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Abstract

In the moment of its creation, improvised music provides an insight to into the
composers state of mind and being. While improvising with another, the composer
brings what has already been learned and is afforded a space to test new melodies,
tones and rhythm which may conflict or resonate with learned musical patterns. There is
significant writing on the creative process of the artist and the therapeultic relationship,
yet current research provides less insight into the relationship between the two.
Using an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, this research explores the
experience of three musicians who specialise in improvised music. Three themes
emerged from this analysis and were explored in relation to their parallels with the

psychotherapeutic process.
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“Writing about music is like dancing to architecture”

- Thelonious Monk



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 - Background and Context

A central aspect of musicians and psychotherapists is the capacity for engaged, attuned
listening - be this to a client’s experience or a piece of music being performed
(Humphrey, 2015). Music-making is a heightened moment of presence where the
intensity of the here and now is challenged by our ability to be present (Sapen, 2012, p.
122). Similar to the musician playing music, psychotherapists experience their
interactions with the client on more than a singular level - they experience melody,
sound, tone, consonance and dissonance, underlying accompaniment, rhythm and
tempo. The musician is in relationship with music in a similar fashion to the therapist

and client relationship (Humphrey, 2015).

The purpose of this research project is to explore the possible parallels between the
creative process of the musician performing improvised music and the
psychotherapeutic process of the therapy room. Although there are many different
forms of musical expression, this research focuses primarily on improvised music as it
holds in its essence the capacity for spontaneity - combining performance with a
communication of emotions in response to other musicians. In terms of the
psychotherapeutic process, the relationship between the therapist and the client echoes

that of improvised musicians in musical dialogue with one another - the space and time



of an improvised performance allows for an exploration of the musician’s capacity to
convey an aspect of their sense of self in response to another, similarly the therapeutic
space replicates one of musical rehearsal or performance where there is inducement to
feel, think and be, or, in moments of misattunement, a space of disembodied echoes
(Sapen, 2012, p. 142). It is in the therapeutic relationship where this research draws its
parallels to the musical. A successful therapeutic experience hinges on the relationship
between client and therapist, where a common experience is shared, played with and
viewed through different lenses (Clarkson, 2003, Jacobs, 1988). Similarly it is in this
relationship where both the external and the internal reality of the client and therapist is
addressed by way of interpersonal reaction (Howard, 2010, Kahn, 1991). Musically
speaking, the therapist and client ‘play’ together where the therapist must consciously
adjust him or herself to the emotional state of the client while simultaneously remaining

conscious of not losing him or herself to the client's emotional world (Humphrey, 2015).

Improvised musicians are not limited by a rigid score, rather they rely on emotional
attunement with the music’s unfolding themes and harmonies which is echoed by the
non-verbal, verbal and affective dimensions of therapeutic intuition and interaction
(Sharpio, Marks-Tarlow & Fridman, 2017). Music, like language, is a collection of
sounds, however these sounds are transformed by virtue of the meaning placed upon
its expression and interaction. Musicians in an improvised space bring with them a
knowledge of scales and chord progressions, similarly both client and therapist bring

with them a language and pre-learned structure from which to operate. It is through



playing, testing and exploring in a safe space that a musical interaction can be built
upon the pre-learned in order to achieve new sounds, new themes and previously
unexplored avenues. In essence, the space is strong enough to hold spontaneity and
allow it to musically resolve. This research project hinges on the intricacies of this

process which draws a parallel to that of the therapeutic.

1.2 - Aims and Objectives

The aim of this research project is to explore the creative process of musicians who
focus on improvisation, and investigate the parallels that this process may hold to the
psychotherapeutic. The research will attempt to understand the lived-experience of
improvised musicians and to explore how these musicians navigate and attain meaning

from their experience.

The specific objectives of this research are:

1. To review the current literature of the creative process in psychotherapy.
2. To explore the experience of professional improvised musicians and their
creative process of performing improvised music.

3. To contribute to existing theory.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This literature review explores current research on the creative process of the artist and
the psychotherapeutic relationship. The research begins with an exploration of the
creative process - highlighting known psychoanalytic and psychodynamic theorists who
have explored the nature of this process in its various forms. Literature is then
presented on the exploration of music as a vehicle for creative expression and its
relationship to the self. Furthermore, this review provides an insight into the use of
improvised music as a medium for relating, showing parallels to the therapeutic

relationship.

2.2 The Creative Process of the Artist

Chamberlain (2000, p.30) highlights that Sigmund Freud admired the content of high
art, observing that artists intuitively know what psychoanalysis seeks to explain - the
articulating of our unconscious fears and desires. Caldwell (2014) echoes this idea of
Freud’s association with the process of the artist by highlighting Freud’s figure of the
artist and the parallels between drives and wishes and what they signify. Freud (1910,

p.107) writes that the artist has the ability to express his most secret impulses by means



of the work that he creates - even those hidden from himself. Chamberlain (2000, pp
30-34) continues by exploring Freud’s idea of the artist within the Introductory Lectures
on Psychoanalysis of 1915-1917 by highlighting that the artist is from the outset an
introvert, driven by excessively strong instinctual needs who wishes to earn honour,
wealth and the love of women but lacks the means to achieve it - resulting in the artist
turning away from reality and transferring his interest to the wish-figments of phantasy

life.

Regarding the sonic world, Freud acknowledges that “music always vexed me because
here | lack the most elementary knowledge, thanks to the atrophy of my acoustic
sensibilities” (Letter to Fliess, in Masson, 1985, p. 325). Sapen (2012, p 8) highlights
that despite Freud’s intellectual grasp on music being so loose, he recognised art as
having a key role in humanity; the artist navigates his way back from neurosis in order
to achieve a reconciliation between pleasure and reality principles, revealing truths
which offer important reflections without changing reality. By channeling the drive for
illusory forms, rather than a scientific breakdown of reality and phantasy, the poet

knows what the psychoanalyst knows about the unconscious.

Similarly, Mayers and Papiasvili (2011) explore the creative process through Freud by
describing the creation of art as the product of internal conflicts which are expressed
through imagery and symbols by the ego by way of sublimation. Sapen (2012, p. 8)

echoes this by acknowledging that within sublimation, Freud finds art and cultural
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activities to be transcendent. Chamberlain (2000, p. 73) refers to Freud’'s idea of
sublimation as the most civilised and civilising way that energy orphaned by the original
erotic loss can be joined to a good secondary purpose in adulthood. Furthermore,
Chamberlain (2000, p 121) highlights that Freud thinks that sublimation can find other
objects to use up sexually unfocused energy as the mechanism reaches back to the
pre-genital age of personality. Sapen (2012, pp 30-47) continues with the association
between sublimation and the creative process by highlighting Freud’s primary and
secondary processes as figurative and without valuation. Analysis is a route from
translating representations of experience from the symbolic to the analytic. The creative
process in and of itself echoes that same translation. Sublimation therefore, suggests a
tendency to promote the patterns of our own being to a transcendence of tension and

past repressions.

Continuing with the idea of a creative process, other psychoanalytic and psychodynamic
theorists have explored this concept on the back of Freud, and perhaps his limited view
in some areas of creative expression. Melanie Klein too explored the artist and the
creative process. Klein (1929/1998, pp 199 - 209) in her paper Personification in the
Play of Children explores the concept that through playing, the child can discharge their
phantasies. Klein draws a link between playing and dreaming and the importance of
wish-fulfilment in both forms of activity. Furthermore, Klein (1923/1998, pp 89-103) in
her paper Early Analysis, explores further the creative process by highlighting that the

development of an interest or a creative drive to pursue art partly depends on the
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phantasies represented in sublimation. Artistic fixations, including those which lead to
neurosis, hold powerful determining factors such as the primal scene or phantasies of it.
Klein continues by questioning which of the senses is more strongly excited - whether

ideas present themselves to the subject visually or auditorily.

Klein (1997, p. 107) continues her exploration of the creative process of the child by
acknowledging that in children, creative impulses come alive, and express themselves
through various means, when fears of different kinds become loosened - by means of
psychoanalysis. Fear brings with it destruction, and as fear diminishes so does
destruction - giving rise to creative tendencies. Furthermore, Edwards (2005) refers to
Klein’s occupation with the idea of guilt that exists within the adult personality - this
being a result of internal attacks on the parents. Klein makes links to the child at play,
being creative, and the unconscious phantasy where the subject is driven to repair and
destroy. Klein (1997, p. 107) asserts that feelings of guilt are a fundamental incentive

towards creativeness.

