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Improvisation as Verbalization: The Use, 
Function, and Meaning of Pauses 

in the Turkish Taksim

The rhythmic structure of the taksim is often described as ‘free’, or ‘non-metric’, and is a 
subject that has barely been studied. As a starting point for the analysis of time and rhythm 
in the taksim, this study examines the contrast between areas of musical activity and 
pauses. Turkish classical musicians make analogies between the taksim and various forms 
of verbal expression; in these analogies, pauses serve as punctuation marks in the artist’s 
‘musical verbalization’. The rhetorical significance attributed to pauses in the taksim, and 
the structural order found in the analysis of their usage, suggest that master musicians use 
pauses in their improvisations in a functional and structural way.

The taksim (Arabic: taqsim) is a solo instrumental improvisational genre in Turkish and Arabic 
classical music. While its original main function was to introduce the makam of the vocal or 
instrumental piece that follows it, the taksim grew to be the most important form of musical 
and artistic expression for the Turkish instrumentalist. The peculiar rhythmic structure of the 
taksim is often described in ethnomusicological literature as ‘free’,1 ‘non-metric’,2 or ‘overall 
flowing-rhythm’.3 In a similar way, Turkish musicological literature usually describes the 
taksim as usûlsüz – that is ‘lacking’, or ‘without’, a metrical basis (usûl).4 The abstract, flexible, 
and undefined nature of the rhythm of the taksim is probably why most literature on the 
taksim seems to put more emphasis on its melodic, rather than its rhythmic, characteristics. 

Methodology, Definitions, and Terminology
This paper will discuss a preliminary methodology for determining the temporal and 
rhythmic structure and material of the taksim. It will also explore definitions and 
terminology related to those themes.5 Two lines of study will be presented: the first involves 
analysis by careful listening, transcription, and extraction of statistical data. This work is 
illustrated by short audio examples by two Turkish masters of the tanbur (a long-necked 
lute particular to Turkish music).6 One of these is Tanburi Cemîl Bey who recorded at the 

1 For extensive discussions on the subject of ‘free rhythms’ see Clayton 1996 and Frigyesi 1993.

2 Nettl 2001, p. 4.

3 Feldman 1996, pp. 276-79.

4 For example, Öztuna 1990; Tanrıkorur 2005, p. 50. The term usûl in Turkish classical music has a meaning 

that is something between metre and a rhythmic pattern. In a broader sense, usûl can refer to the complete 

rhythmic system of Turkish classical music, as the term makam can refer to its whole pitch system.

5 This work is based on a project I presented as part of my studies in December 2005; I am greatly indebted 

to Dr. Robert Reigle for his help and support. This article also makes use of various formal and informal 

interviews I conducted in Istanbul in the last three years with prominent Turkish musicians. For this specific 

study, I interviewed Necdet Ya ar, Reha Sa ba , Murat Aydemir, and Yurdal Tokcan. I am thankful for their 

help.

6 The audio examples for this article can be accessed via the internet on: www.djmt.nl. I am thankful to Kalan 

Müzik of Istanbul (www.kalan.com) and Traditional Crossroads of New York (www.traditionalcrossroads.

com) for their permission to use examples from their copyrighted material.
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beginning of the twentieth century; the other is Necdet Ya ar, a contemporary master. The 
second line of study presented is based on interviews with Turkish musicians.
 When looking at the overall temporal structure of the taksim, different types or species 
of temporal units, or sections, can be recognized.7 Their characteristics change according 
to different instruments, performers, and styles. One way to define such units can be by 
the relation between their melodic features (such as tessitura, melodic material, motifs, 
direction, and development) and their rhythmic features (such as tempo, duration, metre, 
and density). Other definitions can be added, based on features such as timbre, volume, 
articulation, and expression. These units have different uses, functions, and meanings, 
both at the micro- and macro-structural levels.8 
 Out of these various types of temporal units, the one that is easiest to define, detect, 
and measure is the pause. For the purpose of this study, a pause is defined as a temporal 
unit in which no melodic or rhythmic activity is taking place.9 The use of the term pause 
in this article should not be taken to mean a complete silence or lack of sound. Indeed, 
on plucked instruments, and particularly on the tanbur, pauses are often characterized 
by sustained notes. For this reason, the European musical term rest was avoided, since it 
denotes silence, and the term pause is used to represent an interruption in the flow of the 
overall or local musical activity. In this sense, a pause has various meanings for both the 
performer and the listener as will be discussed below.
 We can place pauses in the taksim at the far end of a continuum that is defined by the 
melodic and rhythmic activity (Figure 1); Audio example 1 is an example of a pause.10 
Pauses are generally used to divide between structural sections and units of the taksim 
– again both at the micro- and macro-structural levels.11

