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To my students, past, present and future, whose probing questions and open minds teach me more than they can ever know




When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.

Lao Tzu
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Playing with Ease


Introduction

Ease

Every musical instrument is hard to play. To juggle, balance, and remember all that is necessary to play any instrument is a staggering feat of acrobatics. It can only elicit admiration and awe from the knowing observer. While the guitar is one of the easiest instruments at the beginner’s level, it is one of the most difficult instruments at the more advanced stages. Think about it: To begin with, the two hands do completely different things, and to complicate matters, they face in opposite directions. The neck of the instrument is usually placed at an odd angle to the side, tilted up and away from the body, which makes for a rather dizzying spatial orientation. Contrast this with the piano, for instance, whose keys are clearly laid out horizontally in front of you. The guitar can also make you, the player, feel very exposed and vulnerable, as the volume is rather quiet and there are only six strings at your disposal. Missed notes can be quite obvious to a listener. Also, there are times when you need to play two- or three-voice counterpoint on these six strings, with only four fingers on the right hand to pluck the notes. Playing the guitar is anything but easy.

Is it possible to make it easier? Of course. But it requires careful thought and consideration, supported by knowledge and awareness, with the reinforcement of focused practice. My intention with this book is to offer you some new ideas, as well as some familiar ones that are perhaps described in novel ways, of how to play your instrument with greater ease. At the very least, the book provides a systematic summary of the point of view of one person, who has an abiding interest in the sensible management of anatomy and of good physical health.

First, we might ask: what is ease? Playing with ease means playing with a minimum of effort. There are two kinds of ease, physical and mental/psychological. The two are interrelated. By working on one, you can affect the other. You can train your mind or your emotions to think or feel something that makes playing physically easier. Conversely, you can train your body to work in ways that involve less physical effort, which also puts your mind or emotions at ease. Both methods are effective. This book mostly offers advice about working with the physical approach. At the same time, there is always an awareness here of the positive consequences for the mind and the psyche as well, not to mention for the music itself.

With so much intense concentration on physical ease, you might be concerned about the risk of losing some musical energy. I once taught a master class in Austria for the students of the splendid guitarist and teacher Leo Witoszinski. As I worked intently with a physically convoluted student to overcome his tension, Leo interrupted. He protested, “But this is like the method of some facile actors whose primary goal is to be as relaxed as they can be, and meanwhile all the emotion and intensity is lost.” It was a very intelligent and well-taken comment, one that is often brought up by other people. I replied by saying, “What actors like this are missing is the final stage of bringing the depth and soul of their interpretation back after they have relaxed their tense, underlying physical habits. The ideal is to find a way of being that is just as expressive without the unnecessary tension.” What we must strive for is a balance between physical ease and musical engagement.

Injury

In general, the level of physical tension of instrumentalists has run rampant. A dean of a major North American music school told me about a recent orientation meeting for new students. The large group of students was asked how many of them currently had injuries. What percentage of them do you think raised their hands?

Half of them!

In a frequently cited study from 2009 by music medicine specialist Dr. Alice Brandfonbrener, 330 incoming freshman students at a Midwestern music school were asked how many of them had a history of playing-related pain.

Seventy-nine percent did!1

These findings are astonishing indications of the extraordinary proliferation of injuries among musicians in recent times. The figures may not even be fully representative because sometimes, musicians do not realize that the numbness, awkwardness, or pain they are experiencing is, in fact, an injury. And sometimes, even when they are aware of an injury, they do not wish to report it. While musician injuries have been documented for a long time, it seems that, since the second half of the twentieth century, they have become something of an epidemic. Why is this happening?

The answer probably lies in the fact that there has been an accumulation of increasing demands on musicians in recent decades—to play louder and faster, with more difficult repertoire, in larger concert halls, and with a technical perfection like that of recordings. This has piled an ever-greater amount of pressure on musicians, their bodies, and their psyches. The need for a sturdier, more ergonomic approach to the playing of instruments has never been more urgent. This includes a greater need for the support of larger muscles because the smaller muscles are not capable of sustaining this increased workload. Chapter 5 teaches you how to play with the larger muscle groups, and the rest of this book offers plenty of advice on how to otherwise maintain good physical health while playing your instrument. With all the increased demands mentioned above, we must learn better ways of curing injury and, more important, how to prevent it.

