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Abstract

Improvisation, as one of the most vital epistemological indicators within the
realm of the arts, represents not merely a performative practice but a pro-
found manifestation of human cognition and creativity. Beyond the realm of
objective entities, improvisation is inherently tied to the subjective con-
sciousness of the creator. It symbolizes the transformation of perception
into artistic expression—a reflection of the artist’s inner process rather than
an external replication of the world. Historically, improvisation has occupied
a central role in numerous artistic traditions, serving as a bridge between
learned structures and spontaneous creation. Within the Azerbaijani Ashiq
art, this tradition emerges as both a performative methodology and a cog-
nitive act that embodies generations of cultural wisdom, oral heritage, and
performative adaptability. The tradition of Ashiq art in Azerbaijan—a syn-
thesis of music, poetry, and performance—has long been recognized as an
organic art form deeply intertwined with folkloric narrative, communal ex-
pression, and spiritual creativity. Within this tradition, improvisation acts as
the axis around which the performer’s identity, emotional intelligence, and
communicative competence revolve. It is both a method of creation and a
philosophy of performance, reflecting the artist’s capacity to respond to the
dynamics of the audience, the fluidity of emotion, and the ever-changing
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context of the performance event. The Ashiq does not merely reproduce
learned forms; rather, he reinterprets them in real time, merging memory,
intuition, and technical mastery. The present research centers on examining
the phenomenon of improvisation as an ancient performative tradition spe-
cifically within Azerbaijani Ashiqg practices, employing Richard Schechner’s
theory of performance art as the theoretical lens. Schechner’s model iden-
tifies six learnable and trainable performer skills: restoration of behavior,
transportation and transformation, training of concentration, management
of physical energy, relationship to the audience, and interplay between ritu-
al and play. This model provides a robust framework for viewing improvisa-
tion as a structured cognitive and embodied process, rather than a random
or accidental act, cultivated through practice and education. The research
question, therefore, seeks to explore how does the tradition of improvisa-
tion, when examined through Schechner’s performance theory, become
crystallized within Ashiq art as practiced in Azerbaijani folklore. This study
employs a qualitative methodology with an applied purpose, adopting a de-
scriptive-analytical approach while drawing upon extensive library resourc-
es, including scholarly articles, ethnographic records, and academic theses.
The analysis proceeds in two stages: first, it identifies the ways in which
improvisation manifests and operates in Ashiq performance; second, it in-
terprets these occurrences in light of Schechner’s theoretical framework.
Through this dual approach, the research elucidates both the structural and
the phenomenological dimensions of improvisation, presenting it as a per-
formative model that integrates technical skill, spiritual awareness, and so-
cial interaction. Findings reveal that the practice of improvisation among
Azerbaijani Ashigs cannot be confined to a single artistic dimension. It rath-
er represents a multifaceted synthesis of music, performance, dance, and
literature, functioning as an adaptive mechanism that allows the artist to
navigate between fixed forms and spontaneous innovation. Ashigs begin
their performances with learned repertoires derived from the Dastan (epic
poetry) tradition, yet within the moment of enactment they continuously
adjust the tone, rhythm, and verbal content of their performance according
to the audience’s emotional response, the spatial atmosphere of the gath-
ering, and the interpersonal energies that unfold during the event. This dy-
namic responsiveness constitutes the essence of improvisation—an embod-
iment of creativity that is both learned and lived. From Schechner’s
perspective, the Ashig’s improvisation reveals the interplay between train-
ing and transformation. The performer’s training provides a foundational
grammar of behavior—mastery over narrative structures, musical modes
(makams), prosody, and gestural expression. However, in real-time perfor-
mance, this grounded knowledge transforms into a living and adaptive be-
havior, modulated by intuition and emotional resonance. The Ashiq thus
becomes both a transmitter and a transformer of cultural memory, perform-
ing what Schechner terms the ‘restored behavior, where learned patterns
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are revived, reinterpreted, and reactivated in the immediate present. The
research also elucidates the educational and cognitive layers underlying im-
provisation. Ashigs undergo a long-term apprenticeship that involves not
only musical skill but also moral, emotional, and intellectual formation. This
holistic process cultivates key performative dispositions such as trust in
one’s inner impulses, release from overcontrol, acceptance of uncertainty,
attunement to audience feedback, and the courage to explore creative devi-
ations. These dimensions, which correspond to psychological preparedness
as much as technical readiness, align strongly with Schechner’s six perfor-
mative skills—particularly those concerning spontaneity, concentration,
and nonverbal communication. Improvisation here becomes a reflection of
what Schechner calls a ‘double consciousness’—the ability of the performer
to remain simultaneously within the flow of the act and aware of its formal
control. Further findings demonstrate that improvisation in Ashiq perfor-
mance operates within a context of communicative reciprocity. The Ashiq
gauges the emotional temperature of the assembly (majlis), interpreting
subtle nonverbal signals from listeners while adapting tone and tempo to
maintain engagement. This constant feedback loop between performer and
audience transforms each performance into a co-creative process. More-
over, improvisation acts as a narrative mechanism where story, melody, and
gesture merge into a unified expressive act, allowing folkloric narratives to
remain alive, fluid, and responsive to contemporary social experiences. The
study highlights several key components that characterize Ashigs’ improvi-
sational technique: 1. Trust and Release: The performer cultivates a state of
psychological openness, trusting instinct and allowing spontaneous expres-
sion to emerge. 2. Acceptance and Adaptation: Improvisation thrives on the
ability to embrace unplanned circumstances, including audience reactions
or instrumental variations. 3. Active Listening and Attention: The Ashiq lis-
tens not only to the audience but also to his own rhythmic and emotional
flow, practicing deep auditory awareness. 4. Narrative Fluency: Storytelling
becomes an elastic form where lyrical and musical invention interact dy-
namically. 5. Nonverbal Communication: Gestural nuances, body move-
ment, and eye contact play a crucial role in synchronizing the poetic and
emotional layers of performance. By aligning these components with
Schechner’s theoretical skills, the study concludes that improvisation in
Ashiq art should be understood as a disciplined spontaneity—not a break
from structure but a sophisticated engagement with it. Improvisation func-
tions as a meta-skill that synthesizes learned technique and creative intu-
ition, mediating between the personal agency of the performer and the col-
lective memory embedded in the art form. The implications of this research
extend beyond the specific domain of Azerbaijani folklore. Given its com-
posite nature, improvisation as practiced by Ashigs can serve as a pedagog-
ical model for performance education, encouraging adaptability, emotional
intelligence, and embodied awareness in various artistic disciplines. Its po-
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tential applications encompass performance training, artistic production,
and comparative cultural studies, especially in contexts where oral tradi-
tions intersect with contemporary performative practices. The study there-
by contributes to understanding improvisation not as mere ornamentation
or contingency but as a fundamental epistemology of art-making—one that
merges intellect, emotion, and body into a unified creative experience. In
conclusion, the tradition of improvisation in Azerbaijani Ashiq art, when an-
alyzed through Schechner’s performance theory, embodies the living conti-
nuity of art as a process rather than a product. It exemplifies how performa-
tive knowledge is transmitted through experiential learning and situational
responsiveness. The Ashiq becomes a living archive of social and aesthetic
consciousness, transforming inherited structures into immediate acts of
creation. Therefore, improvisation—blending trust, release, acceptance, at-
tentiveness, storytelling, and nonverbal dialogue—can be conceptualized as
both a model and a methodology for the education, production, and perfor-
mance of the arts in broader cultural contexts.

Keywords: Ashiq, Azerbaijan, Improvisation, Performance Art, Richard
Schechner
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