 At the other end of this continuum, we can find units of intense melodic and rhythmic 
activity, usually at the climax of the taksim; these also show a high level of metricity, as we 
can hear in Audio examples 2 and 3.12 

 

Because the pause is such an easily observed rhythmic phenomenon, the contrast between 
played sections (where we have melodic and rhythmic activity) and pauses (where we 
have little or no activity) can be taken to be the simplest level of organization of temporal 
structure in the taksim. Therefore, this study concentrates on this contrast as a starting 
point for a temporal-rhythmical analysis of the taksim.
 A pause, as it is defined in this study, is not necessarily characterized by silence; it 
is characterized by a lack of melodic and rhythmic activity. In the case of the tanbur, 

7 Nettl and Riddle 1973.

8 Nettl and Riddle 1973, pp. 27-29; Signell 2007.

9 As discussed below, there is no mutually agreed upon Turkish term for pause; musicians recognize that such 

a phenomenon exists but use various terms to identify it.

10 Necdet Ya ar 2, track 1, 00:00 – 00:10.

11 See also Nettl and Riddle 1973, p. 15.

12 Necdet Ya ar, track 6, 03:32 –03:49; Necdet Ya ar 2, track 1, 01:03 – 01:15.

Figure 1
A continuum of types of temporal units.

Activity

Pause  Intense Activity
(Audio example 1) (Audio examples 2 and 3)
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this means a temporal unit in which no plucking with the plectrum is taking place. The 
existence of pauses of various lengths, however, raises a problem of definition. Since any 
two consecutive notes have some gap between them, when should we define such a gap 
as a pause?13 This question does not have a totally objective answer. Nevertheless, part of 
the answer can be found in the rhythmic context. The perception of a pause relies on the 
rhythmic material that precedes and follows any lapse of time between two notes. In other 
words, a pause is determined not by its length alone, but by its length in relation to the 
surrounding rhythm.14

 A gap between two notes of around 450 milliseconds for example – though very short 
– will sound like a pause if it appears in a context of very rapid phrases of notes that are 
divided by much smaller gaps, as in Audio example 4.15 It will not sound like a pause in 
the context of notes that are divided by similar gaps of time (Audio example 5).16 A gap 
might at first sound like a pause, because it is longer than previous gaps, but later lose its 
effect as a pause if it is followed by gaps of similar duration that create a metered rhythm, 
as in Audio example 6.17 Figure 2 presents these rhythmic contexts in a simple graphic 
way: exclamation marks represent notes, and periods represent gaps. 

Transcription of Taksims
To analyze the temporal and rhythmical structure of the taksim, one must find tools 
for transcribing it in a rhythmically-accurate, yet comprehensible, way. In the existing 
literature, taksims are often transcribed using staff notation, but as far as rhythmic 
durations are concerned, these transcriptions are only relatively accurate.18 This inaccuracy 
is caused by the fact that the rhythm of the taksim is unmetered, while the definition of 
quarter notes and eighth notes is based on equal divisions. 
 However, transcribing durations of pauses and played sections can be done quite 
accurately using very simple graphs, as in Figure 3. This method (which is discussed in 
more detail below) results in a representation of only one aspect of the taksim, and is 
detached from the melodic material. Nevertheless, the simplicity of these transcriptions 

13 This gap is sometimes called the IOI – the inter-onset interval; it is ‘the time interval between the onset 

of one event and the onset of its successor’(Drake and Parncutt 2001, p. i). Since ‘rhythmic organization 

is generally influenced more by IOI than by physical duration’ (ibid), pauses were measured acccording 

to the interval between the attack of one note and the attack of the next one. In this sense, on the tanbur, 

the distinction between pauses and long notes is sometimes obscured - an idiomatic feature of plucked 

instruments.

