that it represents. The 

cultural product is seen to constitute an authoritative (rather than a relative or experimental) 

voice. 

 

Ted Solis (2004, p. 11) talks about the way performing ethnomusicologists are perceived to be 

speaking for the culture. Similarly, in an intercultural musical work involving musicians from 

different backgrounds, the musicians are seen to be representing and performing their culture. It 

is an unavoidable consequence of my intercultural work that, for many Indians, my work is jazz, 

and all they will ever know of jazz: for many Australians, it is Carnatic, and all they will ever 

know of Carnatic music. In 2008, I asked my teacher Rajyashree Josyer Srikanth, to play in one 

of my fusion concerts, the Carnatic Jazz Experiment #1, (Wren, 2008). The piece that I asked 

her to play, I thought, was the ‘most Carnatic’ of the ones that I had written, and would therefore 

be the easiest for her to contribute to: South Mada St used a Carnatic ragam and thalam, and 

had a three-part krithi style structure. My teacher’s daughter however, brought up in the 

Carnatic musical tradition, and hearing only the differences, referred to the composition as 

‘Mummy’s jazz piece’. The same composition to others in the group had seemed to have no ties 

to the jazz tradition at all (Andrew Shaw, personal communication, 20 June 2013). While there 

were certainly elements of both traditions represented in the piece, it is clear that for these 

musicians the most salient characteristics were those that differed from their cultural frames of 

reference. Musical ideas from outside their immediate frames of understanding stood out 

against the background of what they were familiar with, required conscious effort to tackle, and 

created uncertainty because the associations and implications of what they were playing were 

unknown to them.  

 

While some musicians may wish to adopt the role of cultural ambassador, others may seek to 

distance themselves from tradition. In my own case, although I have practiced Carnatic music 

for many years, I do not consider myself able to represent Carnatic music on the guitar. In 

Carnatic circles, any deviation from traditional Carnatic practice is carefully and proudly labeled 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

45 

‘fusion’ (Vaidyanathan Suresh, personal communication 12 October, 2014). In many traditions, 

a successful music career hinges on the ability to successfully perform within the boundaries of 

acceptable variation. In Jazz, the conservation approach of Wynton Marsalis and his followers, 

identifies a narrow band of what can properly be called ‘jazz’ (Farley, 2011, p. 122; Burns, 

2001). 

 

Because of the perception of the authority of culture-bearers, it becomes important to articulate 

just who is represented in the hybrid intercultural work. The critical intercultural musician has a 

measure of responsibility to frame and present their work in ways that identify their affiliations 

and the ways they have chosen to engage with other cultures. This does not necessarily mean 

that every instance of intercultural work should be accompanied by a disclaimer, or that any 

hybrid work must be clearly representative of its constituent parts. This could be unnecessary if 

the creatives involved are aspiring to a third-space aesthetic. On the other hand, we should be 

mindful of declaring a concert as “Carnatic-jazz”, for example, if the constituent parts do not in 

some way represent Carnatic or jazz musics. It is the perception of authority versus affiliation, of 

cultural representation rather than association, that underlies many of the misapprehensions 

and misunderstandings of hybrid cultural work. The cues that denote cultural affiliations are 

subtle, overlapping, and open to diverse cultural interpretations.  

 

Despite the appeal of Adler’s ‘divergent interpretive frameworks’, it seems unlikely that the bad 

rap that intercultural music has gained for many listeners and practitioners is entirely a problem 

of perception. As alluded to by Aubert and Schippers, failed fusion experiments pepper the 

landscape of intercultural work; others have been commercially successful by appealing to 

western notions of the exotic within an essentially western musical structure. Like in any musical 

genre, only a small amount of what is experimentally produced will have longevity beyond its 

(hypothetical) print run. Much of what is produced is destined for obscurity, or a footnote on the 

path to developing more worthwhile projects. Unfortunately, an audience’s exposure to a poorly 

designed or executed intercultural project has the potential to dissuade the listener from 

pursuing further investigation of intercultural works as a whole. Worse still is the possibility of a 

poorly designed Carnatic-jazz concert, for example, discouraging listeners from ever developing 

an interest in Carnatic music or jazz. Viewed in this light, intercultural music can be a risky 

proposition, even more so between cultures whose aesthetic and theoretical foundations are 

different. Indeed, world music can become an easy target due to this problematic nature: 

A characteristic reflex of those writing about music from various disciplinary 
perspectives is to critique world music, where some of the most pernicious neoliberal 
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myth-making may, indeed, be identified (Brusila 2003, Feld 1994, Frith 2000, Schade-
Poulsen 1999, Stokes 2003, Taylor 1997, Théberge 2003, Turino 2000). (Stokes, 
2004, p. 51).  

The Brubeck-Raghu project illustrates the complexity of intercultural work, on the one hand a 

shining example of a generous and egalitarian collaboration between master musicians, on the 

other, an example of neo-colonial appropriation and non-attribution. Musicians’ intentions may 

be well-meaning at the point of collaboration, but equally important is attribution and commercial 

recompense, which can be considered to extend beyond standard agreements and include 

perceptions of the ways in which careers are affected and following built through intercultural 

collaborations (Fitzgerald, Hayward, & Sandler, 2011). Hybridity is not always an act of 

dominance as Aubert implies, but a natural consequence of curiosity, openness to influences, 

and globalisation. Although I am wary of creating a binary distinction, there appear to be 

projects that proceed with consultative and collaborative intent and those that are driven by 

commercial agenda. Beyond the problems of conception and equality at the production level are 

the multiple ways that an intercultural work may be perceived once it is let loose in the world. Of 

interest is the relationship between homogenous cultures and hybridity, and of the encultured 

modes of perception that differ between culturally aligned individuals.  

 

2.5 Populating the third space 

 

In The Claims of Culture (2002), Seyla Benhabib has characterized what she calls “practical 

aspect of citizenship: (1) egalitarian reciprocity, (2) voluntary self-ascription, and (3) freedom of 

exit or association.” Benhabib notes that “[t]he fulfilment of these conditions leads to a "complex 

cultural dialogue" (2002, p. 22). Benhabib argues against the "faulty epistemic premises" of the 

holistic conception of cultures and advocates instead "recognition of the radical hybridity and 

polyvocality of all cultures" (ibid., p. 4). Cultures she argues "are not holistic but… multilayered, 

decentered and fractured systems of action and signification" (ibid., p. 25). The idea that culture 

is not holistic is designed to dismantle totalising discourses but it should be acknowledged that 

in the realm of music at least, there exist cultural differences, more or less pronounced, that are 

challenging to negotiate. These differences are shared as musical systems by cultures of 

performers who identify in particular ways that exhibit Benhabib’s “practical aspects of 

citizenship” while emphatically asserting their difference.  
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Homi Bhabha also offers a way of framing intercultural work. He views intercultural experiments 

as existing beyond not only the confines of culture, but time itself, detached as they are from 

cultural histories, existing in a third space, neither ‘here’, nor ‘elsewhere’: 

The borderline work of culture demands an encounter with "newness" that is not part 
of the continuum of past and present... Such art... renews the past, refiguring it as a 
contingent 'in-between' space that innovates and interrupts the performance of the 
present. (Bhabha, 1994. p. 7) 

Bhabha’s observations speak to the gradual ‘flattening’ of history and culture that has occurred 

with deterritorialisation, globalisation and the rise of the world wide web. While it useful to 

consider culture that inhabits the third space as belonging to its own cultural paradigm, later 

writers, such as Benhabib and Kraidy, have established that it is precisely the continuum of past 

and present, of overlapping polities, affiliations and allegiances, that must inform the basis of 

responsible work in the third space if it is to be affiliative, as Bhabha hoped. The third space 

now generates its own histories, balancing and co-existing with other more defined and insular 

histories that frame its context, but it cannot be thought to exist outside of cultural genealogies.  

 

Bhabha’s third space provides a useful context for understanding intercultural music as it insists 

upon its own critical framework. I hope to provide such a framework in Chapter 5. Aubert notes 

that hybridity “inevitably introduces a relation of power between the existing parts because of 

their respective inequality” (2007, p. 4). While we should be mindful of inequality, to state that all 

hybridity involves inequality may be totalising. Marwon Kraidy provides an elegant summary of 

these concerns: 

…hybridity is not post hegemonic…. [it] does not implicate the relenting of inequality… 
unequal intercultural relations shape most aspects of cultural mixture…This, however, 
does not mean that hybridity is tantamount to an effect of dominance (Kraidy, 2005, 
pp. 148-9). 

…the accomplishment of egalitarian reciprocity, voluntary self-ascription, and freedom 
of exit and association anchors the recognition of diversity between and within ethnic, 
religious, and linguistic communities and allows for transcultural mixtures that are 
bound to take shape with sustained cultural exchange… This, in turn, enhances the 
prospects that hybridity, a condition that is constituted in part by 
communication, fulfils its social and political potential, mitigating social tensions, 
expressing the polyvalence of human creativity, and providing a context of 
empowerment in which individuals and communities are agents in their own destiny. 
Only then can the unsavoury implications of hybridity as the cultural logic of 
globalization be mitigated. And only then can hybridity - albeit without guarantees - be 
a progressive hopeful discourse (Kraidy, 2005, p. 161).   
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In much of the recent creative intercultural work involving Carnatic and jazz musicians we find 

examples of how a particular third space based on equality is generating a new context and 

aesthetic. In line with this, there is a need to develop a critical framework that examines the 

different ways in which hybridity functions. Such a framework should acknowledge power 

relations, but move beyond them to analyse intercultural dialogue based on celebration of 

difference. 

 

The tendency for hybrid power relationships to be unequal is well established. In commercial 

forms, it is the West that has historically sought to exploit and subjugate non-Western forms. A 

discussion of the role of auto-tune, quantization and equal temperament in relation to Western 

music’s totalising discourse will be reserved for another time. As Kraidy points out, above, this 

does not mean that hybridity itself is ‘tantamount to an effect of dominance’. A hybrid project 

that acknowledges multiple perspectives as its basis, creates an ethical framework for 

understanding the work, and potentially enhances our understanding of culture more broadly. 

Kraidy borrows from Benhabib in identifying three factors for determining an ethical basis for 

understanding culture: egalitarian reciprocity, voluntary self-ascription, and freedom of 

association and exit. While I agree that hybridity that aligns with these objectives is likely to 

‘fulfil[…] its social and political potential’, I do not believe that declaring these conditions is 

enough to ensure that all hybridity will proceed along these lines. Rather, we should critique all 

hybridity for its egalitarian reciprocity, and so aestheticise ethics as integral to production.  

 

Even if intercultural musical projects aim for equal representation, compromise is always 

necessary. We can take Schippers’ identification of two poles of Indian-Western fusion as a 

starting point: either the music is essentially Indian or western with superficial decorations from 

the Other culture. These superficial styles are the easiest for musicians to create, as they 

require minimal adaptation of their familiar methods of practice, and, minimal understanding of 

the Other culture. They are also more readily digestible by audiences of one culture, who have 

created cognitive archetypes to, for example, easily interpret a western dance track with sitar as 

belonging to the continuum of western dance music and its exploration of timbre.  

 

Somewhere between these poles, however, are the hybrids that most interest me as an artist 

and critic: musics in which fundamental theoretical constructs are blended, aesthetics are 

juxtaposed, and musicians from different cultures are heard to interact and extend their cultural 

practices. In the genre of Carnatic-jazz, there are a handful of ensembles that have managed to 

do so, including Shakti, the Australian Art Orchetra/Sruthi Laya, Prasanna, and Rudresh 
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Mahanthappa. In these ensembles there is still compromise but it is more evenly distributed. 

Historically, the most compromise tends to be on the part of Indian musicians, potentially due to 

the global familiarity of Western idioms, but also because of the western domination of 

commercial channels for recording and distribution of music. We could note here the exception 

of Ravi Shankar’s collaboration with Yehudi Menuhin (Menuhin & Shankar, 1966). Shankar in 

particular commented on Menuhin’s “efforts to play with as much Indian spirit as he could...” 

(Shankar, 1968, p. 68): “it is a joy to see this superb musician shedding all his pride and 

awareness of self and accepting like a child or like a devoted student my teaching and my 

music, although he is superior to me in age, experience, and fame” (ibid., p. 86).  Aside from 

these examples, the Western orientalist-colonialist paradigm has given rise to an 

embarrassment of riches when examining the products of the West’s interest and reflection of, 

particularly eastern, cultural forms.  

 

The unavoidability of compromise, which may be a troubling factor for the composer of 

intercultural music, becomes the very basis for the method of its critique. In other words, the 

extent to which musicians compromise their normative models of musical development gives us 

insight into the way power has shaped the work, and the mechanisms of hybridity.  

 

A number of continua for hybrid work could be proposed to indicate levels of both engagement 

and respect. The continua are presented in the style of Schippers (2009).   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Continua for hybrid work. 

And in the context of the current analysis of Carnatic-jazz collaborations an indication of where 

a project sits on the continuum of Indian and western, while acknowledging the subjective basis 

for such claims: 

 

 

Antagonistic Affiliative 

 

Influence Evocation Collaboration 

Indian Western 
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Figure 3. Continuum for Indian-western. 

Awareness of the issues surrounding hybridity are critical to developing what Benhabib has 

described as “…ways in which to facilitate legal border crossings and cross-border polities as a 

democratic practice…” (2007, p. 136). The continua proposed above offer a simple 

diagrammatic way to represent some of the intersecting concerns for intercultural musicians. 

They also provide a method of critique, as there is positive value attached to collaborative-

affiliative works. The music itself provides the best indication of whether this ideal has been 

achieved. I will return again to these continua in the discussion of specific examples of 

intercultural hybridity.  

 

2.6 Carnatic-jazz in recordings  

 

Recordings are a good site to examine hybrid music in more detail. Many of the early instances 

of hybrid music between India and the West involve Hindustani musicians, especially North 

Indian sitarist, Pandit Ravi Shankar and his disciples. As Wolf notes, “[s]itar music, with its 

combination of virtuosic melody lines and thick droning, stands so closely for India that it has 

become cliché in advertisements and incidental music” (2009, p. 5). Many sources state that the 

earliest known recording of Indian-jazz music is Improvisations (1962), featuring Shankar and 

flutist Bud Shank. Certainly this appears to be the first commercially released Indian-jazz 

recording. Shankar is also credited as a major influence on an enormous number of artists 

beginning with John Coltrane, through George Harrison and John McLaughlin. In popular music, 

The Beatles featured Harrison’s sitar on Norwegian Wood and other recordings, leading to what 

Ravi Shankar called the ‘sitar explosion’ in popular music in 1967 (1968, p. 92). In jazz, the 

influence of North Indian music, in particular Coltrane’s interest in it (from 1961), and his 

eventual lessons with Ravi Shankar (1964), is widely cited as influencing his modal approach, 

intensity and concern with developing specific emotions or rasa (Farrell, 1997, p. 191).  

 

In terms of Carnatic-jazz, a key figure in this early period is Dave Brubeck and his band. A jam 

session between Brubeck’s drummer, Joe Morello, and the mridangam vidwan, Pallani 

Subramania Pillai, recorded by All India Radio in 1958 is the earliest recorded example of jazz 
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and Indian classical music collaboration, to the best of my knowledge. The recording has 

recently come to light (http://www.tajmahalfoxtrot.com/?page_id=56) thanks to the investigations 

of Naresh Fernandes. The recording reveals a spontaneous and highly experimental interaction, 

rather than an attempt to develop a specific composition or approach, in that respect, similar to 

the Brubeck/Raghu recording (1967). The recording coincided with the Dave Brubeck world 

tour, which took in Poland, India, Turkey, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Iraq. 

Brubeck’s drummer, Joe Morello, is heard to trade improvisations with mridangam vidwan 

Pallani Subramania Pillai, the recording clearly demonstrating the energetic interplay between 

the two master drummers. There is a particular moment in which these differences are clearly 

highlighted. As we would expect of a Carnatic musician, in one of his turns Pillai changes to 

khanda nadai (quintuplet subdivision), in which of course he is just as adept as chatusram or 

tisram (semiquavers or triplets). Morello seems to realize what Pillai has done, but is unable to 

follow suit, as that subdivision is rarely, if ever, explored in jazz. He wryly remarks “yeah… 

alright!” to the general amusement of the studio audience and changes back to a triplet 

subdivision for his solo.  

 

Much of the early exchange between Carnatic musicians and the west arose out of Robert 

Brown’s World Music program at Wesleyan University (1962-68). Performance and “authentic” 

learning experience was a major emphasis of Brown’s program, and visiting musicians from 

India were a regular feature (visitors included Ramnad Krishnan, Ramnad Raghavan, Palghat 

Raghu, K. V. Narayanaswami, T. Viswanathan, and T. Ranganathan). T. Viswanathan and T. 

Ranganathan remained in the U.S. and taught Carnatic music to many generations of American 

students. It was at Wesleyan where John McLaughlin would eventually meet L. Shankar and 

Ramnad Raghavan to form the original Shakti in 1975, and where in 1967 Dave Brubeck met 

Palghat Raghu and recorded ‘Raga Theme for Raghu.’ Dave Brubeck’s improvisations with 

Palghat Raghu resulted in a single 2’47” track on the Summit Sessions (1971).  

 

In a recent documentary, John McLaughlin tells the story that he heard the Carnatic violinist L. 

Shankar improvising a Pallavi theme in four speeds (Remember Shakti, 2006) and was inspired 

to start a band. Together with mridangam player R. Raghavan and (North Indian) tabla-player 

Zakir Hussain they made a series of recordings as Shakti from 1975-77. These recordings 

predate the naming of the genre of ‘world music’ decided in a 1987 meeting of record 

executives (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_music#1987_meeting). Shakti had no precedent. 

It was a high-level collaboration between leading musicians that seemed based on a shared 

understanding of how to make music together rather than a commercial outcome. The group 

http://www.tajmahalfoxtrot.com/?page_id=56
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became the paragon for responsible and musical intercultural projects, and exemplary in its 

equality of contribution and attribution. The documentary The Way of Beauty (2006) portrays the 

energy and openness with which the musicians approach hybridity, but overwhelmingly, also the 

virtuosity of their performance and the quickness of their apprehension. These are not 

musicians seeking to find a common ground, these are musicians who instantly understand and 

respond to musical situations derived from multiple cultural contexts through a deep empathy 

and knowledge of each other’s traditions. 

JM: it was amazing. Amazing! Just immediately with Zakir this fantastic rapport that 35 
years later is still amazing … 
ZH: …We would start an idea together, it would be the same thought, we would stop 
together, it would be exactly instantly the same spontaneity [sic]. It was amazing - it 
was like I was playing with my twin brother, or I was playing with my father, or 
something like that - people who knew my repertoire and the person whose repertoire I 
knew (Remember Shakti, 2006, transcription by author). 

To some extent, Shakti reminds us of Aubert’s notion of world music as idealistic, but it avoids 

the negative aspects of such a generalisation by the generosity with which it approaches 

hybridity and the sheer force of Shakti’s jubilant virtuosity. The problem for many of the groups 

that followed Shakti, is that they emulated their technical virtuosity, without understanding that 

the true virtuosity of Shakti was the ease with which they negotiated cultural forms. On the other 

hand, groups such as Oregon, produced work that showed the necessary cultural sensitivity but 

without the thrill of the high speed responsivity and reflectiveness at which Shakti excelled. 

 

Another example of excellence in Carnatic-western hybrid music is found in the work of Rudresh 

Mahanthappa. Mahanthappa’s exploration of the intersection between jazz and Carnatic is a 

more visceral, and risky venture. Mahanthappa began an investigation of Carnatic music in 

2005, collaborating with Carnatic saxophonist, Kadri Gopalnath. The collaboration led to the 

work Kinsmen (2008), which features a juxtaposition of Carnatic and jazz trios (Gopalnath with 

mridangam and violin accompaniment, Mahanthappa with drumkit and double bass). This 

creates a unique situation in which each soloist (or main artist in the Carnatic sense) is able to 

rely on the support of culturally aligned accompanists, as well as being extended by the 

interactions with musical Others. Different aesthetics are allowed to coexist and develop 

independently and occasionally simultaneously. The often raucous interactions give rise to 

music that contains impossibly dense representations and layers of meaning. Since Kinsmen, 

Mahanthappa has worked mainly with jazz musicians, particularly the musicians, Dan Weiss 

and Rez Abbasi who also have training in North Indian music, but he also frequently performs in 
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an ensemble with Anand Ananthakrishnan on mridangam (Palghat Raghu’s grandson). It is also 

interesting to note the way that Mahanthappa’s practice has evolved to reflect the influence of 

Carnatic music since then. The recent album Gamak (2013) demonstrates a clearly audible 

mastery of Carnatic techniques, both at a compositional and improvisational level despite not 

including any Carnatic musicians. The approach to Carnatic materials is often literal at the 

composition level, incorporating specific Carnatic techniques, but it is best described as 

impressionistic when used in improvisations, and the ensemble demonstrates mastery of a 

musical third space in which different conceptions of music can co-exist. This approach is 

comparable to the one of the only musicians equally fluent in jazz and Carnatic music, the 

electric guitarist, Prasanna.    

 

Prasanna’s early recordings (1996; 1997; 2000) are in a strict Carnatic classical style. He plays 

traditional repertoire with traditional accompaniment instruments, albeit on the electric guitar. 

Innovations in the use of western instruments are generally well accepted within Carnatic 

circles. Leading contemporary performers include saxophonist Kadri Gopalnath, electric 

mandolinists U. Shrinivas and U. P. Raju, and clarinetist A. K. C. Natarajan. Prasanna’s more 

recent recordings demonstrate a fusion of Carnatic music with jazz and rock (Prasanna, 2004; 

2006; 2009; Smith, Brooks, & Prasanna, 2010). The ornamentation in Prasanna’s improvisation 

clearly identifies the origin of his influences, not because he is using traditional ragams as the 

basis for improvisations but because for him the techniques of gamaka (ornamentation) are 

such a familiar way of developing intricacy in melodic performance (personal communication, 29 

December 2006). It is clearly audible that enculturation in Carnatic forms has had an indelible 

effect on the way that he conceives of melody.  

 

Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani is another important element in understanding hybridity in Carnatic 

music. In 1988, Kaaraikkudi R. Mani was emerging as one of the most talented mridangam 

players on the Carnatic scene, and somewhat unusually in Carnatic music, had begun 

simultaneously to develop his own approach to hybridity. His Sruthi Laya ensemble and the 

recording of the same name (1988) was aimed at bringing “percussion to the centre stage…[to] 

…elevate the role of mridangam” as a solo instrument” (personal communication, January 4 

2007). This was achieved symbolically by situating the mridangam and other percussion 

instruments in the centre of the dais, with melodic instruments at the sides, a reversal of the 

usual Carnatic staging. This shift of emphasis was mirrored at the compositional level, with 

melodies based directly on rhythmic ideas and proceeding along rhythmic models for 

development. Sruthi Laya and particularly “Vasantha Pravakam” (lit. “Burst of Spring”), were 
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popular within India and hugely influential. Many other ensembles in India attempted to recreate 

the sound with mixed results. The reasons for the success of Sruthi Laya seems tied to the 

polyvocal and uncompromising Kaaraikkudi Mani; a single artistic vision based on intercultural 

listening from a young age and an unusually global awareness of context and positioning.  

 

Proceeding as a direct result of the Sruthi Laya ensemble was Kaaraikkudi Mani’s first 

international collaboration, with the Australian Art Orchestra. The groups toured together, and 

developed materials and understanding of one another’s musical cultures. Key to the process 

was Adrian Sherriff, a mridangam student of Mani Sir. The first recording Into the Fire (2000) is 

dominated by a five movement arrangement of Vasantha Pravakam by Sherriff, which 

juxtaposes jazz big band sounds with a reduced Sruthi Laya quartet. Also notable on the album 

is the piece Moras (John Rodgers, 1999), which attempts a more integrated rhythmic 

exploration. Moras includes extended techniques from western art music and a decidedly avant-

garde sound world, but the composition of the work is based around rhythmic cadences 

composed by Mani Sir in various nadais (subdivisions), the execution of which created 

performance difficulties and resulting tensions within some quarters of the AAO (Rodgers, 

personal communication, November 2011). The recorded outputs of the collaboration (2008, 

2013) demonstrate a deep knowledge of multiple musical cultures. This empathy is the basis for 

a compositional exploration of the intercultural space. While improvisation is plentiful it occurs 

within a controlled compositional context. 

 

Kaaraikkudi Mani occupies a unique position. He is one of the leading voices in Carnatic 

percussion, but he is also dedicated to pursuing a more global music agenda. His approach is 

pragmatic, recognising the compromises that must be made for successful fusion. This is 

entirely consistent with Carnatic rhythmic practice, where players will temper the complexity of 

their ideas depending on the responses of the audience and the ability of the main artist to keep 

time (Ghatam V Suresh, personal communication, 6 February 2014). In a ‘fusion’ situation, Mani 

Sir chooses rhythmic ideas that he knows the fellow musicians can handle and respond to with 

confidence. While these pragmatic compromises might ensure hybridity that is performed at a 

high level, given Mani Sir’s prominence in the field it also contributes to a situation in which 

Carnatic musicians are compromising the complexity of their ideas.  

 

Through the example of Shakti, and other intercultural projects founded on respectful 

interaction, many contemporary hybrid works seem to portray a new humility, a more open and 

discursive framework for collaborative interactions (Wren, 2010; Mahanthappa in Prasad, 2011; 
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Prasanna in Prasad, 2010). All of these examples can be thought to occupy the ‘affiliative’ and 

‘collaborative’ ends of the continua for hybridity (Figure 11). They occupy different positions on 

the India-western continuum (Figure 12), with some being closer to jazz (Mahanthappa), while 

others are closer to Carnatic (Sruthi Laya), but perceptions of this aspect may differ.  

 

2.7 Concluding remarks 

 

In all of the projects mentioned there is a readily identifiable common goal to create musical 

discourse between cultures. The question of the artistic success of the interactions is largely 

independent of this aesthetic, depending on the musicians taking part, how they were feeling on 

the day of the recording and the temporal unfolding of the improvisations as they occurred at the 

moment of performance. The specific musical and processual devices used to achieve this 

aesthetic differ, and in each case arise from individual compositional-improvisational 

explorations of the intercultural third space.  

 

These projects and the exploration of hybridity within discourses of power forms the basis of a 

method of conceiving intercultural hybrid works, and a method of critique. However, there is an 

element to the production of the intercultural work that requires greater interrogation. If we take 

discursivity as the basis for an ethical framework for hybridity, we must confront the question of 

how musicians are contributing their ideas. That they do so from different cultural bases is 

established, but how do their individual musical contributions relate to the corpus of cultural 

material? And, when musicians make choices in performance do they really have freedom to 

choose materials beyond those that have been culturally inherited?  

 

Given that the musicians have different/unique makeups but ones that can be broadly 

categorised in terms of their cultural background, we need to examine more closely the way in 

which musicians draw on these backgrounds in performance. This acquired knowledge contains 

assumptions about aesthetics and models for musical development as well as associations of 

meaning and value. Even in the case of Bailey’s ‘non-idiomatic’ performance (1993, p. 1), an 

instrumentalist uses existing instruments and conceptions of pitch, rhythm and timbre. Or, in the 

case of a musician actively seeking to avoid inherited associations, enculturation can result in 

assumptions about materials that avoidance may have the effect of reinforcing. Such 

assumptions are foregrounded in an intercultural project, because the musicians have to come 

to terms with the fact that their cultural associations may not be shared by the other participants.  
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At issue is the question of how improvisation represents the musicians that enact it. A number of 

questions emerge, such as the link between improviser and field, or domain, individual 

approaches versus group practices, and conventions of interaction, relationship to form and 

development, and aesthetic concerns. An understanding of improvisation and its relationship to 

culture is therefore crucial to developing the critical framework for intercultural hybridity. The 

literature on improvisation is problematic, as there is no single understanding of what 

improvisation is, or how it functions. Chapter 3 represents an attempt to give an overview of 

improvisation as process, partly to define the terms upon which the critical framework is 

developed in Chapter 4, and partly because the process of defining it contributes to our global 

understanding of a fundamental human process.  
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Chapter 3 

Improvisation as cultural performance 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Video example 2 is a recording from the fourth Cows at the Beach concert. The musicians are 

Toby Wren (guitar), Tunji Beier (South Indian percussion), Shenton Gregory (violin) and Dheeraj 

Shesthra (tabla).  

 

DVD-Rom Track 2. Kannakku (Wren). Performed by Toby Wren (guitar), Tunji Beier 

(mridangam), Shenton Gregory (violin) and Dheeraj Shesthra (tabla). Personal recording, 2011.  

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track2-kannakku3.m4a  

 

I have suggested in this dissertation that projects involving improvisation provided a situation in 

which to unpack cultural difference through an analysis of musicking. As the recording above 

demonstrates, improvisation is both a means of expressing individual identity and group identity, 

and a way of negotiating musical meaning between performers. It is necessary to clarify our 

understanding of what exactly constitutes musical improvisation and how musicians rearticulate 

culture through improvisations. Much of the scholarly work on improvisation has sought a simple 

definition, or a model of the way improvisation occurs, almost always based on observance of 

Western practice. This chapter provides an important methodological link in this dissertation, by 

clarifying the relationship of Carnatic and jazz to improvisation, and creating a basis for the 

critical theory and methodology to be proposed in Chapter 4, which is to be used as a tool for 

analysing the case studies.  

 

In this chapter I will develop a model of improvisation as a dynamic process: an intuitive, 

reactive process, that draws on acquired knowledge, the cognitive archetypes of form, phrase, 

and timing that are absorbed through repeated listening and practice. Improvisation enables 

musicians to produce music on the spot, music that is tuneable to the situation in which they are 

playing, and that to a greater or lesser extent enables them to produce novelty within the 

parameters of style, context and personal taste. Further, I will show that musicians gain these 

skills by acquiring culturally specific, cognitive musical archetypes and by developing and 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track2-kannakku3.m4a
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exercising preference within those cultural systems. The following collection of statements 

illustrate some of the central concerns of a discussion on improvisation.  

 

What is it that actually happens in the mind of the improviser in the course of a 
performance? This may be the most significant question for scholars investigating the 
process. (Nettl in Nettl, B. & Russell, M., 1998, p. 16).  

Musical improvisation is an exceptional feat of human cognition. It is also a highly 
specialised instance of a more general facet of human behavior: the spontaneous rule-
based combination of elements to create novel sequences that are appropriate for a 
given moment in a given context. (Berkowitz, 2010, pp. xviii-xix).  

Steph mentioned that he had started improvising on the trumpet and I asked him how 
he did that. He told me that you simply take the notes of the scale in a key and start 
making up your own melodies. (Knight, 2009, p. 74)  

Performers are almost never responding to challenges that were entirely unforseen. 
(Blum, in Nettl and Russell, 1998, p. 27).  

These epigraphs demonstrate a range of approaches to talking about improvisation, some that 

reinforce a common conception of the mystery of music, and others that illuminate certain 

technical elements of improvisational practice in an attempt to simplify a complex phenomenon. 

Nettl identifies the way that an improviser chooses materials as “the most significant question” 

about improvisation and yet it is seldom confronted in the literature. The resolution of this 

question became an obsessive quest for me in the course of this research. At the heart is a 

desire to understand the way that performers relate to their cultural inheritance, and the extent 

to which they are rearticulating or innovating on their acquired musical resources.  

 

In order to answer this question I have drawn on a broad selection of literature from cognitive 

psychology and ethnomusicology, alongside phenomenological reflection, observations of my 

students as they learn to improvise, and interviews with musicians from jazz and Carnatic music 

backgrounds. Taken together these sources provide a complex and rich understanding that 

helps to situate improvisation as a dynamic and fundamental human process. In the course of 

developing this argument, a context for understanding the relationship between improviser and 

culture also emerges that is important for understanding the level at which cultures are in 

dialogue when engaged in intercultural music projects. The intention of this chapter is not to 
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simplify or define improvisation but to allow a complex understanding to emerge. This is 

achieved through a synthesis of theories from different disciplines that, taken together, develop 

our understanding about improvisational decision-making. Such a discussion is at one level 

exploratory and subjective. Some conclusions can be drawn, but they must exist within a 

broader acknowledgment of improvisation as a profoundly subjective and culturally bound 

expression. The purpose of this discussion in the context of this dissertation, is that 

improvisation is situated here as a methodology for intercultural music practice, and as the basis 

for a Discursive Intercultural reading of the case studies that follow. Improvisation is therefore 

understood as a way of expressing culture that is bound to the acquisition of culturally specific 

musical archetypes.  

 

3.2 Definitions 

 

There can be no single definition for improvisation, as there can be no single definition for 

music, beyond Blacking’s elegant and encapsulating “humanly organized sound” (Blacking, 

1973). The Grove Music Online provides: “The creation of a musical work, or the final form of a 

musical work, as it is being performed” (Nettl et al., 2014, “Improvisation”). Grove goes on to 

delineate a variety of relationships between different musical cultures and improvisation, 

revealing a variety of attitudes toward improvisation, as well as a variety of approaches to its 

acquisition and performance. Many of the other definitions in the literature are culturally specific, 

or downplay the role of acquired archetypes in performance, pitching improvisation as creating 

something from nothing:  

…something that is created spontaneously, at the moment, without forethought, but is 
not simply a remembrance or contrivance… the fundamental ideal of improvisation is 
the discovery and invention of original music spontaneously, while performing it, 
without preconceived formulation, scoring or content… (Solomon, 1986, p. 225-6). 

Problematic here is the notion of creation ‘without forethought,’ which contrasts sharply with 

accounts in the ethnographic literature. Berliner’s extensive interviews with American jazz 

musicians indicate the extent to which they apply themselves to learning the ‘language of jazz’ 

(1994). While Reck (1983) describes the “tool-kit” that Carnatic musicians bring to an 

interpretation of a particular composition and ragam. The idea of the creativity as developing 

entirely unique and original ideas seems to have disappeared with the post-modern turn, 
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although musicians may be still justifiably defensive regarding the importance and individuality 

of their contributions.  

 

A large proportion of the literature on improvisation focuses on the difference between 

improvisation and composition. Nettl (1974) describes improvisation and composition as being 

at either end of a continuum, with the speed of creativity being the defining factor (1974). The 

popular conception in the west is that improvisation is real-time composition, the same process 

at a faster rate. Sawyer (2003) observes that such observations are primarily based on analysis 

of the products of improvisation. However, he says, it is precisely because improvisation relies 

on interaction and real-time processing that it is different from composition: “…improvisation is 

qualitatively different from composition because it requires a focus on practice, emergence, and 

interaction.” (p. 82). Such an observation is personally satisfying to me as an improviser and 

composer, because the two tasks seem to be so fundamentally different. A view of 

improvisation as dynamic process is more useful in the current discussion, because it allows us 

to talk of improvisation as a kind of musical conversation, and because it draws attention to the 

ways in which improvisers develop the ability to spontaneously construct materials.  

 

Jeff Pressing’s cognitive model of improvisation (1988) is the starting point and the basis for the 

discussion, and it is extended in various ways in the sections that follow. Firstly, through an 

examination of distributed cognition in relation to spontaneous creativity as discussed by Keith 

Sawyer (2003), Csikszentmihalyi (1996), and Bruce Johnson (2013). And then, by incorporating 

aspects of complex adaptive systems (Holland 1992; Waldrop, 1993; Borgo, 2005), and from 

neuropsychology (Berkowitz, 2010). Bringing together aspects of these theories provides a 

more complete understanding of the process, one that emphasises the development of 

cognitive musical archetypes by individuals. In doing so, accounts by performers become more 

relevant as they provide insight into how these cognitive musical archetypes are formed.  

 

Ethnographic studies by Berliner (1994) and Reck (1983), respectively in jazz and Carnatic 

music, support the theory, and reference is made to a series of interviews I conducted in 2012-

13 with improvisers from Indian and western backgrounds3. By synthesising theories from a 

variety of disciplines, the voices of musicians actually become crucial to our understanding of 

the mechanisms of improvisation. This also has the benefit of restoring the locus of 

                                                

3
 Kristin Berardi, Stephen Newcomb, Louise Denson, Helen Russell, Bruce Woodward, Andrew Shaw, 

Tunji Beier, John Rodgers, Erik Griswold, Vanessa Tomlinson, Ghatam Vaidyanathan Suresh, Sunder 
Rajan, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, Anthony Garcia, Trichur Narendran, Jamie Clark, Shenton Gregory, 
Dheeraj Shesthra, and Jessica Struch. 
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improvisation discourse back to musicians and allowing musicians’ metaphors to enrich and 

extend our understanding of concepts that theoretical discussion has only partially explained. 

“…Walser writes that ‘metaphor mediates between bodily experience, on the one hand, and 

discourses of language and music, on the other’” (Borgo, 2005, pp. 46-47).  While I am not 

suggesting that the words of the musicians I have interviewed are necessarily truer than theory, 

I, like Timothy Rice, suggest that we, as ethnomusicologists should “take all metaphors [we] 

encounter…seriously and for what they are: fundamental claims to truth, guides to practical 

action and sources for understanding music’s profound importance in human life” (Rice, 2001, 

p. 22). Similar to the way that hearing multiple versions of a tune gives us a multi-perspectival 

and enriched understanding of a composition, the combination of theoretical and metaphorical 

description contributes an enriched understanding of the object of study: the improvisatory 

practices of Brisbane jazz musicians, and Indian Carnatic musicians. 

 

3.3 Pressing 

 

Jeff Pressing’s Improvisation: Methods and models (in Sloboda, 1988) describes improvisation 

based on his experience as an improviser and as a psychologist. He covers improvisational 

process from a cognitive psychology perspective, and aims to be cross-cultural, in the sense of 

describing phenomena that are common to all improvisers. In our contemporary context, 

Pressing’s work is a point of departure, problematising the area, rather than providing a solution. 

Despite an attempt by Johnson-Laird (2002) to remove working memory from the cognitive 

understanding of improvisation (an assertion that has more import for low-level computer 

modelling of improvisation than relevance to actual practice), Pressing’s model remains 

remarkably intact and is a useful point of departure for the discussion that follows. It is also 

similar to the model recently described by Mendonça (2007) for improvisation in emergency 

management situations, indicating that it may broadly relate to improvisation as a human 

process. 

 

Pressing describes an action sequence for improvisation:  

(1) Complex electrochemical signals are passed between parts of the nervous system 
and on to endocrine and muscle systems; (2) muscles, bones, and connective tissues 
execute a complex sequence of actions; (3) rapid visual, tactile, and proprioceptive 
monitoring of actions takes place; (4) music is produced by the instrument or voice; (5) 
self-produced sounds, and other auditory input, are sensed; (6) sensed sounds are set 
into cognitive representations and evaluated as music; (7) further cognitive processing 
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in the central nervous system generates the design of the next action sequence and 
triggers it – return to step (1) and repeat –  (Pressing in Sloboda, 1998, pp. 129-30).  