1 Alice Brandfonbrener, “History of Playing-related Pain in 330 Freshman Music Students,” Medical Problems of Performing Artists 24, no. 1 (March 2009): 30–36.

Focal Dystonia

Some of my more recent ideas on playing with ease emerged from my twelve years of suffering with focal dystonia, from 1984 to 1996. Focal dystonia is a mysterious condition in which fingers of either hand flex uncontrollably into the palm, without pain. (With some people, the fingers can also extend outward.) This aspect of painlessness distinguishes it from all other types of musician injuries. The fingers are able to move slowly and awkwardly back to normal position, but then they flex in again immediately upon use. Hundreds, maybe thousands of musicians of all instruments suffer from this debilitating condition, which often signals the end of playing their instrument. In my case, the right-hand ring finger was the primary one affected, with the pinky and sometimes the middle finger flexing in as well. It completely stopped my performing career for most of those twelve years. While totally devastated on every level by this sinister condition, I pursued one specialist after another, seeking a cure. I consulted practitioners of Eastern medicine as well as Western. Unfortunately, no one was successful. Curiously, they all noted that my technique seemed to be perfect from an anatomical point of view.

To me, that was one of the mysterious aspects of my condition. I was someone who had always thought carefully and accurately about the anatomical considerations of playing. It would seem that I was an unlikely candidate for injury. How could this be happening to me? Perhaps, I thought, it was because I was mostly self-taught. The longest period that I ever studied with anyone was nine months (with composer-guitarist John Duarte). In retrospect, I believe that being self-taught may have actually helped me cure myself.

Certainly, there are pros and cons to teaching yourself. The cons include not having someone more experienced and knowledgeable to guide you and give you a method or some systematic approach, having to always rely on yourself for inspiration and fresh ideas, and the lack of a teaching tradition that gives you a sense of belonging. The pros are the development of independent and creative thinking, self-reliance, and the possibility of originality. Because my physical instincts were generally reliable, my technique was well-founded, and I never had an injury of any sort before 1984. In fact, I am proud to report that, in my forty years of professional teaching to date, not one of my students has ever been injured for long while studying with me. If they ever did experience some minor injury, I was always able to help resolve the issue within days or, at most, a couple of weeks. While I certainly experienced both the benefits and obstacles of being self-taught, the pros fortunately outweighed the cons, with respect to my playing, teaching, and focal dystonia experience. That said, I would not generally recommend self-teaching to anyone else, except the rare person who appears driven to do this, as I was.

After failing to get myself cured by any of the various practitioners I consulted, I turned inward to search for answers. Soon, in an unexpected moment, I received initial inspiration from someone else. He was my teaching colleague, Neil Anderson, at the New England Conservatory in 1992. I credit him with sparking the idea of using the large muscles to play the guitar. He had just begun to experiment with this concept, and, during a performance class, he showed a student a simple, basic way of engaging the large muscles by swinging the arm to pluck a string. It struck me immediately that this might have some relevance for me. It was just a kernel of an idea, but I proceeded to take that golden kernel and develop, enlarge, and refine it over the course of four years. My work paid off with steady progress, and by 1996, I was completely cured. Ever since then, I have been playing totally free of focal dystonia. I am also one of the few people in the world who has been able to help and cure many others with focal dystonia (not just guitarists, but players of all instruments, except brass). Bear in mind that this condition is otherwise regarded by the medical establishment as incurable!

Other Lessons

As a matter of fact, even before my experience with dystonia I have had the privilege of helping many people cure different kinds of playing injuries. This is because of my lifelong interest in studying the relationship of the body to playing the guitar, as well as other instruments, and because I’ve been able to develop a good instinct for pinpointing the source of physical injury. I have always been fascinated by the broader anatomical and technical viewpoint, as well as the nuanced details, and have continually searched for a system of understanding of how it all fits together.