The work of Klein influenced Donald Winnicott, who expands on the idea of creativity as
a process. Molinari (2011) focuses on Winnicott by acknowledging that the idea of
‘playing’ - previously an instrument of the psychoanalytic process - is actually a
fundamental element of analysis. The author continues by addressing Winnicott’s ability
to actively participate in the creative process (using graphic representations) and at the

same time willingly reveal something about himself in relation to the process. Winnicott
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(2005, pp 71-81) writes that it is perhaps only in playing that a child or adult is free to be
creative. Winnicott discovers the transitional object (TO) which he relates to the creative
process. Winnicott (2005, pp 1-6) refers to the TO as the child’s first possession used to
soothe the child. Anxiety is experienced when the TO is taken away or misplaced.
Winnicott (2005, pp 89 - 93) refers to the experience of the TO as being an internal and
external process - yet not unified. Winnicott continues by describing that it is the
universal creativity which concerns him and it belongs to being alive and to the

approach of the individual to external reality.

Winnicott (1967/2005, pp 136-7) continues with his exploration of the creative process
by acknowledging that a baby finds intense pleasure associated with imaginative play -
and as there is no set game, everything that happens is creative and whatever happens
within this play is personal to the baby. If the right conditions are provided for the baby,
all the details of its life is creative living. The baby begins to express itself creatively and
uses actual objects to be creative with and into. Furthermore, Winnicott (1958/2006, p.
16) highlights that the creative impulse proves to the child that he or she is alive, and
that this same impulse withers unless met by external reality - the infant must re-create
the world but it is only possible if the world arrives at the moment of the infants creative

activity.

In summary, the literature discussed above shows that the creative process is

challenging to define, but is one which is subjectively experienced and provides a route
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- both unconscious and conscious - for the individual to translate the symbolic through

various artistic forms.

2.3 - Music and the Self

Sapen (2012, p 1) asserts that on the whole, psychoanalytic and psychodynamic
literature has paid little attention to music - especially improvised music. Within music -
improvised and otherwise - there is possibly a wealth of knowledge in tone, rhythm,
nuance, harmony and resonance and all of their meanings whether that is
intrapsychically, in all relationships or for beginnings of mind. Hagman (2005) explores
music as the embodiment of lived experience through sound - where the conscious and
unconscious modes of subjectivity are the symbolic equivalent of subjectivity itself. The
author continues by acknowledging that the musician, by way of interpretation of a
composition, invests their performance with self experience - mirroring themselves in
the ideal form of the music. A musician, through musical creativity, can find
opportunities for self-object experience in the transference. Hagman (2005) further
explores music as a form of symbolism which can be a close representation of pure
feeling, and in playing music, a person can experience the self as whole. The musician
invests and engages the piece of music with their own subjectivity - desires, wishes and
other feelings - and performs the music by way of expressing these feelings. Nagel and
Bradshaw (2013) address the power of music as an outlet for metabolising an

individual's deepest thoughts and longings. Sapen (2012, pp 7-8) highlights that as a
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symbolising medium, music brings to light much of what depth psychology has
struggled to say about symbol, subjectivity and mind. Through music, there is a sense
of how the affective logic of thinking in images - which makes up most of dream life -

goes beneath consciousness and coexists with the dynamics of wish and substitution.

Sapen (2012, p. 10) asserts that if the mind and subjectivity can be conceived in terms
of music, and can exist within those terms, then theoretical frames of reference undergo
a shift. Music that exists in the moment of its conception - improvised music being the
prime example - would be easier to speak about and draw inspiration from. The author
continues by recognising that proceeding in this way suggests more than new frames of
reference which may enrich ideas, but also suggests that the mind is more than
compromise formations and a linguistic base. Nagel and Bradshaw (2013) offer the view
that connections between musical and psychodynamic ideas provide schemas for
thinking about how the individuals inner world interacts with social ‘reality’. The authors
continue by asserting that music allows all levels of the personality to experience affects
simultaneously - the primitive wish for nurturance, observing ego and adult prohibitions

can be engaged with through creating music.

Brakel (2007) highlights that psychoanalytic writers explore the role that primary
process plays in listening to, creating and performing music - where musical production
can be compared with the dream process. The author continues by acknowledging that

these writers evoke primary process to explain aspects of music - questioning if primary
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process is connected with conflict or regression, or if it can operate on different
principles from secondary processes. Press (2005) argues that both the therapeutic
relationship and the creative process are not interchangeable, however they both
promise the hope of transformation. The author continues by highlighting that the
therapeutic relationship involves the working through of processes such as transference
and countertransference in order to address negative emotions or an arrest in
development - the goal of the relationship being growth and health. Similarly, the author
acknowledges that artistic creativity involves a process of exploration between the self
and an aesthetic medium in order to create a new form. Press (2005) reiterates that the
therapeutic relationship and the therapeutic process are not interchangeable. There are,
however, aspects of both processes which are used to achieve a similar goal of
transformation. The author acknowledges that people engage in the therapeutic
relationship as they become dissatisfied with their lives - they believe that the
therapeutic process will help them feel more whole. In order to engage in the
therapeutic process, the client must present a certain level of vulnerability and anxiety in
order to achieve successful self-exploration. Press (2005) refers to the work of Heinz
Kohut by arguing that within the creative process, individuals are required to take risks
and tolerate anxiety by entering into a new terrain - that creativity is a path to
meaningful transformation which exhilarates, challenges and strengthens self
experience. Sapen (2012, p 10) adds to this point by highlighting that language is still
the main symbolic and clinical medium - but a musical depth psychology would tell of

the dynamics that flow through repression and wish fulfilment. The author
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acknowledges that although music is not a substitute for therapy, it does offer a
passage of experience in the same way that dreams may represent the current state of

the psyche - music being a dream in sound.

2.4 - The Therapeutic Relationship and Improvised Music

The therapeutic relationship has been explored in depth by many theorists and
researchers, however there is a gap in the literature concerning what is held within the
therapeutic relationship in terms of a parallel with the expression of the artist through
music. This section of the review will offer an insight into the therapeutic relationship

and an exploration of improvised music.

The therapeutic relationship is made of the following facets - a real relationship
(non-distorted connection between therapist and client), the working alliance (the
therapeutic work) and the transference/countertransference (distortions in the
relationship based on previous experiences) (Hill, 2005). The connection between
therapist and client in the real, pays consideration to the match between them -
concerning compatibility in terms of background, class, education and values where the
psychotherapist voluntarily enters into a kinship relationship with the client (Clarkson,
2003, Sumon and Brigone, 2001). Within the working alliance, there is an understanding

that for the therapeutic process to work, both client and therapist have to cooperate
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(Nuttall, 2000). The transference/countertransference is an experience of a distortion of
the working alliance by transferred wishes and fears of the past. Although the
countertransference can be thought of as reflections of blindspots in the therapist of
his/her own unconscious which is a potential contaminant to the therapeutic
relationship, it can also be regarded as a means of understanding the client’s
communication in terms of the affective reactions of the therapist (McClure & Hodge,
1987). It is within this relationship that the client and therapist engage in intersubjective
interactions that reflects the transference and can explore organising principles - which
are unconscious, fundamental assumptions about relating which helps a person make
meaning of their experiences, operating outside awareness and when activated by
similar experiences fit new perceptions into pre-existing patterns from which the

individual derives meaning (Kahn, 1991, Van der Heide, 2012).

Within a psychotherapeutic setting, a common language is found in order to get a sense
of images and uses of metaphor (Jacobs, 2012). Similarly in an improvised space,
musicians tune to one another and find a commonality in tone and musical key.
Improvisation allows for a safe, spontaneous response to other musicians where
intuitive music arises from the relationship and the musician can use their ‘authentic
voice’. Players create change the event of the musical event by creating new structures
of affect and ideas (Sapen, 2012). Within both psychotherapy and musical performance,
the literature indicates a commonality based on creative enterprises that include unique

perceptions, contextual responses and cognitive-emotional processing - where focus on
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the pre-learned chord progressions and psychotherapeutic theories alone may take
away from the spontaneous musical riffs or free associations that, if held correctly, can
allow for deeper resonance and exploration within the relationship (Sharpio,

Marks-Tarlow & Fridman, 2017).