While Pressing himself says that these steps occur ‘roughly in this order’ (p. 129), he tends 

towards a linear description of events that is reaffirmed by the instruction to “return to step (1)” 

and by the cognitive model that follows. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to argue 

against the linearity of time, it is worth noting that not all cultures share a linear conception of 

time, and that phenomenologists such as Husserl, and Clifton in particular have noted the way 

that experiences of music differ from ‘clock time’ (in Bowman, 1998, p. 271-3). It is, however 

difficult to argue with the linear nature of music’s production. While many of the steps above 

seem to me to occur at roughly the same time, the importance of the individual components of 

improvisational action are still relevant. They demonstrate that improvisation is a combination of 

cognition, perception and physical action.  

 

Pressing invokes the term ‘event clusters’ to describe a conceptual meme or gesture of musical 

improvisation.  

The fundamental nature of the improvisation process is considered to be the stringing 
together of a series of 'event clusters' during each of which a continuation is chosen, 
based upon either the continuing of some existing stream of musical development 
(called here an event-cluster class) by association of array entries, or the interruption 
of that stream by the choosing of a new set of array entries that act as constraints in 
the generation of a new stream (new event-cluster class)… (Pressing, 1988, p. 168) 

An Event Cluster is at the most fundamental level a collection of musical concepts or bits that 

are conceptually grouped. In that sense an event cluster is similar to the concept of chunking, 

which says that information is grouped in the brain, to be recalled as chunks of information 

rather than individually recalled (Miller, 1956; Cowan, 2000). For Pressing, event clusters occur 

sequentially in time, dependent on consideration of various factors, R, G, and M (referent, goals, 

and memory, respectively). The ‘referent’ is the song form or instructions for improvisation; the 

‘goals’ are the consciously held goals of the performer and group (both for the performance at 

hand, and long term); and, ‘memory’ accounts for previously learned materials.  

 

 ({E}, R, G, M)i -->  Ei+1 

 

The cognitive equation has the improviser ‘choosing’ each subsequent event cluster based on a 

consideration of factors given inside parentheses. Consideration of previous event clusters “E”, 
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the “R” referent (song form or compositional constraints), the “G” goals of the improviser (both 

short and long term), and “M” memory (including learned materials), at time “i", contribute to the 

generation of each subsequent event cluster Ei+1. The equation applies to a solo improviser but 

can be extended to include situations with multiple improvisers. Pressing notes that “all 

performers will have their own distinct time-point sequences (even though they would often be 

partially correlated),” and, that players will ‘normally interact’ (p. 153):  

Equation 2 can be readily extended to apply to all K members of an improvisation 
ensemble by writing 

({E}, C, R, G, M) ik, --> Eik +1, k=1, … K,    
where subscripts refer to the kth performer, and C stands for performer k's cognitive 
presentation of all previous event clusters produced by the other performers and any 
expectations of their likely future actions” (Pressing, 1988, pp. 153-4). 

An expansion of one element in the equation, for example ‘G’ demonstrates the potential 

complexities therein. ‘G’ stands for goals, which in my own case is comprised of the document 

you are now reading, plus my master’s dissertation, five CDs of original work, twenty-five years 

of live performances, and reflection on innumerable hours of listening, score reading and 

practice. To consider G in between event clusters would seem to be quite a feat for a brain that 

can perform only one conscious operation at any time. Even consideration of a selection or 

summary of a musician’s individual goals requires intensive description as they might at any 

instance include specific goals for an improvisation or performance or song, alongside more 

long-term goals such as the development of musical identity.  

 

The most glaring issue in such a conception, therefore, are the limits to attention and cognitive 

processing capacity (see Miller, 1994; Cowan, 2000). How can a musician process all of this 

before deciding what to produce next? If we accept that the ‘G’ of the equation is exceedingly 

complex, and only a part of the cognition required for each Event Cluster, the improviser 

appears to require superhuman processing abilities. Similarly, if “C” stands for “all previous 

event clusters produced by the other performers and any expectations of their likely future 

actions” in the equation, it does little to illuminate the manner in which improvisers actually think 

about and respond to other performers. 

 

The following is an elaboration of the model, to include other aspects that arose during my 

interviews with performers. I have not developed algebraic representations for all of the 

elements that I have added to the equation because I do not necessarily think that my additions 

change the structure in a definitive way, it is the complexifying itself that matters. Some of the 
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categories I have listed may be considered duplications to some improvisers, and indispensable 

to others. For any event E, the improviser chooses a continuation Ei+1, based on consideration 

of all or some of these factors, in addition to the ones developed by Pressing.  

And, therein lies the problem.  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

Figure 4. A new model for improvisational cognition? 

As to the manner in which event clusters are generated one from the other, Pressing identifies 

two methods of continuation: “associative or interrupt generation. In associative generation the 

improviser desires to effect continuity between Ei and Ei+1… A decision to interrupt brings to an 

end a sequence of related event clusters.”  (p. 155-7). While it is certainly true that any new idea 

that a performer plays will inevitably develop or interrupt previous ideas, it presents a troubling 

binary. And, while interrupt/associative may describe the products of improvisation, it does not 

follow that an improviser will derive a continuance based on association/interruption.  

 

Interviews with improvisers reveal that they draw on any number of syntactic or metaphorical 

devices to create links between materials. Pianist, Erik Griswold, describes each event cluster 

as contributing to the overall energy of the group, much like tapping a rolling tyre with a stick 

(personal communication, February 22, 2013); vocalist, Jessica Struch, describes event cluster 

choice to be predominantly associated with emotion consistency and emotional reactions to 

musical events (personal communication, January 20, 2014); my own experience is that of 

balancing a playful intellectual commentary on the referent with broader intelligibility. While an 

analysis of my solos could reveal interrupt and associative continuance, it would not be because 

I had employed an interrupt/associative generation schema. At the level of training, Pressing is 

undoubtedly correct, that some preference for balance between association and interruption 

must be cultivated by the improviser, based on “a time-dependent tolerance level for 

repetition…” (1998, p. 157).  

 

Starting note 

Tonal approach 

Phrase type 

Style 

 

Novelty/emulation 

Synchrony/asynchrony 

Rhythmic/melodic 

Textural/relational 

Meaning/Feel 

Tonal expectation 

Formal expectation 

Stylistic expectation 

 

({E},  R,         G,          M)i      -->  Ei+1 
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While the above equation describes the competing external factors that an improviser must 

process and devise responses to at any moment, there is a parallel discussion about the 

manner in which the improviser’s brain must selectively respond to these competing concerns. 

In the algorithm, this is represented by an arrow, but this arrow symbolically stands for so much 

of the mystery around improvisation. As David Borgo says, “[s]tudents frequently wonder what I 

am "thinking" when I improvise…” (2005, p. 36). The human brain, as the popular saying goes, 

is so complex that the most complicated thing it can do is attempt to understand the human 

brain. This makes it extremely unlikely that a simple model for cognition exists. As Scott Huettel 

recently quipped: “… complexity makes simple models impractical and accurate models 

impossible to comprehend.” (in Bryner, 2007). There have been relatively few attempts made to 

explain the way in which the brain makes choices. That is, in the terms elaborated above, 

chooses a note, phrase or rhythm to perform, out of all the potential notes, phrases or rhythms 

that it could choose to perform.  

 

Pressing’s work gives us a clear description of what might constitute a model of thought during 

improvisation. While he demonstrates the multitude of concerns that could influence the choices 

that an improviser makes at any moment (sensory data, referent, previous event clusters, goals, 

etc), he stops short of demonstrating exactly how the improviser might process those concerns 

and come up with a single action.  

At the same time some fundamental philosophical questions remain about the origin of 
certain kinds of decision making in any such model, and four types of answers to these 
have been outlined: intuition, free will, physical causation, and randomness. (Pressing, 
1988, p. 168) 

If these examples succeed in illustrating how continuations may be constructed, they 
are mute on the details of how one continuation comes to be chosen over all other 
possible ones… Obviously, event generation is informed by a vast panorama of 
culturally and cognitively based musical processes and stylistic preferences (motivic 
development, phrase design, historical forms, transposition, rhythmic design, etc.). But 
a considerable degree of residual decision-making remains, as for example the choice 
of array components that will be singled out to act as strong constraints or to be reset. 
How are such residual decisions made?  It does not seem possible to give a final 
answer to this question, for it has as its ultimate root the question of volition and hence 
the mind-body problem, … (1988, pp. 164-5).  

3.4 Demands on Memory 
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Before addressing the notion of decision-making in improvisation, I wish to focus on the 

constraints on memory. While my expansion of the cognitive model in the previous section 

demonstrated the potentially overwhelming number of factors that may influence each musical 

continuation, it would be folly to suggest that this equates to a problem in the modeling. An 

understanding of capacity is necessary to understand the ways in which such complexity may 

be negotiated.  

 

Sightreading Bach fugues is harder, I reckon. Though they would've chunked that 
once upon a time (John Rodgers, personal communication, 22 June 2012).  

In light of general disagreement in the field about the number of short term memory 
slots (from none, to Miller’s 7 +- 2), I have no reason to disagree with the default view, 
that separate capacity limits exist for different materials, and furthermore that this 
number may vary with expertise and dependent on processing (Cowan, 2000, p. 88).  

One of the most difficult problems for improvisation is based on a general wonder for human 

capacity. How can a musician think about all of these things (music theory, the referent, 

historical knowledge, listening to and analysing the contributions of other performers, building a 

coherent solo, form, rhythm, audience) while producing music? There is general agreement that 

the human mind combines information into larger and larger ‘chunks’ that can be recalled. As 

you read this, for example, you are relying on implicit learning of the alphabet, syntax, grammar, 

word meanings and various levels of abstraction, some of them introduced in the course of the 

text.  

 

Any discussion of chunking and memory is therefore problematic, due to the fact that 

information is chunked differently by different individuals with different rates of automatisation. 

Miller’s historic article (1956) described the magical number ‘7 +- 2’ of chunks which could be 

held in short-term or working memory for immediate recall, but results have been difficult to 

reproduce in trials, most finding that seven is an upper limit for most short recall tasks. Cowan’s 

(2000) paper is more circumspect, identifying 4 as a more likely baseline for working memory (p. 

88). As quoted above, he acknowledges the problem with providing precise definitions for 

chunks, suggesting there is variation in chunking size depending on the task and level of 

specialisation. For example, “Gobet and Simon (1996; 1998) found that expert chess players 

differ from other chess players not in the number of chunks but in the size of these chunks” (in 

Cowan, 2000, p. 91). An improviser can similarly chunk more musical information than a chess 

player for the simple reason that they have already built acquired knowledge structures and 
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conceptual frameworks against which to contextualise new information. “A chunk must be 

defined with respect to associations between concepts in long-term memory” (ibid., p. 89). 

“They [Gobet & Simon] consequently invoked the term “template” to refer to large patterns of 

information that an expert can retain as a single complex chunk” (ibid., p. 91). For an improviser 

this has several layers of import. It means that as expertise increases, information from the 

practice room can be stored and recalled with less mental effort. It also means that new event 

clusters can be contextualised in terms of pre-existing knowledge, allowing them to be 

processed and recalled with increased efficiency. But, it also draws attention to the limitations of 

processing, indicating that a finite number of information chunks can be handled at any one 

time.  

 

Pressing’s feeling was that “…control of event production is hierarchical, and may potentially 

shift rapidly form one cognitive control area to another” (1998, p. 161). This perspective has 

been echoed by the jazz pianist, Tord Gustavsen, who describes “levels of resolution” (2008, p. 

36) in the mind of the improviser. In Gustavsen’s conception the performer switches between 

the micro-level of close listening and individual shaping of tones, to the macro-level of group 

energy and formal development. Pressing describes this switching of attention as “the most 

effective strategy for improvisation" (1998, p.161) and says that “[e]xperientially it very probably 

corresponds to 'letting go', or 'going with the flow'… whereby central hierarchical control, 

identified here with conscious monitoring of decision making, yields to heterarchical control (and 

corresponding unconscious allocation of attention)” (ibid., p. 161).  

 

Pressing expands on the inherent complexity of memory as it relates to improvisation, 

identifying three time frames at which memory is thought to operate:  

Feedback can also be considered to operate over different time scales. Thus short-
term feedback guides ongoing movements, while longer term feedback is used in 
decision-making and response selection. Still longer term feedback exists in the form 
of knowledge of results (KR) for skills where external evaluation is present or result 
perception is not sufficiently precise or immediate (Pressing, 1999, p. 135). 

Feedback guiding ongoing movements has also been described as sensory memory, and its 

auditory component, Echoic Memory (Neisser, 1967), which similarly differentiates it from short-

term memory. This would seem pertinent to a discussion of improvisation as echoic memory 

has been shown to last between 1 and 10 seconds duration (Darwin, Turvey, & Crowder, 1972; 

Ardiler, Montanes, Gempeler, 1986). For example, in improvisation at higher speeds “it would 

seem that nuances in continuous improvised performance based on self-monitoring are 
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probably limited by error correction times of about 100 ms (Welford 1976)” (Pressing, 1988, 

p.138). This would account for extremely rapid playing in the order of semiquavers at 160 beats 

per minute. This indicates some reliance on sensory memory is likely in improvisation, 

combined with ‘KR’, which equates to previously learned and chunked materials. 

 

Memory appears to operate as a continuum in which short-term memories eventually become 

long-term memories. Observation of my own practice and that of my students, supports the idea 

that as musicians develop expertise they can more quickly acquire new musical memories due 

to greater levels of association. David Sudnow’s phenomenology Ways of the Hand, an account 

of learning to improvise in jazz (1978/2001), demonstrates the way in which instrumental 

practice involves the transfer of conscious actions to unconscious bodily actions. For Sudnow, 

this also meant a movement from the conscious/mental/explicit knowledge to 

unconscious/embodied/implicit knowledge. Berkowitz describes this process as “automatization, 

first learning declaratively what the progressions are, and then rehearsing them until they are 

completely proceduralized…” (2010, p. 92), and also talks about acquisition in terms of the stylistic 

elements of genre: 

Formulas and subtler features of the style are subconsciously categorized through the 
processes of analogy, inference, and induction during rehearsal. This creates a highly 
organised and interconnected network of elements in the knowledge base, and thus, 
… a number of "meaningful pathways" through this knowledge for use in improvised 
performance. (Berkowitz, 2010, pp. 92-3)  

Pressing uses similar terminology to describe the movement towards automatic processes, and 

is careful to note that automaticity allows for generation of motor programs that can be tuned 

during performance, rather than implying a solely automatic and unconscious generation.  

The accompanying feeling of automaticity, about which much metaphysical 
speculation exists in the improvisation literature, can be simply viewed as a natural 
result of considerable practice, a stage at which it has become possible to completely 
dispense with conscious monitoring of motor programmes, so that the hands appear to 
have a life of their own, driven by the musical constraints of the situation (Bartlett 
1947; Welford 1976; Pressing 1984a). In a sense, the performer is played by the 
music (Pressing, 1998, p. 139).  

Automatisation is an essential element in developing efficient methods of recall and seems to 

shift the responsibility away from a conception of cognition as a linear process, towards a more 

dynamic and embodied process. The precise bodily location of sonic memories seems at 

present beyond our grasp. Do memories for sound production reside in the hands, as Sudnow 
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described, as a kind of muscle/kinetic memory, or are they sonic memories, recalled and then 

automatically produced by the nervous system? In the interviews I have conducted, the 

perceptions of musicians are that sounds are held by a combination of mind and body, and that 

within the mind, memories are a combination of procedural and sonic memory. That is, they are 

a memory of a sound in combination with a tactile memory of their production, the mind and 

body working in harmony. At present this is little more than conjecture.  

 

In Pressing’s model, individual music practice is a means for developing ‘motor programs’: 

sequences of actions, which can be recalled with increasing levels of automaticity, freeing the 

performer for higher level tasks of attention such as developing thematic content, and fine-

tuning of stored motor programs. “[M]ovements are stored as motor programmes, and 

susceptible to tuning (adjustment) on the basis of feedback” (1998, p. 133). Mihalyi 

Csikszentmihalyi’s work on creativity describes this sense of automaticity, as flow. When in flow, 

“people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is 

so enjoyable that people will do it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 4).  

 

Neither Pressing nor Csikszentmihalyi mean to imply that such a flow state involves no cognitive 

processes, but that the cognitive processes occur with a certain ease, and that cognition is not 

confined to motor actions, and are freed from this constraint to consider higher order tasks such 

as deep listening, consideration of form, emotional expression and interaction.  

 

Recent research into free will suggests that such playing can occur at a deeply intuitive level. 

That is, actions can occur without conscious prompting (Libet, 1985; Soon, Brass, Heinze, 

Haynes, 2008). This is supported by ethnographic data. For example, Cornelius Cardew tells us 

that “[o]ften what we do is what tells us what we have in mind" (1971, p. 6). In my interviews, 

musicians were most often unable to say whether the mind or the body was responsible for 

event cluster generation. We could take this to imply that there a movement from short to long 

term, from explicit to implicit, all of which contribute to the acquisition of culture that enables the 

performer to speak from within, for, and as an agent of the culture with which they are affiliated. 

 

In the following section I use ideas from complex adaptive systems theory, distributed cognition, 

and ethnographies of creative practice to expand upon our understanding of how specific 

choices might be made. Pressing’s allusion above, to ‘preference’ will be taken up as a key 

principle in what follows. 
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3.5 Complex Adaptive Systems 

 

Computer modeling of natural networks has proven to be effective in modeling complex 

behaviours (Waldrop, 1993), and it is proposed that complex adaptive systems can be shown to 

effectively describe human improvisation. Keith Sawyer has used the idea of complex systems 

to describe group level performance in improvisational theatre and in small group jazz 

performance (2003); David Borgo (2005) has invoked the related concept of complexity to 

create a new mystique around the products of free improvisation; and, Bruce Johnson (2014) 

has drawn on distributed cognition to delineate the ways in which live music consumption can 

be thought to differ from mediatised consumption. While Sawyer, Borgo and Johnson make 

reference to complex systems, I am unaware of any attempts to apply these theories to the 

minutiae of improvisational decision-making. A model based on complex adaptive systems 

works to answer Nettl’s ‘central concern’, and can be used to address aspects of the Pressing 

model that are represented by arrows: the way that multiple competing factors manifest in 

musical outcomes. While my inclusion of complex systems is exploratory, it seems to explain 

the mechanism of improvisation in ways that existing sources do not, in ways that explain 

differences between individual improvisers, cultural differences, and the adaptive behaviours 

that allow for the production of novel solutions.  

 

A simplified description of network theory is all that is required. In a simple network, nodes 

receive signals via pathways, and in turn send their own signals out based on a threshold of 

signals received (McCulloch & Pitts, 1943). For instance, a node can be set to activate after 

receiving n number of signals. En masse, a group of nodes form a network that can imitate 

complex behaviours.4 

  

In more complex networks, nodes can have more involved operating instructions than simple 

threshold behaviours. In 1975, John Holland proposed a network that operated on what he 

called the ‘bucket brigade algorithm’, which essentially stated that signals arriving at a node are 

‘weighted’ according to a perceived value (Holland, 1992). For example, a node receiving three 

                                                

4
 In 2004, Compost Composers demonstrated how this could be achieved in performance using 400 

performers in a grid formation, sending musical signals with pitched chimes (Compost, The Brain Game, 
2004). Viewed from a platform above the performers, the performer-nodes produced swirling patterns of 
sound, dynamic local ostinati, ‘freezes’ in behaviour, and unexpected developments, depending on the 
instructions given. In effect the network behaved with a quasi-intelligence: though not musical itself, 
capable of producing musical behaviour. 
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simultaneous signals that hold respective values of 1, 2, and 3 will respond to the signal with 

value 3, by sending its own signal that corresponds to that signal. Accompanying this ‘choice’ by 

the node, is an equal impulse in the other direction: the signal with weight of ‘3’ has been 

strengthened by the connection, which could see its weighting increase to ‘4’ for example, 

meaning that it is more likely to be chosen in a similar situation at a later time. Signals therefore 

gain weight through repeated activation, mirroring what we know about the structure of the brain 

and the way signals and behaviours are encoded (Holland, 1992, p. 12).  

 

On the other hand, the ‘1’ signal, the least preferred option, could eventually face extinction, 

although given slightly different musical circumstances that signal could have different signal 

weighting. For example, environmental factors may influence the perceived weight of signals. 

Through repeated iterations and through interaction with the world, different networks develop 

different characteristic ways of responding to stimuli. While these can be explained through an 

analysis of the ways in which the system developed, they are also essentially unpredictable. To 

apply this analogy to the improviser, we may understand a single improviser’s approach to 

improvisation through illumination of their influences and listening to their past performances, 

but we cannot do the reverse, that is, predict by analysing the influences of an improviser, 

exactly how they will sound while improvising on a particular occasion. Similarly, environmental 

factors such as the acoustics of the performance space, the humidity affecting the instrument, or 

any number of factors affecting the way the performer feels mentally and physically could effect 

the choices they make in performance.  

 

As in conversation, an individual’s personality, that which is unique about a person and which is 

fortified through their interactions with the world and the continual exercise of preference, comes 

out through improvisation. In short, musicians like certain sounds, styles, genres, instruments, 

composers, performers, and they reinforce these preferences through repeated choices to seek 

out those kinds of music to listen to and (re-)create. While all music listeners exercise 

preference, for improvising musicians, the practice of improvising is reliant on the re-articulation 

of those preferences, along with internalised personal preference for the ways in which technical 

knowledge may be employed, and a desire to produce novelty, which prevents the improviser 

from honing in on an ‘ideal’ improvisation that is forever repeated.  

 

The notion of preference building relates to the Pressing model by effectively addressing the 

choice element represented by arrows: it provides an answer to how the brain chooses 

materials in the face of the many considerations that Pressing identifies. At any point in time the 
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performer is assessing multiple signals (referent, improvisational goals, sensory information, 

etc), and with limited capacity for simultaneous processing. But, the performer has developed 

preferences for musical materials, ingrained through instruction, listening, and practice, that 

function as weighted signals. Some of these preferences are acquired and are situated in the 

cultural field, such as elements of musical style, but some are individual. In a particular playing 

situation, at a particular tempo, on a particular chord, in a particular key, at a particular level of 

awareness to accompanists, in a particular location on the guitar neck, I have developed 

preferences for the sorts of sounds that I like to produce. So to, at a particular moment of Event 

Cluster generation ‘Ei’, the performer has a preference for what they will play. These 

preferences might develop during rehearsal of a composition, but they will change in each 

playing situation based on multiple other factors. 

 

While the route is circuitous, the conclusion is simple in the extreme: we play the musical ideas 

that we have learned to play and like. This is a dynamic process: tastes change, globally, and at 

the micro-level of note choice and phrasing. Some signals become strengthened through use, 

gaining strength through successful implementation in specific musical situations. Others 

become extinct, through perceived unsuccessful implementation. Additionally, signal strength 

can be altered through critical listening, reflection, goal setting, and individual practice. 

Weighting is therefore an unconscious process that happens through musical exposure and 

experience. Signals are not restricted to choosing what note comes next, but necessarily extend 

to preferences for form, tone colour, harmonic substitution, and archetypes of group interaction, 

and can be affected by and over-ridden by conscious direction of materials. For example, 

sticking to a plan to perform in a certain way during an improvisation. A general trajectory for the 

improvisation provides a larger organizational schema, which could guide the improvisation to a 

greater or lesser extent depending on the will of the performer to make conscious choices, and 

the insistence of the accompanists. 

 

The scheme above is specific about the method in which choices are made, but it also allows 

for cultural difference, and is completely individualized. It allows for improvisers’ different values 

and preferences, not only in regards technical preferences for pitch and rhythm, but in what they 

value in their own improvisational approach and they way they interact with others. For 

example, some improvisers value an approach that limits the contribution of the conscious mind, 

while for others, a conscious and deliberate awareness is paramount. The efficiency of the 

model does not therefore advantage a conscious over an unconscious player, as the type of 

‘unconscious’ choices may be based on attunement to environment and allowing sensory input 
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to influence selection of memories: in Pressing’s terminology, emphasising Referent and 

Memory over Goals. A ‘conscious’ player on the other hand may habitually adjust their 

weightings so that ideas based on Referent or Goals are chosen over memorised phrases or 

patterns.  

 

While the addition of the bucket brigade algorithm does not necessarily change Pressing’s 

structure, and does little to simplify matters, it does provide an insight into the ‘unknowable’ 

question of improvisation: how the brain makes choices. Pressing himself suggested four 

possible solutions to the problem: free will, randomness, an emergent property of a complex 

system, or intuition. We now find ourselves equipped to answer which of these elements is in 

play. 

 

If the mind does indeed makes choices based on weighted preferential signals, then the 

process is essentially intuitive and an emergent property of a complex system. Intuition 

accounts for the rapid interpretation of and reaction to stimuli. It is also emergent, in the sense 

that preference building is an accumulation of acquisition and declarative learning. However, 

preferences develop through practice and listening, whereby signals are strengthened, which 

we could consider an exercise in free will, demonstrating that style is formed by sustained and 

prolonged exercise of critical faculties and preference.  

 

Of randomness, the fourth possible mode of selection according to Pressing, there is little to 

say, except that musicians in my interviews shared a dislike of the concept. It is discounted 

early in David Borgo’s discussion, “[r]andomness does not produce a sense of surprise, but 

rather confusion, dismay, or disinterest” (2005, p.1). It would seem that in improvisation, 

musicians make choices that are more or less conscious based on preferences that they have 

developed through learning, and that various measures may be made to direct those actions 

including conscious attention to musical factors, goals, referent and so on. There seems little 

opportunity for randomness in such a conception, although given the fragile nature of human 

ecology, it is likely that quasi-random, or unexpected signal selection could occur from 

performance to performance.  

 

It is also important to note that tuneable motor programs of the type that Pressing describe can 

exist within the complex system scenario, as ‘chunks’ of information. These chunks, and 

accompanying automaticity allow for larger scale organisation of materials to occur, explaining 

why a musician performing a very fast improvisation has the ability to plan ahead and respond 
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to sensory data and referent while constructing novel formations of musical materials. In 

improvisation in fast speeds it seems likely that signals/choices are weighted depending on 

proprioception (physical nearness), filtered by preferences for large-scale pitch organisation 

(scales including guide tones, chromatic passing notes and note targeting procedures) that 

create tonal impressions rather than specific melodies. Preferences can in this way be chunked 

in ever more complex sequences.  

 

The complex adaptive systems model has clear implications for our understanding of the way 

that improvisation is learned. Preference building suggests that people get better at improvising 

in two different ways – they master and gradually refine preferences, generating more 

unique/interesting/stylized responses to situations. And, they chunk larger and larger groups of 

materials together, enabling conscious thought to be devoted to large-scale concerns such as 

development, form and interaction. It is likely that most improvisers develop in both of these 

areas as individual but complementary and overlapping skill sets.  

 

It is possible to see the differences between improvisers and musical cultures as being related 

to the way that musicians develop preferences. No improviser can become completely 

predictable, however none can avoid outright the repetition of the most basic acquired cognitive 

archetypes. As in the wider discussion of complex adaptive systems, it is possible for a system 

to reach equilibrium, but it is also unlikely, as the environment in which it operates is dynamic 

and ever changing.  

 

3.6 Distributed Cognition, Group Creativity, the Field, 

Embodiment 

 

Much has been written about the dialogical nature of group improvisation (Bailey, 1992; 

Berliner, 1994; Borgo, 2004; Fischlin & Heble, 2004). In improvising groups, it is generally 

agreed that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. In this section, I move the discussion 

beyond individual cognition to situate the mind of the improviser within the collective of the 

improvising group, and within the larger field in which they are working. This is important in the 

dissertation due to the emphasis on dialogue through improvisation. It is also important because 

contemporary views of the mind have insisted on the interdependence of mind, body and 

environment. For Shusterman, experience “is a transactional nexus of interacting energies 

connecting the embodied self and its environing world” (Shusterman, 2002, p. 220). 
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Csikszentmihalyi held that the meaning of the creative work was constructed by the social group 

of individuals, which he referred to as ‘the field’ (1988, 1990a). Each individual improviser 

constructs their own relationship to musical meaning within a field, and their contribution to the 

field is based on that relationship. Both jazz and Carnatic, it must be noted, are traditions in 

which individual expression via deep engagement with tradition is regarded highly, and in which 

the ‘field’ consists of deep and complex knowledge structures. 

 

The extent to which musicians are working within a field with established structures is more or 

less acknowledged in each tradition. In Carnatic music particularly, the approach to 

improvisation comes from a highly systematized pedagogy, including the rote learning of set 

patterns for improvising. This level of preconception is foreign to most jazz players, but in 

practice, these learned patterns are simply a default position, and improvisation is free to follow 

almost any course (U. Shrinivas, personal communication, 27 December 2006). Whether 

musicians acknowledge or downplay the role of learning in improvisation, musicians do not 

operate within a vacuum, sharing at the very least an aesthetic basis on which to make musical 

choices with their contemporaries and audiences. 

 

To some extent the improviser’s art is therefore constructed by the field in which they are 

encultured. Improvisers who consider their work ‘non-idiomatic’ may take issue with this 

position, however I would propose that even deliberate departure from cultural archetypes 

constitutes a re-constitution of those archetypes in the negative. And, that avoidance of idioms 

will eventually create its own set of idioms. The improviser therefore rearticulates the field, as 

they contribute to the formation and development of that field. “The idea is that for cognitive 

agents the world is inseparable from the actions they perform to bring that world forth, or to 

have it as it is” (Laszlo, 1993, p. 103).  

 

Within a single culture, this rearticulation means that the meaning of musical signals is thereby 

outsourced, enabling greater cognitive control to be diverted to higher-level cognitive 

operations. This means that it is the audience that develops the meaning of an improvisation, 

based on their encultured experience, the musical form, the historical associations, and the 

musical narrative. This frees up the performer’s attention resources for higher level cognitive 

tasks. In a sense, the musical choices are in part made by the field in which the performer is 

acting. “Csikszentmihalyi claimed that ‘what counted” as creative work was always defined by 

some social group of individuals, which he referred to as the field… Even if the moment of 

inspiration comes when the creator is in the bathtub or gardening, it may have come only as a 
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result of a prior encounter with a colleague, or exposure to some new ideas at a recent 

conference” (Sawyer, 2003, p. 24-5). From the point of view of production, this implies a 

distribution of the cognitive tasks of the improviser. The ‘field’ as defined by Csikszentmihalyi, is 

pre-existing, held in the collective long-term memory of a culture. What the improviser does is to 

employ the field to effect, in the generation of contextual frame for their improvisations. Sawyer 

points out the ways in which the field is implicated in interpretation, by describing how meaning 

is constructed through the retrograde significance of event clusters: “it is often impossible to 

determine the meaning of an action until other performers have responded to it” (2003, p. 8). 

Meaning is thus constructed in retrospect, audiences and performers responding to the 

destination of each event cluster, and appreciating the manner of approach in relation to that 

destination. But, the meaning of an action is also constituted over time, through enculturation, 

training, and practice, and is a commentary on the performers’ relationship with the field: 

whether they are conservative or progressive, or aligned with particular schools of performance. 

It follows that the performer’s creativity is also an expression of the field to which they belong, 

each event cluster a co-construction of improviser and field. This kind of non-individualised 

collective consciousness is a common theme in Eastern philosophy and may explain why Indian 

improvisers emphasise their place within the tradition when discussing their contribution to it.   

 

The idea that an audience is involved in the construction of improvisation has a big impact on 

the way that we think about intercultural work. Eero Tarasti (1994) links the notion of distributed 

cognition to culturally acquired archetypes which he calls a culture’s “store of intonations”: “If a 

musical element is recognized as identical or similar to one found in the store of intonations 

present in the listener, that element is maintained more easily in the memory and thus strongly 

influences the conception of the work on the basis of the paradigm of memory” (1994, p. 65). 

This unconscious process of comparison and resolution on the basis of acquired archetypes is 

seen as a constituting factor of the way improvisation is co-constructed by performers and 

audiences. Tarasti emphasises “[t]he paradigm of the possible musical elements never 

originates solely form the context of the work itself, such elements mostly come from the store 

of intonations” (1994, p. 65). This interpretation of musical meaning as collectively constructed 

leads us to a new understanding of Adler’s ‘divergent interpretive apparatuses’ as a relationship 

between what is expected through enculturation, what occurs, and how it is interpreted: “We 

know to expect something, we experience something as possible, precisely because what we 

expect occurs in a paradigm external to the work and has been internalized even before our 

listening to the piece” (Tarasti, 1994, p. 65).  
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In intercultural work, each improviser is rearticulating and constructing their own culture and the 

interculture of the hybrid third space. If prior experience and understanding plays such an 

important role in the interpretation of music as performed, the success of intercultural work 

depends heavily on the intercultural knowledge and experience of the collaborators. 

Improvisatory actions can only occur between actors (performers or speakers) with enough 

common cultural ground and understanding of interactional dynamics to make sense of the 

divergent signals and meanings of the intercultural work.  

 

There are clearly a different set of cognitive cultural archetypes and therefore, expectations and 

associations, for listeners from Carnatic and jazz backgrounds. Research shows that 

enculturation of cognitive archetypes allow for common understanding of archetypal musical 

structures within a given culture. Hannon and Trehub (2006), for example, demonstrated that 

Americans and Macedonians could discern differences to rhythmic patterns in meters common 

to both cultures, but that Macedonians had a distinct advantage discerning differences in 

metrical patterns that were more specific to their culture, such as 7/8. Their research also 

demonstrates that infants from America and Macedonia had similar abilities to discern rhythmic 

variation, indicating that archetypal structures are acquired through repeated exposure. 

Similarly, Plantinga and Trehub (2014) have demonstrated that there is no inherent preference 

for ‘consonant’ intervals over ‘dissonant’ intervals, and that preference for consonance is 

learned through enculturation in musical forms. The implication in the current study is that at any 

point in an improvisation, the ‘meaning’ of what is played could be constructed differently by 

different listeners depending on the type and depth of their enculturation of the forms being 

performed.  

 

The way that musicians interpret while in performance also has technical ramifications. The 

specifics of the way musicians negotiate the performance space of live performance are difficult 

to evaluate and quantify. Rhythmic synchronisation is a key area in which the complexity of 

group interaction emerges. At the group level, rhythmic synchronisation is likely an automatic 

response based on culturally specific acquisition of cognitive musical archetypes (Condon & 

Ogston, 1967; Keil 1994; Clayton, 2001; Sawyer, 2003). Coordination of rhythm is one aspect of 

group performance that seems to be a universal human attribute and has been linked to the 

concept of groove (Berliner, 1994; Keil & Feld, 1994; Monson, 1996). Condon and Ogston used 

the concept of ‘entrainment’ to describe this synchronization. While rhythmic entrainment is 

most often at the unconscious level, it can also intrude into conscious thought when playing in 

unfamiliar situations or with new performers. There are numerous other factors that can also, at 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

78 

various times and in various situations of improvisation be more or less conscious, including 

employing deliberate harmonic substitution in jazz, or the subtleties of ornamentation in Carnatic 

music (Sunder Rajan, personal communication, 18 March 2013). For many of the musicians I 

have worked with, the intelligibility of archetypal grooves is assumed, but this is not necessarily 

the case in practice where a gesture designed to indicate the meter or place in the music can 

easily be misinterpreted, indicating that there is a degree of cultural specificity inherent in 

grooves, and that enculturation of cognitive cultural archetypes is often a requirement of a 

‘correct’ reading of an intended rhythmic statement. 

 

For an improviser the implication is that it is impossible to predict the meaning of a work for any 

one audience member, and that the other members of a performance group will interpret the 

trajectory of the improvisational gesture in potentially divergent ways based on cultural cognitive 

archetypes. This has implications for an audience as well, those with greater familiarity of genre, 

with more developed cognitive archetypes will find more levels of association with materials, 

and will be better able to predict the tensions and resolutions within the music.  

 

It may appear, especially to musicians, that the distribution of conscious operation to the field, 

constitutes a disempowering of the individual, a reduction of the improviser’s originality, but this 

is not necessarily the case. In interviews, many participants speak of materials emerging without 

conscious direction or evaluation, but this does not necessarily equate to unthoughtful 

automaticity. As saxophonist Evan Parker notes “[s]ometimes the body leads the imagination, 

sometimes the imagination leads the body" (In Borgo, 2005, p. 58). Nicholas Rescher points out 

that there is a difference between choice and action, and that much of the research has focused 

on action. He concludes that choices are constrained by accepted limitations (in the current 

discussion ‘the field’), but that reactions are often autonomous without necessarily being 

conscious. He concludes that “a free choice can be spontaneous (nondeliberate) and even 

made subconsciously” (2014, p. 83) with the determining factor being whether an action 

indispensably depends on the agent’s thought. Given the impossibility of determining the 

precise reactions of any particular improviser, this indicates that free will is a characteristic of 

improvisation as it is of human behaviour. To be sure, free will is an assumption that until 

proven otherwise remains common-sense, and currently “the opposing con case simply lacks 

the requisite strength to prevail” (ibid., p. 89.). 

 

What is emerging from this discussion is that the improviser is essentially trained to operate 

within a particular cultural system and to produce acceptable improvisatory results based on 
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weighted preference for certain sounds and models of expression in certain contexts. And, that 

the actual meaning of these produced sounds is co-constructed by the improviser and the field 

in which they operate. There is a certain amount of automatic tuning of these outputs based on 

the sensory inputs gained from the other musicians, kinetic feedback, and goals. There is 

another layer of tuning that occurs at a conscious or semi-conscious level which may include 

efforts to direct attention to various sensory stimuli, adherence to an aesthetic framework, or 

implementation of previously learned materials. The actual manner in which improvisers 

construct their musical reality, their set of preferences and their method of tuning those 

preferences is highly variable. Mendonça observes that “although Charlie Parker seems never 

to have repeated a solo, transcription of his complete recorded work reveals only about 100 

fundamental formulas, which he applied in novel ways” (2007, p. 552). However, transcriptions 

of Cannonball Adderley’s solos, for example, reveal that his reliance on patterning was minimal. 

This is mirrored in the instructional literature of jazz improvisation, some of which emphasises 

building up a library of ‘stock phrases’ (Coker, 1964), and others which emphasise construction 

of novel pathways through mastery of technical materials (for example, Aebersold play-alongs 

which provide only the scale materials with which the student is to improvise), or even mastery 

of the mind and external stressors as a method of unleashing innate creative potential (Werner, 

1996). The model for improvisation that I have described has the benefit of allowing all of these 

different personal and cultural variations to exist while still allowing us to speak with greater 

specificity about the decision making process.  

 

3.7 You say ‘potato’. Performers’ voices. 

 

Despite the high level of abstraction, the previous discussion has an air of the commonsensical 

about it because I am talking about a fundamental human process. I began this chapter by 

drawing attention to the number of things that a performer has to think about at any one time 

and then demonstrated that due to the constraints of human memory capacity it was impossible 

to actually think about all those things at once. I then demonstrated how an understanding of 

complex adaptive systems could be used to resolve these issues and refocus attention on 

performers, through the analogy of preference, and its role in the development of improvisation 

within a discursive field. In this section, I explore some of these issues by referring to the voices 

of improvisers, as they appear in the literature and in interviews that I have conducted. These 

interviews take on a new relevance after the preceding section.   
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The musicians that I have interviewed have readily acknowledged that the Pressing model is 

reasonable, but the terms employed are different to any they would use to describe 

improvisation themselves. In the interviews I conducted, which were semi-structured in nature, 

when I began by discussing the Pressing model I found that it invariably limited the musicians’ 

descriptions of the process. They attempted to answer within the terms established by Pressing. 

