Free Improvisation: Researching the Acoustic Space

This presentation discusses how the phenomenon of room acoustics can be relevant for real time
creativity in the field of free improvisation. The question posed is how sight specific room acoustic
properties can be incorporated into aspects of improvisation, such as formation of musical language, real
time decision making, and relationship with performance spaces. The room acoustic properties under
consideration are reverberation time, frequency response, and room modes. The purpose for conducting
this research is to provide additional possibilities for how improvisers create during real time
performances.

One case study will be discussed pertaining to a performance space located in the Estonian Museum
of Applied Art and Design in Tallinn, Estonia. The acoustic properties of this performance space were
measured using the Transfer Functions method developed by Swen Miiller and Paul Massarini. This data
was then applied to an experiential methodology known as the Kolb Learning Model, developed by
David Kolb. This model represents the pathway an individual takes in transitioning between
experiences, observations, theories, and experiments. In this case, data was collected from
experiences of improvising in the performance space. These experiences were documented and
reviewed alongside the acoustic measurements of the hall. A theory was then formed for how to
incorporate the acoustic properties of the space into a strategy for interpreting musical language, real
time decisions making, and a relationship with the space. Then the theory was applied to a concert
scenario. The concert was reflected upon in search and any advantages or disadvantages experienced
while applying the theory.

Results show some possibilities for incorporating this room’s acoustic condition into improvisation.
Pierre Schaeffer’s Sound Objects can be used for interpreting musical language in relationship to
reverberation time and frequency response. Feedback systems proposed by Jeffrey Pressings prove to
be useful for real time decision making regarding changes in perception of sound due to the room’s
acoustic. Finally, one approach for relating to a performance space’s acoustics could be to view it as

an instrument or instrument extension.
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