2.6 - Conclusion

Overall, the research points to the intricacies of the creative process and that of the
therapeutic. Relationships being an integral part of the musicians capacity to improvise
in a safe way in order to convey their experience echoes the fundamental importance of
the psychotherapeutic relationship where intersubjective interaction, attunement and

safety are key.

The subjective nature of the creative process of the artist makes it hard to define. It is
context-based, and in terms of improvised music can spontaneously arrive during
performance or within the therapy room if conditions allow for it. With this in mind, the
creative process of the improvising musician can be best understood through
experience and investigating the parallels of that experience to the psychotherapeutic
process. This research endeavours to explore the experience of professional
improvising musicians and to discover how their experience may relate to the

psychotherapeutic.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 - Introduction and Methodological Approach

As indicated in the title, this chapter outlines the process of conducting the research.
This chapter will begin by discussing the research design and the sample selection.
Furthermore, this chapter will provide the research method for collecting and analysing

data followed by an overview of ethical considerations.

3.2 - Research Method and Design

In order to satisfy the objectives of the thesis, qualitative research was applied.
Qualitative research is appropriate for small samples while its outcomes are not
measurable and quantifiable. Qualitative research concerns the uncovering and
illumination of what things mean to people through the use of flexible and sensitive
methods and exploring areas of social life which were previously not fully understood
(McLeod, 2013). Furthermore, qualitative research holds a promise of discovery and
produces nuanced accounts that does justice to the experience of its participants

(McLeod, 2001).
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The literature review has shown that the therapeutic relationship and the creative
process of the artist has a weight of research behind it, however there is a gap
concerning the experience of the artist as they are performing music in relation to the
therapeutic process. The creative and therapeutic processes are complex and
subjective experiences - this research attempts to gather a sense of how the artist

navigates these complexities.

3.3 - Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is an approach to qualitative analysis
with a particular psychological interest in how people make sense of their experience
(Smith et al, 2009). IPA is a specific qualitative approach which seeks to discover how
the participant makes sense of their experience, while the researcher seeks to discover
the meaning of the experience to the participant - known as a double-hermeneutic. IPA
is informed by hermeneutics, which is a theory of interpretation with the view that
human beings are sense-making creatures and the accounts provided by the
participants reflect that sense-making of their experience. The participant will be
interpreting their experiences, while the researcher will also be engaged in interpretative
activity. The researcher will try to come in as close to contact with the participant’s
experience by engaging in an interview process. This interview process, as part of IPA,

concerns psychotherapeutic research and in a way lends itself to the nuanced
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interactions between participant and researcher that resembles the process of

psychotherapy.

For this research, IPA was used to create an understanding of the creative process of
the artist performing music, and how to investigate how they make sense and meaning
of their experience. The process of experiencing the creation of music in terms of
containment and group dynamics may not be conscious in the participants and as such,
the researcher attempted to obtain meaning from the participants exploration and
sense-making by focusing on the interactions between the researcher and participant in
the interview - including what was said or not said and the collaborations which took
place. The researcher explored the creative process of performing improvised music
with the participants and attempted to derive meaning of his own experience of music

and the therapeutic process in the interview.

3.4 - Sampling

The process of sampling must be consistent with the qualitative standard and samples
are selected purposefully in order to offer the research project insight to a particular
experience (Smith et al, 2009). The topic of this research concerns musicians who
predominantly focus on improvised music, and as a result the selected sample was
relatively homogeneous. A decision was made to reach out to professional musicians

who mainly focus on improvised music and who have been performing roughly within
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the same time frame. The decision to seek a sample where participants were
performing within the same time frame was based on the following. The researcher
wanted to gain a lived experience of musicians who have been professionally playing at
the beginning of their career as there may be a certain element of freshness to their
playing. A participant who has only recently begun may have a more recent memory of
the experience of being a musician and of the feelings associated with playing to an
audience or within a group. The researcher engaged in a certain amount of speculation
that a musician playing for 10, 15, 20 years plus may not have a similar appreciation for

these types of experiences.

All the musicians chosen have been professionally playing and performing within six
years and have played in a multitude of venues in Ireland and abroad. It should be
noted that all three participants give instrument lessons to subsidise their earnings

however, all consider themselves professional musicians.

A sample size of three was chosen. Smith et al (2009, pp 49-52) highlights that within
IPA research participants should be selected based on their representation of a
particular perspective and that small sample sizes allow for a more detailed
case-by-case analysis of the perceptions and understandings of these participants. The

authors continue by advising a sample size of three for IPA research at this level.
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The participants for this research were sourced through the following. The first resource
utilised was through a contact of the researcher who has recently graduated from a
music school in Dublin and has been playing improvised music with various groups
unknown to the researcher. The contact was given a brief outline of the research project
(see Appendix 1(i)) with the researchers contact information for those who may be
interested in participating in the study. This resource is classified as opportunities
(Smith et al, 2009). The second resource used was attending various ‘Jazz Nights’ in
Dublin City Centre and requesting the organisers to hand out or display the research
outline (Appendix 1(i)). From these resources three musicians were willing to take part
in the research project and the semi-structured interviews which were conducted
between February and March 2019. The following table shows the demographics of the

participants which were given verbally, before commencement of the interviews.

Table 1. Demographic Chart

Name John Gerry Peter
Gender Male Male Male
Age 29 31 26
Years 5 6 1

Professional

Instrument Bass & Piano Drums Guitar
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3.5 - Research Process

The data used for this research was collected through semi-structured face-to-face
interviews. Semi-structured interviews are conducted conversationally with one
respondent at a time and allows room for navigation of open-ended questions, usually

accompanied by why or how “nudge” questions (Adams, 2015).

The researcher developed a set of topics and questions to be covered which were
tested and reconfigured with peers and supervisors (Appendix 3). The wording and the
order of these questions varied somewhat in the three interviews. In order to establish a
comfortable setting with the hope of easing into a rapport with the participants, the
researcher allowed each participant to choose the site of the interview - keeping in mind
the safety of participant and researcher as well as the preference for somewhere
reasonably quiet (Smith et al, 2009). Each interview stuck to the script of questions
however, a free-flowing back and forth was allowed in order to follow topical trajectories
in the conversation. Customary pleasantries and ‘easy’ questions were used at the start
of each interview to establish a rapport with the participants before the more serious
enquiries began (Adams, 2015). This encouraged participants to speak openly before
focusing in and utilising any follow up prompt questions where necessary. The

questions were based on an exploration of creativity and improvised music.
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All the interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed. Once the transcriptions was
complete, the digital files were deleted. Each interview lasted between 35-45 minutes
and were conducted in a site of the participants choice (one private, two public). The
researcher made notes following the interviews in order to retain a sense of bodily
reactions and emotional responses which emerged through the course of the

conversations.

3.6 - Data Analysis

Once the semi-structured interviews were completed, the results of the interviews were
explored (Adams, 2015). Following a review of the notes and readings of the interviews,
key points were analysed and characterised into superordinate themes and subordinate
themes (Langos, 2014). The final themes chosen were ones which were evident across
all three interviews. These themes were offered to peers and supervisors to ensure
validity. Emotional and bodily reactions of both the researcher and participant were

noted.

3.7 - Ethical Considerations

This research topic explores the expression of creativity for musicians and how they

navigate that process as well as the parallels this may hold for the psychotherapeutic
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process. The creative process of an artist is considered both sensitive and personal,
and as such this research attempted to adhere to the personal aspects of this study.
The researcher endeavoured to not do any harm to the participants by informing them
about the topic, how it would be designed and the rights that each held as participants.
Furthermore the researcher outlined the potential risks of the study. These explanations
were provided before the interview process - followed by a written copy of the
information (Appendix 1(ii)). The participants signed a consent form before the

commencement of the interviews (Appendix 2).

The researcher informed all participants of the study that their identities would not be
disclosed and that their identities would be protected. This would be implemented by
removing all information that related to their identities from the transcripts as well as
applying pseudonyms to each participant. Furthermore each participant was informed

that all recordings of the interview would be deleted once transcribed.