Musicians cannot be expected to be fluent in the discourse of cognitive psychology, but there is 

also a sense in which such descriptions delineate not only the limits of the conversation, but the 

terms of their own solutions through reductive categorisation, and abductive reasoning, 

reasoning that is based on reductive description. In other words, models are descriptive, but not 

prescriptive – a cognitive model does not create the conditions for improvisation. This leads to 

the important question: what has been left out?  

 

While it may have seemed that there was a disjunct between the cognitive psychology model 

proposed by Pressing and the ethnographic description of the culture of music making (for 

example Berliner’s, 1994, description of jazz), interviews take on new relevance with the 

introduction of complex adaptive weighted systems because the formation of preference is seen 

as crucial to understanding the decision making process. In a sense, the importance of the 

theoretical model presented in this chapter, has been to restate the importance of such 

ethnographic studies for the understanding of preference building as a key mechanism in 

improvisation.  

 

The music of a culture is not taught, in the same way that a native language is not taught. The 

rules may be learned through formal study in either case, but the acquisition of culture begins 

much earlier. In fact, research suggests that humans have a ‘music module’ in the brain that 

allows us to ‘learn the rules’ or build systems of preference for the music that we hear, and that 

babies are quite able to begin that process in utero (Mannes et al., 2009). The acquisition of the 

grammar of musical language thus begins pre-birth. When Paul Berliner suggests that 

musicians draw on “a lifetime of preparation and knowledge behind every idea that an 

improviser performs” (1994, p. 17) he is not speaking metaphorically. Berliner gives similar 

examples of jazz performers’ accounts of their enculturation and building of musical preference:  

“Improvisation is an intuitive process for me now,” Arthur Rhames asserts, “but in the 
way in which it's intuitive,” he adds, “I'm calling upon all the resources of all the years 
of my playing at once: my academic understanding of the music, my historical 
understanding of the music, and my technical understand of the instrument that I'm 
playing. All these things are going into one concentrated effort to produce something 
that is indicative of what I'm feeling at the time of performing” (1994, p. 16). 
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Berliner emphasises that different improvisers think differently about what is important, that is, 

they give different accounts of what it is important to think about while improvising (p. 7). “Chuck 

Israels explains that ‘the musical decisions that take place during improvisations are made 

instantly, but the work behind those decisions takes place over long periods of time - hours, 

days, weeks, months, and years spent considering all of the musical possibilities’” (pp. 493-4). 

In my interviews with jazz musicians, I received a range of responses when I asked about the 

processes that guided improvisation. Some musicians declared that they relied entirely on 

conscious decision-making, others that they strove to react to musical situations without 

conscious thought. Some musicians spoke of the need to develop stock phrases that could be 

adapted, and others avoided such devices at all costs. There were also some unexpected 

descriptions given to describe choice making in performance. Singer Jessica Struch described 

her approach to improvisation as being based on the development of emotion, something that is 

entirely alien to me, even though there is inevitably an emotional intent and profile to the 

improvisations that I create. Multi-instrumentalist and composer, Erik Griswold described 

improvisation in terms of the group energy of a piece, the improviser as musically analogous to 

“tapping a balloon to keep it in the air”. Berliner posits that there are many ways of thinking in 

improvisation, and that people choose a particular note or phrase because of their makeup - 

their learning, their influences, and their musical experiences.  

Improvisation depends, in fact, on thinkers having absorbed a broad base of musical 
knowledge, including myriad conventions that contribute to formulating ideas logically, 
cogently, and expressively. It is not surprising, therefore, that improvisers use 
metaphors of language in discussing their art form. The same complex mix of 
elements and processes coexists for improvisers as for skilled language practitioners; 
the learning, the absorption, and utilisation of linguistic conventions conspire in the 
mind of the writer or speaker – or, in the case of jazz improvisation, the player – to 
create a living work (Berliner, 1994, p. 492). 

An interesting point of difference between improvisers is their approach to conscious versus 

unconscious decision making in improvisation. Sawyer identifies conscious and non-conscious 

direction of improvisation as ‘poles’ (2003, p. 66), but conscious awareness can be seen to 

operate on various levels. For many players and teachers minimal conscious direction is 

desirable during improvisation (for example, Pilc, 2012; Werner, 1996). Texts by Pilc and 

Werner encourage students to allow materials to emerge as ‘naturally’ as possible, in fact, 

relying on embodied and encultured knowledge and intuition. It would seem that such an 

approach was a starting point in Pressing’s work also: “as William Hazlitt told us in 1840, ‘[w]e 

do nothing well until we forget the manner of doing it” (in Pressing, 1998).  
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Other improvisers identify conscious decision making with musicality. Notable in my interviews 

was the guitarist and educator Bruce Woodward, jazz singer Kristin Berardi, and Ghatam 

Vaidyanathan Suresh, who each maintained that choice making in their improvisational 

experience was entirely conscious. My own approach is somewhere in between these two 

positions: an intuitive, reactive response to musical situations, and conscious awareness of 

larger scale formal and compositional factors. My early learning of jazz was influenced by my 

guitar teacher Barry Morton, who used to describe guitar playing that was driven solely by 

learned and indiscriminately applied patterns as 'finger diarrhoea'. His perspective was based 

on his observation that guitarists in particular were guilty of developing technical facility based 

on patterning. His caution was to be consciously aware of musicality, rather than allowing 

physical habit to determine event clusters. 

 

For some performers, the conscious mind comes into play in the generation of certain kinds of 

ideas while other types of event cluster generation are essential automatic. An example of 

conscious direction emerged in my interview with tabla maestro Dheeraj Shesthra, who 

described transitions as requiring conscious decision making, while repetition and variation as 

requiring minimal conscious influence. Shesthra’s comments would seem to be applicable to 

drumming more widely conceived, and certainly in a jazz sense, in which the ‘rhythm section’ 

traditionally have a degree of responsibility for the maintenance of the groove, primarily through 

developing variations on ostinatos (repeating patterns).  

 

Carnatic violinist, Sunder Rajan, raised the idea that the complex rhythmic structures that are 

frequently used to end Carnatic improvisations require conscious decision-making and 

calculation, in contrast to melodic improvisation. In the case of a korvai (a complex rhythmic 

structure) it is of primary aesthetic importance that it resolves to a certain beat in the metric 

cycle (usually beat one). The requirement for an improviser is therefore to plan ahead during an 

improvisation. He or she must be aware of their place in the thalam (metric structure) so that 

they may begin the korvai on the correct beat, and in developing a logical melodic continuity 

between the korvai and the improvisation that precedes it. This would appear to be specific to 

Carnatic practice. The closest analogy for a jazz improviser would be attempting to integrate 

pre-learned materials into an improvisation.  

 

Mridangist, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, speaking of the same practice of ending an improvisation 

with pre-learned materials, alludes to the evolution of such processes: “when you're young, 

when you're junior, you're trained to react, so that you don't have to think as much, you already 
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have something [a default response] in your head already. But when you're senior, you then 

start to develop the skills to improvise on the spot, and then manipulate and then create on the 

spot and you understand the rhythm, you understand the mathematics…” In fact, senior 

improvisers can begin a korvai without necessarily knowing the resolution in advance, because 

they have learnt the potential allowable resolution phrases to the extent to which they can be 

automatically recalled to fit the available number of pulses (Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani, personal 

communication, 6 January 2013).  

 

In the Carnatic context, conscious thought also manifests in a more specific way, as a focused 

awareness of the tastes and tolerance of the audience. The practice of evaluating and 

responding the audience is so important to Carnatic practice that musicians will not play unless 

the house lights in the auditorium are switched on. Musicians respond to the audience 

demographic and assess their tolerance for complexity, in effect inviting the audience to co-

construct the performance. When I speak to Carnatic musicians, their discussion of the music is 

always contextualised with reference to the audience.  

You have to be ready to improvise the moment you hear an idea… you improvise in a 
jiffy. At the same time you probably repeat to make sure that the audience appreciates 
it (Vaidyanathan Suresh, personal communication, 6 February 2014). 
 
 
The moment i break the flow of “Thakadimi Thakadimi”, with “Thatakadimi Thadimi” for 
example, the ordinary listener is disturbed… but you [Toby] are suddenly interested: 
‘Oh, something is happening!’ you will say. If you play in places like the Music 
Academy [Chennai’s most prestigious Carnatic music venue] in the morning session, 
there will be 10 musicians sitting there, so I make it a point to bring new ideas in front 
of them (Vaidyanathan Suresh, personal communication, 6 February 2014). 

Suresh’s interview comments on improvisation tend to emphasise the conscious over 

unconscious processes. However, as he demonstrated during the interview, some reactions 

happen too quickly to be consciously directed. At one point in the interview Suresh 

demonstrated a figure that may be used at the start of an improvisation using solkattu:   

  

Tisra nadai (sextuplet subdivision):  

, trkt dhom , trkt dhom , trkt dhom , trkt dhom  

, trkt dhom , trkt dhom , trkt dhom , trkt dhom  

 

But almost immediately after beginning this figure, he began naturally and unconsciously to 

develop variations on the theme. He described this process as a reaction: “suddenly I react … 
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with an accented version: Tk trkt dhom. This naturally happens, there is no predetermined or 

premeditated… this is not done consciously. In a sense, I was not aware of it, I was not waiting 

for it. It happens very quickly… then the conscious mind thinks ahead to how it can be 

developed”. Because Suresh has the ability to verbalise his musical ideas using solkattu, this 

presented a unique opportunity in which I was able to question him on his processes 

immediately after he improvised a gesture. While he had previously insisted that he was always 

consciously developing materials, he quickly develops an alternative explanation for his 

unconscious variation of the theme. He is reacting, rather than improvising. Further questioning 

of improvisers immediately following or during improvisation could reveal interesting insights. 

Bruno Nettl points out that there could be cultural reasons why an improviser might describe 

their reactions in a certain way.  

Muddying the waters is the fact that different cultures have different attitudes to 
improvisation, or what they perceive as being improvisation, “improvising musicians in 
certain cultures tend to maintain that they do essentially the same thing each time and 
to denigrate the idea that they vary from performance to performance” (Nettl, 1974, p. 
8). 

It would seem safe to assume that if musical choices are built upon enculturation and the 

exercise of preference, then event cluster generation would be culturally specific. Especially if 

we are looking at the unplanned, unconscious reactions that Suresh describes, above. David 

Reck (1983), evoked the image of a musician's 'tool-kit', “handed to him by the culture in which 

he lives” (p. 45). The tool-kit in Reck’s imagining was a set of learned and absorbed musical 

‘formulas’ relating to a specific composition or ragam. Performers of jazz acquire a similar tool-

kit for each jazz standard through listening to other performances and through repeated 

rehearsal. The culturally specific basis of listening, learning and practice, reinforced over time 

and developed through the exercise of preference indicates a strong case for thinking about 

musical difference in improvisation as constituted by culture.  

 

The different ways that musicians react to stimuli may seem like a surface difference, but even 

small differences in approach can be ingrained in cultural consciousness over time. The 

differences between cultures runs deep: it is not simply that cultures prefer different sounds, but 

that the musical structures and practices that develop around preferences, come to define and 

enable those preferences to be exercised. The specific musical structures that allow for 

improvisation can be thought of, not as a passive frame within which improvisers operate, but as 

a dynamic circumstance that enables and facilitates interaction and musical creativity to occur. 

In a hybrid context, we must consider that many of the circumstantial cues that enable 
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musicians to improvise at all, may not even be present. Musical cognitive archetypes within 

cultures, those characteristic aesthetics and modalities that aurally define the practice, are 

reinforced by musical structures that develop historically. This leads to specific modes of 

articulating musical gestures that may appear similar in analysis but which vary in practice. For 

example, rhythms that clearly delineate Adi Thalam (standard eight beat cycle) to a Carnatic 

musician may be confusing to inexperienced listeners. Similarly, a jazz drummer’s approach to 

articulating a 4/4 feel can confuse even expert Carnatic musicians. “Any developed musical 

tradition has unwritten rules of rhythmic interpretation, which give individuality to the treatment 

of metres it may share with other cultures” (David Waterhouse in Falck, R. & Rice, T., 1982, p. 

31).  

 

Despite avoiding concrete definitions, it is my hope that this discussion on improvisation has 

clarified the discussion in three ways. Firstly, by beginning with a cognitive psychology view on 

improvisation, I revealed the complex and often competing factors involved in decision-making 

during improvisation. The multitude of concerns that may face an improviser at any point in an 

improvisation, and the limited processing capacity of the human brain, necessitate a rethinking 

of the conventional understanding of improvisation as linear. The problem with allowing 

conventional models from cognitive psychology to be the authority voices on improvisation is 

that overly simplistic models are developed which fail to account for the experience of the 

improviser or the listener. For example, Johnson-Laird (2002), who developed a rudimentary 

program for improvising, but erroneously concludes that this represents the totality of actual 

cognitive processes of an improviser.  

 

Secondly, by examining complex adaptive systems, the dynamic nature of decision-making is 

revealed: choices are not made from arbitrarily large selections, but based on preferences for 

certain sounds and structures in certain situations. The significance of acknowledging process 

and preference-building, is that training, listening and practice are brought back into the 

discussion in a dynamic way. The voices of musicians become more relevant given the nature 

of preference-building, allowing ethnographic accounts to inform our understanding of the way 

that musicians learn to improvise in certain ways.  

 

Thirdly, the discussion of distributed cognition and the field within which improvisers work, helps 

us to understand that the improviser’s intent does not exist in a vacuum, as it were. Every 

choice is based on enculturation, and every preference is built in relation to the field in which it 

is contextualised. This might be a problematic notion for the ‘free’ improviser, who may feel that 
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they are operating outside of a field of reference. My own opinion is that Bailey’s “non-idiomatic” 

improvisation (1993), while a useful descriptor of genre, does not adequately attribute the origin 

of ideas. And, that in each generation of improvisers there are simply some musicians who 

perform less overt references to idiomatic phenomena. Given that this study examines the work 

of musicians who do align themselves with idiomatic genres, the contribution of the field 

becomes extremely important. The field is considered to be dynamic. It constitutes the sum of 

influences on the performer, but the performer is also an actor within and for the field, their 

actions continuing to reinscribe, renew, and reinvent the collective knowledge base.  

 

The implications for this understanding of improvisation are that we have a basis upon which to 

build a methodology. The methodology proposed in the following chapter draws on this 

understanding in combination with the theory around intercultural hybridity to propose a way of 

interpreting intercultural work based on the musically discursive actions of the performers. 

Improvisations are heard as re-articulations of cultural materials in different contexts, and the 

collective understandings and misunderstandings of the musicians can be reinterpreted in terms 

of the dynamics of intercultural hybridity.  
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Chapter 4 

Discursive Interculturality: A critical framework 

for hybrid intercultural work 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Music can also be classified as an object that is open to inquiry (Morrison, 1992). 
Moreover, it is a text in which ideology is embedded (Holman Jones, 2002) (in Leavy, 
2009) 

In the previous chapters I situated hybrid intercultural work as a dynamic process in which 

performers mediate tradition, identity and context. Musical learning, especially when linked to 

improvisation builds an archive of preferences, based on the forms within which musicians are 

enculturated. This understanding of improvisation, couple with the notion of hybridity as 

constituted by individuals working within different cultures and musical systems, leads us to a 

understanding of the complex ways in which cultures interact in hybrid works. While the 

previous chapters have established a context for interpreting hybrid and intercultural work, this 

chapter makes explicit a methodology through which we can critically engage with the products 

of interculture.  

 

I propose Discursive Interculturality, as a way of thinking about, listening to, and critiquing hybrid 

intercultural work. Discursive Interculturality could be considered a form of praxis, a combination 

of both theory and practice emerging out of the circumstances of playing with musicians from 

different musical cultures. It builds on the cultural arguments developed thus far to examine the 

text of the musical work without ignoring difference and power. This methodology departs from 

existing methods and requires a lexical change. The development of this methodology is a 

necessary step in the realisation of new ways of engaging with hybrid cultural products and is a 

response to the emerging contemporary attitudes to the creation of hybrid cultural work already 

extant in some quarters including in my own work with Carnatic and jazz musics.  

 

In Discursive Interculturality (DI), the artistic work is assessed as an object in which ideology is 

embedded, allowing for cultural critique, and for a discussion of positive examples of hybridity. 
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The ideological basis of the work can be revealed in the cultural interactions within the music 

itself. The creative work can therefore become the site for an analysis of the continuum of 

colonial/postcolonial, postmodern/post-postmodern, and the subtle ways in which cultures are 

performed and negotiated in contemporary culture. DI observations can be further enriched 

through dialogic editing as proposed by Steven Feld (1998).  

 

DI is an extension, or application, of notions of global citizenship developed variously as 

Intercontextuality (Appadurai, 1996), Critical Multiculturalism (Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1997), and 

Transculturalism (Kraidy, 2005). All of these theories acknowledge the overlapping polities and 

ubiquitous hybridity of global culture, and unpack issues of power. In doing so they allow a 

space for different voices to be heard and identify the ways in which ‘corporate multiculturalism’ 

uncritically employs global culture for economic advantage. DI could be seen as an application 

of these ideas, but differs by centering the discussion on musicking-as-discourse, which has the 

effect of creating a positive value for intercultural engagement, one that can have significant 

benefits for hybrid creative practice. The aim of DI is therefore to unambiguously declare the 

ways in which the hybrid intercultural work acts in the world and to encourage a way of thinking 

about and creating hybrid intercultural work without ignoring power and difference.  

 

DI is based on a semiotic analysis of the musical signs in a performance. The musical gestures 

in improvisation have an indexical semiotic relationship to culture, that is, they point to the 

cultural context from which they arise. Musical gestures can be considered indexical because 

they arise within cultures and from musicians’ encultured in cultural forms. The extent to which 

an individual musician generates new concepts is open for debate, but improvisation, at least at 

some level, must be considered a re-articulation, of ideas, of notes, of instrumental sounds. DI 

can therefore unpack the extent to which musical actions or event clusters can be understood 

as signifying the culture (or interculture) from which they emanate.  

 

DI moves beyond existing methods by analysing the divergent cognitive archetypes of its 

participants, as presented in their improvisations and interactions in the music. DI is in some 

ways a reaction to the postmodern aesthetic, one in which the world’s cultures are freely 

available for use, and in which artifacts may be considered in new contexts, stripping them of 

their original meanings and associations. There is a sense in which corporate globalization has 

come to be emblematic of postmodernism, a tradition with which methodologies such as critical 

pedagogy (Giroux, 1992), and DI, seek to break. They do so by acknowledging the ontological 

difference between cultural systems. In the same manner that Henry Giroux seeks to interrogate 
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the origin of ideas in the classroom, I seek to understand the origin of ideas in intercultural 

improvisation. DI also has philosophical resonances in Steven Feld’s dialogic editing 

(1982/2012). Feld developed dialogic editing to allow the voices of the Kaluli to contribute to his 

ethnography of their practices. DI similarly aims to provide space for the musical and textual 

voices of others. DI in the current study is carried out through an analysis of recordings. Gabriel 

Solis has advocated analysis of recordings for revealing the musical dialogue that occurs in jazz 

(2004, p. 323). Solis points out the nuanced relationship between jazz recordings and the idea 

of an authorial ‘work’. The recording does not “somehow live independently of people” (p. 338), 

but neither is the recording secondary to experience. Rather “recordings… become important in 

jazz because and to the extent to which they are functional in very human musical lives” (2004, 

p. 343). The recordings presented here explore a range of relationships to lived experience: in 

the case of Rich and Famous a studio recording, albeit one in which the performers played in 

the same room on the same day. In the case of Cows at the Beach, and the coda, Ultimate 

Cows, the capture of a live performance. In the former, it is the dialogue between me as the 

creator and originator of the work that is the subject of the analysis, whereas in the live 

recordings the subject is the dialogue between cultures and individuals. 

 

In terms of methodology, a comparison could be made between DI and the linguistic 

methodology of Conversation Analysis and sub-discipline of Membership Categorisation 

Analysis (MCA) (Sacks, 1989; Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974), which are similarly used to 

uncover the linguistic categories of representation that reveal the assumed recognisability of 

people to fit into categories. Membership categorisation as proposed by Harvey Sacks, 

“provides a powerful analytic toolkit with which relationships can be understood” (Day, 2006). It 

does so through a hermeneutics of the minutiae of human interaction in conversation including 

duration of pauses, simultaneous utterances and extrapolation of intended meaning and 

interpretation. The comparison of DI with MCA is metaphorical rather than literally borrowing the 

methodological techniques. MCA relies on a prescribed and extremely detailed transcription 

method. DI also attends to aspects of musical recordings, but I have found it unnecessary to 

adopt a system of annotation such as that used in MCA, preferring ethnographic description. I 

believe the aims of DI are still consistent with MCA, which are to unpack the systems of 

acquired cultural meanings that participants bring to conversations/musical situations.  

 

4.2 Discursive Interculturality as critical methodology 
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DI is effective in critiquing any work in terms of the extent to which it enables intercultural 

dialogue to emerge. DI can critique works that are overtly intercultural, by analysing the process 

through which cultural interactions are facilitated (where known), or through analysis of the 

musical object in terms of the record of musical interactions. One of the most effective ways that 

such a critique can occur is through dialogic analysis, by involving members of each 

participating culture in a reading of the work. A series of questions could be designed that would 

aim to unpack the cultural affiliations of the contributors, and identify the interpretive basis for 

their contributions to the musical work. The analysis should also include an identification of the 

factors that limited contribution, and the ways in which individual musicians respond in 

performance. 

 

An analysis could also be made from one cultural perspective, with an acknowledgement that 

other interpretations exist. This would be in line with the majority of ethnomusicology. Ideally 

such observations would be based on thorough understanding of different cultural forms. A 

caution must be made that even an analysis that attempts to be balanced may bias a particular 

culture due to assumptions inherent in the questions. For example, while an Indian musician 

may relish the opportunity to discuss the harmonic implications of a passage of music, it is 

unlikely to be a question that was relevant at the time that the improvisation was actioned. 

Conversely, a Carnatic musician who interviews a jazz musician, wishing to unpack the rasa 

(pervading sense of mood) of their solo, may get a thoughtful response, but they may also have 

to consider that they are asking the wrong question. A measure of understanding of the 

principles and practices of the cultures involved is therefore desirable when framing a DI 

analysis.  

 

DI may also be employed in analysis of syncretic works in which collaborations may be absent 

(i.e. the work of a single composer influenced by another culture) as we shall see in Chapter 6: 

Rich and Famous. In this situation, DI evaluates the method by which the compositional work 

engages with the other culture, and, as an aesthetic that is read into the work to create 

meaning, in much the same way a feminist or post-colonial perspective can be used to create 

meaning or knowledge about a work. From the perspective of analysing power dynamics, a 

discussion of this kind of work can appear problematic, especially in regard to the weight of 

applied ethnomusicology that reveals the legacy of appropriation. However, it is important that in 

revealing the problems of power in some hybrid work that we do not also insist that all hybrid 

experimentation is problematic. This would effectively limit the contributions of a great many 

artists whose identites are constituted by diverse influences around them. 
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Part of what makes intercultural music so fascinating are the levels of play between individuals, 

their cultural affiliations, their perceptions of the Other, and the real and present musical 

situation they find themselves in and the compromise that those situations require. Individual 

musicians feel varying degrees of need to represent the cultures with which they identify, 

varying levels of awareness of their own cultural perspectives, and varying perceptions of Other 

cultures values and approaches. All of these factors must be balanced and weighed against the 

music that is actually occurring in the moment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. The individual improviser in an intercultural context. 

This balance of intrapersonal and interpersonal is important to consider. An intercultural musical 

work is seen as being constituted by the real time negotiation between individuals, their culture, 

their Others, and the moment (see Figure 14). These relations are highly changeable as 

situational factors can affect the way a musician approaches the music in performance. 

Observations about the ways that musicians are interacting with one another can be situated 

within the broader discussion of cultural perspective by examining the origins of ideas. If a 

musician responds in a particular way at a particular juncture, they will be drawing on years of 

training that has built in them preferential responses. These intuitive responses draw on their 

enculturation in particular forms and action within those forms.  

 

What follows should be considered a guide to developing a DI analysis. The method as outlined 

is based on the application that follows in the analysis of case studies from my own practice, 

and the questions may vary depending on the project. A DI analysis comprises three lines of 

enquiry:  the origin of the work, its musical circumstances, and the interactions of the musicians.  

 

Firstly, there are questions about the origin and context of the work, which should aim to reveal 

any assumptions based on power and position. The creator or initiator of the work should be 

revealed along with their cultural affiliations and the depth of their engagement with the other 

Individual  Affiliation  
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culture. It may be important to know the guidelines and limitations for the musicians contributing 

to the music, including cultural expectations, legal strictures and the like. The countries of origin 

of musicians may have a history of engagement that impacts on the work, such as a colonial, 

trade or economic relations. These factors may influence the motivations of the performers as to 

collaboration, including the perception of increased financial or cultural capital through hybrid 

projects. It is also relevant to know the cultural assuredness, and/or sensitivities of each culture, 

as different cultures may have different perceptions about the value of hybridity as it affects the 

core practices of their cultures. For example, some cultures may view as appropriative what 

others may view as promulgation of their forms.  

 

Beyond the establishment of context, questions will focus on the work itself, and attempt to 

unravel the musical discourse. It is first necessary to examine the compositional/collaborative 

constraints of the music itself, to understand the possibilities for engagement by the contributing 

musical cultures. It must be made clear to what extent a musical work is designed to enable 

contribution. Analysis of the compositional constraints could include a discussion of the balance 

between improvisation and composition, as well as the ways in which improvisations occur in 

the music. Different cultures have different perceptions and formal approaches to improvisation 

(see Nettl et al., 2001) and the way that improvisation is allowed to occur in a work may 

privilege one approach over another. It may be useful to identify which cultural paradigm the 

work predominantly operates within, or to identify musical structures that are not used in the 

hybrid work.  

 

The third level of questioning focuses on the music itself as performed, usually through an 

artifact such as a recording or video, which enables the performers to reflect on and revisit their 

performances. The intention is to evaluate the extent to which cultures are able to contribute to 

the musical fabric. Improvisation and interpretation are a natural focus, being the way that 

musicians spontaneously interact with the music and each other, and my theorisation of 

improvisation as a building of preference dependent on the field in which an improviser works 

(Chapter 3) is a useful basis for this discussion. As in other semiotic analyses this analysis will 

most likely choose a small part of the work on which to focus. This selection is a further curation 

of meaning, and ideally the chosen section should provide opportunity to discuss each cultural 

contribution on their own terms. This level of critique could be done by someone who has 

extensive knowledge of the musical practices of both cultures, a writer who unpacks the music 

with reference to interviews with participants. Or, analysis may be done by a number of 

participants who come from the cultures represented in the work. This third option has the 
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potential to reveal not only reflections on the music of the culture in question, but also 

observations about the intention and meaning of each others’ musical gestures. Questions at 

this level of enquiry are designed to identify the musical events that arise from cultural frames of 

reference, or are based on traditional models of musical development. And, those musical 

gestures or events that appear not to be based on traditional models of musical development 

but are a result of the intercultural collaboration. It will also be revealing to discuss moments of 

cultural friction or dissonance if they occur, as a way of unpacking different conception of music 

making. How the musicians respond to these difficult musical situations will be similarly 

revealing. As a reflection on cultural dominance in the work, the analysis could reflect on how 

often the music drifts towards one of its cultural poles, and whether and how the other culture 

asserts itself to restore balance.  

 

It is important to note that this list is not exhaustive and that the musical interactions will suggest 

further lines of questioning. The benefits of this analysis for musicians are that the entire 

discussion proceeds through an analysis of the musical interactions, giving reference to cultural 

context and musical setting as they relate to the musical text. One of the important aspects of 

Discursive Interculturality to emerge is that it clearly establishes an ethical basis for analysis and 

by implication future creative projects.  

 

4.3 Discursive Interculturality as aesthetic 

 

Discursive Interculturality is based on fundamental principles of equality, sensitivity and 

reciprocity. It is an applied methodology based on analysis of the research and products of 

interculture. The aim of DI is to provide a basis for critical engagement with hybrid intercultural 

work, and in doing, to demonstrate what can be gained by allowing space for Others’ voices to 

emerge in intercultural work.  

 

A clear aesthetic based on DI emerges from the critical framework. Musicians are seen as 

embodiments of unique practices. Intercultural works that allow those practices to coexist and to 

be placed in dialogue are valuable for what they reveal and for the musical experiences they 

create. Musical experiences that are rewarding and productive for the cultures that are involved 

are not difficult to achieve, but require conscious awareness of difference and discursive 

practices. DI becomes an aesthetic when it is used as the basis for the creation of new work. In 
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turn, aestheticising DI creates a discursive shift that leads to a greater number of reflective and 

sustainable intercultural projects.  

 

A DI critique separates the function and content of the artwork and situates function within 

cultural context as an aesthetic basis for evaluation. The processes of the work are part of the 

consideration of the work’s value. Content reenters as an aesthetic value when it is examined 

for its relationship to culture and its Others, not as a subject evaluation of whether the music is 

‘good’. As Deborah Wong says “such qualitative judgments are inescapably rooted in modernist 

Western art ideologies that systematically remove meaning from the social context and human 

interaction and instead invest it in artistic objects” (1998, p. 82). In a DI critique, we are 

specifically looking at the ways that individuals and cultures interact, but also, the way in which 

a work enables that interaction. The beauty of a work as regarded from a DI perspective is 

therefore dependent on human values of equity, participation, and engagement.  

 

It is argued that historically there are already practitioners whose work can be understood as 

embodying a DI aesthetic. Some of those have been detailed in Chapter 2.6. My own work in 

the third space demonstrates an evolution toward a discursively intercultural aesthetic, and 

there is evidence in many musicians’ accounts in the field of Carnatic-jazz music and hybrid 

music more widely that indicates that a DI aesthetic has become more common.5  

 

There is an uncertain relationship between a DI aesthetic and an aesthetic based on beauty. A 

positive evaluation of a work’s DI aesthetic may not necessarily be concomitant to a work’s 

more broadly perceived excellence or mediocrity: a work that creates all the right conditions for 

intercultural dialogue to occur could be excellent or execrable. A virtuosic exchange between 

master musicians from different cultures, full of allusions and reference might establish the right 

conditions for dialogic musical exchange but could still have dubious musical value. This 

element of aesthetic relation should be further explored. However, it can be pointed out that a DI 

aesthetic is based on difference, and therefore acknowledges that the aesthetic criteria required 

for a judgment in taste is culturally based. The problem of evaluation of a hybrid intercultural 

work is therefore compounded because the interpretive framework of the listener will most often 

privilege one cultural interpretation of the work. Potentially this makes an aesthetic evaluation 

based on DI criteria less problematic than a pure aesthetic reaction based on a single cultural 

perspective.   

                                                

5
 See Anil Prasad’s interviews with Rudresh Mahanthappa, 2011; Prasanna, 2010; David Fiuczynski, 

2008, http://www.innerviews.org, and the Remember Shakti DVD, 2004. 

http://www.innerviews.org/
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A musical work constructed with an applied DI aesthetic will provide musical contexts for 

musicians from different cultures to interact with each other, situations in which neither culture 

feels privileged over the other. It could be argued that the development of DI as a critical 

framework could bias works that engender intercultural dialogue. It does so unapologetically, 

and as a matter of urgency. Intercultural hybrid projects are frequently approached with 

commercial interests. Artists who genuinely wish to engage with other cultures in the production 

of culture must be aware of the inherently political and problematic terrain and be active in the 

ways in which they address it. 
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Chapter 5  

Genus, Genesis, Poiesis 

 

From this point the discussion shifts to an examination of practice. The preceding analysis of the 

discourses of hybridity and interculture, of improvisation as a rearticulation of culture and 

musicians as an embodiment of cultured modes of expression, and of Discursive Interculturality 

as a critical methodology, have laid the foundations for a discussion of two case studies from 

my practice. I begin with a description of the various theoretical factors relating to jazz and 

Carnatic music that are important to understanding of the case studies, in order to make explicit 

the basis of my practical work as portrayed in the case studies. In a sense this is a comparative 

study, but it is limited to an examination of those musical factors which have relevance to the 

analysis of the case studies. To that end, this chapter is an act of curatorship in which those 

elements of style most related to understanding the analysis that follows are explicated. This 

means that I have tended to approach the discussion unevenly in relation to Carnatic and jazz, 

focusing more on the musical-theoretical in the former, and the historico-social in the latter. A 

thorough examination of both the theoretical and cultural factors affecting music in Carnatic and 

jazz would take up more space than is available here. The intention of the chapter is to 

problematise the Carnatic-jazz hybrid space through examination of cultural models of musical 

development. This is an important basis for examining the compositional approach and 

revealing the context within which the musicians are heard to interact. In the Chapters 6 and 7, 

the details of the design of the case studies show how intercultural discourse was achieved, and 

the interactions of the musicians are examined in detail.  

 

5.1 Carnatic structures  

 

This section is intended to convey information about Carnatic music necessary for 

understanding the case studies including the musical precepts, theoretical constructs, musical 

forms, instrumentation, and some detail on the rhythmic approach of Carnatic music. I have also 

given an overview of some of the key figures in the development of the genre, especially in the 

field of rhythm, as these musicians help to situate my practice. The materials presented here 

are an expansion and clarification of the appendix to my master’s dissertation (Wren, 2009), and 

materials developed through teaching an introduction to Carnatic music in a world music unit at 
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the Queensland University of Technology (2007-2013). The information is primarily based on 

my own observations and studies. Carnatic music pedagogy has been standardised since 

Purandara Dasa (1484-1564), so its theoretical basis is shared, uncontested and common to 

Carnatic musicians and audiences. I have also referenced existing texts on Carnatic music, but I 

have tended to privilege this acquired knowledge. For further description of the general 

principles of Carnatic music see Viswanathan & Allen (2004), and Pesch, (1999), for details on 

linear development of melodic variation in compositions, Morris (2001), and for rhythmic 

approach, David Nelson’s extraordinary study of the solos of five of the major figures in Carnatic 

percussion, Mrdangam Mind (1991).  

 

Carnatic music is the classical music of South India. It is sophisticated, scholarly and devotional, 

and based on Hindu mythology. It is primarily carried out in Tamil, and Chennai (Madras) “is its 

cultural centre” (Qureshi et al., India II, 4, i, 2008). Carnatic music, together with North Indian 

classical (Hindustani) music, shares its origins in the Vedas (approximately 1000 BCE). 

Contemporary practice in Carnatic music can be linked to the establishment of standardized 

pedagogy by Purandara Dasa in the 16th century (ibid., II, 1). The two practices diverged in the 

12th century when the North was subject to the influence of Persian music through the 

expansion of the Mughal empire. Indian classical music is generally monophonic, consisting of a 

melodic line with rhythmic accompaniment and is based on the notion of ragam and thalam 

(raga and tala in the North). Ragam is a more complex notion than the western notion of scale, 

encompassing pitches, ornamentation, characteristic phrases, and mood. Although to an 

outsider the North and South styles can appear to be similar, the emphasis on compositions, 

melodic ornamentation and rhythmic approach are entirely different (Wade, 1979, p. 3). In the 

South there are a greater variety of types of gamakas (ornaments), which can lead to incredibly 

dense melodies, especially in the case of ragams that employ a great number of them. Carnatic 

music also has a much greater reliance on pre-composed music, where Hindustani music is 

predominantly improvised. The balance of composed to improvised in Carnatic varies from 

performer to performer, but is approximately equally divided.  

 

A Carnatic ensemble consists of a ‘main artist’ and accompanists who relate to the main artist 

hierarchically. The text, except in the case of some ‘lighter’ styles, is composed in devotion to 

Hindu deities, and is of primary importance. The singer’s main role is in the conveyance of the 

devotional aspect of the text. Instrumental performers also see their roles as primarily devotional 

and in support of the textual message of the work. Even an instrumental concert is considered 

devotional despite the lack of sahityam (lyrics). Carnatic performers sit on the floor to signify this 
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devotional intent, with the main artist in the centre and accompanists around them in a 

semicircle.  

 

 

 

Figure 6. Madurai T. N. Seshagopalan (centre). With (L-R): B. Harikumar (mridangam), Guruprasanna 

(ghatam), Tambura, and S. D. Sridhar (violin), 31 December 2006.  

The hierarchy of performers is important, affecting the way the performers negotiate roles on 

stage, and the unfolding of the music itself, which is usually entirely on the main artists’ terms. 

The main artist is a melodic soloist, usually a singer, (or occasionally a duo sharing the role) 

who is responsible for choosing the repertoire (often at the time of performance), the manner of 

the rendition of compositions, leading the improvisations, and for setting the overall tone of the 

concert including the balance of improvisation to composition and the style, depth, and 

complexity of ornamentation. The accompanists’ jobs are to follow closely everything that the 

main artist does, and enhance and support the music melodically and rhythmically. To that end, 

nothing is notated for accompanists, and they are expected to know, or be able to follow, the 

entire Carnatic repertoire. The materials that are performed have established conventions, 

acquired through a combination of listening and systematic learning. This is similar to the way 

accompaniment works in jazz (Berliner, 1994), but the aim of the Carnatic accompanist is above 

all to serve the artistic aims of the main artist. To that end, they will aim to support rather than 

contrast, copy rather than challenge.  



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

99 

 

The melodic accompanist will almost always be a violinist, who will play the melody of the 

composition in unison with the main artist. During improvisations, they will alternate phrases 

with the main artist. As a show of respect, a violinist will often repeat, or try to repeat, or repeat 

with embellishment depending on their skill, the improvisations of the main artist. A violinist will 

also copy the style of gamakas (ornamentation) used by the main artist, which can vary greatly 

between performers (violinist, Sunder Rajan, personal communication, March 18, 2013). 

 

The main instrument for rhythmic accompaniment is the mridangam, a double-headed drum, 

traditionally made from a solid piece of jackwood, and a combination of goat, cow and calf hides 

treated with a paste made of iron, giving a distinct pitch to the treble side of the instrument. On 

the bass side an application of semolina paste adds to its depth and resonance. There will 

usually be at least one other rhythmic accompanist besides the mridangist, playing the ghatam 

(clay pot), kanjira (a lizard skin frame drum that is like a small tambourine with a single ‘jingle’), 

or morsing (jaw harp). The second/third percussionists will contribute to sarvallaghu (groove) 

when appropriate, often as directed by the mridangist, and alternate with the mridangam during 

improvisations in the Tani Avarttanam (percussion solo). My own observation is that the greater 

the difference in seniority between the percussionists, the less the secondary percussionists will 

play. A very senior mridangist will only allow a junior ghatam player to join in occasionally. On 

the other hand an inexperienced mridangist will sometimes defer to an experienced ghatam 

player.  