All this led me to consider the ease of virtuosity, which I then began to observe in the master players of all instruments. The most virtuosic players always made it look easy, as if there were no obstacles at all. I sensed that this must be a combination of natural gifts and focused technical consideration and work. My investigation led me to understand that this ease could be attained with a thorough study of how the body functions when playing an instrument and by taking advantage of its most natural inclinations.

Most of the exercises and ideas presented in this book came from this lifelong exploration, while my ideas about playing with the large muscles arose from years of living with and ultimately curing focal dystonia. During those years I continued to teach but could no longer demonstrate on the guitar as much as I could before. This forced me to develop a more verbally articulate way of expressing what I wanted to communicate, since I was unable to demonstrate by playing. Even after curing myself, this refined ability to describe and explain my ideas has stayed with me and has improved my teaching.

A few years after the dystonia was cured, I developed some severe lower back problems, which were helped immensely by the study of Alexander Technique, Iyengar yoga, and a little bit of the Feldenkrais Method. As it turned out, these three disciplines also deeply enriched my ideas about playing the guitar and other instruments. Their influence can be observed throughout this book. I am deeply grateful to these three great traditions and their wise teachers.

Letting Go

One underlying theme of this book is the importance of letting go. The widely accepted work ethic—“no pain, no gain”—is at the root of the problem of musicians’ expending too much effort too much of the time. The belief that hard work can solve most problems contributes to the judgment that taking the easy route is lazy. A corollary of this is the belief that when you work hard, you gain control, but when you let go, you lose control. This is simply not true. When you let go, you may lose control at first, but the more you get used to it, the more control you gain. Everything is easier once you let go, and that greater freedom allows you the ability to control without feeling pressured. As long as you feel pressured, your command of control is vulnerable at best.

Letting go means trusting nature—the nature of your body, mind, and spirit. When nature is trusted, its wonders become self-evident. The description of how to breathe naturally in Chapter 2 is one instance of this. When you know how to let the diaphragm work on its own, without any artificial help or extra work, then breathing becomes a strong, natural foundation for all that you do. The discussion of dead weight and its significance, in Chapters 2 and 5, is another example. Less is more. If you do too much work with the small muscles of the right forearm or the biceps and triceps of the left mid-arm, you will make playing more difficult than it needs to be. Yet another example in this book of the wisdom of letting go is knowing when to put a piece aside in the process of practicing, as mentioned in Chapter 6. If you work too hard on a piece for too long, the law of diminishing returns becomes evident. But when you learn to let go of the piece for a while, your progress can be much greater, partly due to the fact that your mind and body naturally continue to assimilate the work you have done, with no effort expended at all.

The theme of letting go, in fact, permeates this entire book. Knowing how your body works and how it functions most effectively gives you the information you need to let go. This serves the dual purpose of creating a more secure technique that requires less effort and making you a more expressive player with greater musical flexibility. The eminent violist and teacher Karen Tuttle once told me, as she surely told all her students, “Don’t make the music happen; let it happen.” Then she proceeded to show me physical ways in which to accomplish this. In fact, I have always believed that most goals can be achieved equally by working from the inside out and by working from the outside in. For example, in order to be able to let go while playing an instrument, you can either learn to develop a greater inner awareness, respect, and understanding of letting go, in all its levels of meaning, or you can learn about the various physical ways you can use and move your body that will allow you to let go. There is no reason why you cannot work on both approaches simultaneously.

How This Book Is Organized

Very often, students tell me, “I’ve never thought about that before.” It is my intention in this book to bring these very issues to light, illuminating many big ideas and small details that you may or may not have thought about in the past, and synthesize them into a coherent, unified, and memorable whole. This book will take you on a journey from basic principles of movement and alignment to nuanced advice about specific parts of the body as you play your instrument, to a method of right- and left-hand guitar technique, to some innovative ideas about engaging the large muscle groups, and finally to suggestions for both practicing and preparing for a concert performance. My overall aim is to demonstrate how to accomplish all this with ease or how to find the path of least resistance, so that the goal of making music can be as effortless and free as possible. The basic premise is that this can be achieved with basic knowledge and understanding of the functions of the body and its movement, as well as some careful thinking about the application of this information to all aspects of playing, practicing, and performing.