Before the commencement of the interviews the participants were informed that they

each had the right to withdraw from the interview at any time and received in writing as

part of consent form (Appendix 2).
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Chapter 4: Findings

4.1 - Introduction

In this chapter the results and findings of the three semi-structured interviews will be
examined. Three participants were asked about their creative process and performance
of music. Many themes and subthemes emerged from the interviews however it is
important to note that some of these themes, although interesting, did not hold value for
the research question at hand (e.g the current experience of the Irish music industry).
The themes, in relation to the research question, conveys something important about
what the world means to a person (McLeod, 2001, p. 145). Following an analysis of the

transcribed interviews, three relevant themes emerged. These themes are listed below:

1. Music as Container
2. Improvisation and the Other

3. Collaboration with the Researcher

All three participants spoke at length about their creative process and experience of
playing music, furthermore all participants used the word “obsessed” when describing
their chosen instrument. Peter referred to himself as being “obsessed with all types of

guitar” - with a focus on improvised playing. Gerry explained his obsession with the
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drums from a young age describing himself as being “compelled to listen only to the
drums all the time” when listening to any type of music. John self-described as being
‘obsessed straight away” with the piano and bass to the point of developing tendonitis

through over-practice.

It is worth noting that all three participants play different instruments - drums, piano and
bass, guitar - however it was the participants use of the instrument as a conduit for
creativity which was the focus, rather than the type of instrument used. Each participant
made reference to supportive families in their creative endeavours and all played from a

young age.

The first theme emerged from an umbrella term of creativity followed by an exploration
of what that word means to each participant, which led to music as a transformation of
something. The second theme came to light through an exploration improvisation and
how it changes within a group setting. The final theme to emerge was collaboration with
the researcher, which related to a live performance by the participants for the

researcher and the countertransference of the researcher himself.

Each theme is highlighted with verbatim extracts from the interviews where each

participant is identified by a pseudonym. All quotations are coded using the name of the

participant’s pseudonym and line number (e.g John 178 equates to Participant: John,
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Line: 178). The researcher's responses are coded similarly (e.g Researcher 178

equates to the Researcher, Line: 178)

4.2 - Music as a Container

The theme of music as a container was apparent in all three interviews that were
conducted in this research project. For the purpose of this research project, the word
container represents a space in which the participants can work through feelings in a
safe way by means of musical expression. Each participant gave their background,
history, personal experience and understanding of their creative process. Each
participant studied music at various levels and spoke with a musical vocabulary - with
the assumption that the researcher would understand the various terms. It was evident
that each participant was using music as a way of expressing aspects of themselves.
Musical expression, especially one of improvisation, offered a level of experimentation
with both the musical output and exploration of their sense of self. For Peter, this
experience of musical experimentation led to feelings of “becoming a lot more confident”
in himself which was said with a shrug. The researcher’s sense was that there was
more to be explored by his this statement and when probed, the participant referred to
the importance of musical expression and the effects that it can have on his experience

of himself.

Peter 103: And so my music is just for me - a way of expressing my thoughts
and feelings. There’s an urge like | feel, like if | haven’t created something - | feel
like, unsatisfied.
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Peter continued by highlighting that this “unsatisfied” feeling is engaged with by picking
up the guitar and “creating something out of nothing” which leads to a feeling of
satisfaction. Similarly, John expressed his use of music as being a way in which to
‘open him up” and a space in which he can “get out all [his] shit”. John referred to the
times in which he plays music as “very important” and is something he engages with
daily. The researchers sense was that this time was quite protected and when asked
about the times he plays, John described this “opening” of himself through music which

is often experienced alone or with other players, and each helps him to express himself.

John 84: If you sit down to do it, it'll come out of you, but now I’'m thinking in like
terms of actual playing. It's more like being a blank slate and being open to
whatever.

There was a slight hesitancy in this description and when pressed for further
explanation, John recounted the idea of being open as more important than trying to

feel a certain way.

John 92: It's the same process that you just get stuff out, so like if you're just
sitting at the piano and you just open, then that’s you engaging with the process
rather than trying to force your will or like, ya know?

Similarly, Gerry provided an explanation of his use of music as a container for
expression and exploration of parts of himself. Gerry explained that he experienced a

“big hole inside [him] that [he] wasn’t filling with [music]” when starting out on an
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engineering course ten years ago and bowing to pressure to “get a real job”. This
pressure came more from the social community of a small town in Kilkenny rather than
the family home. Gerry described creativity and music as an “undeniable pull” for him

and when he was unable to engage with it and had a profound effect.

Gerry 62: It's like trying to force a left-handed person to write with their right
hand the way people used to do back in the day and then people would get one
of their eyes turned in and get some weird reaction to it. Because you are going
so against the grain, and that really affected me, | felt really depressed and
unfulfilled.

The researcher was struck by how vivid this description of not being creative was for the
participant. There was a sense of inability to function if creativity was not engaged with.
This inability to function without creativity inferred to the researcher that functionality
could be achieved through creativity. The use of creativity was explored further as well

as its effects.

Gerry 106: | am aware that every day | can come up with things, | can come up
with a vision or something that would satisfy me and just figure out how to make
that happen and that is creating stuff.

All three participants gave examples of how they use music, the expression of their

creativity, as a way to reach a feeling of “completeness” by being open to its process.
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John 204: A lot of times, in terms of being creative, | think that if you'’re just in the
mind space of anything like this then eh, the same thing when I'm at home by
myself trying to write something - if you’re feeling something and these sort of
ideas, then you will sit down and it will come out of you.

John refers to creating a piece of music and “throwing [his] hands” at the piano and how
his process involves “just being open” and “staying out of [his] way. Furthermore, John
refers to the end result of playing music as “playing for your own satisfaction”. The
researcher got a sense that this idea of satisfaction held more for the participant as it

was said in excited tones. When pressed on this idea of satisfaction.

John 264: It's an addictive feeling when you get better. In terms of creativity
again, it's more of the moment, you know what | mean? It's magic.

Gerry on the process of creating music.

Gerry 222: | want to assimilate the internal process of how that thing is done and
| am never at all interested in that | have to push to get the exact same result.

On the end result of creating music.

Gerry 254: Whatever | am making, whether a drum beat for a song or writing
some music myself - even with ideas, anything that | am coming up with the idea
for and turning it into a thing whatever that might be - it’s just deeply satisfying to
create something that feels complete.
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This sense of deep satisfaction indicated to the researcher that the process of music
contained a space in which Gerry could engage and explore his sense of self in a way

which did not exist outside of the creative process.

When asked about his creative process, Peter held similar feelings by referring to never
being too “caught up in creating the perfect song” and that a piece of music is “always
evolving and changing." When pressed, Peter explained that there is a feeling of
accomplishment when completing a song but that he “must be willing to kind of mould it

and shape it as time goes on”. Peter on his expression through music.

Peter 234: That’s the beauty of music - it's that you can go down your own path -
your own kind of rabbit hole where you just do you.

Once again the researcher got a sense that music was able to hold something for the

participant, when probed on this idea of “you just do you," Peter explained.

Peter 240: So you kind of develop your own idiosyncratic kind of things that are
unique to you and they might not be what other people do enjoy, it’s like you do
this thing very well. So just stick with it and don’t change what you do - just -
yeah | guess.

It became evident to the researcher that the three participants were using music in a
similar fashion - a space in which they could express themselves through music and
explore their feelings and thoughts. The musical process afforded a space which

contained this exploration. It was the researchers sense that this space offered the
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participant’s something which could not be achieved outside of music creation - a safe
ground for exploration which seemed less exposing and more authentic. The contrast
between being creative versus not being creative as asserted by Gerry brought an idea
of denying his sense of self to the researcher’s mind, and what result that has. John’s
referral to being open and protecting a space in which he can work out his “shit”
similarly struck the researcher. Furthermore the use of music as a place where one can
go down a “rabbit hole” and be themselves as mentioned by Peter was of note to the
researcher. Music seemingly offers the participants a container for their feelings and
thoughts, as well as a safe space in which they can explore aspects of their sense of
self. The researcher drew a comparison to one of the therapeutic space where

exploration, safety and a springboard for openness can be contained for the client.

4.3 - Improvisation and the Other

In all three interviews, the participants shared their experience of playing improvised

music and playing music in a group setting. All the participants agreed that playing

improvised music added to a deeper expression of themselves. It should be noted that

all participants professed an idealisation of improvised music players.

Each participant highlighted the strengths associated with playing in a group and the

feelings associated with that process. There was no lack of clarity in the value that is
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held for playing with another person, however two of the three participants (John and
Peter) were more willing to explain the group dynamic in playing music. Gerry was

seemingly more interested in bringing the conversation back to his own process.