 

Also on stage will be some form of drone instrument that will maintain the pitches Sa and Pa 

(the root and fifth) throughout the concert including in between songs. The drone may be played 

on tambura by the soloist or one of their students, or supplied by an electronic tambura (or both, 

as is often the case). The tambura is strictly a drone instrument and does not require an expert 

to play. The vast majority of Carnatic concerts are vocal. In a non-vocal concert the main artist 

will likely play a violin, veena (a plucked string instrument), bamboo flute, or even modern 

Western instruments such as electric mandolin, electric guitar, saxophone, clarinet, or even 

keyboard.  

 

Because most Carnatic music is vocal and the range of a vocalist is fixed, the tonic drone 

remains constant for each piece in a Carnatic concert. This means that a singer sets ‘Sa,’ to a 

pitch of their choosing so that most of their performance can be in their stronger central octave, 

with occasional forays into the lower and upper octaves of a standard 3 octave range. Thus, a 
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singer is likely to keep the same ‘Sa’ for most of their career. Even instrumentalists will tend to 

favour a particular ‘Sa’ and use it almost exclusively. Violinists will therefore tune their 

instruments for the tonic of the concert they are playing (Sa-Pa-Sa-Pa: Root-fifth-root-fifth), and 

professional mridangam and ghatam players own instruments of different sizes for each 

possible tonic.  

 

It is common to see students of senior performers sitting on stage or next to the dais. This is 

considered an important part of learning. A senior student may also be given the (often 

harrowing) privilege of ‘putting thalam’ (clapping the rhythmic cycle) for the concert. This aspect 

of Carnatic pedagogy is a worthwhile site for further investigation, as, from the perspective of a 

performer, it is very different experience to be amongst the musicians on stage than to be facing 

the stage, and I have found the experience of sitting on stage to be extremely useful for 

developing insight into group dynamics and reactions to stimuli.  

 

Most texts on Indian music are divided into pitch and rhythmic elements, Ragam and Thalam. I 

will give a brief account of both, and also spend some time elaborating song forms and Layam 

(rhythmic designs) as they are crucial to understanding the musical hybrid projects used as 

case studies in this project.  

 

5.1.1 Melody 

 

Carnatic melody uses multiple layers of ornamentation (called gamakas) that are problematic to 

represent effectively in western stave notation due to the rapidity of their execution and the fact 

that they may not relate to western equal temperament. Traditionally Carnatic music is 

considered monophonic, possibly heterophonic, although it is possible in contemporary 

performances to identify moments of deliberate counterpoint and simple use of harmony. 

Primarily however, it is the single melodic line that is the subject of elaboration, both 

compositional and improvisational. In Carnatic music we find that melody is decoupled from 

harmony, bringing to light the many ways in which Western melody is dependent on harmony.  

By ‘decoupled’ I mean that it is not reliant on harmonic structural relations, or ‘function’. In the 

extended time frame of the ragam, pitches are able to take on new relationships, to each other 

and to the tonic (drone). All of the archetypes of pitch that the Western ear has developed, in 

terms of scale degrees and underlying harmony, are no longer relevant. In their absence, the 

emphasis is on integral phrases, variation, reference, and relationality.  
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There is a tradition of transcription in ethnomusicology and there have been many attempts to 

transcribe Carnatic music into western notation. But the notion of Western transcription of 

Carnatic music is highly problematic due to variations in intonation and the rapidity and 

complexity of Carnatic gamakas. Works such as Kaufmann’s The ragas of South India (1976), a 

collection of scales in Western notation may provide a useful resource for western composers 

seeking to extend their tonal palette, but have almost no relationship to the music as performed. 

A well-executed notation of Carnatic music may still be a beneficial aid for western musicians as 

long as we acknowledge its limitations. Among the best of the western notation texts are Morris 

(2001); and Kumar and Stackhouse (1987).  

 

Carnatic melody is tied to the notion of ragam, which is both a set of pitches, and a sort of 

blueprint for the construction of a melody. Equally important is the rasa, which is the way that 

emotional content is conveyed, built up, elaborated upon, through the development of the 

materials of the ragam through elaboration, variation, and repetition. The basis of a ragam is 

more usefully considered a set of characteristic phrases, rather than a scale-like collection of 

pitches. The relationship between the notes is very much based on the way these characteristic 

phrases are formed. Certain notes in a ragam are approached in certain ways, which might 

include various forms of gamakas (ornamentations), or stipulations for which pitches precede 

and follow a particular note. Certain pitches in a ragam may be more important than others; 

some may only be invoked with particular phrases, or touched only ‘lightly’ with ornamentation 

that emphasizes the notes around it rather than the note itself (for example, an Eb may be sung 

as an oscillation between D and F). Still more variation in gamakas are possible depending on 

the composition being sung, and the performer singing them and different schools of singing 

may give different emphasis to gamakas. These nuances of inflection and intonation rely on an 

experienced listener, one that is encultured in hearing at this level of melodic detail. This can 

make it difficult for an outsider to gain the sort of listening skills required to fully understand 

Carnatic melody. My own experience is that it required a long period of deliberate and strategic 

listening to begin to appreciate these subtleties.  

 

There are thousands of possible ragams, with several hundred in common use. The scheme 

represented below is the commonly understood theory of possible variations of seven-note 

scales as developed by Venkatamakhi in the seventeenth century. The root and fifth (Sa and 

Pa) are fixed, the fourth (Ma) has natural and sharp variants, while the 2nd, 3rd, 6th and 7th 

each have 3 variants: 
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Western note names Carnatic swaras 

C  Sa 

Db, D, D#  Re1, Re2, Re3 

Ebb, Eb, E  Ga1, Ga2, Ga3 

F, F#  Ma1, Ma2 

G  Pa 

Ab, A, A#  Dha1, Dha2, Dha3 

Bbb, Bb, B  Ni1, Ni2, Ni3 

 

Figure 7. Equivalent Western and Carnatic names for notes/swaras. 

I have given Western note equivalents based on ‘C’ as a tonic, but in performance, the exact 

frequency of notes as sung or played will not equate exactly with Western note frequencies and 

a singer will choose a ‘Sa’ that works well with their vocal range. There are 72 possible 7-note 

scales that can be constructed from the above notes. Laid out from flattest to sharpest this 

collection of 72 scales is called the Melakarta Scheme (Venkatamakhi, 1666). All of the 

commonly found seven-note Western scales, modes, and ‘exotic’ scales, can be found in this 

scheme, along with many others which do not have Western equivalents. At the time of its 

development the Melakartha scheme encompassed ragams that were in common use at the 

time, but also included many possibilities that were not. As a consequence, it has inspired many 

Carnatic composers to write compositions using ‘rare’ ragams from the scheme. Many of the 

most revered Carnatic composers, Thyagaraja (1767-1847), for example, wrote krithis (concert 

works) in all of the Melakartha ragams.  

 

A ragam is somewhat different to the Western conception of a scale. For a scale to be a ragam 

it must have characteristic phrases, notes that are emphasised, and ornamentation that is 

applied to specific notes. A ragam without any ornamentation or associated characteristic 

phrases would be considered very bland, which is the way that Western music is often viewed 

by the Carnatic rasika. The popular notion of Western music is that it is all based on the ragam 

Shankarabharanam, (the equivalent of a major scale), but performed without any 

ornamentation. This perception is reinforced in Carnatic circles by repeated performances of the 

awful ‘English Note’, a sort of parody of western music by Muthiah Bhaagavatar. What this 

demonstrates is that in Carnatic music, ornamentation is extremely important to the feeling that 

a ragam is said to evince. Despite being based on the same ‘pitches’, the major scale and the 

ragam Shankarabharanam could never be confused, the degree to which the gamakas are 
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applied obscures the nature of the pitches for many Western listeners, as I have repeatedly 

found when demonstrating the ragam to World Music students.  

 

In addition to the 72 Melakartha ragams, there are many thousands more janya (child) ragams 

that can be constructed by omitting notes in either ascent or descent, altering the ordering of 

notes in ascent or descent, or allowing notes from other ragams to be incorporated. The number 

of these is 37, 776 (as given by R. Prasanna, personal communication, December 30, 2006), 

which allows for duplication of pitch sets, or 26, 864, which omits duplicates, but this is 

contentious (Sriram & Jambunathan, 1991). Recognition of ragams is one of the mind games of 

the rasika (the learned music lover) and in a Carnatic concert the rasikas can often be heard 

mumbling to each other the name of the ragam at the start of each new piece.  

 

5.1.2 Song form and improvisation 

 

Carnatic music has a large repertoire of compositions, which are stored in the collective 

memories of its performers. A notation system exists but it is almost never used in performance, 

and usually discouraged by teachers, memory being a discipline associated with musical 

proficiency (in this respect similar to memorisation of ‘standard’ repertoire in jazz). Despite 

almost exclusive reliance on memory, and the ability to improvise variations in performance, 

there is a remarkable consistency in the performance of repertoire, although some variation 

occurs between schools or lineages of performers.  

 

The most common form of composition is called a krithi6. I have found in my practice (and I am 

aware this is a gross generalisation, but it may nevertheless be useful for comparison), that a 

typical krithi is about three times the length of an average jazz standard, or similar to a 

movement of a Bach partita. The guitarist, Prasanna, who has performed at a high level in 

Carnatic and in Western contexts has described the larger krithis of Thyagaraja as being similar 

in complexity to a Bach cantata (personal communication, December 30, 2006). What a krithi 

lacks in terms of harmony it makes up for in melodic intricacy, density, subtlety of development, 

ornamentation, and rhythmic complexity. For an insight into the ways materials are developed in 

the case of different performances of krithis see Morris (2001) and Viswanathan and Allen 

(2004, p. 65). 

 
                                                
6
 Krithis are sometimes also called kirtanas or kirtanams but some performers also consider this to be a 

separate song form.  
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The krithi form is highly flexible depending on the composer, and  can be extended and 

developed in multiple ways during performance. In general, a krithi has three sections: Pallavi, 

Anupallavi and a number of Charanam (sometimes as many as ten). Each of these sections 

may have one or two lines of text (sahityam) that are set to different melodies all within a single 

ragam. This core composition becomes the basis for composed variations called sangati (see 

Morris, 2001). The Pallavi or its sangatis will then become a refrain that is repeated at the end of 

the Anupallavi and Charanam sections. 7 

 

 

  

Figure 8. The typical form of a Carnatic krithi.  

In Figure 8, I have denoted each section with a new formal letter (A, B, C, D). I have not labeled 

the Alapana with a separate formal letter, as it precedes the composition (similarly, I have not 

given section labels to the ‘intro’ and ‘outro’ of a jazz standard form). The krithi has become a 

“long, dynamic composition, often containing a climax replete with intricate motivic 

development.” (Morris, 2001, p. 75). The complexity of the form is due to the introduction of 

sangatis (variations) on each line of the text, which since Thyagaraja (1767-1847), have been 

integral to krithi composition, but new sangatis may also be developed by senior artists: 

“…within each section, thematic variation occurs independently of the overall form (including 

                                                
7
 See Appendix D for my transcription of Dikshitar’s Vataapi Ganapathim - an example of a typical krithi 

with sangatis. This transcription does not include any of the gamakas (ornaments) that would be 
considered essential to a rendition, nor does it indicate where improvisation might occur. 

Alapana  (free melodic improvisation on the ragam) 

A Pallavi, with sangatis, optionally also improvised sangatis  

Opt. niraval 

(D Opt. Chitta swaras) 

B Anupallavi and sangatis, opt. improvised sangatis 

A’ Pallavi reprise  

Opt. niraval 

(D Opt. Chitta swaras) 

C Charanam    > A’ pallavi reprise 

Charanam 2     > A’ pallavi reprise 

Charanam …n’  > A’ pallavi reprise   

Opt. niraval 

D Opt. tani avarttanam (if main piece in a concert) 

A’ Pallavi reprise 
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variations set by traditional performance practice and improvised variations).” (Luyk, 2005, p. 

99) 

 

The ragam and thalam, in general, continue unchanged for the duration of a krithi. Changing 

ragam is unusual because of the importance of developing rasa (feeling) through the repetition 

of pitches and phrases associated with a ragam. When it does occur it is called ragamalika 

(literally a ‘garland of ragams’) and is a chance for the performer to show their technical 

mastery. In ragamalika, performers will most often cycle through a number of contrasting 

ragams, sometimes performing the same pallavi theme in each ragam, followed by a short 

improvisation, before finally returning to the original ragam. Technically a thalamalika is also 

possible, but rarer still, as rhythm is more often considered as secondary to melody.8 

 

A separately composed chitta swara section (sung without lyrics but using the note names Sa, 

Re, Ga, Ma, Pa, Dha, Ni, Sa) may also appear after the Anupallavi or Charanam. A chitta swara 

is meant to convey a side of the ragam not conveyed in the composition, because unlike 

Hindustani music, “which theoretically encapsulate[s] the entire essence of a raga, a krithi may 

present only one aspect of the raga. One would need to learn a number of compositions in the 

same raga in order to obtain its gestalt” (Wade, 1979, p. 197). Chitta swarams are often 

improvisatory in style and contain more rhythmic challenging material than the composition 

preceding it.  

 

As indicated above, improvisation can occur at various points in the rendition of a krithi, 

rendering the form of a krithi highly malleable in performance. A, usually senior, performer may 

improvise their own melodic variations on the text, called niraval, this may include singing the 

same composition in higher speeds, such as doubling or trebling the speed of the composition 

while the thalam remains constant. Swarakalpana/Kalpanaswaram can similarly occur at any 

point in the compositon, often as an extension of niraval, and consists of improvisations based 

on swara names (Sa, re, ga, ma, pa, dha, ni). In such sections the soloist will usually trade 

improvisations with the accompanist (usually a violinist), and finish each ‘turn’ of improvisation 

with a refrain taken from the composition. 

 

                                                

8
 Abhishek Raghuram (grandson of Palghat Raghu), has proposed a variety of thalamalika in which the 

surface speed of the melody remains the same, but the pulse of the thalam changes. In effect, a 
semiquaver melody would become quintuplets, septuplets, etc, by varying the speed of the thalam only, 
and by adjusting the number of notes in the melody to fit the number of pulses (personal communication, 
Anand Ananthakrishna, January 4, 2013). 
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Occasionally, improvised variations can become quite elaborate and can go on to become part 

of the standard version of the song that is adopted by other performers or students of the 

performer. A similar process of elaboration and standardisation occurs in jazz when a standard 

song is interpreted. In many years accompanying jazz singers I have found that the improvised 

variations sung by singers such as Frank Sinatra or Billy Holiday are sung with such conviction 

on recordings that they are assumed to be the original version and are taken up by other 

performers.  

 

Another kind of improvisation called alapana occurs at the start of a piece. It can range from one 

or two phrases up to half and hour or more. An alapana is an improvisation in free time. Its 

purpose is to set the mood of the ragam (scale) for the composition that follows. 

 

5.1.3 Rhythm 

 

The rhythmic aspects of Carnatic music are generally referred to as thalam (meter) although 

layam (time flow) is more relevant to the current discussion. Thalam is the name for the 

rhythmic cycle of a composition, roughly equivalent to the western conception of meter – the 

number of beats in a bar. In Carnatic music the four most common thalams are: 

 

Adi Thalam 8 beats 8/4 

Rupaka Chapu Thalam 3 (6) beats 3/4  

Misra Chapu Thalam 7 beats 7/8 

Khanda Chapu Thalam 5 beats 5/8 

 

Figure 9. The four most common thalams in Carnatic music. 

Thalams are represented in performance by claps, finger counts and ‘waves’ (a clap with both 

palms facing upwards). The thalam is a visual manifestation of the rhythmic cycle, and is often 

‘put’ by one of the performers on stage, or by a senior student. Clapping the thalam acts as a 

audio/visual aid for the performers and audience. Musicians in Carnatic performance adjust their 

rhythm to match the thalam-keeper, especially if that person is also the main artist. The ability of 

the main artist to accurately put thalam therefore determines the complexity of the layam that 

the percussionists are able to develop.   
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The kriya (hand gestures) of the four common thalams are as follows (each gesture takes an 

equal duration):  

 

Adi Thalam Clap 2 3 4 Clap Wave Clap Wave * 

Rupaka Chapu Thalam Clap Clap Wave 

Misra Chapu Thalam wave wave (rest) clap (rest) clap (rest) 

Khanda Chapu Thalam clap (rest) clap clap (rest) 

 

*) Counts 2, 3, and 4 are indicated in the following way: little finger of the right hand taps the palm of the 

left hand, then ring finger tap (3), then middle finger tap (4). (See Pesch, 1999, for photographs of kriya, 

clapping patterns). 

 

Figure 10. The kriya (clapping patterns for the four common thalams. 

The most common variations to these thalams are ‘irrendu kalai’ (two count) versions of the 

above thalams, with each gesture repeated twice giving double the number of counts per cycle. 

Also possible is a variation in gesture for tisra nadai (triplet subdivision) in which the first and 

second triplets are clapped (i.e., clap clap (rest) 2 2 (rest) 3 3 (rest) etc. in Adi Thalam). In 

addition to the four most common thalams there is also a system of 35 Suladi Sapta thalams 

made by varying the number of finger counts within a framework of 7 families of thalam called 

Dhruva, Matya, Rupaka, Jhampa, Triputa, Ata and Eka. There are also some older thalams 

which feature hand gestures that are rarely seen in contemporary performance. Viswanathan & 

Allen (2004), Nelson (1991), and Pesch (1999), give details of these thalams. In principle, a 

thalam of any length should be possible as long as it is aesthetically pleasing. In practice, there 

is more emphasis on what is done within a thalam than the actual structure of the thalam being 

performed. This contrasts with North Indian performance in which the structure of the thalam 

and its elaboration is the main occupation of the tabla player (percussionist).  

 

The manner of ‘putting’ thalam on stage has allowed Carnatic percussionists a measure of 

freedom in performance. Because of the visual representation of meter through claps, 

percussionists have developed many ways of playing that deliberately contrast with the meter, 

creating deceptions and methods of resolution that are unique to Carnatic music. Particularly in 

the last century the percussion practice has evolved from simple time-keeping, to supporting the 

composition by accenting the melodic rhythm, and by marking structural points through the use 

of rhythmic cadences. I use the term ‘rhythmic cadence’ here to refer to a rhythmic device that 

establishes tension and resolution by moving away from the underlying pulse and then resolving 
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back via logical steps. Rhythmic cadences can follow various forms, and are first learned by 

students, and later are able to be improvised in some cases by rehearsing potential acceptable 

endings and their starting points within thalam cycles (Kaaraikkudi Mani, personal 

communication, January 4, 2013; Abhishek Raghuram, personal communication, January 9, 

2013).  

 

Carnatic rhythmic ideas at once convey simplicity and complexity. It is possible for even an 

uninitiated listener to apprehend repetitions of phrase lengths occurring in conflict with the 

underlying meter (thalam), and importantly, the logical and satisfying way that these tensions 

are resolved. In the absence of harmony, it is primarily rhythm that creates the tension-and-

release in Carnatic music. The structures of Carnatic rhythms are always logical, yet to some 

extent the effects are unpredictable and surprising. Tension is created by developing themes 

that move away from the underlying metre but satisfactory resolution via logical mathematical 

steps is an aesthetic imperative. In jazz, similar rhythmic tensions are developed by using 

phrase lengths that depart from the underlying metre, but it is usually felt that mathematically 

precise resolution is unnecessary, the implication is that such control would interfere with the 

intuitive freedom of improvisation that is an essential part of the jazz aesthetic.  

 

A Carnatic rhythmic cycle is conceived as containing pulses or matras, by default grouped 

according to beats, but potentially able to be reconfigured in various combinations. For example, 

the eight beat Adi thalam, contains 32 pulses (8 beats x 4 pulses per beat). A jazz or Carnatic 

musician might create tension by playing dotted quavers, but a satisfying resolution, in the 

Carnatic sense, can only be created by calculating the remaining pulses required to return to 

beat one, and performing a logical variation. The complexity of this task means that many such 

devices are worked out during practice and pre-learned. A logical variation, in the Carnatic 

sense, would include a phrase of a certain duration repeated a number of times to occupy the 

correct number of pulses. Carnatic aesthetics preference repetitions of three and consistently 

expanding or contracting phrase lengths.  

 

There are many more books on rhythmic cadences now than when I began my research in 

2005. David Nelson’s Solkattu Manual (2008), Trichy Sankaran’s Konnakol, (2010), have 

examples in the form of a course of introductory lessons, as does Umayalpuram K. Sivaraman’s 

comprehensive Moras and Korvais (DVD, 2010). For the advanced student, David Nelson’s 

PhD dissertation Mrdangam Mind (1991) compares the approaches of 5 leading mridangam 

players to the tani avarttanam (percussion solo) including transcriptions in solkattu. 
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Carnatic performers often seem disinterested in naming the different types of rhythmic 

cadences beyond the basic definitions of mora, korvai and yati. Nelson goes further in his 

dissertation, differentiating ‘enfolded’ and ‘unfolding’ compositional models. Such naming is 

useful for the purposes of study, but the boundaries between different types of cadence can 

become blurred. More important are the general principles of orderly development and aesthetic 

beauty than rules or types of cadence. In general, performers differentiate between mooharas 

(moras)9 and korvais and the longer introduction to a final korvai which is also, confusingly, 

called a moohara (or periyar moohara – long moohara). Some groups of performers will reserve 

the name mora for a periyar moohara, and refer to all other types as korvais. The variety of 

terms and their usage is a reflection of the way that Carnatic rhythmic practices are taught, in a 

lineage, from Guru to Shishya with emphasis on sound rather than description.  

 

The two main figures in Carnatic percussion in the modern era were Palghat Mani Iyer (1912–

1981) and Pallani Subramania Pillai (1908–1962). Mani Iyer, is still revered as the greatest 

mridangam player ever. He was a charismatic figure, with an aggressive and dynamic 

performing style that is still emulated. His students included many of the great percussionists of 

the next generation, notably, my late teacher, Palghat Raghu (1928-2009), and Umayalpuram 

K. Sivaraman (b. 1935) who is considered the greatest living exponent of mridangam. There are 

many other lineages of mridangam players, but most adhere aesthetically to the principles 

developed by Palghat Mani Iyer and Pallani Subramania Pillai: a balance of sarvallaghu (what 

we might term ‘groove’ playing) and playing that accents the melodic rhythm (somewhat akin to 

the western notion of additive rhythm), as well as characteristic ways of developing rhythmic 

cadences (moras, korvais, yati). The players considered to be currently in the top rank of 

performers include Umayalpuram K. Sivaraman, T. K. Murthy, Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani, and 

Trichy Sankaran.  

 

In Carnatic rhythmic practice it is possible to make a distinction between players for whom 

logical mathematical development is important, and those for whom aesthetic beauty is more 

important. The former category will avoid playing korvais or moras in which the materials are not 

developed in a mathematically logical fashion. The latter will happily develop materials in an 

illogical way if it is felt that the musical character of the korvai or mora is interesting enough to 

warrant deviation. The following figure demonstrates two korvais (2-part rhythmic compositions) 

                                                
9
 Moras are also often called Theermanam, literally meaning ‘three phrases’, similar to the North Indian 

Tihai, or in Kannada, the language of Karnataka, the term Muktayam is used.  
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that follow a logical mathematical development and one that does not. Each korvai contains the 

same number of pulses (32) and each will resolve to beat one, but the third korvai would be 

considered unaesthetic by most players and would be described as vakra (crooked). The 

korvais are in Adi Thalam (eight beat cycle), chatusra nadai (semiquaver subdivison, four pulses 

per beat). 

 

3 3 3   7 (1) 7 (1) 7    

 

or:  3 3 3 3 3    5 (1) 5 (1) 5 

 

but not:    3 3 3 3 … 7 7 6 

 

Figure 11. Two korvais demonstrating mathematical consistency and one that does not.  

In the above example, the first korvai shows three phrases that are three pulses long followed 

by three phrases that are sevens pulses long with single pulse pauses in between. The second 

example has five phrases of three pulses, followed by three phrases of five pulses with single 

pauses in between. The third variation with its inconsistent “7 7 6” phrases in the second half 

would be deemed unaesthetic. Many more variations to the above are of course possible, 

limited only by the ability and experience of the performer. Carnatic percussionists, in particular, 

must know and be able to readily produce a vast number of variations easily, as they will not 

know in advance what korvais the main performer or other percussionists are likely to produce. 

The speed with which experienced musicians can calculate rhythmic variations, in any 

subdivision or metric cycle, is a remarkable display of mental acuity (see Nelson, 1991, pp. 245-

8, for an analysis of the speed at which Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani recalculates a korvai during 

performance).  

 

5.1.4 Mathematical structure of rhythmic cadences 

 

In order to demonstrate the structure of these rhythmic devices I have used conventional 

algebraic symbols. For example, a mora contains three phrases separated by ‘gaps’: 

 a (b) a (b) a  = total number of pulses in a given thalam 
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Where a>1, and b≥0. The sum of the pulses must equal the total number of pulses in a metric 

cycle so that the phrases will resolve to beat one of the next cycle. For example, a=8, (b)=4, so, 

8+4+8+4+8 = 32 (the total number of semiquaver/chatusram pulses in Adi Thalam). 

 

A mora should not contain an unexpected variation in one of the repetitions: 

 7 (5) 7 (5) 8 = 32. 

Despite the total number of pulses adding up to the total number of semiquaver pulses in Adi 

thalam (8 beats), the example above would be considered unaesthetic due to the unprepared 

variation in the final phrase.  

 

A mora may be subject to a process of expansion or contraction as long as it is consistently 

applied. That is, if the phrase expands by a consistent interval or by doubling. This is called a 

yati. In the three following examples, the phrase ‘a’ is extended by a number of pulses following 

a logical expansion by 1 pulse in each iteration in the first instance, by adding a prefix that is 

doubled each time in the second example, and by an inconsistent and unaesthetic process in 

the third example. That is: 

 

 a (b) a+1 (b) a+2    

 a (b) a+2 (b) a+4   are both acceptable. 

 a (b) a+1 (b) a+3     is not.  

 

A mora can be made more complex, as long as these principles are consistent. For example: 

 aaa (b) a’a’a’ (b) a’’a’’a’’ 

or, 

a (b) a’a’ (b) a’’a’’a’’ 

 

A korvai is a two- or three-part composition built on similar aesthetic principles. In its simplest 

form a korvai would consist of two moras:  

 a (b) a (b) a (b)    c (d) c (d) c 

 

Notice that the first mora may include ‘gaps’ after each phrase, but the second mora should not 

end with a gap. Korvais may also include the principles of expansion and contraction:  

 a (b) a+1 (b) a+2    c+4 (d) c+2 (d) c 
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In addition, the sections of a korvai may be consecutive, as illustrated in the previous two 

examples, or overlapping (elided): 

 a (b) a’ (b) a’’a’’a’’ 

  

It could be argued that the second example above, is an inconsistent mora, but the ‘correct’ 

interpretation according to Carnatic aesthetics, is that the two sections of the korvai overlap: 

a (b) a’ (b) a’’   a’’a’’ 

 

Complexity can be developed by combining various approaches to structure while still adhering 

to principles of logical consistency, tripartite repetition, and proportion. Here is a mathematical 

representation of a korvai by Palghat Raghu: 

A (b) c  A’ (b) c c  A’’ (b)   

c c c  (d)  c’ c’ c’  (d)  c’’ c’’ c’’ 

 

Note that an elision occurs between the first and second sections. That is, the ‘c’ phrase that we 

expect to end the first section, is also the beginning of the second section, and thereafter the 

basis for a new set of variations. An elision between the second and third phrases makes 

notation awkward. The entire korvai is expressed below in solkattu and numerically:  

 

Tha dhi , ta Thom , tha , Thom , tha ,  Thaangu  Dha trkt dhom  

Thaka Tha dhi , ta Thom , tha , Thom , tha ,  Thaangu  Dha trkt dhom Dha trkt dhom 

Thaka Naka Tha dhi , ta Thom , tha , Thom , tha ,  Thaangu  

Dha trkt dhom Dha trkt dhom Dha trkt dhom  Tha , Tha , , Dhom , dhom , ,  

Thaka trkt dhom Thaka trkt dhom Thaka trkt dhom Tha , tha , , Dhom , dhom , ,  

Thakita trkt dhom Thakita trkt dhom Thakita trkt dhom  || (Dha) 

 

12 (3) 4 

       2  12 (3) 4 4 

    2 2  12 (3) 4 4 4  (5 5)  5 5 5  (5 5)  6 6 6   (= 128)  

 

Attempting to recite any of the above examples whilst attempting to keep a consistent beat with 

the hands can be an extremely satisfying musical diversion and will build understanding of the 

way that tension and release is employed in Carnatic rhythm. In the above example, I have 

applied a bold font to the syllables that coincide with the beat to aid learning. The cluster of 

syllables “trkt” are recited as “tirakita” at double the speed of the material preceding.  
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In my own work, I have a preference for mathematically correct korvais and moras. This is no 

doubt influenced by the fact that I am approaching from outside the Carnatic tradition, and 

therefore most interested in the aspects of Carnatic rhythm that are unlike western rhythm. It is 

not unusual for jazz musicians to superimpose additive rhythmic groupings, or repetitive contra-

metric subdivisions, but it is unusual for these devices to resolve in mathematically logical and 

satisfying ways. It is the logic itself that is the most fascinating aspect of Carnatic rhythmic 

approach and for me, the mathematical logic itself is the beauty of Carnatic rhythm, not an 

optional addition. Kaaraikkudi Mani, and Palghat Raghu are adherents of a strictly logical 

mathematical style of playing that has been the biggest influence on my own work. Further 

examples of the principles of mathematically correct korvai design are given in Appendix C. 

 

Despite a preference for mathematical logic, sometimes performers, myself included, will make 

an exception. The mostly likely scenario for this is when the performer is intentionally 

referencing a historical example. A ubiquitous example of this is the periyar moohara (long 

mora), which is always played preceding the final korvai of a tani avarttanam (percussion 

solo)10. The classic form of the periyar moohara is not mathematically consistent but has 

persisted because it is musically satisfying. The ubiquity of the periyar moohara also makes it 

an evocative and immediately familiar device in an intercultural setting and can be used to 

create a point of commonality among diverse performers.  

 

Of the main (melodic) artists, the one that first piqued my interest in Carnatic music was 

Mandolin U. Srinivas, followed by the guitarist, Prasanna. I listen to a wide range of Carnatic 

performers on CDs and DVDs that I have brought back from Chennai. I am most influenced by 

artists who take risks with improvisation and whose rhythmic ideas are the most developed: T. 

N. Seshagopalan, Abhishek Raghuram, Balachander, K. V. Narayanaswamy, R. Vedavalli; 

however, I am also interested in the compositions themselves and so listen to artists who are 

revered for their faithfulness to the compositions: M. S. Subbulakshmi, Sudha Ragunathan, 

Aruna Sairam, Ranjani and Gayatri, and T. M Krishna. While I am interested in the great artists 

                                                

10
 The classic form of the Periyar Moohara in Adi Thalam:  

Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka  Thaka dhit, thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 
Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka   Thalaangu dhin na Thalaangu dhom , , ,  :|| x2 (both lines) 
Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka  Thaka dhit, thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 
Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka Thalaangu dhom , , ,    
Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka Thalaangu dhom , , , 
Dhit , , , thaang , kita thaka thari kita thaka  
Thalaangu dhin na dhom , , , Thalaangu dhin na dhom , , , Thalaangu dhin na || dhom  
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of the past, and I am constantly exhorted to listen more to Chembai, Ariyakudi, G. N. 

Balasubramaniam, historic recordings tend to be of poor quality, which I admit is a deterrent. 

The inspiration that I take from these recordings is direct and indirect: I might hear a particular 

idea in a recording that inspires a specific technique in a composition of my own; but I also 

incrementally increase my ability to discern subtle intervals (microtones), hear gamakas as 

integral to scale degrees (ornamented note as gestalt), and to rely less on western harmonic 

enculturation to contextualise melodic lines.  

 

5.2 Jazz structures 

 

As the second constituting culture in the case studies that follow, it is necessary to define more 

closely the parameters of jazz as they relate to my project. There can be no single definition for 

jazz, and the discussion necessarily centres on the specific subset of that genre that I perform 

within. The structure of the chapter is similar to Chapter 5.1 on Carnatic music, detailing some 

of the specific historical precedents, theoretical factors and central figures that are most 

important to understanding the way in which I have constructed the hybridity of the case studies. 

It is subjective, and primarily draws on my experiences as a performer and jazz educator.  

 

Jazz historian Ted Gioia says that syncretism is “essential to the history of jazz” (1997, p. 5) 

while Kim Cunio calls jazz “ the quintessential intercultural form” (2008, p. 40). There is now a 

general agreement in jazz studies that “…jazz is a hybrid cultural practice, with African, 

European, Latin American, and North American cultural roots” (Porter, 2002, xvii). Although, 

Gabriel Solis has cautioned the use of the term “hybrid” as it relates to jazz, and suggests “Afro 

Modernism” as a “far more specfic historically and aesthetically situated experience than… 

‘hybridity’. The key is to see the music as something that has polyvalent connections to cultural 

spheres” (2004, p. 328).  

 

Beginning just after the turn of the 20th century in the ‘cultural melting pot’ of New Orleans, jazz 

was based on a synthesis of ragtime, blues and other cultural and folk elements. Jazz was also 

essentially tied to individual expression, and requiring musicians to develop a distinctive 

personal “voice” (Berliner 1994, p. 493). The individuation of jazz sounds can be traced to the 

first recorded jazz artists, who developed distinctive personal traits or motives, for instance 

Buddy Bolden’s ‘big four’ variation on the marching rhythm, or Jelly Roll Morton’s ‘Spanish tinge’ 

(Burns, 2001; Roberts, 1999).  In the search for new and individual modes of expression, new 
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hybrids have continuously been formed, engaging and incorporating South American, African, 

Indian and other influences.  

 

Derek Bailey (1988) has made the distinction between ‘idiomatic’ and ‘non-idiomatic’ forms of 

improvisation, in his book of the same name. For Bailey, “[i]diomatic improvisation… is mainly 

concerned with the expression of an idiom… and takes its identity and motivation from that 

idiom… [where] non-idiomatic improvisation, while it can be highly stylized, is not usually tied to 

representing an idiomatic identity” (1992, pp. xi-xii). In the chapter on improvisation, I alluded to 

the problem of conceptualising any improvisation as non-idiomatic. Bailey’s use of terminology 

also underscores his preference for non-idiomatic improvisation. Regardless of these critiques it 

may still be useful for the reader to distinguish between forms that are declaratively ‘jazz’ and 

that reference the tradition in performance, and those that do not. My own point of reference in 

improvisation is the epistemology of functional harmony, however far that is extended or 

subverted, rather than textural or sonic exploration which might be more characteristic of ‘free’ 

or non-idiomatic improvisation. At the border of idiomatic and non-idiomatic expressions, there 

is difference among performers about whether their music is called ‘jazz’, an argument I would 

rather not weigh into except to say that attribution to jazz connotes certain expectations. My own 

music should be considered as part of the jazz tradition, and its abundance of references to the 

history and traditions of jazz are not coincidental, but are a part of a scholarly devotion to jazz 

discourse.  

 

The contemporary landscape of jazz is a complex mixture of influences and practices, including 

avant-garde and conservationist approaches which keep previous styles in circulation. This 

means that swing, bebop, and New Orleans movements, continuations of modal and free jazz 

developed in the 1960s, various types of ‘fusion’ incorporating rock, latin and other genres, 

complex notated works, big band music, and free improvisation are all current and valid forms of 

expression in jazz. While the diversity of jazz is key to its understanding, there are others who 

claim that a central tradition emerging from black communities in New Orleans represents ‘real’ 

jazz (see Farley, 2011; Burns, 2001). Jeff Farley (2011) has identified the ways in which the 

Jazz Preservation Act of 1987 and subsequent funding opportunities helped to establish jazz as 

a “black American art form,” which led to a valorising of certain types of jazz as legitimate 

expressions, often called ‘neoclassicism.’ This central ‘mainstream’ tradition has become 

codified through the jazz pedagogy which has become commonplace in schools and 

universities. But mainstream jazz also constitutes a common area of practice for many 

improvisers who do not necessarily identify themselves as jazz musicians. As a student and 
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teacher of jazz, I have seen many workshops by musicians identified as free jazz improvisers, 

who extol the virtues of studying the jazz ‘standards’ of the ‘great American song book’.11  

 

Jazz is variously described as folk music, hybrid music, a kind of musical story telling (Rice, 

2001), a conversation (Berliner, 1994; Monson, 1996), “America’s classical music” (Taylor, 

1986), and as a metaphor for freedom both musically and socially (Monson in Nettl, 1998). Each 

association would imply a range of interpretive frameworks, aesthetics, and even rules, but in 

general, we assume, that there is a range of music that can acceptably be called ‘jazz’. Eric 

Porter notes that “…for all its problems, the word “jazz” remains a useful shorthand for referring 

to this music, and, more important, it denotes a particular process by which music and 

musicians have been discursively and economically positioned” (Porter, 2002, xxi).  

 

The claim that jazz is America’s classical music, although common place, is contentious, 

including because such a definition could be seen to privilege composed over improvised forms 

(Farley, 2011 p. 129). And because such a declaration can be seen as an attempt to 

disassociate jazz from its African-American cultural contexts (Price, 2003). The binary of 

classical-jazz has often been a substitute for black-white, or European-African. George Lewis 

has introduced the notions of afrological and eurological traditions, and pointed out that the 

contributions of jazz to western art music often goes unacknowledged (1996). Carnatic music is 

most often referred to as a classical form, for reasons which could as easily apply to jazz: for its 

seriousness, established principles and repertoire, the rigor of its theoretical principles, 

articulation of purpose, and its site as an emerging field of scholarly enquiry. However it is 

described, and whatever the purpose of that description in political terms, art music, jazz, and 

Carnatic music each contain complexities and rigorous principles that make them unique and 

fascinating.  