14 ‘IOIs are often perceived categorically in relation to surrounding IOIs.’ (ibid.)

15 Tanburi Cemîl Bey Vol. II, track 16, 01:55 – 02:01.

16 Ibid: track 9, 00:40 – 00:45.

17 Ibid: track 16, 00:12 – 00:17.

18 For example, the transcriptions in Yahya 2002; Nettl and Riddle 1973, pp. 30-43 (see also Notes on 

Transcription, pp. 29-30). In Turkey there is a long tradition of transcribing taksims for didactic purposes 

such as the ones in Torun 1996, pp. 336-43 and Yılmaz 1999, pp. 49-62.

A gap between two notes:
will sound as a pause (Audio example 4):  !!.!!.!!.!!!!!!!....!!!!!!!!!
will not sound as a pause (Audio example 5):  !!....!!....!!....!!..!!.!!.!!!...
will lose its effect as a pause (Audio example 6):  !!!!!!!!....!.!....!.!....!!!!!!!!

Figure 2
Examples of rhythmic contexts.
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makes it easy to follow them. By using these, we can catch a glimpse of the artist’s use and 
conception of the time structure and then relate it to general melodic characteristics of 
the taksim.
 A case study of the use of pauses in seven different taksims by the tanbur master 
Necdet Ya ar should provide more insight into the use of pauses and the construction of 
the time structure. Necdet Ya ar is one of the greatest living masters of Turkish classical 
music and the tanbur. He is especially venerated for his knowledge of the makam system 
and his mastery of the taksim. As Bülent Aksöy writes: 

‘Necdet Ya ar (…) is a leading tanbur player of Turkey and one of the best instrumentalists 
of Turkish music in the second half of this century. He has been the pupil of Mesud Cemil 
(…). Undoubtedly, Ya ar is one of the great masters of the Turkish taksim. His improvisations 
display a marked originality and an elevated artistic taste. His musical achievement in his 
improvisations stems from his extensive knowledge of the Turkish makams.’19 

The idea of studying the use of pauses in the taksim came to my mind while listening to  
Ya ar’s taksims. I have always felt that he uses pauses as part of his musical vocabulary, 
and that he gives importance to pauses as much as to the melodic material.
 In Figure 3, we can see the transcriptions of pauses in seven of Ya ar’s taksims. These 
taksims represent a variety of makams, lengths, styles, and periods in the artist’s life.20 The 
horizontal line represents time in seconds. The white parts are played sections, while the 
black parts represent pauses. The numbers written above the pauses are their durations 
in seconds.21 This simple graph shows us the temporal construction of the entire taksim, 
in terms of its pauses and played sections. Even though it does not represent any tonal-
melodic features, following it while listening to the taksim is easy; we can still relate it 
to general melodic features that are easy to detect, such as sequences, repetitions, and 
cadences, and thus reveal the way pauses are used. We can use it for analysis and extraction 
of statistical data (Table 1), and comparison between several taksims. Audio example 7 is 
a short sample from the Hüseyni taksim.22  

When examining the transcriptions in Figure 3 and the statistics in Table 1, we can find 
certain common characteristics in the use of pauses and in the construction of the temporal 
structure. Several recurring features of the pauses, the played sections, their organization, 
and their relation to the melodic material seem to suggest some kind of order: 

1.  Starting with longer pauses: Most of the taksims start with relatively longer pauses 
(as in the Irak, Hüseyni, Mahur, Nihavend II, and U ak taksims). Generally, longer 
pauses are used sparingly, and appear mostly in the beginning and middle of the 
taksim. Towards the end of the taksim, long pauses are rare.

2.  Pause lengths: As illustrated in Table 1, the longest pause length, average pause length, 
and the percentage of the total length of pauses out of the overall length of the taksim, 
are similar in the majority of taksims.