4.3.1 - Improvisation

All participants commented on the act of improvisation;

Peter 79: Like having to improvise you've got - you have to have a certain level
of confidence to just get up and play something you haven’t played before. So
just the act of improvising forced me to come out of my shell.

The researcher recognised that the participant was slumped in his chair as he said this.
The researcher coaxed for a further explanation. Peter referred to improvisation as a
way of “going within [himself]”. This appeared to contrast with the idea of coming out of

his shell. When pressed further, Peter explained.

Peter 81: So eh, | realised to improvise properly you need to open up to the
people you’re playing with. So you need to, you know, look up - look up at them,
engage with them and generally improve sort of your social skills | guess.

Peter highlighted that engaging with improvisation made him feel more comfortable in
himself and contributed to him being “able to talk in front of people”. The researcher

noted that the participant became better able to explain upon my interactions with him -
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echoing his description of musical engagement. Gerry explained his experience with

improvisation.

Gerry 123: | don’t think | would have been interested in learning drums if | was
learning like pre-written things all the time and learning from books.

The researcher sensed that the participant was drawing him in purposefully. There was
a pause, and a gap held for my response. In a sense, the researcher picked up on the
live improvisation taking place. When prodded on what his interest was in improvising,
Gerry highlighted that the act of improvising allowed him to investigate his musical
expression and “go a little bit deeper into it”. He explained the goal of himself as an

improviser.

Gerry 139: The end goal for me is not just to be able to reproduce a thing, it is to
freely do my own thing but include that thing that | have learned.

Gerry highlighted that to apply improvisation in his own way is “always at the core of
[his] music”

Similarly, John refers to playing in a way that’s true to himself as a goal. He highlights
that if he tries to play something similar to someone else “it’'s going to be a disaster” and
that “it’s not [him]”. When probed on the meaning he attaches to improvisation, he refers

to being deterred by playing something that he has already done.

John 270: | find like, if | try and emulate something that I've done before, it's
going to be real contrived.
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The researcher probed further on the meaning of the word “contrived” as it seemed
necessary to unpack in order to get a sense of John’s experience. John responded that
playing something learned is “not honest” and that “you’re doing it for the moment

you’re actually creating it”.

4.3.2 - The Other

Each participant described the feeling of playing with other people, and the effects of

doing so.

John 60: | just wanted to play with everyone in all different genres and | learned
a lot more from that.

The significance of playing with others was explored further.

John 158: What you're open to is whatever everyone else is doing and any little
thing can set off an idea and you don’t have to react to everything directly but if
you hear a bass player doing something, a certain note he’s doing but that can
give you an idea for a voicing he, or if eh, a drummer plays a little thing
answering something then you can try and catch that or eh, if the soloist can
leave a space - you can fill it up. Like eh, a soloist will leave a space and you can
fill it up with an ending that’s triggered by something else that eh, that you've
heard if that makes sense?
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John continued by describing this filling of the gaps or responding to the other person
with an improvised piece as “being more honest”. When pressed further, the musical
dialogue was stated as “if it's in reaction to it, then it's going to work”. Similarly, Peter
highlighted the importance of reactions when playing with other people, and how it is
‘much more about the actual people involved than your own personal idea”.
Furthermore, Peter explained that it is important to “learn how they play” and “what to
listen for”. The personal connection within the group was acknowledged as important for
Peter. The researcher got a sense that the group was needed for Peter more than he
was telling me. The other people in the group draw musical ideas from Peter and help
him expand on them - this also seemed to be evident within the discussion between

researcher and participant.

Peter 173: With people like - like I've been in bands of people who - who | don'’t
really connect with very much and that definitely reflects in the music - maybe the
listener might not notice you know - the music might sound good, but from my
perspective | might not be able to open up as much as if | am if | meet someone
who I'm able to talk to and hang out with and I'll be a lot more comfortable.

When probed about the personal connection he feels necessary to open up, Peter
referred to musical expression that “works and plays to everyone’s strengths." When
asked about the experience of playing with others, Gerry initially highlighted the
importance he placed on moving away from Kilkenny to find other people who were as
“‘obsessed with music’as him. The musicians he met made him feel less of a “freak

occurrence” as he did in his home town - meaning that the other people around him
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were focused on “real jobs” and his interest lay in music. When pressed on his current
feelings towards playing in a group, Gerry highlighted again the importance of finding
people who were like him and the confidence that instilled. Upon further prompting,

Gerry highlighted the experience of being in a group.

Gerry 125: We got pretty big into improvising, we would record ourselves and
stuff but again, we would never call it improvising, we were just playing music
and that was the way we saw it. So we learned loads of other people’s songs and
we would write our own songs and we would have times when we would just jam
and play, listening to each other, feeling our way through cues and falling into a
call and response thing which opens up new ideas in the moment and following
them.

The researcher was struck by the relevance of improvisation and the experience of
playing with other people for the participants. Peter’s reference to “coming out of [his ]
shell” when playing something he has not played before was of note to the researcher.
Similarly Gerry’s disinterest in playing something pre-written and his draw to going
deeper into his experience by improvising was striking to the researcher. John’s use of
the word ‘contrived’ when speaking about playing like someone else echoed the
comments by Gerry. Highlighting improvisation as doing it for the moment of creating
was also of interest to the researcher. The participants use of improvisation seemingly
allows a freedom to try something new - to test something irrespective of the result. This
brought to mind the therapeutic space to the researcher, where the client has the
opportunity to try new things and in a sense explore different avenues other than the

avenues which have been learned.
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This sense of testing and improvising with others in order to uncover new expression
brought forward a comparison to the therapeutic relationship. John’s reference to
playing something that ‘works’ if it is in reaction to somebody else was noted as
important by the researcher. This echoes a testing, as well as a ‘here and now’ element
which is evident within the therapeutic relationship. The relationship between musicians
as they are playing together depends on a ‘connection’ as referenced to by Peter. This
connection draws comparison to the therapeutic relationship between client and
therapist - where factors such as trust and safety allow for expression. Furthermore,
Gerry’s reference to feeling his way through various cues and “call and response”
brought forward to the researcher a representation of the interactions which take place
in the therapeutic relationship - where certain responses, silences, repeating and cue

following can be necessary.

4.4 - Collaboration with the Researcher

In all three interviews, the researcher got a sense of a collaboration which was taking
place between the researcher and the participants. There was an element of
performance as the process of musical expression was being explored. The
conversations in all interviews seemingly adopted a dialogue which reflected one of

musical interaction - intentional breaks and pauses, rhythm, tone, pitch and a crescendo
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of excited explanations. The researcher became aware of a seductive element to the
conversations which became evident after the interviews were transcribed and the
researcher noticed that the language used by the researcher changed from the
professional to more colloquial and somewhat besotted with the musical reverie. This
countertransferential piece will be explored further in Chapter 5. Furthermore, the
researcher kept note of bodily interactions between participant and researcher as well
as internal reactions. An additional note, one of the interviews was intentionally paused
in order for a participant (Gerry) to stand and introduce the researcher to “country
wisdom” which involved heating the room by igniting the gas burners on a kitchen hob -
despite a recognition of working heating appliances in the area of the interview. Each
participant referred to their musical influences and the passion which they held for

musical expression and art. The reactions of the researcher were noted.

Within the following vignette, it is important to note that the participant was using large
hand movements and excited tones - to which | responded in kind, and changed my use

of language.

Gerry 265: It is like this perfect little universe that is just created and some songs
are like that, some people are like that and some books are like that. The thing
that got me into playing the drums was to find things like that and to want to be a
creator of those things myself. It has always been what has driven me and
whatever | create now and in the future, that will be the seed of it, | could be
creating anything. | still wanted to have that title and to just be a unified concept,
a perfect little universe for someone else to find and open up. That would add to
their life the same way those things added to my life.

Researcher 272: Wow that’s great, man.
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Similarly concerning John and his description of playing with another person. This
vignette includes the participant singing and miming piano playing, to which | became

enthralled, and lost my position on the question sheet.

John 173: If it's coming in some way that is triggered by something else
someone is doing, and it doesn’'t have to be like someone plays ‘diddle diddle
diddle’ (singing) and you play ‘diddle diddle diddle’ (singing higher), it doesn’t
have to be that direct. Someone can play ‘diddle diddle diddle’ (singing) and then
you can go ‘clang’ (elongated note).