 

Jazz is a rich site for ethnographic investigation as Monson (1996), Berliner (1994), and Tucker  

(2000), have demonstrated, tied to notions of civic freedom, blackness, gender, and 

authenticity. “Improvisation has often been taken as a metaphor for freedom both musical and 

social, especially in jazz” (Monson, 1998, p. 149). The history of jazz is tied to its place in 

culture, serving as an emblem of black culture in the United States and a strong association with 

freedom due to its central position during America’s segregated past. Since the 1980s, jazz has 

become increasingly diverse, including concurrent development of rock-fusion, latin jazz, 

                                                

11
 On the other hand, jazz education in the Netherlands “does not subscribe to one singular overarching 

theoretical and educational model, such as Berklee's chord-scale theory” (Walter van de Leur, personal 
communication, 7 September, 2014). 
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dance/groove, easy listening, free improvisation, avant-garde, European art-music inspired 

models, alongside continuations of blues, Dixie, swing, bebop, hard bop and other 

perpetuations of historical styles. This period has also seen jazz become established in the 

academy, with universities increasingly featuring jazz programs. This has led to reflexivity on the 

part of institutions who must strike a balance between advocating the freedom of jazz while 

enshrining a prescriptive methodology for achieving that freedom, one that is measurable and 

assessable. George Lewis points out the ambivalence of many to jazz in the academy: 

Institutionalisation is looked on as appropriation, which is why it is important that black 

academics are at the forefront of its theorization (2012). In Australia where jazz has similarly 

become a part of the resources for high school music instruction this is rarely the case. In this 

context, jazz has become an accepted way for students to approach improvisation, as 

evidenced by the range of publications available for beginner ensembles. From my perspective 

as a professional performer of Australian jazz for some twenty-four years, jazz is rarely viewed 

in political terms by the musicians in my association: having its cultural roots in another country 

entirely, its relationship to minority struggle is abstract in its distance, both geographically and 

historically. The repurposing, or reimagining of jazz and its cultural meanings, is an area that is 

ripe for scholarly enquiry, as recently demonstrated by Feld (2012).  

 

In Australia the use of ‘jazz’ is for many musicians, the most convenient label only. Many 

musicians tend to identify as jazz musicians only because of the convenience of a genre 

category and shared repertory. “[During] a dinner with Branford [Marsalis] during the recording 

of Tales of Time and Space with Grabowsky, he said ‘man, you ARE a jazz musician!’”, 

recounts Scott Tinkler (personal communication, July 16, 2014). “My argument was, ‘no, I'm 

not’, I'm an improvising trumpet player from Australia, sure I'm influenced by jazz, but that's not 

ALL I am.” Tinkler’s reading of the situation was that Branford wanted Scott to identify as ‘jazz’ 

as a form of validation, “which he or jazz doesn't need from me, and I don't need from it or him.” 

Identification with jazz would seem an unnecessary step for Tinkler despite his general 

association with that genre.  

 

Despite contested ownership over the term, and a wide variety of approaches to performance 

there are generally accepted limits to what constitutes jazz. In line with Scott Tinkler, and with 

Benhabib (2002), my choice to identify as a jazz musician is strategic, in the sense that it agrees 

with the common perception of my work, that jazz festivals, associations and media are those 

most likely to promote my work, and that those musicians who identify strongly with the term 

‘jazz’ will be better disposed to working with me if I align similarly.  
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Jazz studies in the main, have focused on three avenues for research: Analysis of recorded 

improvisation via solo transcriptions in western notation (Berliner, 1994; Porter, 1985; Parker, 

1978; Solis, 2004; and many other transcription publications); theorization on the nature of 

improvisation (Pressing, 1988; Johnson-Laird, 2002; Sawyer, 2000, 2001, 2003; Berkowitz, 

2010; Mendonça, 2007; Berliner, 1994); and ethnomusicology that examines the social context 

of jazz learning and performance (Berliner, 1994; Lewis, 1996; Tucker, 2000). Unusual here is 

the work of Charles Keil (1966, 1987), and subsequent development by Elliot Progler (2004), 

which analyses the ‘participatory discrepancies’ between players’ approach to the beat as a 

method of unpacking the tensions that create ‘swing’ or ‘groove’.  

 

The music I perform and listen to is most often characterised by musicians working within 

prescribed roles, and contains an almost even balance of rhythm, harmony and melody, often 

improvised, and a high level of interaction between the players at each level of organisation. My 

particular interest is in music that contains a high degree of rhythmic complexity (for example, 

deceptive rhythms, modulations, or polyrhythm), and with complex harmonies (for example 

Messiaen style harmonies and unusual tonal resolutions). In addition, I am inspired by recent 

developments in the performance practice of jazz guitar, which has evolved to introduce aspects 

of classical and bluegrass techniques, and harmonies from contemporary western art music, as 

embodied by Ben Monder, and more lately Julian Lage, and Gilad Hekselman. These musicians 

have developed idiosyncratic styles by composing music based around the physicality of guitar 

performance, incorporating techniques specific to the instrument.  

 

Given the diversity of jazz practice, it is problematic to attempt a description of its musical 

characteristics. Jazz musicians may find some aspects of the following problematic as, in 

describing what I find to be the essential characteristics of jazz, I have also made decisions 

about what to omit. The descriptions of Carnatic practice that preceded, are less problematic, as 

the theoretical systems are based on standardised pedagogical practices. The decision to 

represent some elements of jazz theory in this case is made with reference to the case studies 

that follow: jazz is described here as it is situated in my experience, as a conceptual basis for 

deriving instances of intercultural hybridity.  

 

In jazz performance, the roles of musicians most often separate into soloist and rhythm section 

(melody and accompaniment). This hierarchical relationship is given to changing at various 

points in a performance, and a democratic sharing of the role of soloist is common, although it is 
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uncommon for a characteristically ‘solo’ instrument (such as saxophone) to play an 

accompanimental role. Whether this sharing of the role of soloist is different to Carnatic music in 

practice is debatable, as accompanists in that music do take solos. In principle at least, there is 

a clearer intention in jazz that different ‘voices’ provide important contributions to the musical 

fabric. Jazz ensembles still tend to be led by single musicians with varying degrees of control 

exercised but often with an authorial intent to curate musical meaning through ensemble choice 

and direction (Solis, 2004, p. 337). At one extreme, larger ensembles can often perform music 

that is entirely scored, at the other, a band-leader may simply be the person who booked the 

gig.   

 

5.2.1 Song form and improvisation 

 

One of the more interesting features of jazz, especially in the context of the current study, is that 

it has naturally evolved to allow musicians to collaborate with little or no prior rehearsal.  

[T]he conventions [of improvised music] do not have the effect of making 
improvisational performances more structured and scripted; they paradoxically have 
the opposite effect, of making the performance more collaborative, more improvised, 
and more emergent… The rules and conventions result in greater group creativity than 
if those conventions did not exist (Sawyer, 2003, p. 53).  

In jazz the evolution of forms that facilitate improvisation and interaction seem to be a 

simultaneous evolution rather than being attributable to any one bandleader or place. 

Improvisation occurs over cyclic harmonic progressions (‘changes’). The melody of a 

composition is played at the start and end of a rendition of a song. Compositions are drawn from 

the ‘Great American Songbook’, which has become the prerequisite common ground for most 

jazz musicians, and has come to be used as the basis for jazz pedagogy. Memorisation of these 

compositions, mostly drawn from musical theatre of the 40s and 50s, and from original 

compositions by leading jazz artists, is a universal indicator of musical prowess. Most avant-

garde and many free improvisers will also have studied functional song forms such as those 

found in the ‘Real Book’ at some point in their development.  

 

The pitch materials of jazz are derived from European classical, parlour, and folk traditions 

mixed with the blues, which derived from African-American work songs. The functional quality of 

European music is well documented (see any text on western harmony) and can be extended to 

jazz. Mark Levine has observed that the blues, an important part of the jazz sound, defies 
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description in terms of functional harmony (1995). Harmony is predominantly based on Major 

and minor scales, and especially on the development of tension between the chord built on the 

fifth degree of the scale (V7) and the chord built on the 1st degree (I or i). Harmonic tension and 

release, and by implication modulation, is therefore key to understanding musical development 

in jazz.  

 

The interpretation of the chord progressions of songs is important for the jazz musician. 

‘Substitution’ of one chord for another, or one chord progression for another, while maintaining 

the essential harmonic direction of a composition is a common practice. For example, a 

turnaround progression can be varied in many ways, through the use of tritone substitutions12 

and by using secondary dominants, without disturbing its basic function: I vi ii V, can be 

reharmonised as I VI7 II7 V7, or I biii7 bvi7 bII7, or in many other ways. By employing these 

processes of variation, unique versions or realisations of established compositions can be 

created in performance. Variations may also become new works. There are many songs that 

share similar chord progressions (for example, the hundreds of compositions based on the 

‘rhythm changes’ chord progression). The actual manner of rendering standard chord 

progressions in performance is therefore infinite, and comprises much of the interaction 

between musicians in high level improvising groups.  

 

The melodic improvisations that occur over these chord progressions is expected to outline the 

important tones of the chord progressions (‘guide tones’), to engage or react to substitutions as 

they occur, and to suggest alternative harmonic readings of the tune. Melodic improvisation, 

therefore, is fundamentally tied to harmony.  

 

It would not be erroneous to suggest that rhythm is further down the list of concerns for the 

mainstream jazz improviser, for whom melodic and harmonic elaboration is considered the 

primary aim. There is certainly a tendency for an inverse correlation between the harmonic 

complexity of a tune and its rhythmic demands (extrapolated from Aristotle in Falck & Rice, 

1982, p. 30-31). One need look no further than Dave Brubeck’s ‘Take 5’, in which the ‘unusual’ 

5/4 metre is set to a static Eb minor harmony for the improvisations. Jeff Pressing has related 

                                                

12
 Tritone substitutions most often involve substituting for a dominant chord another dominant chord built 

on a root note a tritone away from the original (i.e. Db7 for G7). The crucial interval in the dominant 
seventh chord, the tritone between the third and seventh is maintained (i.e. F and B in the above 
example) meaning that the crucial voice-leading of the cadential progression is maintained despite the 
radical-seeming reharmonisation. A tritone substitution of this kind can be freely employed, and not 
necessarily by all members of a group at the same time.  
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this to cognitive capacity (1998), noting the difficulty of developing improvisations on complex 

rhythmic and harmonic structures simultaneously. 

 

There seems to exist a common perception of the relative complexity of different metric cycles 

between Carnatic and jazz musicians. Carnatic music, which is known for its systematic 

theoretical underpinnings, has a long tradition of teaching rhythmic materials in order of 

complexity, which they deem to be: 4, 3, 7, 5, 9. My own practice of complex rhythms over 

twenty-five years correlates with this assessment or relative complexity. Similarly in jazz the 

most common metre is 4/4 (or 8/4), followed by 3/4, with occasional compositions in 5 or 7, and 

rarer still, compositions in 9, 11 or 13.  

 

The majority of contemporary mainstream jazz is performed over song forms: a melody written 

to a specific chordal accompaniment is heard, then successive repetitions of the chord changes 

of the song become the site for improvisations by some or all of the group, followed by a 

recapitulation of the composition’s melody. This style of jazz form is a default model and 

constitutes a shared tradition which allows performances to occur with no prior rehearsal. This is 

the standard song form that one would expect to find in a jam session or in an ad hoc ensemble. 

In addition to the formal occasions when musicians take an improvised solo, there is opportunity 

to engage with the song form by referencing previous recordings of the same song, employing 

substitutions for chords or chord progressions that extend the harmony of the composition, by 

co-creating endings and introductions to tunes on the fly, and by commenting on, supporting or 

contrasting with ideas that the other musicians perform in accompaniment. This is comparable 

to what Reck has identified as the ‘musician’s tool-kit’ in relation to Carnatic music, which he 

describes as a collection of approaches to improvising on a particular composition (Reck, 1983). 

What does not generally change, is the cyclic recurrence of the song form (except perhaps in 

ensembles noted for their interactional virtuosity such as Miles Davis’ second quintet, and Keith 

Jarrett’s trio, but even then it is the exception). The melody-improvisations-melody format of the 

rendition, and the voice leading conventions which arise out of the gradual extension and 

elaboration on cadential patterns of tension and release is, for the most part, sine qua non.  

 

Intro 

A Head (composed melody) on a song form, e.g. AABA 

A’ Solo 1 (on the harmony of the same song form) 

A’’ Solo 2…n 

A’’’ Opt. trading fours, or drum solo 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

122 

A Head 

Outro 

 

Figure 12. A schema for a generalised jazz standard form. In this figure each repetition of the song form 

is labeled A, to denote the cyclic nature of the form.  

 

Drum solos usually only occur once or twice in a 45 minute set of music, and are often played 

over the (silently) cycling harmonic form of the composition, although an ‘open’ solo that 

disregards the form is also possible. Drum solos may also take the form of four or eight bar 

exchanges with a melodic instrument, called ‘trading fours’. While Indian classical music is 

usually spoken of in relation to its cycling thalams and, in relation to North Indian music, 

movement away from and return to the tonic; the thing that stands out in the study of jazz form 

is its circularity. This is in contrast to the comparatively linear development of song form in 

Carnatic music. 

  

5.3 Problematising Carnatic-jazz 

 

In this section I wish to highlight the similarities and differences between Carnatic and jazz 

structures to problematise the area of Carnatic-jazz hybridity. There are certainly similarities 

between the cultures, but there are also some differences in conception that could pose 

technical problems for the composer or improviser.  

 

Perhaps the difference with the greatest effect on intercultural collaboration between these 

forms is the relationship between composition and improvisation. The musical forms of both jazz 

and Carnatic musics have developed to allow for improvisation to occur in performance, and to 

allow musicians to perform together spontaneously. In jazz, the song form is closely tied to the 

notion of a harmonic sequence. Because the rate of harmonic change is important, the 

harmonic sequence is taken to be invariable, necessitating that improvisation occurs on a 

repetition of the entire harmonic form of a composition. As noted above, improvisation therefore 

occurs on a cyclic form. In Carnatic music, the lyrics of the composition are paramount and tell a 

story in a linear fashion. Improvisation then occurs as an elaboration of each part of that story, 

inserted between lines of lyrics as melodic variations. The form of the composition is then most 

often developed in a linear rather than cyclic fashion. This difference necessitates a conscious 

decision making process be applied to the development of an intercultural song form. If a 
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composition has a harmonic form, can it be interrupted or ‘put on hold’ so that Carnatic-style 

elaboration on a phrase can occur? If there is a linear form in which each idea is developed in 

sequence, is it possible to insert a harmonic cycle for the purpose of improvising? Or, is it 

possible to superimpose a harmonic cycle in conjunction with a linear form? Of course these 

questions must also be considered in relation to the playability of the work, the freedom or 

constraints given to players, and the comprehensibility of the end result. As demonstrated by 

the case studies, I have resolved these considerations in various ways in the different 

compositions. My observation of many intercultural projects initiated by westerners is that they 

fail to recognise the different paradigms for improvisation that exist, and employ western style 

solos and static harmony, the simplest possible solution.  

 

Similarly, the western and Indian conceptions of pitch and melody contain several important 

differences. The theory of Carnatic music has developed around the voice, and around the 

elaboration of monophony, the single melodic line, which it achieves through ornamentation, 

sometimes through incredibly dense layers of ornamentation. Jazz melody on the other hand, 

tends to focus on elaboration of the voice leading characteristics of the underlying harmony. The 

complexity in this style of melody comes from the ways in which harmonic tension and 

resolution is elaborated through note choice. That is, the relationships are, broadly speaking, 

vertical in jazz and relative to harmony, compared to the linear relationships found in Carnatic 

melody. There are various ways that this could affect the music as performed, including 

musicians missing cues through failing to recognise the way that a musician from a different 

culture is articulating a melodic line.  

 

The uniqueness of the Carnatic rhythmic approach has been given some attention in the 

preceding section. The issue for a non-Carnatic performer is that if they wish to engage with this 

most interesting element of Carnatic music they must learn a great number of moras and 

korvais, and practice applying them in a variety of performance situations. Alternatively, it 

requires planning to use specific rhythmic cadences for specific compositions. In either situation 

the performer must plan to use the mora/korvai, and find a satisfactory way to lead into it. My 

own experience is that this requires a different awareness of form and metre than I employ in a 

jazz setting. In a jazz setting, many players, myself included, have developed an internalised 

understanding of the harmonic form that obviates the need for conscious attention to the metre. 

Planning to use a korvai in a jazz solo means directing conscious attention to the unfolding of 

the musical form and one’s place in the metric cycle. On the other hand, the approach of the 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

124 

jazz drummer, and in particular the participatory discrepancies noted by Charles Keil (1966), 

can create an ambiguous temporality for listeners who are less familiar with that tradition. 

 

Compromise is no doubt necessary with such different musical systems, however compromise 

itself can be problematic. For example, musicians may play ideas that they perceive to be more 

palatable or comprehensible to the dominant audience (that is, the country in which the concert 

takes place); but their attempts to do so may not necessarily be based on a thoroughly 

encultured and embodied understanding of those associations and archetypes that constitute 

culturally bound musical understanding. My experience of performing in India made me aware 

that while I was being touted as a ‘great jazz guitarist’, I felt a responsibility to represent that 

cultural form. I was left with the question of how to do so, and if my own interpretation of jazz 

was in line with the audience’s expectations.  

 

An intercultural work developed around a Discursive Intercultural aesthetic will attempt to create 

a situation in which musicians are able to contribute equally to the musical texture. Equality of 

contribution will also necessitate equality of compromise however, and a Discursive Intercultural 

project is not necessarily one in which the musicians will be comfortable. The introduction of a 

western bass-line, however unobtrusive, could reduce the comfort of an improvising Indian 

musician. On the other hand, the absence of a harmonic anchor (such as a bass line or chord 

progression) may reduce the comfort of a western musician. Similarly, a melodic cue that 

incorporates gamakas (ornaments) has the potential to confuse a jazz musician, while a melodic 

cue that embellishes through the use of chromatics and substitutions could lose a Carnatic 

musician. In fact, it is difficult to conceive a hybrid situation in Carnatic-jazz in which either 

culture feels completely comfortable. This dramatic tension is inherent in the hybrid intercultural 

work.    

 

On the other hand, a hybrid context may provide a freeing of inhibitions for some musicians, and 

an increased sense of enjoyment in performing in hybrid contexts. Musicians who have a long 

affiliation with multiple genres could develop a musical personality that is most at home in the 

third space.  

In my early age also, I was listening [to] a lot of western music, you know, orchestral 
music, because in those days, you can listen to the radio, any times, philharmonic 
orchestra, symphonies, I love to hear that one…as well as jazz, so many things… I am 
very relaxed when I play fusion, there is no tension at all …No problem. (Kaaraikkudi 
R. Mani, personal communication, 12 October 2011). 
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Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani, reveals in this interview that not only is his approach to developing 

fusion based on a deep understanding and love for western forms, but that his exposure to such 

forms began in early childhood through exposure to international radio programs (an 

unexpected benefit of British colonisation). Mani Sir feels that the weight of expectation and 

tradition in Carnatic performance is absent when he performs fusion. Mani Sir’s exposure to 

western forms over a long period has informed his approach to intercultural work and made him 

sensitive to the differences between cultures, which may go some way to explaining his 

leadership in the field of intercultural music. A sensitivity to culturally based aesthetics would 

seem to be one of the most significant determining factors for intercultural collaboration, and at 

the risk of stating the obvious, intercultural musicians will tend to make better intercultural 

music. 

 

Like any negotiation of meaning, as in conversation for example, there must be a suspension of 

potential misunderstanding, an agreement on intended meaning, in order for the conversation to 

progress. Absolute precision of language is unnecessary (and impossible) for most conversation 

as the conveyance of a meaning that is close enough to the intended meaning is all that is 

required. In effect, an allowable margin of error is built into any semiotic system. In fact, what is 

required in a music performance in terms of coherence is relatively modest: the coordination of 

rhythmic timing (at micro and structural levels) and an acceptable level of melodic or harmonic 

dissonance.  

 

In intercultural music, the generation of novel materials is a given, but the way in which they are 

delivered, their conviction, and the context in which they are delivered have implications for the 

ways in which musicians will perceive their value and their relationship to ongoing structural 

schemata. In that respect also, expert musicians are more likely to perceive and interpret the 

beauty of unfamiliar musical gestures and to be able to relate them to their musical experience 

than musicians who are still grappling with the technical. For an audience, it seems likely that 

interpretation will be similar enough between listeners of similar cultural backgrounds. Carnatic 

listeners will tend to share similar associations of pitch, meaning, emotion, rhythmic archetypes; 

and, these will differ significantly from Western associations. These differences in perception 

cannot be considered as wholly generalisable however, as the individual listening habits of 

audience members must be taken into account.  

 

I have outlined some of the characteristics of jazz and Carnatic musics. These musical 

differences come into play when considering the potentialities of a jazz-Carnatic hybrid music. 
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Some of the specific ways that I have resolved these differences is described in more detail in 

the following discussion of the case studies.  

 

5.4 Background to case studies 

 

The case studies were intended at the outset to explore different collaborative models. 

Designed during my candidature and based on my previous research, each project had different 

levels of composer control and collaborator input. The Cows at the Beach concert series was 

based on simple compositions and an intended high level interaction of collaborators with the 

musical concepts of the cultures with which they were collaborating. In contrast the Rich and 

Famous recording was developed with a high level of composer control (and complex 

compositional parameters) and a low level of cultural understanding (performers were not 

explained how to engage with the cultural origins of materials). The result of these collaborative 

frameworks was not to establish a best practice for hybridity but to reveal some of the ways in 

which musical hybridity can occur and reveal aspects of collaboration that can affect musical 

outcomes. The ways in which collaboration works in these projects has informed the 

development of the Discursive Intercultural theory and also the coda of this dissertation, 

Ultimate Cows.  

 

The design of the case studies arose from critical reflections on my master’s research and 

Carnatic-jazz projects that I was involved in between 2006 and 2010. This included my own 

projects TW3++ (2006), and various incarnations of the Carnatic Jazz Experiment (2007-2010. 

All of these compositional and performative experiments were informed by a process of 

enculturation in Carnatic music consisting of music lessons (melodic and rhythmic), interviews 

with performers, individual instrumental study including practicing existing materials and 

devising new approaches, attendance at Carnatic concerts, critical listening to recordings, as 

well as composition, improvisation and collaboration with musicians.  

 

Fieldwork in Chennai, India was undertaken on three occasions coinciding with Chennai’s 

‘music season’: December 2006 – January 2007; December 2008 – January 2009; and 

December 2012 – January 2013. Rhythmic studies (moras and korvais) were undertaken with 

Palghat Raghu, Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani, Ghatam Vaidyanathan Suresh, T. A. S. Mani, and 

Abhishek Raghuram. Studies of ragam and composition were undertaken with U. Shrinivas, R. 

Prasanna, and U. P. Raju. Enculturation in Carnatic forms took place through attendances at 
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the many concert venues operating during the music season, where on average I attended two 

concerts each day. This study of Carnatic music was supplemented in Brisbane through study 

of DVDs and CDs of Carnatic music (included in the Reference List), and through Skype 

lessons with U. P. Raju (melodic) and V. Suresh (rhythmic). The study of Carnatic music 

combined with existing knowledge of and professional practice in jazz since 1990 was the basis 

for the construction of hybridity represented in this dissertation.  

 

The majority of this research, including conceiving the case studies was undertaken by me 

alone. My training in composition has taught me to think about composing as a solo activity. The 

musicians I have engaged exist for the most part within the cultures of jazz and Carnatic and 

have entered the hybrid space to participate as performers in my projects. The case studies are 

therefore primarily my own creative work, especially as regards the compositions, and 

particularly in the case of Rich and Famous. During the research there has been a shift towards 

more collaborative projects and collaborative composition, partly as a result of my collaborative 

experiences in Cows at the Beach. The coda, Ultimate Cows, presents a collaborative model, 

where compositions were developed by the group. This is however dependent on the 

collaborators themselves all having extensive experience of Carnatic-jazz hybridity.  

 

The projects use different ensembles and different strategies to engage the musicians. A range 

of approaches to composition and collaboration were conceived in the original research design. 

Cows at the Beach (Wren, Beier, Jeyarajan, Shaw, Rodgers, Schippers, Shrestha, Gregory, 

Tomlinson, & Griswold, 2011) was highly collaborative, encouraging performer input at the 

rehearsal and performance stage. I set out to write compositions that were, from my 

perspective, an equal balance of Carnatic and jazz approaches to composition. Additionally the 

compositions were simple, to enable them to be easily learned, and to be able to be interpreted 

in various ways. The compositions in these respects are similar to a jazz standard, or a Carnatic 

pallavi theme. Both are simple melodies that do not necessarily prescribe the form of 

interpretation (full scores in Appendix B). It was proposed that a simple theme would allow a 

Carnatic or jazz musician to interpret the music in their own way, and that if each was aware of 

the possibilities for development, each could respond and support the contributions of the other. 

The form of the works was left indeterminate so that improvisation could occur in linear or cyclic 

fashion. I provided the compositions to the performers on a webpage that contained a western 

score, Indian sargam notation, and recording for each composition. Additionally the website 

contained information about the ways in which jazz and Carnatic musicians developed 

materials, so that different approaches could be understood and facilitated.  
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Negotiating the content and form in performance, has emerged as a key aesthetic principle in 

my practice, and is important in the discussion of Cows at the Beach. While recognising the 

value of a polished, finished musical work, I have generally avoided this in my intercultural work, 

favouring dialogue and spontaneous creation during performance. While this can create volatile 

playing situations and carries the risk that musicians will frequently misinterpret each others’ 

gestures, it can also create moments of musical communion and great beauty based on a 

collective emergent intelligence. Practically, this means that musical form is left indeterminate 

prior to performance, and encourages musicians to deliberately challenge preconceived notions 

of musical development. Improvisation of formal elements is based on an awareness of the 

acquired knowledge of each of the contributing traditions. As a performer it requires a special 

kind of awareness and openness, a willingness to question one’s own assumptions, and to 

follow and support musicians when they develop musical ideas. In performance, this music 

exaggerates and nuances our understanding of improvisation and genre by juxtaposing cultural 

archetypes. Placing expert performers in a situation where they interact without knowing exactly 

how to react, or exactly how their own actions will be interpreted, creates a special kind of focus 

on uncertainty. The music provides a constantly shifting stage upon which the collaborations of 

the musicians play out, requiring them to adjust and reassess at each moment of the 

performance.   

 

In contrast, Rich and Famous (Wren, 2012) was more hierarchical, presenting a traditional 

separation between composer and performers. Rather than composing for an intercultural 

ensemble, I wrote for a jazz quartet, one that would be required to rehearse and develop 

approaches to the materials. The compositions that I wrote drew on the hybrid practice that I 

had developed, an attempt to reconcile divergent musical systems within a cohesive 

compositional statement. As such, the scores have a much higher level of detail, including 

complex rhythmic structures, multiple parts, and formal specificity. Because of the complexity of 

the scores and the jazz paradigm within which it operated, rehearsals for Rich and Famous 

focused on developing approaches to ensemble competency and interpretation, rather than 

collaborative development as was the case for Cows at the Beach.  

 

The ensemble featured Joseph O’Connor (piano), Andrew Shaw (double bass), Chris Vale 

(drumset) and me on guitar. Due to the complexity of the compositions, and the goal to record 

the music ‘live’ in the studio, the rehearsal period took a lengthy eight months. Rehearsals were 

recorded at regular intervals, and a studio recording exists as a record of the collaboration. 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

129 

Interviews occurred throughout the rehearsal process and in a focus session immediately 

following the recording. Subsequently the group toured to Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and 

regional centres on the east coast of Australia. The full set of compositions is presented in 

Appendix A. 
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Chapter 6  

Case study 1: Rich and Famous         

 

Rich and Famous is a composition, improvisation, and performance project that fuses structures 

from Carnatic music (South Indian classical) with contemporary jazz harmony and 

instrumentation. The author’s studies of Carnatic music, especially rhythm, and collaborations 

with Carnatic musicians over a seven year period informed the suite of compositions which 

demonstrate the influence of Carnatic music at multiple levels of construction, from the 

intricacies of phrasing to the ordering of compositions on the album. However, the rehearsal and 

performance process was almost entirely within a jazz paradigm without reference to Carnatic 

music, leaving the players to develop their own approaches to learning the music and 

constructing their own meanings from the compositional text. This deliberate collaborative 

constraint raised questions about the nature of inter-cultural work, music learning, and culturally 

specific musical approaches that will be examined below. 

 

The discussion of the execution of the work proceeds within a critical framework of Discursive 

Interculturality drawing on interviews with participants, reflective practice, hermeneutics of the 

recorded text, and phenomenological analysis. The DI critique reveals the extent to which the 

work can be considered enabling of intercultural discourse. While the work occurs within one 

cultural context, it is demonstrated that it operates within a hybrid aesthetic framework, rather 

than demonstrating a commercial appropriation of the other. Due to the work occurring 

predominantly within one culture, and without collaboration across cultures, the DI critique 

focuses on the interplay of cultures within the construction of the work. This reveals questions 

about the legitimacy and inherent power imbalance of these kinds of expressions. The analysis 

begins by revealing the origins of the work within the context of my practice before focusing on 

the compositions themselves and the way that they were realised in performance.  

 

6.1 My background  

 

In 2004, I heard a recording of U. Srinivas performing Siddhi Vanayakam (Srinivas, 1992), and 

began a sort of quest. It was in Carnatic music that I finally heard the perfect realisation of the 

rhythmic ideas that I had been pursuing in my own work. The logical application of the additive 
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rhythmic approach embodied in Carnatic music seemed at once to be exactly the kind of thing I 

had been working towards, and simultaneously, miles beyond what I had conceived. At the time 

leading up to this revelation, my compositions had been inspired by western music that was in 

turn inspired by Indian classical music. While I had been familiar with North Indian music since I 

was a youth, it had taken me a long time to get around to listening to Carnatic music. After 

hearing Siddhi Vanayakam, I began to listen to as much Carnatic music as possible, to research 

its structures and theoretical underpinnings, and to have lessons with local Carnatic musicians. I 

went to Chennai, India, the home of Carnatic music, in 2006, and again in 2009 and 2012 to 

study and see a great many concerts. I also began to explore musical hybridity, incorporating 

the techniques I encountered into my compositions and improvisations, but this was not as 

easily accomplished as I had hoped (see Wren, 2010).  

 

A big part of the reason that Carnatic music spoke to me was due to the way that that tradition 

has developed its approach to rhythm. I have always been interested in unusual rhythms. The 

popular music songs that I was drawn to as a child were the ones that deliberately interrupted 

the flow of time: Black Dog (Led Zeppelin, 1971), Money (Pink Floyd, 1973), Good Morning, 

Good Morning, and Here Comes the Sun (The Beatles, 1967, 1969), for example. As an 

undergraduate I became obsessed with the unpredictable yet compelling additive rhythms of 

Messaien’s Quartet for the End of Time (1941), and Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring (1913), with the 

overlapping metric cycles of the Turangalila-Symphonie (III, VII, IX movements, 1948), and with 

the relentless, effortless intensity of the Mahavishnu Orchestra (1971, 1973, 1975). All of these 

musics displayed the overt influences of Indian additive rhythms. Around this time I also began 

writing music that would eventually become the basis for my first band ‘Babel’ which featured 

similarly challenging rhythmic materials. The music was additive in a western sense, the phrase 

lengths added together without necessarily corresponding to a larger cycle; music that would be 

described as ‘odd-meter’ or in ‘changing metres’. I also avidly followed the local Brisbane 

ensemble, Loops, which featured the electric bassist Jonathan Dimond (who also studied tabla), 

violinist John Rodgers, drummer Ken Edie, and guitarist Jamie Clark. The ensemble was 

rhythm-focused, featuring the influence of North and South Indian styles. Conversations with 

Rodgers and Edie helped me to refine my interest, not simply on additive rhythms in a Western 

sense, but additive rhythms that create drama through their relation to a consistent metric cycle. 

The relationship to an underlying metre forms a counterpoint to the additive phrases, and allows 

ideas to be developed that create tension and resolution through rhythmic relationship to the 

metre. 
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a)          

 

 

b)  

   

 

Figure 13. The same korvai (33333 5,5,5) first shown in changing metres in the style of Stravinsky (a), 

and then as different length phrases in relation to a persistent metre (b), ‘Indian style’.  

 

After my first field trip to India in 2005-6, I arranged a cross-cultural concert almost immediately. 

I contacted a local Brisbane mridangam player, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, who I found online. 

He joined my existing trio with me on guitar, Andrew Shaw (double bass) and Joseph 

Marchisella (drumset) for the first concert, ambiguously titled TW3++. Some of the compositions 

that I wrote for that concert have remained in my repertoire for jazz and hybrid projects: Jazz 

Hands (2006) and Nataraja (2006). The influence on my practice has increasingly been drawn 

from traditional Carnatic music, but developments in Carnatic-jazz hybrids by other musicians 

have also informed my practice. It is not out of a desire to contribute to a fusion genre that 

motivates my practice, rather, the reason I write music in between Carnatic and jazz is to allow 

me to play with the musicians I most admire, and to articulate a musical identity that is informed 

by both traditions. 

 

My practice merges two musical cultures holistically: I listen to Carnatic and jazz music, I 

practice jazz and Carnatic guitar, I learn solkattu (Carnatic verbalised rhythms) and apply it to 

the music I write and play, I work with musicians from Carnatic and jazz backgrounds, and I 

write compositions that attempt to be relevant to both cultures.  
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6.2 Composition 

 

I had spent the years previous to Rich and Famous being pragmatic about rehearsing: I wrote 

tunes that could be easily learnt by the musicians, simplifying any rhythmic ideas that would be 

too difficult to reliably reproduce in concert; I planned for one rehearsal, or none. When we 

began to rehearse this project we had one composition, Flood Lines, and no clear goal in sight 

(the full set of compositions are reproduced in Appendix A). When I wrote it, I knew Flood Lines 

was the beginning of a new phase in my hybrid development and the seed from which the other 

materials on the album would grow. Both the process of composing the work, and the work that 

had eventuated, had demonstrated to me for the first time convincingly, that my musical 

conception had effectively evolved to reflect my Carnatic and jazz influences.  

 

To that end, Rich and Famous, is the product of a hybrid musical identity, but there is a troubling 

aspect to this because the historical precedent for this kind of work is cultural appropriation. This 

makes the analysis of Rich and Famous from a Discursive Intercultural perspective especially 

useful because it reveals the way in which influences inform musical works, and examines the 

ethics of appropriation, questioning whether this kind of work contributes to intercultural 

dialogue. These questions are addressed through an analysis of the music itself and the 

process of creation. Firstly, to establish the compositional work as a legitimate expression of a 

hybrid musical identity, and secondly, to explore the ways in which the work may be considered 

as contributing to intercultural discourse, and differing from cultural appropriation.  

 

In many ways, Flood Lines answered the questions posed by my master’s research (Wren, 

2009), about the ways in which a naturalistic composition language could emerge from diverse 

musical interests. Of course what now felt like a natural expression for me as a musician, was 

somewhat alien to the musicians that I wanted to work with. I say ‘somewhat’ because the 

primary reference point was still jazz, and the context for the rehearsals and performances was 

reassuring. Nevertheless, my collaborators were not able to easily interpret the music that I had 

written.  

 

6.3 Flood Lines 

 

DVD-Rom Track 4. Flood Lines (Wren). Performed by the Toby Wren Quartet, 2011.  
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www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track3-floodlines.aif  

 

A flood is the perfect analogy for the process of composing this, the first piece in the suite. After 

a long period of compositional dormancy, this piece emerged seemingly without conscious 

effort. There was no consideration of how to integrate Carnatic and jazz concepts: when I wrote 

the piece they were simply there, techniques that I knew how to use. A quick tabulation shows 

some influences that can be identified post-fact via score analysis. 

 

Carnatic Jazz Western Art Music 

Melakartha Ragam Instrumentation Metric Modulation 

Alapana pitch introduction Local form (solo sections) Timbral concerns 

Periyar Moohara Afro-Cuban influence Pitch set theory 

Korvais / Yatis Formal ‘solo’ sections Irrational metres 

 

Figure 14. Table showing influences on Flood Lines.  

The following analysis focuses solely on the first four bars of the composition to reveal the 

cultural influences. It is intended to illuminate the ways in which the hybrid language manifests 

in musical materials, both because it establishes the work’s credentials as being symptomatic of 

cultural hybridity, and to illuminate the creative process in relation to drawing on multiple cultural 

constructs in the creation of a new work. The manner of incorporating these influences at the 

time of composing was syncretic, and at the same time, consciously aware: at each musical 

juncture there was a reflective process of choosing the technique that worked, regardless of 

origin. 

 

Composition of the work began with a notion about the type of feeling that I wanted to create, 

before narrowing in on the specifics of its codification. I wanted to create a rhythmically dynamic 

bass line, one that would create an ambiguous temporality, i.e., to create a strong impression 

that there is a metre, but make it difficult to ascertain initially what it is. I had developed 

materials with similar aims before, for example, Trout Bout (Wren, 2000), in which a seemingly 

simple introductory bass line is revealed to be offset by one semiquaver after the entry of the 

drums.  

 

In the generation of the specific rhythmic figure that opens Flood Lines, the general rhythmic 

type is more important to the composition than the specific durational choices. I was aiming for a 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track3-floodlines.aif
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logical yet unpredictable rhythmic idea that fits within, and creates tension with, the underlying 

cyclic metrical structure. I wanted to create this general characteristic of the rhythm more than I 

wanted any specific rhythmic motive. The feeling of unpredictable-yet-predictable is a bodily 

reaction that I am familiar with when listening to other kinds of music that follow this aesthetic 

(most often Carnatic music). It is bodily in the sense of providing a certain kind of expectation 

and surprise that interferes with a natural desire to synchronise with the beat of heard music 

(Condon, 1986). The surprise is layered by virtue of being at once perceptible as a logical 

repeating pattern, but one in which the precise method of its logic is difficult to comprehend on 

initial hearing. This feeling belongs to a type of rhythmic device, which I earlier termed ‘rhythmic 

cadences’, which create tension through logical steps away from, and release through returning 

to, the metric structure. This is common in the Carnatic tradition, and is unlike other rhythmic 

ideas in which specific, often named, figures are used to convey a specific bodily reaction (I 

think here of latin traditions in which specific rhythms, i.e., clavé, are named and consistently 

applied with the same effect).  

 

The precise technical means to achieve the intention in this case incorporated my knowledge of 

Carnatic rhythms that expand or contract in a logical fashion over a consistent metre (yatis). The 

logic of the rhythm (333 4 3333 4 33333 4) is that a phrase “333” occurs three times, on each 

occurrence being extended by an extra ‘3’. This is represented in the score by a dotted quaver 

(see the first system of Figure 16). Interpolated between these expanding phrases is a longer 

duration, “4”, here represented as a crotchet (four semiquavers duration). This kind of structural 

logic is specific to Carnatic music, and is called a ‘Mora’. However, it is a logic that I first learnt 

about through listening to and studying the work of Messiaen, and listening to and talking with 

Ken Edie (a Brisbane drummer who regularly performed experimental jazz the 1990-2000s). 

The method of generating this type of structural rhythmic device has become familiar to me after 

many years of practice of Carnatic solkattu (verbalised rhythms also called konnakol).  
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Figure 15. Three aurally equivalent versions of the same idea, showing different temporal relationships to 

the metre.  

Earlier drafts of the piece have the same rhythmic figure represented in several metric 

arrangements, shown above on successive systems. The first system shows the version as 

presented in the final score, as articulations of semiquaver subdivisions in common time. The 

second system is the same figure across four bars of 3/4, and the third, a more radical 

rendering in triplet subdivision. Each of these examples is heard as aurally equivalent. Of 

course, it would also be possible to notate the example with changing metres: 9/16; 1/4; 12/16; 

1/4; 15/16; 1/4; which would potentially make the structure clearer, but conceal any relationship 

to a continuing pulse. It is common practice for Carnatic musicians to practice rhythmic ideas in 

a number of different thalams (metres), as above, as a standard developmental technique, and 

as an efficient way to develop new materials in different metres.  