3.  Long played sections: There are usually few (up to three) long played sections. The 
length of the longest sections is similar in these taksims.

19 Aksöy 1998, p. 24-5.

20 These taksims are available on commercial CDs and were chosen for these CDs with the artist’s cooperation. 

Therefore, their recording quality is relatively good and they can be taken to represent the artist’s better 

performances of this genre.

21 Measurements were done on a PC using the Transcribe! application by Seventh String Software.

22 Necdet Ya ar, track 12, 0:00 – 0:30.
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4.  Clusters of short pauses: In many places we can see clusters of short pauses. These 
usually appear within the context of melodic sequences. In many of these cases, the 
played sections are shorter than the pauses. In these situations, major significance is 
given to the pauses, thus creating a ‘sequence of pauses’, as can be seen in Figures 4 and 
5 (Audio examples 8 and 9).23

5.  Pauses of the same length: Many times, Ya ar uses a repetition of pauses of the same (or 
very similar) length; such as in the beginning of the Nihavend II Taksim (Figure 6; Audio 
example 10).

Usage of pauses of the same length can be found in various melodic contexts. The following 
example demonstrates this usage in the context of melodic repetition (Figure 7; Audio 
example 11).
 This usage can also be found in a period-like context (Figure 8; Audio example 12); or 
in the context of a melodic sequence, such as in the following example (Figure 9; Audio 
example 13).
 Sometimes, Ya ar uses a mixture of pauses of similar, almost identical, lengths. Figure 
10 (Audio example 14) demonstrates a mixture of two lengths; one is approximately 2 
seconds long, the other approximately 2.7 seconds.

23 The names Ya ar and Ya ar 2 in the figure description refer to discographic entries (Necdet Ya ar and Necdet 

Ya ar 2). 

  Total length     Longest
Taksim  of pauses and  No. of Average Longest played
Name Duration % of Duration     pauses  pause length  pause section 

Hicazkar 69.7 21.05 19 1.1 1.69 19.92
  30.2% 

Irak 97.06 24.36 17 1.43 3.47 18.81
  25.09% 

Hüseyni 169.16 34.92 22 1.59 4.55 19.80 
  20.64% 

Mahur 221.46 51.59 32 1.61 4.97 26.88
  23.29% 

Nihavend I 244.05 54.06 35 1.54 4.33 27.42
  22.15% 

Nihavend II 253.78 105.41 62 1.70 4.71 24.49 
  41.54% 

U ak 310.66 75.46 47 1.60 4.26 21.85  
  24.29% 

Table 1
Statistics of seven taksims by Necdet Ya ar.
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Figure 3
Transcriptions of pauses in seven taksims by Necdet Ya ar.

Figure 4
Sequence of pauses (Ya ar, Hüseyni, 01:39 
– 01:50; Audio example 8).

Figure 5
Sequence of pauses (Ya ar 2, Hicazkar, 00:26 
– 00:37; audio example 9).
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In the following example (Figure 11; Audio example 15), this usage can be heard 
in the context of melodic repetition. Interestingly, the smaller pause has a relation of 
approximately 1:2 with the longer ones that surround it.

The next example (Figure 12; Audio example 16) shows a mixture of two lengths in the 
context of a melodic sequence. One of the lengths is approximately 0.8 seconds while the 
other one is approximately 1.1 seconds long.
 A repetition of the same length of pause may also serve to repeat a certain cadence, as in 
the following striking examples where Ya ar repeats almost the exact length of a pause, after 
one minute, in the context of repeating a cadence (Figure 13; Audio examples 17 and 18).

Figure 6
Pauses of the same length (Ya ar 2, Nihavend 
II, 00:00 – 00:11; Audio example 10).

Figure 7
Same length in a melodic repetition (Ya ar, 
Nihavend I, 00:00 – 00:14; Audio example 11).

Figure 8
Same length in a period-like context (Ya ar, U ak, 00:49 – 01:09; Audio example 12)

Figure 9
Same length in a melodic sequence (Ya ar 2, Irak, 00:48 – 01:01; Audio example 13).