Researcher 178: Yeah, | totally get you yeah (laughter). Ok, ok, that’s really
interesting, thanks eh, excuse me for a second, I'm just trying to figure out what
the next question is.

The researchers change of language use was quite evident during the interview with
Peter. When describing an improvised band, | responded with “it's a killer name as
well”. Furthermore, the researcher became led by the participant as he was speaking
about creativity in philosophical terms - “just being human is being creative, like we
create everything around us”, to which | responded - “yeah yeah, totally”. Certain beats
of conversation were evident within the interview with Paul which highlight the
researcher’s collaboration and indicated a playful call and response which followed a

quick rhythm.
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Researcher 283: Sure

Peter 284: I'm like, ‘| would not have thought of that at all, that’s cool’.
Researcher 285: That’s great.

Peter 286: Yeah.

Researcher 287: So what do you intend to achieve through your work?
Peter 289: Yeah - I'd like to, eh that’s a good question.

Researcher 290: Thank you (laughter)

Within these examples, the researcher recognises a level of performance which was
undertaken by both the participants and the researcher. An important note, the
researcher is also a musician, which perhaps contributed to a recognition of
countertransference which was taking place. The seduction of the researcher was
apparent as each participant was drawing me into their creative processes. These types
of interactions can be viewed as similar to the types of interactions which take place
between the client and the therapist - one where seduction,

transference/countertransference monitoring and propensity for collusion are elements.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion

5.1 - Introduction

This chapter discusses the results and findings as outlined in Chapter 4. The aim of this
research was to investigate the experience of musicians playing improvised music and
how it may correlate to the therapeutic process. The objective of this research project
was to explore the experience of improvised music players and how they relate to the
creative process of playing music. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis was chosen in order to obtain an understanding of the

participants experiences as well as how they navigate them.

The research produced three themes as a result of the interviews. In this chapter the
results and the findings are discussed, keeping with the relevant literature as discussed
in Chapter 2. Theme one concerned the experience of music as a container in which the
participants discussed their creative process, the experience of creating music and its
effects. Theme two addressed improvisation and the other in which all participants
explored their draw to improvised music as well as their experience of playing with

others. The third theme explored the collaboration with the researcher in which the
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participants and researcher engaged in a live performance which encompassed the

seduction and countertransference of the researcher.

5.2 - Music as a Container

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the researchers use of the word container represents a
space in which feelings and thoughts are worked through safely by means of musical
expression for the improvised musicians of this research study. From a
psychotherapeutic perspective, the analysis of this research suggests that this type of
container echoes the psychotherapeutic space in which the client is afforded a space in
which to safely explore their own sense of self by ‘playing’ through words and ideas with

the therapist.

In all three interviews, each participant provided a comparison between not creating
music and creating music and the effects this had on them. Peter and Gerry used
contrasting words of ‘satisfied’ and ‘unsatisfied’” when comparing the two states of
creating and not creating whereas John kept returning to an idea of being “open” when
in the creative mindset. Peter refers to not creating music as “feeling unsatisfied” and
engages with music as a way to “create something out of nothing”. Furthermore, Peter
directly states: “My music is just for me - a way of expressing my thoughts and feelings”.
The researcher was struck by the possessive use of the word music. For Peter, it is not

just music, but my music for my thoughts and feelings. The music he creates seemingly
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holds something quite personal and is allowed to be safely expressed in the moment of
playing. The music is strong enough to hold his expression. This sentiment is echoed by
John as he refers to music as being a way to “open up” and where he can “get out all
[his] shit”. This is a daily activity which is protected by him. Furthermore, John refers to
the process of making music as “being a blank slate” and that he is “engaging with the
process rather than forcing will”. When reviewing the transcriptions, it is difficult to know
exactly what feelings and thoughts are being expressed or what “shit” is being removed
as what they are expressing is nuanced and subjective however the artist, by means of
the work he creates, has the ability to express secret impulses - even those hidden from

himself (Freud, 1910).

Gerry referenced periods of not creating music as “unfulfilling” and compared the
experience to “trying to force a left handed person to write with their right hand”. There
is an inference that Gerry considers himself more functional within the creative space
and that music enables him to express himself in a more authentic way. Furthermore
Gerry referred to creating music as an assimilation of an internal process and that it is
“‘deeply satisfying to create something that feels complete”. Again, the researcher
cannot blueprint the internal process or the feeling of completeness however the
creation of his music seems to echo internal conflicts which are expressed through

imagery and symbols by the ego by way of sublimation (Mayers & Papiasvili, 2011).
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A parallel can be drawn between the pull that music has for each participant in terms of
organising their conscious and unconscious feelings and thoughts to that of the
therapeutic process. Within the therapeutic space, the client presents their experience
to the therapist. By using sound and non-verbal cues, the client expresses aspects of
self, desires, fears, thoughts and feelings where conditions permit (Clarkson, 2003,
Jacobs, 2012). The therapeutic space acts as a container for these emotions and
thoughts and holds within it the possibility of transformation and exploration. The client
engages in the therapeutic relationship when they become dissatisfied with their lives
and believe the therapeutic process will make them feel more whole (Press, 2005). The
client plays with ideas and test their capacity to be present to them. Music, like playing,
synthesises difference and turbulence into a transcendent whole which reconciles them

(Sapen, 2012).

In summary, each participant seemed to be using music for more than the enjoyment of
playing. Music is a draw and an urge which acts as a container for their feelings and
emotions they may not be able to express outside of the musical process. As an outlet,
music can metabolise an individual's experience (Nagel & Bradshaw, 2013). Within the
therapeutic process, a parallel can be seen for containment - a safety of expression and
exploration where an authentic voice can be heard. The connections between the
musical and the psychotherapeutic process can be seen through how the individual's

inner world interacts with social ‘reality’, where all levels of the personality is allowed to
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experience affects simultaneously - a wish for nurturance, observing ego and

engagement with adult prohibitions (Nagel & Bradshaw, 2013).

5.3 - Improvisation and the Other

Improvisation is something which is created spontaneously or without preparation. In
terms of musical expression, improvisation can be said to combine performance with a
communication of emotions and instrumental technique, including a spontaneous
response to other musicians (Britannica). This intersect between emotional
communication and playing music can be viewed as an energising feeling.
Improvisation concerns how intuitive music rises within the musician and how it may be
blocked, derailed or lifted by certain unavoidable facts of life and how the musician can

be free to use their ‘authentic voice’ (Nachmanovitch, as cited in Sapen, 2012, p. 139).

Concerning an exploration of the psychotherapeutic process, what makes
improvisational music stand out among others is its dynamic of openness, spontaneity
and structure - the players create new structures of affect and ideas never before

played which changes the musical event’s structure (Sapen, p. 138).

It became evident from the findings that each participant was drawn to improvisation for

its ability to allow for deeper expression. In particular, John referred to the process as
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being more honest. By stating that improvisation allowed for this deeper expression, the
participants were indirectly stating that non-improvised music or something which was
pre-learned did not lead to the same experience of satisfaction which was found through
improvisation. In essence, the researcher became aware that improvisation provides the
participants with an ability to explore and play - a play which is imaginative and
relatively free from constraints with the end result being satisfaction or pleasure. This
imaginative play, much like that of an infant, in the time of creation is expressive and
personal and indicates a feeling of living (Winnicott 1971/2006). The researcher became
aware of improvising taking on a deeper meaning for the participants when it concerned

playing with other people as well as the correlation with the therapeutic process.

The researcher, based on the analysis of each participants experience was able to draw
comparisons of improvisation and its relevance to another to the types of improvisation
and its expression within the therapeutic space. The parallels between musical
communication and therapeutic dialogue, although not heavily researched, are quite
strong concerning the relational exchange between client and therapist (Sharpio,
Marks-Tarlow, Fridman, 2017). Ordinary speech is improvisational, taking common
vocabulary and grammar and using this structure as a way of saying something -
bringing it from the unconscious to conscious communication. Improvisation in principle
is no different to free association, play and the reactions of the therapist and client
(Sapen, 2012, p. 140). The therapeutic space can be argued to facilitate a similar type

of improvisation as one expressed by the participants of this research project.
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John highlighted the act of being open when improvising with other players - where he
navigated his expression by attuning to others and reacting in time - catching a drum
beat or filling a space left by a soloist. His insertion of himself into a forming structure
was classified as “working” if it was in reaction to another. There are parallels to the
process of psychotherapy which requires a deep resonance between two body and
mind systems and the process of improvisation where each performer riff off each other,
following as much as leading (Freud 1924/2001, Sharpio, Marks-Tarlow, Fridman,
2017). This channel of communication, similar to the therapeutic space, concerns
non-verbal (bodily) reactions and eye contact (Howard, 2010). Peter articulated this
form of communication as he referred to the process of successful improvisation as one
which includes the ability to “look up” at the other, “engage with them” and use of social
skills. From the analysis of the data the researcher found that an improvisational
expression that works hinges on the performers abilities to relate. A successful outcome
of psychotherapy is dependent, more than any other factor, on the relationship between

client and therapist (Clarkson, 2003, p. 4).