 

As with the development of the rhythmic aspects of the bass line, melodic/pitch materials were 

developed with general characteristics: in this case, restricted pitch classes for modal 

development that contained resonances, or seemingly unintentional, reminders of the blues. 

Developing this kind of pitch set from the perspective of Western theory is certainly possible, but 

my reference point in this case was the more immediately available knowledge of Carnatic 

renditions in raga Nattai (see Thyagaraja’s Jagadanandakaraka, or Dikshitar’s Maha 

Ganapathim) which provides exactly the kind of  ‘quasi-unintentional blues inflection’ that I was 

keen to emulate. The chief properties of this raga are a #2nd in conjunction with a natural 3rd and 

a flattened 7th. The choice of scale material also came from my knowledge of the melakartha 

scheme (developed by Venkatamakhi in the 14th c.), which systematically outlines the 72 

possible seven note scales. The sharpened 2nd degree creates a tension by referencing the 

blues, but used modally in conjunction with a natural 3rd it creates an unusual, bitonal (tonic 

Major/minor), or tonally ambiguous effect (as also explored in jazz-fusion, for example Miles 

Davis, in Bitches Brew, 1970; and, In a Silent Way, 1969).  

 

The flattened 5th, here expressed enharmonically as a #4, and the flattened 7th are also invoked 

as ‘blue’ notes. An intentional tension is created by choosing materials characteristic of the 

blues, decontextualising them by invoking them through a ragam, and executing them modally, 

making any resemblance to the blues seem unintentional. In contrast to the rhythmic aspect of 

the bass line, the pitches used in the scale could not be definitely identified as being from a 

Carnatic origin and the fact that they are performed in equal temperament without reference to a 
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drone, would not necessarily encourage an intercultural reading. The melodic ideas that are 

generated from the ragam are decidedly un-Carnatic: the bass and melodic lines appear in 

counterpoint, the melody emphasises the tritone, and the absence of ornamentation, are all in 

line with Western praxis. However, certain structural elements of the melody contain aspects of 

Carnatic aesthetics – the descending melodic motif is repeated three times as is common in 

Carnatic music, the predominance of certain tones in certain sections of the melody relative to 

melodic direction. And, as developed in later live performances, a persistent upper-neighbour 

ornamentation of the sharp 4th degree. At each point I was driven by what techniques I thought 

would sound best, regardless of their origin.  

 

We began to rehearse weekly from January 2011. There was no defined end to the rehearsal 

period. Despite the unfamiliar materials, I told the musicians that it was important to me that the 

music ‘swing’, meaning that the pieces would contain sufficient flexibility to enable them to feel 

‘right’, and avoid being overly metronomic. The degree to which musicians can create forward 

motion and rhythmic synchronicity while also to a certain extent being “out of time” (1987, p. 

275), is one of the primary concerns of the musicians that I have played with, particularly the 

bass players and drummers, and awareness of Participatory Discrepancies (Keil, 1966), 

although usually not the terminology, characterises the playing of the musicians I most admire. 

Therefore, we aimed not for quantized precision, but rather a kind of messy, alert, and dynamic 

groove-as-process. The kind of reactivity necessary to play in this way would seem, based on 

this and other experiences, to require more attunement and understanding of each others’ parts 

than a ‘precise’ reading of the music. This, coupled with the unfamiliarity of the music, are the 

two main factors identified as affecting the duration of the rehearsal process.  

 

The rehearsal process took eight months, a long time for any jazz project, even one with a 

complex, contemporary aesthetic. At several points in the interview, the participants mentioned 

that it was hard to pinpoint exactly what made the compositions so difficult to realise, indicating 

that intercultural factors were impeding the musicians abilities to learn the music and relate to 

one another in performance: 

Chris Vale (CV): I felt pretty tentative to put new things other than what was dictated 
on the score, in terms of rhythmic structure, umm…  
Toby Wren (TW): Did that change? 

CV: It did slowly over time, but there was a lot… its not like any other contemporary 
jazz writing that I've … its very… (long pause)… very foreign.  

… 
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Joseph O’Connor (JO): I think Pacific Drop was the one that never really quite got 
there, I don't know, it shouldn't have been that hard… 

Bassist, Andrew Shaw made several observations about the early process of working together: 

Andrew Shaw (AS): Things sound familiar but you can't quite work out fast enough to 
jump on it, if you hear someone else doing it and you think, oh I should be in that,  
TW: Rhythmic things? 

AS: Yeah. But now: not. And that’s probably an indication that we've got something 
going on. Actually, you know normally if it’s really easy to play with someone straight 
away that means that its either a rare and amazing thing or that there’s nothing 
challenging going on. 

Shaw’s observation is on the acquisition of the discursive language of not only the hybrid 

context, but of playing with new musicians. The implicit learning of each others’ subtleties of 

rhythmic presentation and nuance is one that grows over time, essentially becoming more 

predictable and easy to react to, what Seddon calls “empathetic attunement” (2005, p. 47). 

Rather than leading to a perceptibly less risky performance situation, familiarity allows 

performers to take more risks, to make improvisatory excursions with the knowledge that they 

will be able to correctly interpret and respond to the musical nuances of the other players to 

enable them to regain their place in the metre or form. When speaking about moments of 

uncertainty in performance, O’Connor says: “its kind of where negotiation happens… it’s not 

even a point of disagreement its just ahh, clarifying what’s going to happen next”.  

 

From experience, a moment of uncertainty, in which the performers are temporarily unsure if 

they are in the same place in the metre or harmony, requires two things to be resolved: 1) a 

musical statement by one of the players which demonstrates a particular relationship to the 

metre or harmony, and, 2) a correct interpretation of that statement by the other musicians. In 

jazz settings there are specific ways in which musicians can denote their relationship to the 

metre, such as using voice leading to resolve tension to the first beat of a new chord. These 

kinds of devices are acquired through enculturation and usually are not a part of formal 

instruction in jazz.  

 

In the western context, due to enculturation in harmonically derived melodies, a melodic 

fragment that features the fifth and tonic in succession as crotchets will most often be heard and 

contextualised as a dominant-tonic relationship with the tonic falling on beat one. While it might 

be possible to play these two notes in varying relationships to the beat at other times, if there is 

uncertainty in the group about whether we are all in the same place, the convention of the 
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cadence (dominant-tonic) is too culturally ingrained to ignore. Carnatic music, free from the 

conventions and associations of functional harmony, frequently provides examples of melodies 

that contain forceful dominant-tonic relationships that do not resolve to beat one (samam). For 

example, the previously mentioned Jagadanandakaraka by the composer Thyagaraja, which 

begins with an ascending perfect fourth, in which the lower note begins on beat one.  

 

Research by Trainor & Trehub (1992) suggests that western adults lose their ability that children 

have to differentiate changes to a melody if those changes are consistent with the underlying 

harmony (in Deliege & Sloboda, 1997). This research indicates that melodic perception is 

informed and modified by harmonic knowledge, a problem that would not occur for a listener 

schooled in a system unreliant on harmony. It would be interesting to further explore the ways in 

which this type of melodic treatment is perceived by a range of listeners from harmonic and non-

harmonic listening backgrounds. Differences in perception in intercultural settings can have real 

effects on the empathetic attunement identified as important to improvisation. Musicians who 

have lower knowledge of each others’ acquired archetypes, may easily misinterpret a musical 

gesture making resolution of uncertainty a more difficult task.  

 

There was a conscious decision made not to explain how Carnatic musicians might approach 

the materials, based on the supposition that it might hinder interpretation for these musicians to 

have to learn a new set of interpretive frames. I was upfront about this way of working, and the 

musicians agreed that it would lead to better outcomes:  

TW: Are you interested to know the intercultural elements? Or, where these ideas 
come from? 
AS: I am now that we've done it. For me, in the sense of doing the project I’d have to 
look at how helpful is that…  

It is not unusual for performers to be unaware of the origins of the techniques in a composition, 

but in this instance the Carnatic techniques were deliberately and rigorously employed, 

distorting and distending the prevailing jazz paradigm so that the performers were forced to 

develop new techniques to perform the works. It is certainly true that my own knowledge of 

Carnatic techniques made it easier for me to learn the pieces, but for the other performers 

without my background it made sense for them to approach the pieces using the “tool kit”, to 

borrow Reck’s terminology (1987), that they were most familiar with. It is uncertain in this project 

whether a more informed approach would have shortened rehearsals or produced better 

creative outcomes. It is difficult to know if the lengthy rehearsal timeframe would have been 
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lessened had Carnatic techniques been used to approach the work. Also unknown, is the facility 

with which Carnatic musicians may be able to interpret the same compositions. Regardless of 

the decision, some of the musicians had had previous experiences that were no-doubt helpful. 

For example, double bassist Andrew Shaw had featured in the Carnatic-jazz series, Cows at the 

Beach, (Wren, Beier, Jeyarajan, Shaw, Rodgers, Schippers, Shrestha, Gregory, Tomlinson & 

Griswold, 2011), and drummer Chris Vale was aware of Carnatic rhythmic techniques, and often 

employed solkattu or a Westernised version of it, to internalise rhythmic structures.  

 

Each week we worked on problematic sections of the compositions, moving closer to a concert-

ready performance of the material. As the rehearsals progressed, and the musicians found 

ways to interact and merge their individual sounds, the sound of the group became more 

established. Bassist, Andrew Shaw, particularly remarked: “I was getting to know you two 

[Joseph O’Connor and Chris Vale], and how we were going to sit”. A recurring theme in the 

interviews was that the musicians had to develop a certain threshold of familiarity or 

internalisation before they could approach improvising on the tunes with confidence. This 

echoes phenomenological (Sudnow, 1978), psychological (Pressing, 1988; Sawyer, 1992) and 

ethnographic (Berliner, 1994) accounts of the process of acquiring improvisational language. 

JO: More so than most of what I'm doing it took me a while to feel comfortable enough 
with the composition to sort of take risks… it took me quite a while to get to the stage 
where I could go for something and maybe end up somewhere I wasn't sure where I 
was and be familiar with what was going on in the bass line, and [respond] fast enough 
to naturally be able to pick up where I left off I suppose. 

Joe brings up an important element of the jazz approach to improvisation that moves beyond 

the idea of familiarity and internalisation. He suggests that it is important for him to be able to 

follow musical intuition beyond the point where he is comfortably aware of his precise location in 

the form or metric cycle, and that it is his sonic relationship to the other musicians that will 

enable him to find his way back. I cannot speak to the universality of this approach, but it 

resonates with my own practice, and is echoed in some of the literature on jazz (notably Pilc, 

2012). This may be a point of difference from Carnatic practice, in which a rhythmic diversion, 

taken by the main artist (usually the singer) is assumed to have been worked out so that it 

resolves the correct beat. In this context, the accompanists will follow closely the rhythms of the 

main artist. The main artist in Carnatic music must therefore be more sure of the resolution of 

rhythmic improvisations, which must be undertaken with the confidence that they will be able to 

maintain and rejoin the rhythmic cycle without help from the accompanists.  
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There were various rehearsal strategies employed towards internalising the compositions, 

making them feel more natural to perform, towards a level of familiarity where risks and 

diversions could be taken. Listening back to the recordings I made of the rehearsals it is curious 

to note that we never discussed why we were rehearsing materials over and over. It seems to 

have been shared and assumed knowledge that there were certain skills that we had to develop 

collectively.  

Toby Wren: …there were a few other things like that where we just looped them for 
ages.  
Chris Vale: I remember when we just did that [points to score], like, a million times. 

… 

Joseph O’Connor: With both of those [tunes] I recorded the bass line and practiced 
over that… [regarding Flood Lines] I put the metronome in quintuplets and had it 
accent the first beat and practiced it in groupings, over that… probably not so much at 
the piano, just counting out stuff. 

This intellectual working through of materials away from the instrument was also used in 

rehearsals, a point of difference from the typical jazz rehearsal. We would frequently clap the 

beat while singing our parts, or practice verbalising a particularly challenging part of the score. 

In order to familiarise ourselves better with quintuplet feels (used in Pacific Drop and Flood 

Lines) we spent time clapping and reciting various permutations of quintuplets, i.e., various 

combinations of semiquavers and quavers in quintuplets against a steady beat. This was 

necessary, as the compositions drew on the Carnatic practice of developing materials in various 

nadai (subdivisions). Where jazz musicians commonly improvise in semiquavers or triplets, 

Carnatic musicians will also improvise in quintuplets, septuplets and even ninetuplets 

(khandam, misram, and sankirnam).  

 

6.4 Rich and Famous 

 

In the composition, Rich and Famous,13 there is an opportunity to examine a different aspect of 

interpretation and ensemble work. The compositional aims of Rich and Famous were inherently 

intercultural: to write a fast ‘swinging’ tune (but not a swing), in a different nadai (subdivision). 

                                                
13

 I have used italics to differentiate the album Rich and Famous from the composition Rich and Famous. 
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Swing is notoriously difficult to define, but has something to do with the restless energy created 

by a jazz ensemble, a feeling that maintaining the groove requires a sustained collective mental 

energy, an ‘organismic tension’ to paraphrases Berliner (1994, p. 341). This group concentration 

is particularly crucial at very fast tempos, as the beats are closer together and performing a 

single note too far ahead or behind the beat could derail the groove.  

 

Rich and Famous was conceived as being in an 11/4 metre, (not necessarily corresponding to a 

Carnatic thalam), with each beat subdivided into seven pulses (misra nadai), see below, Figure 

17. Performing an entire work in septuplets is almost unheard of in jazz. It requires 

specialisation that many jazz musicians would consider outside the range of what they need to 

be able to cover.  
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Figure 16. The work as originally conceived, an eleven beat cycle, subdivided to seven.  

Because of the unusual and difficult nature of a tune in septuplets for the jazz ensemble, I made 

a decision to rewrite the work as eleven bars of 7/16 (see below, Figure 18) which I thought was 

closer to jazz praxis and would facilitate performability. Jazz musicians have considered 

performing in odd meters, especially 5 and 7, to be a necessary, if uncommonly required, skill, 

at least since the 1960s. The decision to write the tune in 7/16 had unforeseen consequences 

however. 

 

 

 

Figure 17. The version that was presented to the group.  

DVD-Rom Track 4. Rich and Famous (Wren). Performed by the Toby Wren Quartet, 2011. 

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track4-richandfamous.aif  

 

While the approach to the project overall was to allow the musicians to develop their own ways 

of rehearsing and practicing the tunes, after practicing Rich and Famous for some weeks, I felt 

that we were not achieving the desired ‘swing’ that we were aiming for, which required a 

rethinking of the rehearsal strategy. This motivated me to suggest a particular approach that 

was based on Carnatic practice: one that revealed the original intent of Rich and Famous: 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track4-richandfamous.aif
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TW: I remember at one point that I said I had been practicing…with just the 
metronome on beat one of the bar 
AS: I started doing that with Rich and Famous... 
JO: Yeah, same 

AS: I think Rich and Famous was the only one I did the metronome on beat one ‘cause 
for me that’s a fairly unusual way of playing.  

By rehearsing with a metronome on beat one of each bar, I was effectively encouraging the 

musicians to think of each beat as being subdivided to seven. This had the effect of focussing 

attention on the larger scale metric organisation, encouraging a reading of the composition as 

being in 11/4, as originally intended. Ironically, suggesting this rehearsal technique and 

reverting to the conception of the tune in its original metre (11/4 subdivided to septuplets) was 

the key to unlocking a more naturalistic interpretation by the group, even though 7/16 is far more 

common to jazz practice. The next week when we returned to playing the tune, the suggested 

way of practicing had had the desired effect and had enabled the tune to begin to swing.  

 

Throughout the process, the drummer Chris Vale consistently applied diverse strategies to 

learning and becoming comfortable with the materials. Of the same passage (Figure 18), Chris 

says: 

CV: In terms of getting this thing flowing for me, I did it two ways, I did the ‘beat one’ 
thing to sort of solidify that … [but] because I play drums it has to flow for more than 
one bar, it has to be from point A to point B, so I started practicing [demonstrates] with 
the thing [metronome] every two bars, and then [demonstrates clapping crotchets 
across the bars of 7/16]…and then cause its an odd bar - its like an 11 bar form - you 
always get the metronome on the wrong beat at the top, so you’re getting it on a 
different position, so you get used to feeling every division in the tuplet… I would take 
a four bar thing and write down all the different ways that I could play through it. 

While maintaining a jazz frame of reference, Chris’ approach is reminiscent of Carnatic 

drummers who exhaustively practice the permutations of a particular idea to build familiarity. It is 

also interesting that he identifies that drummers need to be able to ‘flow for more than one bar’. 

That is, the task of a drummer is to connect temporal moments, rather than articulate a 

succession of events.  

 

Another curious particular that emerged was that several of the musicians had been employing 

an approach that seems to come from Carnatic music via a different route, or are homologous 

between the two traditions.  
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JO: I know I've done that with Pacific Drop as well - doing 5/4 instead of 5/8… 

TW: It seems to me a thing that jazz musicians, or Brisbane musicians I've worked 
with always seem to do - and I wonder if that comes from anywhere… I mean thinking 
in 2 bars…  
AS: Ken [Edie], has said to me that he prefers to think like that, in terms of 7/8 or even 
7/4 [instead of 7/16] because then you've got more possibilities with your subdivisions.  

The technique described above involves considering two bars of 7/16 as one bar of 7/8, 

introducing tensions, and providing an approach that is not consistently bound by the metre. I 

followed this up with Ken Edie, who believes that it is likely that he developed this approach 

when he was playing with the group Loops in the 1990s. Although that group performed works 

that were inspired by Indian rhythmic approaches, he believes that this approach arose through 

a self-directed interest in rhythmic combinatorics rather than directly from Carnatic music 

(personal communication, 23 January, 2014). The sort of approach that Ken consistently 

applied involved doubling and halving rhythms in a cycle, as well as developing additive phrases 

that take up a number of beats. This has clear resonances with the Carnatic approach to rhythm 

as described in Chapter 5.1, and doubling the speed of metric cycles is an important element of 

the pedagogical approach to learning Carnatic rhythm. 

 

By suggesting that the ensemble practice the tune with the metronome on beat one only, I also 

became aware of some common tempo relationships between tunes. In fact, I became aware 

that the four most important compositions on the album had tempos within 5 beats per minute of 

each other. The significance of this is that these works could be thought of as expressions of 

one tempo. That is, each composition was in a different subdivision relative to a tempo that was 

consistent across several movements (Figure 19). This is similar to the way a tani avarttanam 

(percussion solo) develops ideas in successive nadais (subdivisions) in a Carnatic concert. In 

fact, I began to think of these central works as comprising a de facto tani avarttanam in which 

primarily rhythmic ideas were developed. The important consequence for the album was that 

this led me to think of the larger scale Carnatic structures that could be effectively employed.  
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Figure 18. Each composition on Rich and Famous can be heard as articulating a different subdivision of 

the same basic pulse.  

6.5 Album structure 

 

Rich and Famous is based on structures from Carnatic music at the micro and macro levels, 

including in the ordering of compositions on the album. The ordering of materials in Carnatic 

music is standardised and specifies the order and type of compositions that should be 

presented in concert, and also on a Carnatic album. The ordering became standardised at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, and is often credited to Arriyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar (1890-

1967). Pesch (1999) identifies three roughly equal duration phases in the Carnatic concert. In 

the first part of the concert a varnam (etude) is played followed by a number of krithis (lit. 

concert works) in a variety of ragams, the emphasis is on concisely rendering a number of 

compositions in medium and faster tempos. The varnam is an important introduction to the 

concert, because “the varnam [has] more to “say” about a raga in a given metrical (tala) 

framework. For south Indian classical musicians, then, the varnam embodies a configuration of 

relationships which serves as a particularly rich resource of ‘theorizing’” (Wolf, 2009, p. 240).  

 

The second phase of the concert is reserved for the ‘main item’ which has a heavy emphasis on 

improvisation. This item is in the form Ragam Tanam Pallavi, or an extended presentation of a 

krithi, and has a long alapana (unmeasured improvisation, also known simply as ragam), 

followed, usually, by tanam (a more rhythmically presented improvisation, still without metre or 

accompaniment), and finally by a brief composition that quickly becomes the basis for a variety 

of improvisational forms which may include changes of ragam (ragamalika), and the same 

composition presented in multiple subdivisions (i.e. in double speed, in triplets) against the 

thalam (metre). The main item also features the tani avarttanam (percussion solo), itself a highly 

structured improvisation including sarvallaghu (grooves) and korvais in various nadais, followed 

by a section in which the percussionists reduce their turns (koraippu), a standardised set 

composition (periyar moohara) and a final korvai which cues the reentry of the melodic 

instruments. The third phase of the concert features lighter works from the repertoire including 

Flood Lines Rich and 

Famous 

Pacific 

Notion 

Pacific 

Drop 
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adaptations of dance compositions, brief renditions of popular krithis, bhajans (devotional 

common repertory) and even requests.  

 

The ordering of materials on Rich and Famous is per the standardised concert format given 

above. It begins with a Varnam (etude), followed by krithis (concert works), which become more 

substantial towards the middle of the program, a ‘main piece’ that features an adaptation of the 

tani avarttanam (percussion solo), and lighter works to finish. The first piece on the album is an 

arrangement of the Mohana Varnam “Ninnu Kori” by Ramnad Srinivasa Iyengar, and is the 

basis for an improvisational exploration of the mohana ragam, (analogous to a major pentatonic 

scale). As the first work in the series, it presents a Carnatic composition in a, more or less, 

traditional way, followed by an interruption in a distinctly jazz vein, before the two are reconciled:  

a melodic fragment from the varnam’s melody is recycled for a bass line enabling group 

improvisation. In this way the influences are initially juxtaposed, making explicit the hybrid intent. 

There are several important ways in which the Carnatic concert format is varied, with structures 

being interpreted in different ways. The following figure demonstrates the elements of the 

Carnatic concert structure (top portion) mapped onto the ordering of materials on Rich and 

Famous (lower portion). Parallels are drawn between the three phases of a concert outlined by 

Pesch, with the most variation to format occurring in the central portion.  

 

 

Figure 19. The album structure of Rich and Famous (lower portion) and its relationship to the Carnatic 

concert structure (upper portion).  

 

In the central portion of the album, the lengthy improvisations that characterise a Carnatic ‘main 

item’ (ragam, tanam, and the tani avarttanam) are distributed across several compositions: 

Krithis Main Item 
Long Alapana 

Tani 

Avartanam 

Lighter 

works 
Mangalam 

Varnam 

Mohana 
Varnam 

Liminal Specific 
Ocean 

Flood 
Lines 

Rich and 
Famous 

Pacific 
Notion 

Pacific 
Drop 

All the 
Things 
You Are 

Autumn in 
New Farm 

Loose Lips 
Sink Ships 

Carnatic concert 

Rich and Famous 
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Flood Lines, Rich and Famous, Pacific Notion, and Pacific Drop. The alapana, and tani 

avarttanam are used in unconventional positions within these four works, and at various 

resolutions. The alapana, ordinarily used as an unmeasured improvisation of the ragam before 

a composition, is here used as a linking piece in between works. It is still an unmetered solo 

improvisation, but it is now semi-structured as a morphing of themes from the work preceding 

into the one to follow. The first alapana, Specific Ocean, is played by the double bass, the 

second, Pacific Notion, by the guitar. Carnatic alapanas also follow a logical developmental 

sequence, but one that is self contained.  

 

Given my declared interest in Carnatic rhythms, the tani avarttanam becomes a major structural 

focus of the suite, and is distributed across the four central compositions. A literal rendition of a 

conventional periyar moohara in 7/4 is found early on in Flood Lines. The periyar moohara is an 

audible cue to Carnatic rasikas (music lovers) that a tani avarttanam is ending. Here it is used 

not as a warning that the tani is ending, but that it is beginning, and indication that Carnatic 

rhythmic structures are being employed. The ‘final korvai’ is found in Pacific Drop and is based 

on a style of rhythmic development associated with Palghat Raghu, (1928-2009) one of my 

greatest inspirations and teachers. This korvai is an expanding form (srothavaya yati) with 

phrases taking on a distinctive flavour through the addition of pauses in between notes within 

each phrase. The korvai is given below in solkattu and numeric notation (Figure 20). 

 

Thadikitathom Thadikitathom Thadikitathom  Tha dhom , Dho om gu 

Thadi , kita , thom Thadi , kita , thom Thadi , kita , thom Tha dhom , Dho om gu 

Thadi , , kita , , thom Thadi , , kita , , thom Thadi , , kita , , thom  

 

555 (6) 777 (6) 999 

 

Figure 20. The Pacific Drop korvai, in the style of Palghat Raghu.  

The unifying factor of the central four pieces, that conceptually frames them as the ‘main item’, 

is that they share the same tempo, roughly 60 beats per minute. As notated in the score, the 

time signatures of the pieces are notated as 4/4, 7/16, 9/16, 8/4, and 5/8 respectively. However, 

hearing the works in a constant pulse of 55-60 beats per minute yields the result of simply 

changing subdivisions (see Figure 18), from chatusram (semiquavers), misram (septuplets), 

sankirnam (nonuplets), various (in the guitar alapana), and khandam (quintuplets). Thought of in 

this way, each nadai change of the tani avartanam becomes the stage for a development of 

melodic and harmonic material based on that particular nadai, an orchestration of a Carnatic 
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percussionist’s approach. It is difficult to insist that the four pieces be heard as being 

expressions of the same tempo, but an attempt is made to draw the listener’s attention to the 

device in the piece Pacific Notion. This is a guitar improvisation that occurs against an 

accompaniment of audible clapping of the thalam (metric cycle) in Carnatic style. The 

improvisation moves through several nadai, each time culminating in a korvai, before finally 

settling in khanda nadai (quintuplets). Once in khandam, the themes of the following movement, 

Pacific Drop, are introduced and so linked to the conception of changing subdivisions.  

 

6.6 Appropriation or discursivity? 

 

The previous sections contribute to an understanding of the ways in which this particular project 

developed materials that drew on my hybrid musical practice. But, there is still a sense in which 

I am uncomfortable about this declaration. Although my practice is unambiguously hybrid, and 

has been for nearly a decade, by whose authority is it hybrid? I have spent countless hours 

listening to and learning Carnatic music, and countless more hours considering the ways in 

which Carnatic music complements and differs from western jazz perspectives. I have also been 

transparent in my attribution of the influence of Carnatic music in traditional and non-traditional 

research outputs (Wren, 2009a; 2011; 2011a; 2012), and I have enthusiastically promoted the 

work of Carnatic musicians to western audiences, and arranged artist-in-residence programs for 

Indian artists in Australia (Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani’s Sruthi Laya Ensemble, 2009 and 2011). My 

work is also enthusiastically encouraged and received by the Carnatic community.  

 

The many Carnatic musicians or rasikas that I have spoken to are self-assured about their 

cultural heritage, and are in accord that hybrid or fusion projects will not detract from the 

centrality of their tradition, but rather broaden the scope of its appeal. My experiences in India 

have similarly instilled in me the notion that I am not culturally in a position of power relative to 

Carnatic music, and discussions with Ghatam Suresh have reassured me that the colonial 

history of India does not come into the minds of Indian musicians when collaborating with 

westerners (personal communication, 11 September, 2014). Nevertheless, there are tensions 

between the aestheticising of discursivity and the idea of a monocultural synthesis of external 

tradition.  

 

The analysis that precedes has revealed some of the cultural dissonances and difficulties of 

working in hybrid intercultural spaces, but a DI perspective is perhaps most useful in analysing 
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these inherent power relationships. It is important to recognise that I initiated Rich and Famous, 

designed the collaborative framework, wrote the compositions, chose the collaborators, led the 

band, and produced the recording (so if there is any issue with appropriation it is mine alone). I 

have described my own background as hybrid, although it is certainly ‘more jazz’ than Carnatic. 

I have been performing jazz for 25 years, while I have been a student of Carnatic music for only 

10 years, and have never performed in a traditional Carnatic context. This can be understood as 

a limitation to the hybridity presented. It is unknown to what extent the works would be different 

if I had equal experience in both forms. The work of Prasanna (2004; 2006; 2009) provides a 

counterpoint to my own, as he was trained as a Carnatic musician initially, before becoming 

recognised for his hybrid work with American jazz musicians. 

 

The critique of historical examples such as Mozart’s ‘Turkish’ music (Head, 2000) is that they 

invoke other traditions without an understanding of the cultural context of those musics. 

Mozart’s Turkish music is thus intended to create through the use of melodic stereotyping, an 

exotic imagination of Turkey. In Rich and Famous, Carnatic themes are not used to reference a 

place. It is primarily the rhythmic and structural principles of Carnatic music that are used to 

create musical effects and as part of a holistic musical conception. The only melodic Carnatic 

theme in Rich and Famous is a direct (and referenced) arrangement of Ramnad Srinivasa 

Iyengar’s Ninnu Kori. Neither is there an attempt to evoke Carnatic-ness to exotic effect through 

quasi-Carnatic melodies or timbral effects. Contrast this with the use of the sound of the sitar 

(North Indian stringed instrument) in western popular music in which case the sitar is invariably 

used as a timbral effect. Gerry Farrell has compared the role of the sitar in western popular 

music to that of a default electric guitar (Farrell, 1998), a continuation of exoticism. Where these 

works seek to evoke, Rich and Famous attempts a synthesis, demonstrating the real and 

important influence of Carnatic music on my practice (see Figure 11, continua for intercultural 

work).  

 

An analysis of the musical products of Rich and Famous demonstrates a result that is roughly 

the mirror of my hybrid practice (25 years jazz: 10 years Carnatic). However, there is also the 

question of my right to represent jazz culture, as I have no ties to that tradition as practiced in its 

place of origin. By whose authority do I call myself a jazz musician? Primarily through 

acceptance in the field of jazz, earned through years of training and performance in jazz 

contexts. But how does one gain acceptance in a constructed hybrid space? This question 

relates to music as received, but there are insights to be gained from considering the 

mechanisms of preference building through enculturation. The analysis of improvisation in 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

151 

Chapter 3 has revealed that creative people respond to the cultural materials that they have 

developed preferences around: identity is constructed through affiliation with culture(s), and 

through the exercise of preference in practice. So while cultural sensitivity is necessary, it is also 

important to note that enculturation and influence is not an act of violence in itself. In my case, 

the development of a hybrid identity, informed by Carnatic and jazz styles was inevitable, and 

the representation of those styles in my composing is an authentic expression of that hybrid 

identity. 

 

My own, admittedly biased, opinion is that what prevents Rich and Famous from being an 

exercise in appropriation is due to several factors. Firstly, the extent of my enculturation in 

Carnatic forms over a number of years and the extent to which I have synthesised those 

methods in my practice. Secondly, the way in which materials are used, not to evoke a sense of 

place through stereotypical association, but as integral parts in singular musical expression. 

And, thirdly, due to the attribution that I have made to Carnatic music and musicians, and the 

relatively unproblematic power relationships between India and Australia. It is possible that 

others may find this rationale to be insufficient, and I look forward to their contribution to this 

element of the discourse around hybridity. Regardless of the way in which my own work is 

viewed, I believe that it is important to examine all aspects of hybridity, even if those are based 

on syncretic practices. I argue that an individual hybrid practice should not be excluded from the 

discussion on global hybridity. Michael Bigenho has noted that musicians are often expected to 

perform versions of their own culture that conform to the expectations of western audiences 

(2002). Analysis of hybridity should make space for a variety of cultural hybrid expressions to 

coexist.  

 

In this chapter a Discursive Intercultural critical framework was used to anaylse the ways in 

which culture were represented in the work, and the ways in which the contribution of culture 

was limited in the work. While the project is syncretic, and occurs almost entirely within a 

western paradigm, cultural dissonances were highlighted throughout the rehearsal process. The 

analysis of cultural influences on the compositions, the problems they created for the 

performers, and the solutions that were devised revealed aspects of interaction and 

interpretation that seemed to be foregrounded in the hybrid context. Additionally it revealed the 

different ways in which Carnatic and jazz cultures conceptualise complex rhythmic structures. I 

revealed a range of strategies that the musicians applied to learning the music, including 

western and additive approaches to learning the rhythms. Of interest were the approaches to 

developing familiarity with extended conceptions of rhythm, including verbalisation, and 
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unconventional (for jazz) approaches to rehearsing with a metronome on beat one to internalise 

higher subdivisions of the pulse. Rich and Famous, highlighted these processes by creating a 

playing context in which new strategies had to be developed to enable the musicians to 

comfortably improvise within the works.  

 

Empathetic attunement emerged as an important factor in the comfort of the group, assimilation 

of musical materials and the generation of swing. Primarily it was the length of time that 

musicians had been performing together that determined the extent of their empathetic 

attunement.  

 

The composition phase included consideration of the cultural background of the performers and 

their ability to interpret complex materials. There were advantages to re-notating compositions 

for ease of reading and rehearsal, but in the case of the composition Rich and Famous, this had 

to be reconsidered when the performance failed to swing. 

 

The analysis of Rich and Famous also contributed insights about hybridity. Despite the 

problematic history for composers appropriating the works of other cultures, it would be 

inappropriate not to acknowledge the continuing importance of syncretic work within the 

discourses of hybridity, or to claim that musicians should not reflect their influences. Basic 

values of equity still apply of course, and any instance of hybridity should be critically examined 

for context, attribution and appropriation. 
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Chapter 7 

Case study 2: Cows at the Beach 

7.1 Compositions, Collaborative frameworks  

 

The name ‘Cows at the Beach’ comes from a photo that I snapped in 2006 in the coastal village 

of Mahabalipuram, south of Chennai. The image seemed to capture perfectly my wonder at an 

everyday experience that was so different to my own, and came to represent the paradigm shift 

that I would eventually make in the way I thought about musicking. The series of four concerts 

was built around a core ensemble of guitar and percussion that remained the same for each 

concert with the addition of local guests from various musical backgrounds. The concerts took 

place in 2011 at the Judith Wright Centre of Contemporary Arts in Brisbane, Australia. While the 

series was proposed to be an “Indian jazz” series, the scarcity of local Carnatic musicians 

meant that the guests necessarily came from a variety of backgrounds: Carnatic, Hindustani 

(North Indian), jazz, and western art music backgrounds were featured. However, the Carnatic 

and jazz inspiration for the concert provided a useful reference point, and at the composition 

level these influences were dominant. A set of eight compositions, designed to be equally 

accessible to musicians of Carnatic and jazz backgrounds, was presented for the guest artists 

to choose from. In the case of the Concert 2, guests also suggested their own compositions.  

 

There are moments in Cows at the Beach that are significant in the long-term research project 

described by my artistic practice over the last decade. While reviewing the videos of the 

performances for this analysis, I became aware that the aims of the project had been successful 

on several levels: Musicians from different backgrounds can be seen to be intensely listening, 

appreciating, and challenging each other in a musical discourse that requires them to be 

masters of their own traditions but be flexible enough to resist the conventions that those 

traditions would normally follow.  

 

DVD-Rom Track 5. Raga Hemant (excerpt). Performed by Huib Schippers (sitar), Dheeraj 

Shesthra (tabla), Tunji Beier (mridangam) and Toby Wren (electric guitar).  

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track5-hemantexcerpt.mov   

 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track5-hemantexcerpt.mov
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There is a palpable sense that the musicians are not only improvising the notes and gestures, 

but that the musical structure is being negotiated on the stage. Cows at the Beach can therefore 

be seen to be a bridge between my earlier, more experimental Carnatic-jazz concerts, and the 

more complex and complete interactions that occurred in the Ultimate Cows concert (in this 

dissertation presented as the Coda).  

 

The collaborative framework was established as part of an investigation into models of 

collaboration across musical cultures and was built around a set of compositions that borrowed 

elements from Carnatic and jazz practice. The compositions and process attempted to create a 

space that didn't privilege any particular musical culture: the musicians were expected to 

consciously develop new methods for engaging with this hybrid material, which fore-grounded 

the interpretive mechanisms of the collaborators. The same eight compositions were given to all 

guests, which allows me to compare the variety of approaches to the materials. This becomes 

the basis of a discussion about the way musicians think about interpretation and 

improvisation. In this chapter, I employ a Discursive Intercultural framework to examine some of 

the different ways that the intercultural space was explored across the various performances in 

the series. 

 

The full set of compositions is reproduced in Appendix B, and shows the minimal amount of 

performance information that they contain: for most works a melody alone is presented within a 

meter/thalam. The performer is for the most part left to deduce the melodic/harmonic materials, 

model for development and improvisation, and interactive potential for each score. Each 

performance had few rehearsals, the emphasis being on creative negotiation on the stage 

rather than presenting a polished and complete work. At the time of developing the project and 

composing, there were a number of important influences: The intercultural or fusion work of 

Kaaraikkudi Mani, Rudresh Mahanthappa, Shakti, Remember Shakti, and Prasanna; and the 

recorded literature of Carnatic music, particularly T. N. Seshagopalan, Aruna Sairam, U. 

Srinivas, Lalgudi G. J. R. Krishnan, K. V. Narayanaswamy, Sowmya. To a greater or lesser 

extent there is audible reference to all of these in the compositions or their realisation, but the 

works are also a continuation and refinement of Carnatic-jazz compositions that I have written 

since my first field trip in 2005-6. 

 

The Cows at the Beach performances were captured on video and audio (with the exception of 

video for third concert due to an equipment malfunction), and these recordings later became a 

reference point for interviews with performers. Interviews focused on interpretation and 
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improvisation, and the individual and cultural differences involved in each. An awareness of 

these differences had been the basis of the design of the performance process but the 

interviews revealed many new and fascinating aspects to the question of how musicians 

understand what they do in performance that will be unpacked in this chapter and in future work. 

 

The core ensemble was the duo I formed with percussionist, Tunji Beier. Tunji's initial studies 

were in the Yoruba percussion tradition of Nigeria, and has also included studies in Macedonian 

and Western art musics, but his most extensive training is in Carnatic music: he lived in 

Bangalore and studied Carnatic percussion for three years with T.A.S. Mani in guru-shishya 

pampara (1986-1989). My own background is given more fully in Chapter 6.1. Tunji’s and my 

musical relationship is difficult to define and built on an uneasy foundation - for our common 

ground is Carnatic music, a genre in which neither of us would declare expertise as performers. 

My own interest and study is comparatively recent and has not proceeded in a traditional 

manner; Tunji's training was comprehensive but occurred before he established the 

performative identity with which he is now associated, and is but one part of his more global 

conception of rhythm and music. The approach for us in Cows at the Beach was to develop a 

high level of familiarity with the musical materials to enable us to respond to the different 

approaches that our collaborators brought to their rendering. The guests for each concert are 

listed below in Figure 21. 

