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Using Language as a Tool for Composing and 
Improvising
MUSIC AND LANGUAGE ARE CLOSELY 
related. While it was once a common belief 
among anthropologists that music was an evolu-
tionary byproduct of language, today the reverse 
opinion is commonly held, that music came 
!rst and language developed later. Regardless 
of which developed !rst, each likely began as an 
attempt to imitate di"erent pitches and in#ec-
tions heard in nature, and later progressed to the 
ability to communicate with others and eventu-
ally led to to the development of melodies and 
harmonies (perhaps in#uenced by the natural 
pitch di"erences between the speech of children, 
women and men).

Speaking a language and making music are 
very similar activities. Each has rhythm, phrasing, 
expression, pitch and structural rules, and both 
strive to communicate something to the listen-
er. However, musicians don’t typically make use 
of the connection between the two in any sort of 
conscious way. O$en when we switch into “music” 
mode, we begin to think only in the language of 
music. But if we leave the door open and use lan-
guage as a tool to help us compose and improvise 
music, we can capitalize on the natural rhythms 
and pitches of language and the a%nity that peo-
ple naturally have for spoken language patterns to 
help us develop our own unique voices as musi-
cians and make music that can be more appealing 
to a wider audience.

Critiques of beginning improvisers o$en 
include comments like, “You’re playing too many 
notes,” or, “You need to listen and interact with 
the other musicians.” Both of these comments 
could be paraphrased as, “You’re not playing like 
you speak.” When we speak to each other, we take 
pauses to breathe and listen; when we improvise 
and compose music—which is just improvisation 
out of time—we should do the same.

&is is particularly important for pianists, 
guitarists and any other musicians who play 
instruments that don’t require occasional paus-
es to take a breath. When I !rst started compos-
ing music, I was focused on developing my musi-
cal ideas without much awareness of the need for 
any particular phrasing. A$er performing my ear-
lier pieces with horn players, I realized the mel-
odies I was writing were di%cult to play because 
they didn’t leave any room to breathe.  

As a young jazz musician, much of my music 
education involved learning jazz standards. I was 
always impressed with the beautiful melodies and 
phrasing of these tunes. I don’t remember if some-
one brought it to my attention or if the idea just 
came to me one day, but I later realized that the 
appeal of their phrasing stemmed from the fact 
that these standards were written with lyrics, and 
were meant to be sung. At that point, I began writ-
ing lyrics to all of my compositions, regardless of 
whether they would ever be sung by a vocalist, and 

it improved my phrasing signi!cantly.
Jazz musicians o$en ask themselves, “How do 

I develop my own voice as an improviser and com-
poser?” First and foremost, it’s very important to 
study the jazz tradition—to listen, transcribe and 
imitate other jazz musicians. Listening and imita-
tion are the same steps we use to acquire spoken 
language. However, if all we do is imitate and play 
licks copied from other musicians, we won’t be 
able to develop our own unique voices as artists. 
&ere are many techniques for helping musicians 

make the transition into composing and impro-
vising. One technique that I have found very useful is 
to use language patterns as a basis for creating music. 
&is goes beyond simply writing lyrics to the music. 
&e idea is to use di"erent language patterns to help 
you create the original rhythms, accents, phras-
ing and pitches of the music. &e language is not an 
a$erthought; the words come !rst.

While attending Berklee College of Music, I 
had the privilege to study with Danilo Pérez in the 
Berklee Global Jazz Institute. He introduced me to 
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new ways of applying this concept to my improvi-
sation, and many of the ideas and exercises in this 
article originated from him. !e following exer-
cises are intended to help us grow as improvisers 
and composers by imitating the natural rhythms 
and pitches of language. !is is also a produc-
tive practice for beginning improvisers who don’t 
know where to begin and might feel overwhelmed 
by the thought of improvising.  

Composing Music
Try writing lyrics "rst. !en sit down with 

your preferred writing instrument—piano, guitar, 
horn or whatever works best for you. Speak or sing 
the lyrics out loud and try to match the pitches 
of your voice to form the melody on your instru-
ment. Now try it the opposite way and compose 
a melody "rst and try to write lyrics to the melo-
dy a#erwards. Note: It’s important to speak as you 
normally would, with pauses to give the music 
room to breathe.