It is in this relationship, that further parallels can be drawn between improvisation in a
musical setting and one of the psychotherapeutic process. Peter highlighted that
improvisation with others is “more about the actual people involved rather than your own
personal idea”. This particular statement can be explored further as it infers that the

musician brings with them a certain musical identity based in a structure. Within the
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therapeutic space, a client will arrive with a particular idea of themselves as well as a
structure in which they have been operating, as does the therapist. Following an
analysis of the improvisational process, it became evident that new musical identities
can be formed upon playing with others - ones based on listening and reacting in order
to discover new forms of expression. The therapeutic process provides something
similar. The client in a sense plays something to the therapist, and the therapist
responds verbally or non verbally. Pre-learned therapeutic theories provide a map to
follow, much like pre-learned scales or chord progressions however the nature of
psychotherapy holds always what is happening within the here and now where
spontaneity and unseen turns can lead to deeper connection and expression. Gerry
highlights that within the moment of playing, musicians “feel their way through cues” and
following new ideas which open up in the moment. Similarly, what begins as a certain
song, can be played with and moulded into something new within the therapeutic space.
A therapeutic interaction is one based on intersubjectivity where all responses are
reality based, reflect transference and hold an opportunity to explore organising

principles (Kahn, 1991, p. 174).

In summary, the act of performing improvised music with other musicians afforded the
participants a chance to experiment with their musical identity in reaction to another,
resulting in new modes of expression. The use of improvisation in a group setting
required a connection and attunement to the other musicians playing in order to insert

themselves satisfactorily into a new musical experience. Parallels were drawn to the

52



therapeutic space where improvisation concerns matching words to feelings in order to
find notes, tones and rhythm of the psyche (Sapen, 2012, p. 142). The therapist and the
client arrive to the therapeutic space with certain ideas and narratives, and in a sense,
play together. The psychotherapeutic relationship holds learned theories and technique,
yet the nature of the process allows for spontaneity and improvisation which provide a
springboard to test new ideas and ways of being. Something is being worked through in
both the improvisational and the psychotherapeutic process. Both provide a safe space

within which to work through difficult affect/emotions.

5.4 - Collaboration with the Researcher

The third theme which became evident from the research study was one of
collaboration with the researcher. This theme concerns the noted interactions between
the researcher and participants - bodily and verbal. All participants provided examples
of their creative process, their engagement with music and the experience of performing
with other people. The researcher got a sense that each participant engaged in a live
performance for the researcher - one which included differentiating tones, pitches and
body gestures. The researcher became aware of being pulled or seduced by the worlds
each participant was creating during the interview process. This seduction resulted in
the researcher engaging in a similar type of live performance in response to each
participant. As noted in Chapter 4, the researcher is a musician. This holds relevance as

it contributed to the felt sense of seduction.
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Concerning an exploration of the psychotherapeutic process, the actions of both the
researcher and participants within this research echoes the actions which can take
place within the therapeutic space. The therapeutic relationship is subject to distortion
by wishes, fears and experiences from the past transferred into the therapeutic
partnership (Clarkson, 2003, p. 11). Furthermore, this type of distortion - known as the
transference/countertransference relationship - can begin from the very first encounter
between therapist and client where the social and cultural context of their meeting is of
importance (Sumon and Brigone, 2001). The context of the interview process for this
research was one of musician and trainee psychotherapist - however it is important to
recognise that both researcher and participants brought with them more than what was
being presented. A part of the participants sense of self is identification as musician, yet
it is not the whole. Similarly, a part of the researchers sense of self is identification as
trainee psychotherapist, yet it is also not the whole. The context of interaction shifts and

subjects itself to distortion when noting these points.

The researcher recognised that each participant used musical terminology when
discussing their creative process. John referred to “voicings”, Peter to “fills’and Gerry to
‘cues” and “call and response”. Although not needing to ask for definitions contributed
to the flow of conversation, the researcher noted the internal sense of pleasure
experienced by not having to ask. The researcher made note that this indicated a

feeling of comradery for him. Parallels can be drawn here to the therapeutic relationship
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where initial exploration is to some extent a mutual one as it involves finding a common
language - the client being the impetus for this followed by the therapist in order to get a
sense of the words, images and metaphors that the client uses (Jacobs, 2012, p. 97).
Simultaneously, within the therapeutic encounter the therapist must keep in mind that
he/she is a flawed interpretative instrument whose personal psychology plays a part in
the unfolding of the therapy (Howard, 2010, p.79). The researcher made note of an
internal drive to be “musically accepted” by the participants while simultaneously
recognising that the participants were both consciously and unconsciously seductive.
Upon further analysis of the transcripts and field notes, the researcher notes certain

instances where this became more evident.

Gerry describing his creative process as being “a perfect little universe”, using a faster
rhythm of speech punctuated by pregnant pauses ended with a crescendo like finish to
which the researcher replied “Wow, that’'s great man”. The change of language from the
professional to more of a relaxed and awed stance highlighted how drawn in the
researcher had become. A further example of seduction the reaction of the researcher
arose as John began to sing and mime playing the piano resulting in the researcher
changing language again to something more colloquial - “yeah, | totally get you yeah
(laughter)” followed by losing his place in the questionnaire. The researcher took note of
body reactions during this interaction and as the piano was being mimed, the
researcher was tapping fingers on the desk in front of him. Quite simply, the researcher

was enjoying the ‘show’ and wanted John to remain performing. Parallels can be drawn
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again to that of the therapeutic transference/countertransference relationship.
Winnicott’s ‘abnormal countertransference’ emphasises pitfalls that may result from the
intrusion of the psychotherapists unresolved conflicts into the therapeutic relationship
(Clarkson, 2003, p. 93). Within the therapeutic space, the therapist can be drawn into
the client’s story or wish to keep them in a certain space as a result of unresolved
factors on the therapists part. This indicated to the researcher that the performance may
have been used as a way of distracting from the questionnaire by the participant,
bolstered by enjoyment and an internal wish to play on the part of the researcher.
Furthermore, similar to the therapeutic process, this interaction may also be regarded
as a means of understanding the participant's communication in terms of the affective

reaction of the researcher (McClure & Hodge, 1987).

A final example of collaboration with the researcher became evident through an
interaction with Peter. Within a short burst of back-and-forth conversation that echoed a
musical call-and-response, the researcher asked Peter what he would like to achieve
through his work. Peter responded by stating “yeah - I'd like to, eh that’'s a good
question” to which the researcher responded with a joke - “Thank you”. Upon being
asked this question, the researcher became aware that Peter’s body language changed
and there was a sense of discomfort. The researcher used a joke in order to save the
participant from that sense of discomfort. Furthermore, the illusion of ‘playing’ together
in this back and forth became risk of being broken for both the participant and the

researcher. The researcher became drawn into the song of the participant, and was
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participating in the performance. Within the psychotherapeutic process, the
countertransference is the emotional response of the therapist to the client’s
communications, however the acting out of the emotional response is not sanctioned,
rather the therapist is required to experience the feelings and use them to understand

the client better (Heimann, 1950 as cited in Howard, 2010).

In summary, the reactions of the researcher to the communications of the participants
echo the interactions in the therapeutic space. The emotional world of the client may
draw in the therapist through the countertransference if remained unchecked.
Unresolved conflicts of the therapist may contribute to a ‘saving’ of the client of

emotions the therapist has not explored within themselves.