 

Concert 1   

John Rodgers  Violin Western Art Music 

Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan Mridangam Carnatic 

Andrew Shaw Double Bass Jazz, Flamenco 

Concert 2   

Huib Schippers Sitar Hindustanti Music 

Dheeraj Shrestha Tabla Hindustani Music 

Concert 3   

Shenton Gregory Violin Western Art Music, Jazz 

Dheeraj Shrestha Tabla Hindustani Music 

Concert 4   

Vanessa Tomlinson Percussion Western Art Music  

Erik Griswold Prepared piano Western Art Music, Jazz 

 

Figure 21. Guest performers for Cows at the Beach, concert series, 2011. 
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The series was initially proposed to include international collaborators, but was reimagined after 

funding was unsuccessful to go ahead with appropriate local musicians. This is relevant 

because the proposed lineup would have presented only Carnatic and jazz musicians, whereas 

the reimagined lineup necessarily featured an expanded cultural palette. This is also an 

indication that the kind of virtuosity required of the musicians is extremely specialised, in that 

there were not enough Carnatic musicians performing at a high level in Brisbane to create a true 

balance in the programming. The first concert was a reunion of the ensemble from the Carnatic 

Jazz Experiment CD recording (2009): John Rodgers (violin), Andrew Shaw (double bass), 

Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan (mridangam), Tunji Beier (percussion), Toby Wren (guitar). The 

second concert had a North Indian theme, as we were joined by Huib Schippers (sitar) and 

Dheeraj Shesthra (tabla). In the third concert, Shenton Gregory (violin) and Dheeraj Shesthra 

(tabla) created a vibe that was decidedly reminiscent of Shakti; and the final concert featured 

the Clocked Out Duo (Vanessa Tomlinson, percussion, and Erik Griswold, prepared piano).  

 

7.2 Cowboys and Indians 

 

In the composition Tisra Jati Triputa Thalam (later renamed 'Cowboys and Indians' by Erik 

Griswold), there are three themes. The first, a bass part, reminiscent of an American country 

music archetype is curiously truncated: 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22. Cowboys and Indians in western notation, main theme. 
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                 __ 

Sa , Pa Dha  Pa Sa Sa , Pa Dha , Pa ,  

Figure 23. Cowboys and Indians in swara notation, main ‘cowboy’ theme. Lines above swaras indicate 

the note is to be sung in the upper octave. 

 

The melodic theme that follows is in double time and creates an intentional historical reference 

to Joy, the first track on the first recording of Shakti with John McLaughlin (1976), the earliest 

model for an intercultural project based on Discursive Intercultural aesthetics. The reference is 

at the level of inspiration, but is also implicated at the technical level. In much the same way that 

Joy does, Cowboys and Indians breaks the flow of constant semiquavers by introducing a held 

note of crotchet (four matra) duration occurring on the off-beat, which introduces a subtle 

interference with perception of metre. From this similar starting point the materials develop in 

different ways. In Cowboys and Indians, this ‘crotchet’ duration on the pitch ‘D’ is brought 

forward by one semiquaver in the subsequent variation.  

 

 

 

Figure 24. Melodic theme for Cowboys and Indians (first system), and its development (second system), 

western notation. 

 

__      __   __  __  __   __           __           __           __           __                  __   __ 

Sa , Sa re ga sa re dha re dha sa , , ,  re dha sa pa dha re sa dha pa ga re ga pa dha  

 

__    __   __  __  __   __           __           __           __           __                  __   __ 

Ga Sa re ga sa re dha re dha sa , , ,  re dha sa pa dha re sa dha pa ga re ga pa dha 

 

Figure 25. Melodic theme (first line) for Cowboys and Indians, and its development (second line), swara 

notation. 
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The third theme is a yati (rhythmic reduction). This process is common in Carnatic music, but 

the alternation of phrases with rests of the same duration is not. It is possible that this reduction 

of both the phrase and the gaps would be considered unaesthetic in Carnatic music (see 

Nelson, 1991), although the figure later drew approving comments from Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani 

in 2011.  

 

 

 

Figure 26. Cowputcha yati with reducing gaps, western notation. 

   __  __  __     

Sa Re Ga Pa Dha Sa Re Ga  (7)  

__   __ 

Sa Re Ga Pa Dha Sa Re (6)  

Sa Re Ga Pa Dha Sa (5)  

Sa Re Ga Pa Dha (4)  

Sa Re Ga Pa (3)  

Sa Re Ga (2)  

Sa Re ,  

Re  

Re  

 

Figure 27. Cowputcha yati with reducing gaps, swara notation. 

 

The piece was performed three times in Cows at the Beach providing an opportunity to contrast 

several renditions. In the first concert, Tunji and I were joined by John Rodgers, Andrew Shaw 

and Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan; in the second by Dheeraj Shesthra and Shenton Gregory; and in 

the fourth by Vanessa Tomlinson and Erik Griswold. In the case of the first concert, the 

ensemble had played together previously at the Brisbane Powerhouse, 2009 (the recording of 
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which is on the Carnatic Jazz Experiment CD, Wren, 2011a). In the following sections I will 

discuss the performances in the first and fourth concerts.  

 

7.3 Cowboys & Indians: John Rodgers, Eshwarshanker 

Jeyarajan, Andrew Shaw 

 

DVD-ROM TRACK 6. Cowboys and Indians (Wren). Performed by Toby Wren, John Rodgers, 

Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, Tunji Beier, and Andrew Shaw. 

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track6-cowboysandindians1.m4v  

 

I felt a certain amount of trepidation about this, the first concert of the series. We had no idea 

what size audience, if any, the concert would bring in. We had played together before, which 

was somewhat reassuring, and in similar venues: arts centres with concert style seating. In this 

case the venue had also provided large cushions so that patrons could sit on the floor. As they 

explained to us, this was something they often put in front of the stage for Indian concerts, 

because at those concerts westerners liked to sit on the floor. Carnatic musicians always sit on 

the floor of the stage, and shoe-less, it is a display of their devotion entirely appropriate given 

the devotional subject matter of the songs they are performing. An Indian audience would not 

usually consider sitting on the floor unless they were also going to participate in the singing, i.e., 

the music was being performed in temple for the express purpose of worship through song. 

Nevertheless, the cushions were placed on the floor at the front of the audience, and audience 

members enthusiastically placed themselves in discomfort, sitting on the floor for two hours for 

an ‘authentic’ experience. 

 

Before the concert each musician seemed to be rehearsing ideas of what they would play, and 

mentally going over some of the more complicated parts of the compositions. I was particularly 

preoccupied. In addition to preparing mentally to play the best that I could, to react and provoke 

in ways that were sympathetic to the aims that I had for the concert, I also had to record the 

event (on video, and audio), distribute programs, and liaise with venue staff. I had also prepared 

a video to project onto a screen at the side of the room, a tani avarttanam of my teacher, the 

late Palghat Raghu (1928-2009) on mridangam. This was an important attribution for me to 

make, Raghu Sir is an important figure in Carnatic percussion. Projecting his image and sounds 

onto a screen (which was also visible to passing pedestrians and motorists on Brunswick St) 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track6-cowboysandindians1.m4v
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was both advocacy and a way of introducing my guru, and by inference the pedigree of my 

tuition in Carnatic rhythm.  

 

Interesting was the fact that the concert series had been billed as “Indian jazz,” a marketing 

choice by the presenting organization, but one that nevertheless created an expectation that 

each culture would be represented. I was well aware that there was only one “real” Indian on the 

stage, mridangist, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan. Although I am uncomfortable about this on several 

levels, the ethnic background of the performers is nevertheless an aspect that plays into the 

audience’s perception of the authenticity of the experience. See for example Solis’ (2004) 

observations of teaching world music to American university students, or Schippers’ (2006) 

discussion of authenticity and context. I therefore gave detailed program notes, describing the 

levels of engagement that musicians in the group had had with Carnatic forms: Tunji’s three 

years of guru-shishya pampara, my own training with various Carnatic musicians. There is a 

sense in which this could be seen as apologist, but in this case there was a greater need to 

educate the audience to the origins of the music and prepare them for a different listening 

experience.  

 

I had built a rapport with Eshwarshanker through several other concerts and as his student 

learning the principles of Carnatic rhythm. The dynamic was therefore more or less equal 

between us: I was the band leader, but he had been the teacher. In lessons at his home he had 

introduced me to the basics of solkattu (rhythmic vocalisation), in particular working with me to 

achieve the correct pronunciation of the strokes, which was important to him. I had been a good 

student, practicing until my tongue felt that it was swelling up with the recitation of all of those 

syllables so different to the ones it was used to forming. At the time I enthusiastically learnt 

everything that I was shown, and later when I went to Chennai in 2006, I was grateful for the 

focus on pronunciation when I went to study with Palghat Raghu and Kaaraikkudi Mani. I was 

also pleased when, after a Brisbane concert in 2008, Esh proudly informed me that one of the 

expatriate rasikas in the audience had complemented my pronunciation.  

 

Esh would later tell me that he was less comfortable in this concert than he would ordinarily 

have been when performing. In this context he felt less able to rely on the stock phrases, or 

Carnatic archetypes, that he would use in a Carnatic concert. In an interview he referred to 

these archetypes as ‘default programs’, patterns prepared with variation for any combination of 

thalam and nadai (metre and subdivision). This less traditional context is something he enjoys 

but finds challenging: “that’s sort of when things get fun for me: is when we start just playing off 
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each other” (personal communication December 5, 2012). On this date, Esh’s playing is the 

freest I have known it. He eschews the tendency to provide what is called by Carnatic musicians 

a ‘rolling’ accompaniment to a song, instead constantly varying his patterns, and frequently 

dropping out to allow space for other musicians to take the lead. Esh’s decision to play in a 

more reactive, less prescriptive manner should not be misinterpreted as uncertainty, as his 

performance has always been extremely assured, rather an attempt to move beyond Carnatic 

cultural norms and embrace what he perceives to be a ‘jazz’ aesthetic, something that he had 

raised after listening back to recordings of his previous performances with the group. This does 

not necessarily equate to an abandonment of Carnatic practice in itself, or attempt to be more 

western, as many senior Carnatic percussionists have performed in highly reactive ways 

employing silence to great effect (for example the accompaniment styles of Palghat Raghu and 

Umayalpuram K. Sivaraman). But the decision to play more flexibly and reactively is based on a 

wish to avoid uncritically employing a rolling accompaniment style that in other contexts would 

be natural and safe to use. This approach would not be possible if the other musicians weren’t 

also familiar with Carnatic percussion. The safer option would have been to accompany in a 

more consistent, ‘groove’ based way, as playing in a more gestural way requires a faith that 

those gestures will be interpreted correctly by the other musicians.  

 

In this concert, Cowboys and Indians begins with a guitar alapana. There is liberal use of 

Carnatic gamakas as well as jazz harmony, references to the blues, and references to the 

standard models for alapana development. In fact, there are moments when these techniques 

are heard concurrently, as when a heavily ornamented phrase is used in counterpoint with 

harmony. It begins with phrases around the 3rd, 5th and upper tonic scale degrees, delaying the 

entry of the flattened second for dramatic effect. While Carnatic musicians might choose to 

focus on elaborating themes on a portion of the scale before introducing new notes, the decision 

to use the entry of the flattened 2nd to surprise effect is calculated on the western audience’s 

association with Major and minor tonality, both of which have a natural 2nd degree.  By Carnatic 

standards, the alapana is short at 2:40, nevertheless a lengthy time for a jazz musician to 

improvise on a single mode without any accompaniment.  

 

The repose of the alapana, is juxtaposed with an up-tempo rendition of the final yati (figure 26 & 

27) of the composition played as a cue for the other musicians to begin. It appears that I had not 

informed the musicians that I would begin with that figure, relying instead on their knowledge of 

the work to join in. The musicians therefore join when they have identified the figure and found 
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an appropriate place to join in, some more quickly than others. Following the tutti statement of 

the yati, the groove appears on double bass and percussion.   

 

John Rodgers takes the first solo. Although John has high awareness of the stylistic traits of 

Carnatic music, he also has no pretenses to be a Carnatic musician, and rarely copies Carnatic 

melodic characteristics. It is notable in this solo that he occasionally incorporate gamaka-like 

effects, such as glissandi between the 1st and flat 2nd degrees, and later between the flat second 

and the 6th. Through ornamentation he also extends the pitches of the ragam, by approaching 

the fifth degree from the semitone below (incorporating the #4), although predominantly he 

restricts himself to the pitch content of the ragam.  

 

In the following guitar solo, there are some points of rhythmic interest. The first is a brief 

diversion to tisra nadai (triplet subdivision) ending with a mora (3 x 7) repeated three times. It is 

a simple device: any phrase length repeated three times in a triplet subdivision will take up that 

number of beats (a phrase, seven pulses long, repeated three times, occupies seven beats). 

The percussionists join in with the phrase almost immediately, recognising the mathematics. 

Playing any phrase three times in tisra nadai is a trick that Tunji and Esh were both inevitably 

taught when they were Carnatic beginners, so it is safe to assume that they will be able to 

identify and join with me on the figure. 

 

After a short duration this is followed by a korvai that is interesting for what it reveals. The first 

iteration of the korvai is precisely rendered, coinciding precisely with the bass ostinato. 

However, the subsequent two repetitions are less assured. What does improve, on the second 

and third repeat, is the accompaniment by the percussionists. Eshwarshanker and Tunji have 

deciphered the phrase content by the second repetition and join with me. My performance of the 

korvai is suffering at this point however, perhaps by listening too closely to its position relative to 

the bass line, or perhaps due to the difficulty of picking a seven note phrase using alternate (up 

and down) picking. A fourth repetition of the korvai finds everyone playing in rhythmic unison 

however, this last time joined by John Rodgers as well. At the time of writing, I have no 

recollection of pre-preparing this particular korvai, which makes me think that my own threshold 

for recalling such phenomenological experiences of performance could be limited to 

approximately two years. I do recall working closely with John in his flat in West End, developing 

rhythmic variations on this composition, so it is likely that it was pre-prepared at some stage. 

The korvai is:  
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9 9 9 (2 2 2) 8 8 8 (2 2 2) 7 7 7  

Thath , dhin , Thadinginathom Thath , dhin , Thadinginathom Thath , dhin , Thadinginathom 

Dhom , dhom , dhom ,  

Thath dhin , Thadinginathom Thath dhin , Thadinginathom Thath dhin , Thadinginathom  

Dhom , dhom , dhom ,  

Thath dhin Thadinginathom Thath dhin Thadinginathom Thath dhin Thadinginathom 

 

Figure 28. The korvai ending the first guitar improvisation.  

A short percussion break introduces the melodic theme of the composition almost nine minutes 

into the performance. A moment of indecision seems to follow the statement of the melody, but 

if I am thinking consciously about what to do next, it appears that the music itself dictates the 

circumstances of what follows. Inspired by the country inflections of the bass line, I begin to play 

double stop bends. John is quick to respond with high trills and long glissandi into melody notes. 

Thereafter a kind of musical game between John and I develops around harmonic resolution 

both inside and outside of the notes in the ragam. While this dual improvisation is not 

necessarily ‘country’, there is a shared vocabulary based on our individual and overlapping 

knowledge of country music, western art music and more broadly of functional harmony. 

 

At 10:40, all of the sections of the piece have been completed, but I seem unwilling to let our 

rendition end. My decision to prolong the piece is a conscious challenge to the expected models 

for development, intended to encourage the performers to similarly explore different ways of 

accompanying, of thinking about the form, of starting and ending improvisations. John and I play 

a fragmented and distributed version of the groove figure at low volume, a final moment of 

repose, which then leads into a final articulation of the yati figure played by all.  
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7.4 Cowboys & Indians: Vanessa Tomlinson, Erik Griswold 

 

DVD-ROM TRACK 7. Cowboys and Indians (Wren). Performed by Vanessa Tomlinson, Erik 

Griswold, Toby Wren and Tunji Beier [Audio only]. 

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track7-cowboysandindians4.m4a  

 

In the fourth concert we find a very different approach to Cowboys and Indians. The composition 

is introduced by a free exploration of the pitch material by Erik Griswold on piano, before he 

brings in the first theme. The theme begins at a much faster tempo than in previous versions. 

Combined with jaunty junkyard style percussion and distorted guitar tone, the overall effect is 

quite distinctly different. This is emphasised by the absence of a drone (tambura). After a period 

of improvisation by guitar and piano together, there is a section in which the percussionists 

improvise over the ‘groove’ (Figure 22).  

 

The double speed melody (Figure 24), when it finally appears, is presented in a rather unusual 

way, played alone by the guitar at low volume it takes on the character of a background 

ostinato, rather than a foreground melody. This leads directly into a funky development in which 

the guitar and piano improvise further. As noted earlier, improvising at the same time would not 

generally occur in a Carnatic or jazz context but is more common in western art music 

improvisation, which could be seen as a common reference point for the musicians in this 

concert. Equally foreign to Carnatic music is the abrupt accelerando that occurs towards the end 

of this section and the solo piano interlude that follows it. In this concert more than any other, 

the tempo choices were made by the collaborators, Vanessa Tomlinson and Erik Griswold, who 

tended overall to favour faster tempos. This of course provided technical challenges because 

things that were already composed to be fast were now faster. But it also made for a refreshing 

change because improvisational ideas tend to be specific to the tempo used. In new tempos, 

the compositions took on different meanings and provided fresh inspiration for improvisational 

ideas.  

 

Overall the form of Cowboys and Indians in this performance is developed as a series of 

interludes linked by recapitulations of the main theme, in other words a rondo form. This 

realisation of the form of the composition emerged naturally during performance rather than by 

prior arrangement. As the improvisations tend to be quite diverse in approach, most tending 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track7-cowboysandindians4.m4a
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toward free improvisation, the recapitulation has a centering function, restoring the tonality and 

metre of the piece and resetting the ensemble for further extemporising.  

 

The dynamic of this concert is in some ways reminiscent of Rich and Famous, in which an 

intercultural work is interpreted within a western schema. In this concert, however, there is 

potentially more intent to embrace an ‘Indian aesthetic’, because there was an explicit aim to 

combine musical systems and for performers to understand the developmental paradigms of 

each culture. An Indian aesthetic is further encouraged by the presence of South Indian 

percussion instruments and archetypal accompaniment figures provided by Tunji Beier, and my 

own preference for developing materials based on a synthesis of jazz and Carnatic styles. 

When I played Carnatic rhythmic devices in Rich and Famous, they were employed across 

western grooves, and were only doubled on other instruments when specified in the written 

composition itself. In this context however, due to his enculturation in Carnatic practice, Tunji is 

able to double any korvais or moras that I perform, a unique ability of a musician trained in 

South Indian classical music. Moras and korvais doubled on guitar and mridangam used in 

conjunction with elements such as rondo form and orchestral percussion timbres create a 

unique performance context.  

 

Vanessa particularly remarked on the difficulty of developing approaches to the compositions, 

but despite this, both she and Erik effectively demonstrate that their approaches contribute 

significantly to changing the character of the work. The development of new paradigms for the 

relationship between improvisation and composition through the use of the rondo form, 

demonstrates the flexibility of the approach and its discursive nature. Despite the fact that it is 

arguably no longer a Carnatic-jazz concert, it is an intercultural hybrid.  

 

7.5 Kannakku 

 

Kannakku provides an opportunity to examine some of the specific ways that the intercultural 

dimension was explored in performance. The song was performed in all four concerts, but here I 

will focus on the first and second concerts. The variety of approaches is examined here, as a 

way of unpacking the cognitive cultural archetypes that the performers bring to its interpretation. 

It is imperative that the music is listened to alongside the analysis, as the descriptions alone are 

far too abstract to provide the necessary depth of understanding and there are aspects of 

performance that cannot be captured by textual description.  
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DVD-Rom Track 8. Kannakku (Wren). Cows at the Beach, 1.  

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track8-kannakku1.mp4  

 

Kannakku appeared on The Carnatic Jazz Experiment CD (Wren, 2011) in an extended form. 

The title is a Tamil word for ‘calculation’ and the original composition climaxed with a lengthy 

and complex rhythmic composition in three nadai (subdivisions)14. The full version is given in 

Appendix E of my master’s dissertation (Wren, 2009). The version for Cows at the Beach was a 

truncated form that retains only three motives: the original melodic figure, a slower more poetic 

second section, and an “optional” final korvai (see Appendix B for the score that was given to 

Cows performers). Additional information is given on the score regarding the mode, which 

resembles a ‘harmonic major’ scale omitting the 4th degree (1 2 3 5 ♭6 7 // Sa Re2 Ga1 Pa Dha3 

Ni1). The mode changes for the second theme, to a subset of the original, omitting the flattened 

6th and leaving the ragam Hamsadwani, a pentatonic ragam (1 2 3 5 7 // Sa Re2 Ga1 Pa Ni1). 

This presents an unusual situation for the Indian performer, as there is a question of how the 

two ragams are supposed to coexist within the same composition, especially given the scarcity 

of information about the form. While there exists a wealth of preexisting materials on 

Hamsadwani, it bears no relationship to the initial unspecified ragam, which would appear to be 

the source of the main material. Indeed the two sections appear to have quite a different 

character. 

 

There are challenges also for western players, one of the most obvious being the omission of a 

scale degree. The ability to use passing tones and scale formations in improvisation is 

something that is easy to take for granted, but once limitations are placed on that ability, many 

of the motor programs which may have been employed in passing (i.e. a scale run up to a 

melody note) require attentional resources to alter. A big part of the musical resources of the 

jazz performer is the targeting of guide tones (important harmonic notes), which may be 

achieved via scale movement, but also by inserting chromatics. Where a downward run to the 

tonic might, for example, occur on the last beat of a bar, requiring it to begin on the 5th scale 

degree, it now has to be consciously adjusted ahead of time so that it can be begun on the 6th 

degree, or begin one pulse later, in order to allow for the omission of the 4th degree and still land 

                                                

14
 The original korvai is played twice in tisram (triplets) and once in chatusram (semiquavers): 2 777 666 

555 444 333 2 6666 5555 4444 3333 2222 2 55555 44444 33333 22222 11111 [5] 5 5 (6) 5 5 5 (6) 5 5 5  
The figure in square brackets demonstrates that there is an elision between the end of the first stage 
reduction (ending 11111) and the start of the second part (3x5s). The total number of pulses is 288.  

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track8-kannakku1.mp4
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on the desired tone on beat one. While this sort of modification of memorised materials is 

unlikely to strain a professional performer, it could nevertheless constrain improvisation in 

undesirable ways, by limiting the cognitive resources available for processing other larger scale 

concerns, such as form. 

 

The first Cows concert featured the ensemble that had previously played the original extended 

version (John Rodgers, Andrew Shaw, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, Tunji Beier and myself), and 

it should be noted, melodic players all from a western background. The recording demonstrates 

that the ensemble was relatively comfortable with the materials enabling risks to be taken, and 

for diversions to occur with greater confidence. The form of the song as it happened is given 

below with approximate timings.  

 

0:00 Bass alapana (unmeasured melodic introduction) 

3:31 ‘A’ section 

4:28 Guitar and Violin spacious interaction 

4:50 Violin solo  

7:00 Guitar solo 

8:35 ‘B’ section 

9:40  False ending… Mohana varnam excerpt. Guitar second solo. 

10:45 Giant steps quote 

11:23 ‘B’ section 

11:54 Violin second solo 

13:15 Final korvai 

 

Figure 29. The form of Kannakku in Cows #1 

The double bass alapana by reminds me of Andrew Shaw’s earlier work with the Trevor Hart 

Quartet, a free jazz ensemble that we were both involved in during the 1990s, in which he 

frequently took extended non-metric improvisations, often modal in character. Here, the alapana 

freely relates to the given mode (1, 2, 3, 5, ♭6, 7), occasionally incorporating chromatic 

alterations and double stops, both techniques from jazz. There is also one obvious reference to 

flamenco, a genre that Andrew has been associated with regularly for several years. It appears, 

to my ears at least, that a particular way of ornamenting the flattened sixth degree, which may 

have begun as an attempt to incorporate Indian-style ornamentation, reminds him as it is being 

executed, of similar figures that occur in flamenco, which inspires him to play double stops 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

168 

outlining a characteristic I – ♭ II – ♭ III chord progression. Despite breaking with the ragam at this 

point, the reference seems entirely natural, partly because many of us share the association, 

and partly because the ragam already contains resonance of the progression through the use of 

the ♭6. That is, ♭6 to 5 in the upper tetrachord reminds us strongly of ♭2 to 1 in the lower. 

Andrew seems to be freely following his intuitive idea of what to play, demonstrating his facility 

with modal playing, and in crossing jazz and flamenco idioms.   

 

After the bass alapana, I play the ‘A’ section melody without preamble on guitar, with the violin 

joining in on the second repeat. We repeat this first section of melody several more times than is 

written on the score, which is entirely consistent with Carnatic practice, variations and repeats of 

melodic material being able to be developed by the melodic soloists at any point. Listening back 

to the work, I can well remember the reason for the extra repeats however: at this point the 

accompaniment of the percussionists is particularly sparse, and by repeating I am willing them 

to join in with a more committed sarvallaghu (groove). However, it soon becomes obvious that 

the percussionists intend primarily to double the rhythm of the melody for the duration of the A 

section. Following this the percussionists do settle briefly in to a groove, but it ends almost as 

soon as it has begun: Eshwarshanker makes a particularly un-Carnatic choice and fades out his 

sarvallaghu (groove) accompaniment [4:20]. In the context of the concert this is extremely 

effective, delaying the moment when the percussionists will be playing a full accompanimental 

figure. It provides an interesting scenario for the violin and guitar however, who have 

established a sparse texture over the sarvallaghu, which it feels wrong to interrupt. In the 

absence of rhythmic accompaniment they are left with a challenge of maintaining both the 

rhythm and the sparse texture. It is fascinating to me exactly how minimal the musical 

information is required to be to maintain the feeling of forward momentum.  

 

John Rodgers’ solution to the lack of rhythmic accompaniment is to play a simple and strongly 

metric quote from a composition, and he quotes the first two lines of Bad Moon Rising by 

Creedence Clearwater Revival to the general amusement of the audience. My reaction to his 

quotation is to accompany using chords that feature the flattened sixth. While this does not 

interfere with the melody, which remains in the lower tetrachord of the scale, it does emphasise 

the difference between the two harmonic sets. The moment of uncertainty created by the 

absence of percussion, and the relaxed way that it is handled establishes emphatically the 

willingness of the participants to take risks, coming as it does, so early in the concert. This 

attitude to experimentation is an intentional outcome of both the compositional and collaborative 

design.  
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John Rodgers’ violin solo follows and features frequent changes of nadai (subdivision) with a 

strong regular sense of beat. Figures tend to be fast repeated patterns, scales or arpeggios. 

There is interplay with the percussionists who play similar fast figurations that target each beat 

of the cycle. Occasionally tuplet figures are misinterpreted, i.e. at [6:54] John is playing a 

quintuplet arpeggio while the percussionists are accompanying in tisram (sextuplets). But, it is to 

no great detriment as the feeling of the beat is strongly kept, and the flurry of rhythmic activity 

builds to a satisfying climax. The climax of the violin solo leads directly and abruptly into the 

start of my guitar solo [7:00]. Whether John intended for me to interrupt his solo with my own is 

not clear, however it is an effective transition and it may be that, similar to Eshwarshanker’s 

unconventional decision to fade out his accompaniment, the decision to begin my solo at the 

climax of another solo is a statement of my intent to encourage risk taking and liberties with 

form.  

 

My solo begins by continuing the themes established in John’s solo: fast rhythmic figurations in 

arpeggios. This requires a different kind of energy on guitar however, and after a short time I 

lead into more conventional melodic improvisation, making my solo a mirror image of John’s in 

terms of its density. Melodically, my improvisation begins by exploring the lower registers of the 

initial ragam, moving on to explore various chromatic alterations, and then gravitating towards 

the ragam Hamsadwani, a chance to practice Carnatic gamakas in a familiar ragam perhaps, 

but also perhaps a compositional awareness of transitioning from a more chromatic modal 

language to a more consonant or modal language. The pitch materials in my solo are therefore 

a macrocosm of the pitch structures of the compositon, but also function as a transition between 

the ‘A’ and ‘B’ sections of the composition. Carnatic musicians also perform improvisations in 

which they move from one ragam into others, called ragamalika, but the character of each is 

clearly established before moving on to a contrasting ragam. The rapid transitions that I effect 

here, are more likely to be heard as jazzy chromaticism by a Carnatic rasika, rather than 

ragamalika, even though to western ears it could appear more like a transition between 

contrasting modes in the style of ragamalika.  

 

There is some uncertainty among the group at the end of my first solo. I finish with a common 

Carnatic korvai (3 3 3 3 3 5 , 5 , 5), which the percussionists enthusiastically join in on. As is 

common in Carnatic music, both percussionists quickly realise that a korvai is being played, 

remember its structure from the first iteration and join with me in playing it on the second and 

third iteration. I end on a low tonic and begin the B section directly. Not realising my intention 
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John begins a second turn of improvisation which he quickly aborts [8:38]. The manner in which 

he aborts quickly becomes a new source of material. Realising that he has not joined me, I 

improvise a fill and begin the melodic statement again, however we have also made a game of 

the mistake. First I play an echo of John’s error, by playing the upper tonic while John starts the 

first repeat, and on the next pass John plays the upper tonic while I play the motif that follows.  

 

At the close of the B section, it appears for all intents that the piece has finished. However, 

overtaken by an inspiration that I can no longer recall, and perhaps enjoying myself and wishing 

to extend the tune, I began a fast rendition of the Mohana Varnam [9:44] by Ramnad Srinivasa 

Iyengar (which also appears as the first track on Rich and Famous). A varnam is similar to an 

etude, and is a written composition designed to thoroughly explore all of the moods and 

conventions of a particular ragam. This one was taught to me by my teacher Rajyashree Josyer 

Srikanth in 2007. Eshwarshanker recognises the varnam immediately and begins to accompany 

in a flamboyant Carnatic accompaniment style. At this point his playing is very assured given a 

context that he recognises well and he provides an energetic sarvallaghu. It is unlikely that at 

this stage of my studies I had ever played the varnam at this quick tempo, a surprising choice 

which produces mixed results: some of the phrases are out of order or omitted altogether. It 

quickly morphs into a tisram (triplet subdivision) improvisation, and then, inspired by unknown 

forces, a quote of Giant Steps and a single chorus of solo on John Coltrane’s famous harmonic 

progression. This may have been an attempt to engage double bassist, Andrew Shaw, who 

seems on the video to recognise the quotation, but later claimed not to have. He declines to join 

in. For a Carnatic listener the effect of Giant Steps is likely to be quite disorienting, given its 

rapidly changing tonal centre 

 

A repeat of the B section of the composition leads into a second solo by John Rodgers. This 

second solo leads directly into the final written korvai. The ensemble work is extremely tight at 

this point. Even though the korvai is performed very rapidly, it is doubled on arco double bass 

which is technically very difficult, and in the final repeat, the descending groups of five are 

harmonised in thirds on the guitar15, an unplanned variation.  

 

                                                

15
 This particular section of the composition was originally composed to the structure: 4(2)4(2)4(2) 5 

3(2)3(2)3(2) 55 2(2)2(2)2(2) 555 1(2)1(2)1(2) 9 (8) 9 (9) 9. The ‘error’ in this original version is that the 
final section contains an inconsistent ‘gap’: 8 the first time and 9 the second time. While the musical result 
was quite effective in a western or jazz sense, the gradual sense of its ‘wrongness’ in terms of Carnatic 
aesthetics wore away at me, and in the rewrite the korvai is the much more correct (and easier to 
perform): 4(2)4(2)4(2) 5 3(2)3(2)3(2) 55 2(2)2(2)2(2) 555  8 (10) 8 (10) 8 
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7.6 Kannakku: Huib Schippers and Dheeraj Shesthra 

 

DVD-Rom Track 9. Kannakku (Wren). Cows at the Beach #2. 

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track9-kannakku2.m4v  

 

The second version of Kannakku is strikingly different, perhaps and most obviously for its 

sonority. The sound of the North Indian sitar is one of the more distinctive instrumental sounds, 

its sympathetic strings and intentionally buzz-producing flat bridge, creates a rich, wide, 

resonant and otherworldy sound. Coupled with its conventional rhythmic accompaniment 

instrument, the tabla, the double drums of Hindustani music, these instruments create a 

distinctive sound world that has become emblematic of India in the west.  

 

Huib Schippers grew up in the Netherlands, but received his musical upbringing in the North 

Indian music tradition, learning sitar in traditional Guru-Shishya-pampara. He came to the 

project with a dislike of fusion, based in part on an unfortunate experience with a jazz troupe in 

the Netherlands thirty years ago, and because of an awareness of the power imbalance 

apparent in so many east-west fusions. Huib’s observations on the collaborative frameworks 

were therefore based on a wealth of experience as a performer and as an academic 

specialising in the issues surrounding world music education.  

  

The motivation for Cows at the Beach was idealistic in its aim to ensure musicians equal terms 

on which to collaborate, and brought to light some of the inherent western bias of even the best-

intentioned east-west collaborations. I set out to write compositions that could be interpreted 

with equal ease by musicians from western and Indian classical backgrounds. I combined, to 

varying degrees depending on the composition, ideas about modality, harmony, rhythmic cycles 

and cadences, but the basis of the compositions were simple melodies that tended to fit into a 

mode or ragam. I imagined that Indian classical musicians would be able to identify the ragams 

that contained those notes and interpret the melodies as if they were written in that ragam. 

Then, they would be able to improvise on the ragam when it was their turn to solo. At the time 

this seemed an entirely reasonable assumption.  

 

The reason that this assumption was problematic is that it fails to allow for different conceptions 

of what might usefully constitute the pitch resources for a performance, and for different 

approaches to improvisation. By providing a Hindustani musician with pitches (swaras) only, I 

was actually providing him with the most basic building blocks of music and very little else. 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track9-kannakku2.m4v
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Hindustani musicians are accustomed to learning a ragam as a collection of characteristic 

phrases that in combination evoke certain specific feelings. Moreover those phrases are made 

up of multiple delicate and intricate approaches to elaborating the pitches through 

ornamentation. In my aim for a simple composition that would allow for diverse interpretations, I 

had actually been quite selective in what I had communicated to the participants. For classical 

North Indian musicians, that there was no corpus of performed improvisations from which to 

construct an interpretation. In a sense the pitch material I had provided made sense for a jazz 

musician, who could build complexity through ever more involved use of chromaticism and 

harmonic inference, but not for a Hindustani musician, whose interpretation might build 

complexity through detailed elaboration and depth of emotion based on association. 

 

While admitting that “they were very open frameworks,” Huib felt that the notion of a framework 

implied a "kind of a colonial attitude to think that you can just put your music into this framework, 

which happens to be a Western harmonic framework.” For Huib, the fact that a western 

musician instigated the project and composed the music was problematic. With the benefit of 

hindsight I agree that there were specific technical aspects that unintentionally privileged 

western perspectives, but this does not necessarily mean that the collaborative framework was 

based on a faulty premise. The frameworks were supposed to create a simple stimulus for 

creative exchange based on intensive listening, which it could be argued they were successful 

in doing. It also appears that the works may have been equally difficult for all of the 

collaborators to interpret, regardless of background. Vanessa Tomlinson, who has a 

background in Western art music, mentioned the difficulties she had in interpreting the 

compositions: "I was listening to the tunes [for Cows at the Beach] and thinking about different 

approaches you could do, and it’s hard. I found it [the compositions] quite restrictive." Others 

mentioned that with more time they could have developed a more interesting or engaged 

musical response (Shaw, Schippers, Gregory). Since 2011 I have performed the same 

compositions with Tunji in several concerts, and with collaborators from Carnatic backgrounds. 

My perspective is that the compositions have continued to provide a challenge due to the 

confluence of musical styles found within them. While there is not anything inherently wrong 

with the tunes (Tunji and I are quite comfortable with them now), other musicians have often 

been unsure how to approach them, unrelated as they inevitably are to their cultural 

backgrounds. In fact, some of the least problematic performances of the tunes were with 

Carnatic musicians in India in January 2013.  
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It is possible that focusing on the compositions masks the greater problem of reconciling such 

different musical styles. It is both familiarity with the compositions and with the musical systems 

of others that leads to greater comfort in performance. While it may be true that it is difficult to 

work with unfamiliar compositions or a composition style that one is not familiar with, there is 

also the problem that once in rehearsal or performance, a musician may have to acclimatise to 

unfamiliar timbres and cognitive musical archetypes. A simple accompaniment pattern 

performed on the mridangam that may be intended to unambiguously declare a relationship to 

the metric cycle, might convey a different metric relationship to a Western performer.  

 

An example of my own musical struggle to acquire the most simple of Carnatic musical 

archetypes serves to illustrate the point. The recording of Prologue from The Carnatic jazz 

experiment (Wren, 2011) begins with Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan performing the following pattern 

on the mridangam:  

 

        Tha tha ka dhin ta  ||: Tha dhin na dhin na ta dhin na dhom , , , Tha tha ka dhin ta :|| 16 

 

This accompaniment pattern is used commonly by Carnatic mridangists without conveying any 

ambiguity. However, in the performance, I vividly remember being misled by the heaviness of 

the “dhin” stroke into believing that it denoted beat 1 of the cycle. Even though I had given the 

count-in for in the tune, I was lost within moments. I heard: 

 

        Tha tha ka dhin ta  Tha  ||:  dhin na dhin na ta dhin na dhom , , , Tha tha ka dhin ta Tha :|| 

 

Fortunately, Tunji was also keeping thalam enabling me to resynchronise without revealing my 

folly. It is an instructive example of the way that musicians rely on shared knowledge structures. 

Esh’s intention was to establish the groove unproblematically; my misinterpretation was based 

on a lower level of familiarity with Carnatic accompanimental archetypes. A sarvallaghu (groove 

pattern) that Esh had probably known for many years and heard innumerable times was 

assumed to provide a simple and unambiguous introduction to the song, where in fact, 

knowledge of the strokes of the mridangam and the way in which they are characteristically 

grouped is extremely important to its correct apprehension. It is difficult for me to imagine now, 

after five more years of enculturation in Carnatic music, how I could have thought the beat was 

anywhere other than what Esh had intended.  

                                                

16
 Syllables are all equal duration, i.e. there are 16 pulses of even duration in the cycle. Western ‘repeat’ 

symbols, and bold font are used to indicate the start and end of the metric cycle (thalam).  
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The compositions borrowed structures from jazz and Carnatic and in doing so, logically also 

contained unfamiliar structures for both traditions. In this situation the automatic application of 

interpretive schema would not necessarily lead to a fulfilling realisation. By the same token, 

musical gestures intended to clarify a performer’s relationship to the metre or form could easily 

be misconstrued, as demonstrated above. In terms of cognitive processing, an intercultural 

setting may require a different level of attention to be devoted to ordinarily automated tasks. 

This could potentially reduce cognitive resources for more complex or larger scale tasks. In 

simple terms, it is hard to play with musicians from another culture without knowing a lot about 

the way they play, or, without ignoring certain aspects of the way they play.  

