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AD LIBITUM

Keyna Wilkins

Keyna Wilkins has developed a body of work based around improvisation as a strong element and
process of her written compositions. Her book of piano pieces "The Reverie Collection", soon to be
published by Wirripang, is a collection of notated improvisations alongside composed pieces. In this
recital-lecture, Wilkins will explore the concept of Ad Libitum (Ad Lib) as spontaneous improvised
musical ideas through live performance and discussion. Originally classically trained and
subsequently branching into jazz, flamenco and tango, Wilkins has also taken lessons with Tibetan
musician Tenzin Cheogyal on intuitive conceptual improvisation, which has influenced her immensely;
She uses each live improvisation as a meditation tool. Stylistically broad, inspired by Debussy and
Miles Davis in equal measure, her playing will take you on a journey of impressionistic dream-like
sequences alongside landscape depictions, existential philosophical quests alongside whimsical
gestures. Analysis of inspiration and methods of improvisation will take place at regular intervals
throughout the performance. This will include discussion of how simple improvisation techniques can
be used during piano lessons, such as rhythmic, imitative, scalic and chordal approaches, as well as
how improvisation games can be used as an effective device to nurture an understanding of music
expression and individuality.

In this recital-lecture, Wilkins explored the concept of Ad Libitum (Ad Lib) as
spontaneous improvised musical ideas through live performance. Astronomy is a
major influence on Wilkins’ compositions and the improvisations performed were
accompanied by projections of open source NASA images and footage of the sun and
Titan, a moon of Saturn. She also discussed ways in which piano teachers can include
simple improvisation games in their lessons from the very beginning, such as
rhythmic, imitative, scalic and chordal approaches, as well as how improvisation
games can be used as an effective device to nurture an understanding of music
expression and individuality. Introducing improvisation can increase a student’s
engagement with music by introducing a playfulness and Experimental element
increasing the flow and fun of the lesson and their playing in general. In her method,
Wilkins advocates for no style or set or rules, and the idea that there is no such thing
as "wrong" note, only exploration. An atmosphere of trust and acceptance (especially
important for adult students) is important, and to encourage the notion that the

student find the sounds/notes/rhythms that they like.
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BEGINNER IMPROVISATION EXERCISES:

1.Take student away from piano and do clapping games, clap “Zoe went to the park”,
then get student to copy, then get them to make up their own simple sentences and

clap them and teacher copies, then make up in head.

2.Getting students to put their thumb on Middle C and play any rhythm that comes
into their head, while you play chords (could be 12 bar blues in C or simply C major
chord followed by G major chord), eventually adding more notes, then discussing

phrases.

MORE ADVANCED IMPROVISATION EXERCISES:

1.After agreeing on a key (such as D Minor Pentatonic: DFGAC) Teacher with Left
Hand plays one note repeated on crotchet bears (in this case D), and with right hand
plays a "question phrase" over 2 bars, then student replies with "answer phrase"

over 2 bars using only notes of the key

2.Let student decide what kind of mood they want to create (eg sad, happy, calm,
scared etc), choose 5 random notes that seem to evoke this mood and write them
down, use these notes only to play in any order, at first low, slow and soft, and then
gradually build up in speed and register. Plan some kind if climax of the piece at
around 3/4 of the way through where the piece is loudest and highest, then re-
iterate the initial mood created using some of the same patterns mixed with the

more recent patterns.

3.Do the above multiple times and record it and listen back and pick out the good
sections or sections that the students likes, notate them, and discuss why it is
effective, and eventually build it into a whole composition to explore how a piece is

composed.

Wilkins also discussed broad-reaching reasons for teaching improvisation such as a
better understanding of music and composition as well as more confident playing and

self-expression. Even more broad-reaching reasons are backed up by research:
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... researchers have found that improvisation leads to higher levels of divergent
thinking and creativity, it is important that teachers include improvisation instruction

in elementary lessons.

"Although studies in typical American elementary music classes are limited,
researchers have found that improvisation skills increase as children progress
through the elementary grades. Music teachers should begin developing students’

rhythmic and melodic improvisation skills no later than age 8 years.

"Research has reported a variety of definitions and preferences for teaching
improvisation at the elementary level. Consequently, teachers should pursue diverse
musical improvisation experiences to increase and improve the quality of

improvisation instruction.”

Improvisation in Elementary General Music: A Review of The Literature
National Association for Music Education (USA, 2018)
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About the Author: Keyna Wilkins

Keyna Wilkins is a pioneering Australian/British composer-musician at home in many
musical worlds. In 2018 she was one of three finalists in the Australian nation-wide
APRA/AMCOS Art Music Awards for Excellence by an Individual. Her music has been
described by the Sydney Morning Herald as “"Arresting, genre-blurring..disquieting
music with massive breadth and high drama" and has been performed around the world.
Published by Wirripang and characterised by an ongoing fascination with astronomical
phenomena and the incorporation of jazz harmonies, improvisation, electroacoustic
elements and dance forms into her compositions, her works are engaging, diverse and
linked to her personal spirituality. She is also an improvising pianist and flutist. With
international classical training (Bristol University UK, Bath Spa University UK, Hildesheim
University Germany, M Mus Composition from Sydney Conservatorium), she has
branched into jazz, experimental live theatre, flamenco fusion in a wide range of
ensembles. In addition, she has been teaching piano for 20 years and brings these
experiences to her teaching methods. www.keynawilkins.com
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