Practicing By Yourself
Try reading a book or magazine aloud and 

attempt to play the words on your instrument. 
Start by reading a short passage, and then try to 
imitate the in$ections in your voice from the way 
you read the passage to how you play it on your 
instrument. (See Example 1.) !is will take some 
practice to feel comfortable. Focus on imitating 
your vocal attack and the way you raise and lower 
accents when you speak. For instance, when you 
ask a question, you raise the pitch of your voice at 
the end of the phrase. 

Another exercise is to transcribe people 
talking. Choose excerpts from television shows, 
movies, comedy shows, recorded live poetry, 
famous speeches or any other source of inspiring 
speech or dialogue. Work on phrasing your mel-

odies to imitate each speaker you transcribe and 
notice how everyone speaks di%erently. Your lines 
will be varied and unique. 

Practicing With Another Musician
Have a conversation with another person, and 

each of you try to play what you say. First, do this 
away from your instruments. Walk in a circle 
stepping to quarter notes and talk to each other 
about your day. !en scat what you say, without 
words. When this feels comfortable, instead of 
talking, just scat what you are trying to say. See if 
you can understand each other.

!en do the same thing using your instru-
ment, while walking quarter notes in place. If you 
play a non-wind instrument like piano or guitar, 
you can talk about your day and try to play what 
you are saying at the same time.&Try to match your 
instrument’s notes to the pitches of your voice and 
not the other way around. Don’t adapt the way you 
speak to what you play on the instrument. If you 
"nd this di'cult, record your voice and then lis-
ten to the recording to identify your vocal pitch-
es. Also, every language has a di%erent natural 
rhythm to it, so when you do this exercise, speak 
in your native language. (See Example 2.)

Rhythm Challenge
Now for a challenge. Go back to scatting with-

out playing your instrument, talking about your 
day, but add in clapping di%erent parts of the 
triplet while walking quarter notes in a circle. 
Clap the "rst part of the triplet, i.e. “DO”-da-la 
(see Example 3a). Next, clap the second part of 
the triplet, i.e. do-“DA”-la (Example 3b). Lastly, 
clap the third part of the triplet, i.e. do-da-“LA” 
(Example 3c).

Once you have those triplet rhythms down, 
try switching to some traditional comping 

rhythms. First, try the “Charleston” rhythm, i.e. 
1 and the “and” of 2 (see Example 4a). !en try 
the 1 and the “and” of 3 (Example 4b). Lastly, try 
the “and” of 2 and the “and” of 4 (Example 4c). 
If you’re up for even more of a challenge, do this 
while clapping the bembe rhythm (Example 5). 

For rhythm section players, when this feels 
comfortable, instead of clapping the rhythms, try 
comping them on your instrument while talking 
about your day. Horn players can also try doing 
this on the drums or piano. !ese are also great 
exercises to work on improving your time feel.

It’s important to mention that this is just one 
approach to improvising and composing, and it 
deals mainly with creating melodies and rhythms. 
You are still le# with the task of creating harmon-
ic structure. To create a captivating solo or compo-
sition, it’s important to create tension and resolu-
tion, which can be formed through the melody and 
rhythm, but would be strengthened by developing 
complex harmony and longer lines. Conversation 
tends to consist of relatively short sentences, so using 
conversation alone as a source of improvisation-
al ideas can tend to create short lines. However, the 
technique can be useful to help get you out of a rut 
of playing similar lines all the time. Of course, the 
melodic lines you create with this technique can be 
arbitrarily long depending on the language source 
you use. I encourage you to try out these techniques 
and see if they work for you.  DB
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piano accompanist. She endorses Nord keyboards and Mono 
cases. Contact her at caili.odoherty@gmail.com or visit her 
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Caili O'Doherty discusses the use of language as a tool 
for composing and improvising in her Pro Session article. SH
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