 

My impression is that in the context of this ‘northern invasion', Tunji and I tend to adopt a 

contrary position, representing the South Indian tradition. This is partly inevitable given our 

respective training: a particular way of playing a rhythmic cycle on the tabla reminds us in its 

difference of the way that Carnatic musicians would perform the same figure; a particular way of 

phrasing on the sitar reminds us in its difference of the way that a Carnatic musician would 

perform the same phrase. On my part it is also partly a conscious response. For example, in the 

performance of the raga/ragam Kalyani, a ragam that is performed with variation in the North 

and South of India, I took care to research and practice the way in which Carnatic musicians 

perform the gamakas (ornaments) of that ragam, so that I might adequately contrast Huib’s 

North Indian approach to the raga. 

 

Huib expressed an avowed dislike for fusion concerts at the outset, and was keen not to appear 

as an exotic timbre in an otherwise west-centric fusion project. To that end he also thought that 

it was important that he could contribute compositional materials from his own cultural 

background and so the concert featured two works in Hindustani ragas that provided their own 

set of challenges. While Huib was open to experimentation, and even took a solo against a 

chord progression in our rendition of Holed up at the Palmgrove, he was also avowedly less 

comfortable performing my compositions than his own, which is to be expected.  

 

Following is the form of Kannakku as realised in Cows at the Beach 2:  

 

0:00 Guitar alapana 

0:55 Sitar alap 

1:57 Guitar alapana    
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2:43 main melody ‘A’ section 

3:14 Sitar and guitar solo 

3:26 main melody, double time variation 

3:56 Sitar solo 

4:30 Guitar solo (tisram) 

5:20 Percussion solo 

7:48 Guitar short melody and korvai 

8:28 Sitar solo and tihai 

9:13 Guitar solo and cowputcha yati, melody and end 

 

Figure 30. Form of Kannakku in the Cows at the Beach #2 concert. 

 

The guitar alapana begins with non-tertial chord voicings played as ascending arpeggios. They 

are intended to roughly outline a V7(♭9) to VI Maj7 progression and here are employed to 

contrast with the linear (non-harmonic) conception of Indian classical music. The articulation is 

reminiscent of 1960s surf guitar, due to the neck vibrato being used. Subsequent development 

in the alapana occurs along harmonic lines, picking up on the resolution of ♭6 to 5 (the treble 

notes in the first arpeggio figure). Though displaced by octaves and elaborated with gamakas, 

this harmonic motive is still clearly apparent as an organizational feature of the alapana.  

 

The sitar alap begins with a paraphrase of the composed melody. Given the scarcity of 

information about the raga, Huib makes use of the composition for inspiration, before 

developing ideas based on the scale, including elaboration on the note Dha (the flattened sixth 

degree) which he ornaments with a very rapid legato turn: Ni Dha Pa Dha (    ) and then 

using meend (gliding between notes by bending the string): Pa Dha Sa Ni Sa Ni Dha (shown in 

western notation in Figure 31). The Dha (6th degree) is also approached by bending the string 

(meend) from Pa (5th degree) showing a variety of approaches to ornamenting the basic swaras.  

 

   

 

Figure 31. Examples of ornamentation employed in Huib’s alap around the note Dha (sixth degree). 

Straight lines indicate notes connected with meend (string bending).  

   

ˆ 7 

   

ˆ 6 

   

ˆ 5 

   

ˆ 6 
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After the alapana/alap, the melody is played on guitar [2:42] with Carnatic gamakas which are 

picked up with variation by Huib on sitar in the following statements. Following the short melodic 

statement, I cue Huib to take an improvisation, but my goal is for us to simultaneously 

improvise. This section is brief however, perhaps unclear on my aims, or not wishing to 

improvise simultaneously, Huib begins the melody again. It would be extremely unlikely that two 

melodic instrumentalists would improvise at the same time in Indian classical music. In fact it is 

fairly unusual in jazz, excepting some New Orleans traditional music, making it an odd choice 

here, but one no doubt designed to stretch assumptions of normative models for development. 

When this most recent statement of the melody is over I take the opportunity to play the fast 

melodic variation from the composition, which is doubled on mridangam by Tunji. In this context, 

played by me alone after a guitar/sitar unison statement of the melody proper, the composed 

variation appears improvised. The excitement created by the doubling of the tempo with 

mridangam and guitar in unison builds into the improvisations that follow. 

 

The solos proceed as alternations of guitar and sitar improvisations. During one of the guitar 

solos, I change to a tisram (triplet subdivision) [4:28]. At this point there is interplay between 

mridangam and guitar, as we explore various Carnatic models for transitioning to the new 

subdivision. I begin by playing triplets in groups of four (i.e. 3x4 triplet quavers across four 

beats), which is a common way to transition to triplets in Carnatic practice. The effect of this is 

that the surface speed has decreased by a third, as semiquavers in groups of four change to 

triplet quavers in groups of four. This is a common Carnatic idea and Tunji picks it up 

immediately, and performs the variation of three phrases of eight (3x8 triplet quavers across 

eight beats). Perhaps not trusting my ability to retain my place in the cycle if I join with that 

variation I counteract with more characteristically triplet-like figures (groups of three aligning with 

each beat). Seeming to want to compensate for choosing an easier path through the tisram, I 

decide instead on improvising using a more elaborate harmonic language, finishing my play in 

that subdivision with a chromatic jazz line that makes use of targeting and guide tones.  

 

On the exit from tisram, which occurs at the correct place in the cycle, I falter and perform a tihai 

that resolves one half beat late. Interestingly, I appear aware that I have lost my place in the 

metre/thalam and quickly decide to play another simpler tihai from North Indian practice to 

unambiguously declare to both Hindustani and Carnatic musicians where I believe beat one to 

be. Throughout the performance there are occasions where the beat is lost and reestablished. 

This is not unusual for jazz or Indian classical music, but in Hindustani music in particular, the 

method for reestablishing the relationship to beat is to play a refrain of the melody or a tihai, 
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which becomes the default way of resolving uncertainty during this performance. Tihais are also 

used in South Indian music, where they constitute a subset of the rhythmic cadences called 

Moras.  

 

The tani avarttanam (percussion solo) follows my solo [5:20]. It is interesting for the fact that 

both percussionists decide to play for the entire time. In Carnatic music the usual practice would 

be for percussionists to alternate turns at improvising. In Hindustani music on the other hand, 

the tabla player is almost always the sole rhythmic accompanist, and the default position is to 

outline the beat structure of the thalam (called the theka) rather than cease playing altogether, 

which is what Dheeraj does in this case. The solo therefore begins with a mridangam solo over 

a tabla theka, but this proceeds directly to what in Carnatic music would be called farans 

(coming together), a variety of fast strokes played together. It appears that Tunji has assumed 

that the whole solo is to be performed together based on Dheeraj’s decision not to stop for his 

turn. There are a variety of fast sarvallaghu patterns played during the farans and this 

culminates in a korvai. Korvais are particular to Carnatic music and would not normally be 

performed with Hindustani musicians without prior arrangement. It is remarkable that Dheeraj 

performs many of the accents of the korvai with Tunji even if the global structure of the 

composition does not fit within his schema of acceptable rhythmic variation. The korvai as 

played by Tunji: 

 

Thath , dhin , kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , ,  

Thath , dhin , kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , ,  

dhin , kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , ,  

dhin , kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , ,  

kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , , 

kita thaka dhin , dhath , dhom , , , 

Thadin , kitathom Dha , Thadin , kitathom Dha , Thadin , kitathom  || 

 

Numeric notation: 2 2 8 (4) 2 2 8 (4)  2 8 (4) 2 8 (4)  8 (4) 8 (4)  6 (2) 6 (2) 6 

 

Figure 32. The korvai played by Tunji Beier in Kannakku, Cows at the Beach 2, in solkattu and numerical 

notation. 

Following the korvai, the guitar briefly states the melody. This follows Carnatic practice for the 

final korvai to lead directly into the melody. However, my melodic statement is interrupted by the 

tabla which initiates a more usual tihai to finish the percussion solo. The interruption is not a 
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slight in the context of the concert, which encourages diversions and unconventional 

approaches to form. The decision by Dheeraj to initiate an ending based on a tihai is carefully 

calculated to provide an occasion for the percussionists to finish the tani avarttanam with an 

impressive display that they can reliably execute together. This kind of intellectual jousting is 

one of the exciting elements of this concert series from my perspective. It becomes possible 

because each of the musicians takes ownership of the musical whole and has an interest in 

presenting themselves in the best possible light; reacting to situations and developing the form 

of the work as a way of creating situations in which they can excel.  

 

Following the tani avarttanam, and perhaps wishing to contribute to the rhythmic excitement of 

the percussion solo (after all, most of my training in Carnatic music is in rhythm), I begin a korvai 

of my own: 
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3 3 3 3 3 5 , 5 , 5 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 33. The korvai that I play following the tani avarttanam (percussion solo) in numeric and western 

notation. 

This is a common korvai in Carnatic music, one that I learned from U. Srinivas in 2006. In fact, it 

is the same one I played, albeit at higher speed, in the version of Kannakku from concert 1. The 

intention here is similar to Dheeraj’s decision to finish with a tihai, it is intended to be easily 

understood by the percussionists with the hope that they will join me in playing it on the second 

or third repeat, which they do. Huib’s turn similarly finishes with a rhythmic motif, an off-beat 

pattern that is picked up by tabla. It is interesting to note that when accompanying an instrument 

that is more familiar to him, Dheeraj is far more ready to double any rhythmic ideas that arise, 

even ones that do not necessarily constitute a correct tihai. The reason to point this out is simply 

to acknowledge that musicians can take more risks, and be more comfortable to extend 

themselves in familiar contexts.  

 

In my next turn I play a difficult cowputcha yati first shown to me with variation by John Rodgers 

in 2000: 8 (4) 7 (4) 6 (4) 5 (4) 4 (4) 3 (4) 2 (4) 1). It is approximately doubled by Tunji on the 

mridangam and not at all by Dheeraj on the tabla who wisely maintains the theka for the 

duration. At the end of this turn it is clear that there are no further turns and I play a short 

rendition of the melody to finish. I finish on the upper tonic, first repeating it every second beat 

and then in a dotted crotchet pattern. It is a clear reference to U. Srinivas who commonly 

finishes in this way. The intention is to mimic the way that a vocalist will hold an upper tonic at 

the end of a composition, but the note needs to be repeated on a plucked string instrument, the 

most unobtrusive way to do this is to synchronise with the percussionists final rhythmic flurry 

(usually a mora/tihai). The intention, as for any rhythmic cadence, is for this idea to resolve to 

beat one, but clearly I have miscalculated. It resolves to the half beat of beat eight in the cycle 

(i.e. one half beat early), and I am saved by my attentive accompanists.  

 

Cows at the Beach demonstrates the way culture is articulated in performance through 

improvisation. Indeed, the compositional restraints are such that improvisation becomes the 

primary method in which intercultural discourse is carried out. The intercultural dissonances that 



Toby Wren. Improvising Culture.  

  

  

  

180 

occurred in performance demonstrate the extent to which our encultured models of expectation 

and aesthetic affect our choices in performance. Often it is by attempting musical gestures 

beyond our own experience that this is revealed. On the other hand, this indicates that there are 

indeed moments in which the performers are creating music that is beyond what they would 

create in a monocultural context. The ‘volatility aesthetic’ from which the case studies proceeds 

is productive in the sense of providing an opportunity in which the musicians necessarily had to 

guide the form of the performance, contributing musical ideas which affected the form of the 

work. And, placed an onus on responding to and supporting the musical ideas of the other.   
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions 

 

This dissertation has revealed some of the complexity around intercultural hybrid work. Hybridity 

ranges from syncretic works, in which a single cultural worker embodies different cultural 

influences, to collaborative projects in which cultural ‘ambassadors’ rearticulate their acquired 

cultural archetypes. It also ranges from commercial projects in which exotic Others are 

appropriated to meaningful dialogic exchanges. All cultures were revealed to be hybrid, and 

comprised of individuals with unique backgrounds and preferences. However, cultures do 

develop characteristic models of practice and should be given the space to assert those 

differences. The range of practices in music globally means that no description of hybridity can 

be adequate. Efforts at intercultural hybridity can be problematic if they privilege the 

contributions of one culture over another. But, even an equal collaboration can be interpreted in 

radically different ways by audients with different cultural perspectives.  

 

The dissertation began with three questions: How can we best hear, understand, and create in 

hybrid intercultural music contexts? What is the relationship between culture and musical 

improvisation? And, how do musicians interact through improvisations in intercultural work? 

 

The first question was address through examination of the issues around hybridity as historically 

practiced and theorised. After hearing the musical record, it might seem that a detailed 

discussion of power in hybridity is unnecessary, and that the colonial legacy is in some sense, 

history. During the course of the investigation however, I revealed that there are multiple ways 

in which power continues to be implicated in intercultural exchange, both at the level of the 

social and cultural, but also at the level of negotiating individual differences and the nuanced 

relationship between individuals and the cultures with which they are affiliated.  

 

The critical discussion on hybridity in Chapter 2 revealed the ways in which corporate and 

colonial interests have operated to exploit and undermine their Others. The simultaneous 

exoticisation and primitivising of Other cultures that typified the approaches of earlier composers 

has in some quarters continued. The observations made by ethnomusicologists and critical 

cultural theorists about power abuses in intercultural works (for example, Bendrups, 2010; 

Meintjes, 1990; Giroux, 1992; Gomez-Peña , 2001; Feld, 1988, 1996; Fitzgerald, Hayward, & 
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Brennan, 2012) are necessary and important, but they may also give the impression that 

intercultural work itself is problematic. The discussion of appropriation is, of course, important to 

continue for as long as it remains relevant, but hybridity is not always an act of dominance as 

the depth of ethnomusicology research may imply. Given the ubiquity of hybridity and 

intercultural encounters, there is a pressing need for critiques to reveal inequities, but also to 

celebrate examples of intercultural hybridity.  

 

In fact, frequently the intent behind many intercultural projects is idealistic, aiming to provide a 

bridge between cultures. The success, or lack thereof, of these projects in accomplishing this 

aim is however dependent on the understanding of difference between musical systems and 

broader cultural differences. The difficulty of doing so is that cultures may not be considered 

monolithic and there exists a range of ways in which individuals relate to culture.  

 

Epistemologies of cultural difference and comparison, are laden due to the legacy of 

comparative musicology, but Discursive Intercultural analysis gives a more nuanced 

understanding of interculture. The analysis of the case studies in this dissertation has shown 

that discursive intercultural work is based on understanding, acknowledging, and celebrating 

difference. While culture is constructed of individuals, and cultural affiliation is necessarily 

voluntary (Benhabib, 2002, p. 22), we can still observe that different cultural practices inform the 

ways that musicians relate to one another.  

 

The method that makes much intercultural exchange possible is improvisation. In improvisation 

we hear the archive of experiences of the performer, established through enculturation and 

preference-building within cultural forms. Improvisation was explored from the perspective of 

intercultural work, and I was particularly concerned with examining the ways in which 

enculturation affects improvisation. I began from a cognitive psychology perspective, and 

complexification of the model proposed by Jeff Pressing. I noted that there seemed to be a 

disjunct between the cognitive model, memory capacity, and ethnographies of practice and that 

the cognitive model alone brought us no closer to understanding the way in which musicians 

made choices in improvisations.  

 

Complex Adaptive Systems, and John Holland’s ‘bucket brigade’ algorithm were used to 

demonstrate a potential way for a system to adapt, learn and respond to stimuli. The 

implications for this were that a system, or improviser, was shown to develop preferences for 

particular responses, based on their enculturation, learning, and practice. In fact, by 
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acknowledging audience co-construction of meaning, the ways in which musical gestures are 

understood is through their operation within a field: how they re-articulate and distend prevailing 

expectations for development. The field in this conception, including other musicians and the 

audience, are instrumental to the ways in which meaning is implicated in the musical exchange. 

The relationship of this to intercultural music is that musicians and audiences will interpret 

musical gestures with relation to their encultured expectations, which rarely encompass more 

than one culture. In that sense musical interaction in the intercultural work can demonstrate an 

indexical relation to culture, creating a semiotic relation between culture, cultural agents and 

audience. The musical sign in intercultural music is indexical because there is an association 

between sign and object, between music as performed and cognitive musical archetypes. In that 

sense the musical gesture or sign points toward the culture from which it arises. 

 

The implications for intercultural hybrid music are that an audience will tend to notice those 

elements that are most unlike their own encultured expectations. Carnatic and jazz audiences 

will tend to view the same concert as being dominated by the ‘other’. Potentially this also means 

that a third space aesthetic, one in which new meanings and associations are developed over 

time, is necessary for the development of intercultural genres. It may also be the case that 

specific third spaces require different interpretive frameworks. For example, familiarity with 

Carnatic-jazz may require more than just familiarity with Carnatic and jazz.  

 

One of the main implications for the understanding of improvisation as developed in Chapter 3, 

is that it developed a basis for an analytical framework. I used the term Discursive 

Interculturality to describe a methodology in which musical interactions became the basis for an 

analysis of the interplay of cultures. DI reveals aspects of hybridity and power by examining the 

cultural affiliations of performers, their interactions and the ways in which they are implicated on 

the stage through improvisation. I established a need for DI through analysis of existing 

methods, and aestheticised the aims of DI as a means of moving beyond existing paradigms of 

interculturalism.  

 

In Chapters 6 and 7, Discursive Interculturality became a necessary tool for the analysis of two 

works – an intercultural collaboration, Cows at the Beach, and a work by a single composer, 

Rich and Famous. These analyses revealed features of the projects which may otherwise have 

gone unnoticed: the way in which collaborative frameworks preferenced a particular cultural 

perspective, the ways in which power dynamics played into the rehearsal and performance 

process, and the ways in which musicians interpret specific musical gestures in performance. 
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The overall effect of the Discursive Intercultural analysis was that it presents a positive value for 

intercultural engagement. The interactions of musicians based on their enculturation and the 

preferences they have built for musical development are fascinating and unpredictable. The DI 

analysis, in this case, revealed the ways in which those cultures were performed and interacted.  

 

Regarding Rich and Famous, the DI critique primarily revealed the ways in which the 

composition drew on diverse musical systems in its construction, and the problems that this 

created for the musicians. In particular, Carnatic rhythmic structures required extensive 

rehearsal by the western musicians and often, new strategies to be employed. The reason was 

not simply the difficulty of the materials, but the unfamiliar conception behind the materials. 

While there are similarities between Carnatic and jazz musics, this analysis also revealed that 

some of the bases of musical conception are quite different.  

 

The fact that Rich and Famous was composed by me alone became an important point for 

discussion, and I questioned whether the work was tantamount to appropriation. I concluded 

that the work was better described as arising from a hybrid practice and that it was an authentic 

expression of that practice. Furthermore, the work was a complement to Carnatic culture and 

was seen as such by the culture-bearers of that tradition. A range of individual responses to 

other cultures is possible, and many move beyond parody or satire, beyond stereotyped 

motives, and towards affiliation. It would be limiting for an analysis of intercultural hybridity to 

leave out a discussion of works arising from a hybrid perspective. Such an exclusion would be 

to unnecessarily privilege work by musicians who are more strongly aligned with cultural norms. 

This is the case for Rich and Famous, as the work was written from a practice which has been 

hybrid for some time. That is, my practice has been formed by 25 years of jazz study, and ten 

years of Carnatic study. While it is ‘more’ jazz, it is still ‘quite a bit’ Carnatic, and to avoid any 

kind of reference to Carnatic music in my creative work would be inauthentic. However, a 

discussion of the music arising from a single tradition will not proceed by the same criteria as for 

a collaborative work: there is no scope for discussing the equality of contribution of different 

cultures. This changes the paradigm for a DI analysis to an examination of the mechanisms of 

appropriation or attribution, and as a way of revealing cultural difference, and the challenges of 

interpretation and improvisation in intercultural contexts. The examination of the processes 

around developing Rich and Famous, revealed nuanced observations on the development of 

groove, interactions among band members, and learning and interpretation.   
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Cows at the Beach, on the other hand, was based on interaction and collaboration and provided 

a different situation for a Discursive Intercultural analysis. The work was not without its 

problems. Initially proposed as a Carnatic-jazz concert series, the actual number of Carnatic 

musicians involved was relatively small (two out of ten). A further two musicians were from the 

North Indian Hindustani tradition, which while sharing some similarities with Carnatic music, is 

epistemologically distinct in many ways. While this unbalanced basis limits the insights that can 

be gained about the Carnatic perspective, the Discursive Intercultural analysis was still useful in 

analysing the extent to which musical difference was acknowledged in the construction of the 

work. The series was also effective in testing a way of working collaboratively that encouraged a 

high level of collaborator input. The results of this were directly relevant to the planning and 

performance of Ultimate Cows, the results of which can be heard in the following chapter, the 

Coda to this dissertation.  

 

Cows at the Beach was based on a Discursive Intercultural aesthetic, with power being 

addressed in the design. The compositions aimed to allow for equality of contribution and 

equality of compromise, with works combining a variety of western and Carnatic techniques. 

The indeterminate forms allowed improvisations to occur based on either model for 

development. This was experimental, and the negotiation of form in performance brought a new 

level of volatility to the performance of the works. A DI analysis of the ways in which the same 

works were developed across the different concerts revealed that the form as performed was 

highly variable. Artistically this was one of the stated aims of the project but it is questionable 

that this leads to better artistic outcomes because of the many chances for musicians to 

misunderstand each other’s cues. However, it is certainly true that this approach engenders 

intercultural dialogue through the performance and demonstrates a DI aesthetic. 

 

By examining the compositional basis for hybridity, the collaborative frameworks, and the ways 

in which musicians interact before and during performance of the work this dissertation has 

revealed the specific local circumstances of intercultural hybridity, but also developed the theory 

around intercultural work. In fact many of the initial observations about interactions that occurred 

in the case studies was used to develop the DI methodology itself. DI revealed the ways in 

which the musicians employed cultural archetypes of musical culture in performance, affecting 

the flow of the music, but also revealing aspects of aesthetic difference. These sorts of 

observations hinge on the understanding of improvisation as developed in Chapter 2, and the 

ways in which improvisation relates to cultural knowledge stores. Musicians are heard to 
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develop materials based on their cultural acquisitions and the exercise of preference over 

sustained periods, adapted to the intercultural context.  

 

The ways in which musicians are formed by, and form, their cultures through musicking, as 

implicated in their cognitive cultural archetypes and the approaches they develop to music 

making, forms a rich musical tapestry. And, like a tapestry it is possible to see which colours are 

dominant, which are subsumed or subverted, and even determine the origins of the threads 

through close observation. The overall form of a tapestry and its affect are determined through 

the interaction of these threads. Much of the language around intercultural work is of ‘mixtures’, 

‘fusions’, and, ‘hybrids’. Despite my advocacy of the word ‘hybrid’, I wish to avoid an 

interpretation of this term as indicating mixture to the point where we create a homogenous, 

brown, and unappetising soup. I would hope that by exploring the theory and practice of 

intercultural hybridity through Discursive Interculturality, I am contributing my own tapestry, and 

encouraging others to view their own work as such. This metaphor arises from the 

aestheticising of Discursive Interculturality, an aesthetic that establishes a new ethical paradigm 

upon which to base a judgement of intercultural hybrid work.  
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Postlude: Bangalore, January 2013.  

 

In India the transport is cheap, so I could easily take rickshaws or taxis, but I generally walk. 

Putting myself into a taxi would be to remove myself from the street life, and I don’t want to miss 

a thing. If I didn’t walk, I would never have discovered the enormous Carnatic CD shop on TTK 

road, or seen the squatters and the monkeys in the crumbling buildings in the back streets of 

Mylapore. As Tunji and I were walking back to our hotel late one night through Malleswaram, an 

old and well to do suburb of Bangalore, we came across a herd of garbage-donkeys. The 

streets were otherwise deserted and we stopped in our tracks to watch the strangely sad and 

beautiful sight of a group of five white donkeys pulling apart garbage bags for morsels of food. 

My initial impulse may have been to shoo them away to save them from swallowing plastic, but 

it seemed likely that this was their daily subsistence. We didn’t say anything, because what 

could we say? I found it affecting in the same way that I had found the cows on the beach at 

Mahabalipuram affecting so many years earlier, and they were undoubtedly engaged in the 

same pursuit.  

 

Standing in the urban IT capital Bangalore watching donkeys eat garbage, I reflected on the 

concert that we had just played. Earlier that evening, Tunji and I had performed a house concert 

for mridangam vidwan T.A.S. Mani, the noted singer Rama Mani, and about fifty invited guests. 

It had been extremely well received. Extremely. And I wish I could understand why. I don’t mean 

to sound like I am being falsely modest, I am sure that the music that we played was at a 

sufficient standard. Rather, I wonder what the audience made of the music. What connection did 

they have to the music that we played? We performed a mixture of compositions from Cows at 

the Beach, all of which would have been unfamiliar to them. Granted we played them with as 

much clarity as we could for an unfamiliar audience, but the structures and models for 

expression would have been entirely foreign to them. I was also aware as I was performing 

them, that elements of Carnatic melody practice, such as the use of gamakas (ornaments) 

would not necessarily have helped the listeners, because I was not applying them in a 

consistent fashion with regard to the traditional models. Similarly, I could only guess what their 

exposure to western forms might have been, potentially forms that have little overlap with my 

own expertise.  

 

And yet, something was communicated. Something about the sounds that emerged from my 

electric guitar, from Tunji’s zarb, brought smiles to the faces of the Bangalorean rasikas. Smiles 
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that stayed on their faces while they shook our hands and thanked us again and again. Perhaps 

the thing that was communicated was beyond the sounds that we produced. Perhaps it was 

love. Perhaps the message they received was that we were treating them, and their cultural 

inheritance, with tolerance, openness, respect, and love. Perhaps, like the garbage donkeys, 

what was beautiful and unique about our musical hybridity was also in a sense unfathomable.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. Garbage donkey. Bangalore, India. January 2013. 
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Coda: Ultimate Cows DVD 

 

…when you are on the dance floor there is nothing to do but dance… (Eco, 2006, p. 371). 

 

This dissertation opened with a musical prelude that provided an important element of context. It 

reminded us that music expresses something fundamental, something that cannot be quantified, 

and is to a great extent impervious to analysis. It also demonstrated that musicians from 

different cultures can, and frequently do, play together with the requisite sensitivity and 

reciprocity for making equitable and interesting music. 

 

The Ultimate Cows concert can be considered a musical summing up of the performative 

journey, properly taking its place as the closing gesture of the research outputs. It was 

performed at the Encounters: India festival in Brisbane, Queensland in 2013. The video of the 

concert makes a fitting conclusion because it demonstrates a high level realisation of many of 

the concepts that you have been reading about. Musicians are heard negotiating the musical 

materials of the cultures with which they are most familiar and those with which they have 

limited knowledge. And somehow a performance is crafted that effectively bridges the divide 

between musical systems. The concert was highly collaborative, and a legacy of the 

experimentation of Cows at the Beach as revealed in the Discursive Intercultural analysis. It 

constructs its approach to hybridity through close collaboration and consultation, and through 

indeterminate forms that allow for different models of development.  

 

The concert included compositions by several of the members, including some that were co-

written. These compositions were developed further during rehearsals through collaborative 

arranging, in which sections were reordered and new sections composed. Each stage of the 

project was therefore discursive. The final version of each composition only occurred at the time 

of performance, because of a stated intention to developing the forms of the compositions 

through improvisation, designed to facilitate and support the different ways that different 

traditions develop musical materials in performance. In Ultimate Cows, this worked because of 

the level of performers involved, and the assumption that each of us had the means to be able 

to respond to situations in appropriate ways. That when we were on the dance floor, we would 

indeed dance.  

Musicians  

Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani  mridangam 
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Ghatam Vaidyanathan Suresh ghatam 

Toby Wren    electric guitar 

Tunji Beier    percussion 

John Rodgers    violin 

 

Compositions 

Wren, T. (2013). No can do.   

Wren, T. & Beier, T. (2013). Spilt coffee.  

Rodgers, J. (1991). Viv’s bum dance.  

Kaaraikkudi Mani. (2013). Longing for layam.  

Wren, T. & Kaaraikkudi Mani. (2013). 4 speed korvai.  

Wren, T. (2009). Nataraja.  

 

Scores 

See Appendix E. 

 

Filming Credits 

Encounters: India festival, Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University, 2013. 

Recorded by Anders Teo, Tracey Leggatt, and K.C. Chen. 

Video produced by Indianna Wren. 

This video is used with the permission of the performers. All rights reserved Toby Wren 2013. 

 

 

DVD-Rom Track 10. Four Speed Korvai (Wren & Kaaraikkudi Mani, 2013). 

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track10-fourspeedkorvai.mp4  

DVD-Rom Track 11. Longing for Layam (Kaaraikkudi Mani, 2013).  

www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track11-longingforlayam.mp4  

Performed by Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani, Ghatam V. Suresh, Toby Wren, John Rodgers, & Tunji 

Beier.  

 

Glossary 

Alap / Alapana 

http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track10-fourspeedkorvai.mp4
http://www.carnaticjazzexperiment.com/improvisingculture/track11-longingforlayam.mp4
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An improvised exploration of the ragam in free time. Alapanas in Carnatic practice occur 

before the composed material begins and will alternate between the main artist and the melodic 

accompanist (usually a violin).  

 

Ghatam 

A clay pot used as a percussion instrument in Carnatic music. Ghatams are tuned to a specific 

pitch and played with two hands. Bass notes are possible, played with the wrists on the open 

mouth of the pot.  

 

Gamakas  

Melodic ornaments. Gamakas can occur at three levels – as an integral part of the 

swara for the ragam, as a part of the composition, or improvised by the performer.  

 

Hybridity 

The combination of different cultural elements or styles to create a third term.  

 

Kanjira  

A frame drum fitted with a single jingle, like that of a tambourine. The kanjira is held in the left 

hand and played with the right. Traditionally kanjiras are made with the skin of the Bengali 

monitor lizard which is now endangered. G. Harishanker was considered to be the greatest 

exponent of Kanjira.  

 

Konnakol see Solkattu 

 

Korvai    

A korvai is a rhythmic composition with two or more parts. Korvais are usually calculated to 

begin and end on samam r an important beat of the composition (eduppu). Korvais can become 

very elaborate, especially those played by percussionists which can contain several levels of 

Yati. Ambiguity is often created by eliding the sections of a korvai. 

 

Krithi    

Literally ‘composition’. The main kind of work performed in a Carnatic concert. A krithi has three 

sections: Pallavi, Anupallavi and Charanam. Each section has composed variations called 

‘Sangatis’ which can be varied or added to by senior performers. Improvisation in krithis can 
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occur as a free alapana before the composition, or as niraval, improvisations that develop 

themes of the krithi as they occur, i.e., after each line of the composition. 

 

Matra    

A matra is the smallest unit subdivision of the music. For example, in chatusra nadai one matra 

will equate to a semiquaver, or a 1/4 of a beat. In khanda nadai, a matra will equate to a 

quintuplet semiquaver or a 1/5 of a beat.  

 

Mora/Moohara  

A short rhythmic cadence comprising three identical phrases which create tensions with the 

underlying meter. The phrases may or may not be separated by pauses. For example. 8 (4) 8 

(4) 8 which neatly cuts across the strong beats of Adi thalam. An equivalent phrase in Rupaka 

thalam is 6 (3) 6 (3) 6. ‘Moohara’ can also refer to a longer composition used as a signal at the 

end of a Tani Avarttanam (percussion solo). In this dissertation this type of Moohara is referred 

to as a Periyar (or long) Moohara (see glossary entry for ‘Periyar Moohara’). 

 

Mridangam   

Is the chief percussion instrument of Carnatic music. It is a double headed drum carved from a 

single piece of wood (usually jackwood). It is a pitched drum, similar to the North Indian tabla 

but with a deeper woodier tone. The treble and bass sides are made out of different layers of 

skin and iron and semolina pastes to give its distinctive timbre. Palghat Mani Iyer (1912-1981) is 

considered the greatest ever exponent of the mridangam. Top contemporary players include 

Umayalpuram K. Sivaraman, T. K. Murthy, Trichy Sankaran, Karaikkudi R. Mani and Patri 

Satish Kumar.  

 

Nadai    

Also called ‘gati’. Subdivisions within a beat. Indicated as Chatusra (4), Tisra (3), Misra (7), 

Khanda (5) or Sankirna (9) Nadai. A composition may be written in any nadai, but most 

commonly in Chatusram or Tisram. A tani avarttanam typically features improvisations in 

several nadais.  

 

Periyar Moohara   

The Periyar or Long Moohara is a type of rhythmic composition used as a signal before the final 

korvai in a Tani Avartanam (percussion solo). Part of the purpose is to alert the audience and 
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the main artist that the percussionists are about to play the final korvai.  

 

The standard Periyar Moohara in Adi Thalam (8 beat cycle) is: 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Thaka thom , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka     x2 

Tha la- , ngu dhi , na ,  Tha la -, ngu dhom , , ,        

[Each line should take 2 beats] 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Thaka thom , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Tha la -, ngu dhom , , , 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Tha la -, ngu dhom , , , 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka 

Tha la -, ngu dhi , na , Dhom , , , 

Tha la -, ngu dhi , na , Dhom , , , 

Tha la -, ngu dhi , na , Dhom , , , 

The periyar moohara is a fascinating structure that is very difficult to explain in a way that makes 

it any clearer to apprehend. The structure can be given as: 

 

A B    x3 

C D    x2 

A B   x3 

D 

AB 

D 

AB 

C  (4) C (4) C 

Becoming familiar with the Periyar Moohara will enable the listener to know when the 

percussionists are going to begin the final korvai of their Tani Avarttanam. 

 

Ragam   
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More than a melody and less than a scale. A ragam is a mode including stipulations about the 

ornamentations required for specific notes and characteristic phrases in the ragam. The 

Melakartha Scheme contains the 72 possible seven note ragams from flattest to sharpest. 

 

Samam    

Beat one of a thalam.  

 

Sarvallaghu 

Sarvallaghu patterns are played on the percussion in a Carnatic concert to clearly demonstrate 

the thalam. It roughly corresponds to the western notion of groove.  

 

Solkattu   

Also known as konnakol. Rhythmic vocalisation. In Carnatic pedagogy rhythms are vocalised 

before they are played on an instrument. This ensures that rhythms are understood before they 

are attempted and also means that they can be recited while maintaining the thalam with the 

hands. Occasionally solkattu is also used in performance.  

 

Swaras   

Can be loosely translated as ‘notes’. However, swaras in Carnatic music are considered to 

include the appropriate gamakas (ornamentation) used for that scale degree in a specific 

ragam. For example, the 7th degree of the raga Hamsadhwani is played with an upper 

appoggiatura – the gestalt of note-plus-ornament is considered to be the swara. ‘Swara singing’ 

is when a singer improvises using the solfege for the notes: Sa Re Ga Ma Pa Dha Ni Sa.  

 

Tani avartanam  

Percussion solo. Usually occurring once in a Carnatic concert in the ‘main piece’ the tani 

avartanam is a highly structured improvisation. After each percussionist has had several turns of 

improvisation, usually in different nadais, they will start to trade shorter and shorter phrases 

(called koraippu), followed by farans (fast strokes), a periyar moohara and a final korvai.  

 

Tavil    

A loud temple drum that is traditionally used to accompany Nagaswaram (a double reed 

instrument) played with thimbles on the right hand and a stick in the left. Tavil is gradually 

become more common in Carnatic concerts.  
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Thalam   

The rhythmic cycle of a work. Roughly equivalent to the western concept of meter. A thalam is 

‘put’ using a series of claps and waves which help to coordinate the ensemble and act as a 

visual cue to the audience of where the beat is. The most common four thalams are Adi thalam 

(8 beats), Rupaka thalam (3 beats), Misra chapu (7 beats) and Khanda chapu (5 beats).  

 

Yati    

A contracting or expanding phrase. Yati can be used on its own, as in the rhythmic composition: 

8 (4) 7 (4) 6 (4) 5 (4) 4 (4) 3 (4) 2 (4) 1 which fits neatly as semiquavers into 4 bars of 4/4. Or it 

can be a process that is applied to a mora. For example, 4 (2) 4 (2) 4 can be turned into a Yati 

by subtracting a number from the first phrase and adding it to the last to make the phrase 3 (2) 4 

(2) 5  

Yatis are further categorised according to their shape: 

Srothavaya Yati - like a river, the srothavaya yati gets bigger 

Cowputcha Yati - like a cow’s tail, the cowputcha yati gets smaller 

Damaru Yati - like the Damaru drum this yati is an hourglass shape (smaller then bigger) 

Mrdanga Yati - like the Mridangam drum this yati is a barrell shape (bigger then smaller) 

Technically we can also include the variants: 

Sama Yati - literally ‘the same’, which does not expand or contract and is therefore not 

really a yati at all; and 

Vishama Yati - which contains irregular sequencing of phrases (eg, 4, 7, 3, 5, 5) and 

would be considered unaesthetic in most circumstances. 
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Ghatam Vaidyanathan Suresh, Sunder Rajan, Eshwarshanker Jeyarajan, Anthony Garcia, 

Trichur Narendran, Jamie Clark, Shenton Gregory, Dheeraj Shesthra, and Jessica Struch.
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Appendix A. Rich and Famous Full Scores 
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Appendix B. Cows at the Beach Full Scores
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Cowboys and Indians 
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Appendix C. Further examples of korvai design. 

 

Example of a korvai designed for aesthetic beauty (but not mathematical consistency:  

(underlined syllables are at double speed; commas are equal in duration to syllables) 

 

Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka Dhin ,  Dhath , dhom ,  

Kita thaka Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka Dhin ,  Dhath , dhom ,  

Kita thaka Thari kita Dhit , , , thang , kita thaka thari kita thaka Dhin , Dhath , dhom , ,  

Thadinginathom Thadinginathom Thadinginathom  ||  Dha 

 

A numeric representation of the korvai reveals the inconsistency. The first section contains three 

phrases (8 2 2 2) that are repeated, gaining a prefix each time (2 on the second iteration, 2 2 on 

the third). However, in order to play a second section that is three 5s, the third phrase gains an 

extra karvai (subdivision pauses), destroying the symmetry of the composition.  

 

8 2 2 2 

     2   8 2 2 2 

  2 2  8 2 2 3 

 5 5 5 

 

However, a variation is possible that leaves the mathematical logic intact:  

 

8 2 3  

     2   8 2 3 

  2 2  8 2 3 

 5 (2) 5 (2) 5   

 

The “2 2 2’s” in the first half are changed to “2 3” (dhit , thaangu) leaving 4 extra karvais which 

are added as gaps in the second section, a much more aesthetically satisfying result, if slightly 

more difficult to execute.  
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Appendix D. Krithi transcription. 

Vatapi Ganapathim by Muthuswamy Dikshitar (1775-1835). 
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Appendix E. Compositions from Ultimate Cows. 
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Toby Wren 
Tunji Beier 
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Guru Kaaraikkudi Mani 
Toby Wren 
 