5.5 - Conclusion

The aim of this research project was to explore the creative process of professional
musicians who focus on improvisation and investigate the parallels that this process
may hold to the psychotherapeutic. The literature has shown that there is much written
on the creative process of the artist and the therapeutic relationship, however there is a
gap in the research concerning the parallels between the musical process and one of

the psychotherapeutic. Using a qualitative research approach and applying
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis to the three semi-structured interviews, three

themes emerged. These themes were:

1. Music as a Container
2. Improvisation and the Other

3. Collaboration with the Researcher

The findings found that the participants concurred with the literature on the value of the
relationship in terms of safe exploration and how it is the dynamic, multilayered
intersubjective communication that yields successful outcomes in both a musical and
therapeutic encounter. Participants referred to successful improvising as one based in
reaction, where pre-learned material can be built upon and transformed in order to take
on new meaning. The findings also indicated that the participants’ use of music as a
container in which thoughts and feelings could be released and worked through in a
safe way corresponded with the literature on the therapeutic process where if conditions
are met, the therapeutic space acts as a container for both pleasant and unpleasant
experiences. The participants found that using music as a means of expression affected
their personal lives, where the act of creating provided access to an expression of
themselves that did not exist in the same fashion outside of a musical space. Finally the
findings indicated that in relationship, the people involved bring with them a
psychological and emotional history which can distort and interfere with the relational

objective, echoing the literature on the nuanced facets of the therapeutic relationship
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where transference/countertransference affects and distorts the relationship and can

provide the therapist with an insight into the emotional world of the client.

5.6 - Strengths

This in-depth exploration of the experience of musicians who focus on improvised music
offers an insight into how each of these musicians navigate and attach meaning to their
experience, while drawing parallels to the therapeutic process. The semi-structured
interviews, paired with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis worked well in
facilitating an exploration of the nuanced interactions between improvised musicians

and those of the therapist and client.

5.7 - Limitations

A limitation of this study is the gap in quantitative and qualitative research on musical
expression and how it may hold relevance to psychotherapy. Although the sample
group provided rich examples of their process, the subjective nature of this research
could not be bolstered by comparative studies. Furthermore, the subjectivity of this
research, while holding an advantage in terms of exploration, is fertile ground for biases

which may be missed.

5.8 - Recommendations
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Upon completion of this research, more questions arose for the researcher regarding
the value of musical expression and how it can be understood in terms of the
psychotherapeutic process. As it stands, the impulse and act of improvisation and its
link to the mind, body and emotional state of the composer is relatively unexplored. A
further understanding of this impulse and effects would be helpful as improvisation and
taking unexpected turns is a central aspect of the therapeutic process. Furthermore, a
further exploration of music through the lens of of psychotherapy would be incredibly
useful. Music is inherent to being a human - where rhythm, pitch, tone and harmony
permeates through daily life. A sonic experience of life begins in the womb, and as
such, the ways in which individuals understand and relate to sound could have a large

impact on the therapeutic process.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Participant Information Form (i)
INFORMATION FORM

My name is Jamie O’Crowley and | am currently undertaking an MA in Psychotherapy at
Dublin Business School. | am inviting you to take part in my research project which is
concerned with the experience of improvised musicians and their creative process and
how that relates to the therapeutic process. | will be exploring the views of people like
yourself who work as professional musicians who predominantly play improvised music.

What is Involved?

You are invited to participate in this research along with a number of other people
because you have been identified as being suitable, being a professional musician who
predominantly plays improvised music. If you agree to participate in this research, you
will be invited to attend an interview with myself in a setting of your convenience, which
should take no longer than an hour to complete. During this | will ask you a series of
questions relating to the research question and your own work. After completion of the
interview, | may request to contact you by telephone or email if | have any follow-up
questions.

Confidentiality

All information obtained from you during the research will be kept confidential. Notes
about the research and any form you may fill in will be coded and stored in a locked file.
The key to the code numbers will be kept in a separate locked file. This means that all
data kept on you will be de-identified. All data that has been collected will be kept in this
confidential manner and in the event that it is used for future research, will be handled in
the same way. Audio recordings and transcripts will be made of the interview but again
these will be coded by number and kept in a secure location. Your participation in this
research is voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any point of the study without any
disadvantage.

If this research study sounds interesting to you please contact me by email: [email
address] or by phone - [phone number]
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Participant Information Form (ii)

INFORMATION FORM

My name is Jamie O’Crowley and | am currently undertaking an MA in Psychotherapy at
Dublin Business School. | am inviting you to take part in my research project which is
concerned with the experience of improvised musicians and their creative process and
how that relates to the therapeutic process. | will be exploring the views of people like
yourself who work as professional musicians who predominantly play improvised music.

What is Involved?

You are invited to participate in this research along with a number of other people
because you have been identified as being suitable, being a professional musician who
predominantly plays improvised music. If you agree to participate in this research, you
will be invited to attend an interview with myself in a setting of your convenience, which
should take no longer than an hour to complete. During this | will ask you a series of
questions relating to the research question and your own work. After completion of the
interview, | may request to contact you by telephone or email if | have any follow-up
questions.

Confidentiality

All information obtained from you during the research will be kept confidential. Notes
about the research and any form you may fill in will be coded and stored in a locked file.
The key to the code numbers will be kept in a separate locked file. This means that all
data kept on you will be de-identified. All data that has been collected will be kept in this
confidential manner and in the event that it is used for future research, will be handled in
the same way. Audio recordings and transcripts will be made of the interview but again
these will be coded by number and kept in a secure location. Your participation in this
research is voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any point of the study without any
disadvantage.

If you have any questions regarding your rights as a participant in this research, please contact Dr.
Grainne Donohue, Research Co-ordinator, Dept. of Psychotherapy, School of Arts, Dublin Business
School grainne.donohue@dbs.ie
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Appendix 2 - Consent Form
What is Involved?

You are invited to participate in this research along with a number of other people
because you have been identified as being suitable, being a professional
musician who predominantly plays improvised music. If you agree to participate
in this research, you will be invited to attend an interview with myself in a setting
of your convenience, which should take no longer than an hour to complete.
During this | will ask you a series of questions relating to the research question
and your own work. After completion of the interview, | may request to contact
you by telephone or email if | have any follow-up questions.

Confidentiality

All information obtained from you during the research will be kept confidential.
Notes about the research and any form you may fill in will be coded and stored in
a locked file. The key to the code numbers will be kept in a separate locked file.
This means that all data kept on you will be de-identified. All data that has been
collected will be kept in this confidential manner and in the event that it is used
for future research, will be handled in the same way. Audio recordings and
transcripts will be made of the interview but again these will be coded by number,
kept in a locked file and deleted upon transcription. Your participation in this
research is voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any point of the study without
any disadvantage.

DECLARATION

| have read this consent form and have had time to consider whether to take part in this
study. | understand that my participation is voluntary (it is my choice) and that | am
free to withdraw from the research at any time without disadvantage. | agree to take
part in this research.

| understand that, as part of this research project, notes of my participation in the
research will be made. | understand that my name will not be identified in any use of
these records. | am voluntarily agreeing that any notes may be studied by the
researcher for use in the research project and used in scientific publications.

Name of Participant (in block letters)
Signature
Date / /
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DECLARATION

I, the researcher have taken the time to explain to the participant the nature and
purpose of this study. The risks of this research have been discussed and | have
invited the participant to ask any questions of concern.

Name of Researcher (in block letters)
Signature

Date / /
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Appendix 3 - Participant Questionnaire

9.

. Can you tell me about your own history with music?

a. Was music a part of your life from an early age?
b. Are your family musical?
Was there a particular point in your life that you can recall, that you felt drawn to
music at a deeper level?
a. What form did this take?
b. How did things change in your life as a result of this?
What does being creative mean to you?
a. Do you feel a need to be creative?
Why do you think you were drawn specifically to improvised music form?
Will you describe your creative process from conception to expression?
a. What is the place of other people/players in this?
How do you know when a particular piece or project has ended?
a. How does it feel when you finish a piece of music?
Does your music follow thematic patterns?
At what point did you feel that music was something to consider as a career?
a. What did people in your life feel about that decision?
Have you ever felt that your personal expectations have limited your creativity?

10. What kind of things get your ‘creative juices’ going?
11.Who do you create music for?

a. Prompt: yourself or for others?

12.How has your life experience inspired your work?

13.Is there a particular place/time where you feel most creative? Explain.
14.What do you intend to achieve through your work?

15.1s there anything we haven'’t discussed that you feel is relevant to mention?
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Appendix 4 - Theme Discovery
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