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Sustrai COLINA

At the age of 19, Sustrai Colina, the youngest participant in the ýnal 
of the Basque Country improvisation championship, had already 
marked the history of improvisation.  That was back in 2001. 

BIRTH OF A PASSION
óóI began to improvise thanks to Amets Arzallus and his father. We had already 
done a little improvisation at the ikastola (Basque-medium school), but then I 
found out that there was an improvisation school.  I was 8 or 9 years old, and 
at that age you generally want to do what your mates do. We put our names 
down for improvisation classes like you would for football or pelota. Itôs when I 
began practicing that I realised I enjoyed it. We were lucky to have a really good 
group. It was very motivating because if youôre alone there are times when you 
feel like giving up. At that time I used to play pelota. Itôs a game which you 
either win or lose. However, a child who learns improvisation doesnôt really 
realise what heôs doing or why heôs doing it, what is judged and what is not é 
So from that point of view, sport is much more rational in terms of the  way 
itôs judged. And it has to be said that at that time children would have preferred 
to be Retegi rather than Ega¶a. Nowadays things are changing, improvisers 
frequently appear on TV and radio, and now children put their names down at 
improvisation schools with the ambition of becoming improvisers. But when 
we were young none of that existed. We stuck at it because we were a group of 
friends and because we were lucky.ôô 

THE INFLUENCE OF OUR PARENTS
óóI was very lucky. At home I was always allowed to do what I wanted. Thatôs 
how I learnt to take responsabilities and I was able to realise for myself what 
was right and what was wrong, by making mistakes. My parents always told 
me that in improvisation Iôd learn the values which Iôd need later on in life. 
For example, knowing how to react in front of an audience was very precious 
when I had to sit my exams. I said to myself that if I was capable of improvising 
something in front of a hundred people, reciting what Iôd learnt off by heart to 
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just one person wasnôt so difýcult. When we were children, at the ikastola, the 
others were generally frightened of speaking in public, but we were always at 
ease in this ýeld. On stage we appear as we are or at least we publically reveal 
the different aspects of our personality. That makes us assume the facets of our 
personality which are made public. From that point of view, Iôm convinced that 
improvisation is very valuable, especially during adolescence é When, as a child 
you have to learn to accept yourself as you are, itôs a discipline which will helps 
children who are capable of going up onto the stage with all their imperfections 
to feel good about themselves.ò 

IN THE TRADITION OF GREAT IMPROVISERS
 óóWhen I was small, I wanted to be a pelota player. I hardly realised that it was 
even possible to become an improviser. Afterwards, you begin to think that you 
could be a improviser, you try to understand the talent of others, and you have 
a certain admiration for them. Then your turn comes when you are standing 
alongside those who you admired, and they even become your friends. We saw 
all of this. This was the case with Joxe Agirre, whoôs 75 years old and still an 
improviser. You discover who they really are and you admire them even more. 
When you go to a village with this ýgure, this symbol, youôre surprised to see 
how humble they are, and that theyôre always ready to help you. Itôs an incredible 
chance to be able to meet such ýgures. This is also the case of Andoni Ega¶a, 
three times champion, an unrivalled theoretician, an enlightened and innovative 
improviser and a forerunner, but who, when heôs sat at a table with you, is just one 
amongst you. There are great lessons to be learnt from these meetings. Although 
the personalities, lifestyles and origins of improvisers are very different, the fact 
you have to offer the audience good ñentertainmentò brings you closer: When you 
go through a difýcult moment with someone, usually that makes the relationship 
stronger. Thatôs what happened with us. For us itôs important to get on with the 
others. We only compete against ourselves. Of course I want to win, but I donôt 
want my adversary to lose. And championships, in particular championship ýnals, 
are particular in that repsect, if we all do well, youôre left with a good impression. 
No-one loses, even if you ýnish eighth. The audience is more interested in what 
you do rather than in your ranking. And that helps us a lot to excel and exclude 
any competitiveness.ò 

THE DUO WITH AMETS ARZALLUS 
óóWe manage to surprise each other more often than youôd think. Improvisation 
varies greatly according to the context. If you sing the same verses in two 
different contexts, they may be good in one context, and not so good in the 
other.  Personally, I donôt sing the same way in a youth club as I do in a church. 