Figure 10
A mixture of pauses of similar lengths (Ya ar 2, Nihavend II, 00:24 – 00:50; Audio example 14)

Figure 11
A mixture of pauses of similar lengths in melodic repetition (Ya ar, U ak, 03:30 – 03:50; Audio 
example 15).
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The melodic contexts of the above examples strengthen the notion that these usages of 
pauses are not random or arbitrary. These repeating patterns of usage indicate that Necdet 
Ya ar uses pauses in an intuitive, yet structured and artful way. They suggest that Ya ar 
uses an accuracy of duration and timing to control the lengths of pauses and to organize 
them with relation to the melodic material. The perceptual and cognitive processes that 
are used for such control and organization are yet to be discovered. Nevertheless, a hint 
to where similar processes are taking place can be found in the metaphor of speech and 
oration that Turkish musicians use when discussing the taksim. As will be shown below, 
Turkish musicians make an analogy between mastering the performance of the taksim 
and developing a proficiency in the verbalization of one’s inner artistic world.

The Discourse on the Rhythm of the Taksim
The abstract nature of the rhythm of the taksim is apparent in discourse among Turkish 
musicians.24 Turkish musicians discuss the tonal-melodic characteristics of the taksim in 
a technical-theoretical way. According to them, the taksim should represent a makam; 
it should therefore follow this makam’s melodic progression (seyir), and show melodic 
characteristics that are appropriate for this makam.25 In terms of formal structure, like all 
Turkish classical pieces, the taksim should include an introduction, a development, and a 
conclusion.26 These tonal-melodic and formal characteristics are grounded in both oral 
tradition and theoretical treatises; they are common knowledge, as well as the basis for 
any discourse on Turkish classical music. 
 Unlike the discussion of the tonal-melodic characteristics of the taksim, discussion 
of the actual technical and theoretical aspects of the rhythm of the taksim tends to 
be elusive. When asked for details about the rhythm of the taksim, musicians seemed 
confounded, and a raised eyebrow was not an uncommon response. People seemed to 

24 This is also true for Turkish musicological literature, which ignores the subject altogether or dismisses it with 

the simple definition of usûlsüz; see also Feldman 1996, p. 278.

25 Turkish musicians stress the fact that the taksim should represent its makam’s characteristics; otherwise, it 

is just an ‘improvisation’, ‘do açlama’. Modulating taksims must also represent the makams into which they 

modulate.

26 This structure is termed by Signell ‘exposition – development – recapitulation’ or an ABA form (1977, p. 67); 

Cemîl Bey (1993 [ca. 1900], p. 37) uses the terms zemîn, miyân, and karar.

Figure 12
A mixture of two lengths in a melodic sequence (Ya ar 2, Mahur, 02:17 – 02:31; Audio example 16).

Figure 13
A repetition of same length of pause when repeating a cadence (Ya ar 2, Mahur, 00:02 – 00:11 
and 01:13 – 01:22; Audio examples 17 and 18).
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wonder about my choice of subject – especially when I showed specific interest in pauses. 
These responses reveal the fact that usually musicians do not think about the rhythm of 
the taksim consciously. If a discussion about this subject is triggered, then it quickly turns 
into a philosophical discussion – one that is based on metaphors and analogies.
 Even the terminology for pauses has not been agreed upon, and those interviewed 
provided a multitude of terms that could be used for them. Among them were: space 
(bo luk), break (ara), rest (es), station (durak), peace (sükun), silence (sessizlik), repose 
(istirahat), breath (soluk, nefes), suspension (asma kalı ), and poise (duru ).

The Taksim as Verbalization
When interviewed, musicians often made analogies between the taksim and various forms 
of verbalization and oration. Among these analogies were speech (konu ma), poetry ( iir), 
narration (anlatma), declaration (ifade), argumentation (muhakeme), oratory (hitabet), 
philosophy (felsefe), language (lisan), and story (hikaye). In this context, the rhythm of the 
taksim is analogous with the rhythm of speech and oration, and pauses serve the role of 
punctuation marks, such as commas, semicolons, periods, hyphens, and question marks.
 Another recurring theme in the discourse about the taksim is the importance of 
individuality and originality. In this context, again, musicians used the metaphor of 
language: the musician is the speaker, narrator, or poet. Good taksim making must 
balance between originality and adherence to a tradition of aesthetic rules which are not 
always defined. A master of the taksim is a person who is knowledgeable in all aspects of 
music. By combining the knowledge he has received with his own personal expression and 
creativity, he creates his own unique musical ‘language’. A musician who repeats himself 
too much, copies others, has a monotonous rhythmic material and tempo, or does not use 
pauses to make himself intelligible, is considered a ‘babbler’ (geveze). 
 In the context of the analogy between the taksim and verbalization, it is easy to see 
why mastering the use of pauses is so important for the performance of a good taksim. 
Pauses in the taksim, like punctuation marks in text, make it intelligible. They serve to 
connect and distinguish, on various structural levels, between its ‘paragraphs’, ‘sentences’, 
and ‘words’ – the temporal units or sections of the taksim. Without these punctuation 
marks, the taksim would carry no meaning (mana), and there could be no development 
in the ‘argumentation’. Pauses in the taksim, therefore, carry a rhetorical meaning. As one 
of the musicians interviewed put it: ‘To pause is like looking in the listener’s eyes, and 
asking: “Do you understand me?”’27

Assumptions and Suggestions
Since the rhythmic content and structure of the taksim are not as rigidly defined by theory 
and tradition as its tonal-melodic content and structure, we can assume that a great 
deal of the artist’s individual expressiveness lies in rhythm. In the area of rhythm, the 
artist has more freedom from adherence to set models (also called ‘points of departure’, 
‘referents’),28 since these are less well formulated. Indeed, even different taksims played 
by the same musician in various contexts, settings, and times, have different rhythmic 
and temporal characteristics.29 On the other hand, repeated patterns of usage of rhythm 
formulate part of the artist’s uniqueness, or style – his musical ‘idiolect’.30

 Since this study is in its beginning stages, there are no definite conclusions to offer 
yet; however, some assumptions and suggestions can be made. The transcription and 

27 Reha Sa ba : personal communication.

28 See Nettl 1998, p. 13-4; 2001, p. 3; Pressing 1998, p. 51.

29 See for example the differences between the two Nihavend taksims by Necdet Ya ar that are studied here.

30 See also Feldman 1996, p. 284.
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analysis of pauses in Necdet Ya ar’s taksims, though limited to a relatively small number 
of examples, reveal a carefully and artfully built structure, pertaining to the usage of 
pauses and its relation to the played material. Broader research needs to be done that 
encompasses other players, instruments, and styles. For that, we must find more ways 
and means to transcribe taksims in a rhythmically-accurate, yet comprehensible way. 
Developing better tools for analyzing the rhythm of the taksim will help us understand 
better not only the taksim, but also other unmetered forms of improvisation. 
 The relation between unmetered improvisation and rhetoric is an unexplored subject 
that is worthy of further study. In a discussion about the relation between improvisation 
and spontaneous speech, Jeff Pressing suggests that pauses in spontaneous speech are 
‘indicative of real-time cognitive processing limitations’ and ‘presumably have this 
function (among others) in musical improvisation.’31 The transcription and analysis of 
Ya ar’s taksims, however, suggest that he does not use pauses as musical ‘interjections’ or 
‘fillers’ where he is uncertain or needs to rest or gather his thoughts. Pauses might be used 
for such ends by a beginner or an amateur; however, a master of the Turkish taksim, as 
we learned from the interviews outlined above, is a master of musical verbalization. He 
would use pauses intentionally, as part of his musical vocabulary, to convey rhetorical 
meanings. A master’s improvisations are more like sermons, orations, or extemporaneous 
poetry than just spontaneous speech. In Ya ar’s biography, Bülent Aksöy makes a similar 
allusion: ‘Truly, Necdet Ya ar is a “composer of improvisations”, a poet of the tanbur, who 
recites makamic verses.’32 

31 2000 [1987]; this paragraph can be found only in the Internet source: p. 20.

32 Aksöy 1998, p. 25.
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