The first two chapters contain the basic information you need. They are concerned with these essentials: movement of the body at the joints, alignment, release of unnecessary tension in the muscles, and flexibility. The rationale of these early chapters is that if you think in these tangible, physical terms, and if you apply your knowledge of them with awareness and logical intelligence, then the difficulties of playing your instrument are no longer shrouded in mystery. Certainly, thinking this way must always be accompanied by the question: How does it feel? At the same time, in making technical decisions, we might allow ourselves to be governed too much by feeling, which can be informed by misguided instinct. It is best when feeling and instinct are balanced with scientific knowledge and logic.

I suggest that you read this book slowly. There is a lot to absorb here, maybe the equivalent of twenty private lessons or more. You will surely want to space out those “lessons” and give each one time to sink in, so that it has its maximum impact. On the other hand, you might wish to first read through the book relatively quickly for an overview and then go back to immerse yourself in a slower and closer study of the details. Whichever method you choose, there is a tremendous density of information here, and some of it may be radically different from what you know or believe, so give it time and space. Also, be sure to try things out as you proceed. There is no substitute for experiencing the results directly.

Much of the technical advice offered here, especially in Chapter 5, is first demonstrated in an exaggerated manner. Never be afraid to exaggerate, both in the abstract exercise and in its practical application to a piece of music. This is when the true learning takes place. Once the exaggeration is mastered, then you must return to a normal amount of motion, and with the new technique assimilated. This is the hard part—making sure that the new technical approach remains, without the exaggeration.

Because of the abundance of information in this book, I have chosen to highlight in italics the statements I wish to particularly emphasize, so that the most important statements do not get lost in the web of details. Comments from personal experience are in text boxes, in order to separate them from the teaching material. The accompanying photos and illustrations will help clarify details that are difficult to describe completely in words. There are also short supporting videos, available online at http://global.oup.com/us/companion.websites/9780190693312/. Be sure to spend time with the supporting materials.

Another consequence of the abundance of information offered is that I often try to keep explanations as simple as they can be. Sometimes I intentionally avoid going into too much background or descriptive detail. For instance, when describing various aspects of the anatomy, I give only the information I think you will need to understand how it applies to playing your instrument—no more, no less. Otherwise, you might get bogged down in excessive detail and lose sight of the intended goal. Another example is the Alexander Technique idea of “body mapping,” which is used often throughout the book, but is only superficially described as a concept here. It is a very broad subject. Entire books have been written about it. Again, my aim is to give you just enough information to be useful in this context. Yet another example is my brief description of the Tadasana (Mountain) yoga pose, which should properly be described in much greater detail than I do here. I choose to give just the minimum amount of information needed in order to do a simple stretch in between practice sessions. Human anatomy, Alexander Technique, and yoga are deep areas of study, with many books devoted to each. If my touching these subjects catches your interest, I hope that you will explore these well-documented areas more deeply on your own.2

Finally, this book is essentially intended primarily for guitarists. However, except for Chapters 3 and 4 on right- and left-hand guitar technique, all of the chapters are applicable to other instrumentalists as well. I sincerely hope that any instrumentalist might find this book useful.

2 Three books that I have found especially helpful are: Wynn Kapit and Lawrence M. Elson, The Anatomy Coloring Book (London: Pearson, 2014; originally published as New York: Harper & Row, 1977); Barbara Conable, How to Learn the Alexander Technique (Columbus, OH: Andover Press, 1991); and Silva, Mira and Shyam Mehta, Yoga, the Iyengar Way (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010).

Dangers

Writing a book like this is somewhat dangerous. First of all, by discussing technical matters in a rather definitive way, I am throwing myself into the hornet’s nest of diverging opinions about technique. There are many different schools of technique in the guitar world, just as there are in the instrumental world in general, and each school has its staunch defenders and critics. The stronger the opinion, the more closely held it is, and the less receptive its owner might be to any idea that represents a different or opposing point of view. The guitar world’s perspective, in particular, can sometimes be narrow, compared to that of the piano world, for example, where differing points of view are taken for granted, if only because there are so many pianists. Indeed, contrary opinions are to be expected. As you read this book, I hope that you will keep your mind as open as possible, even if the ideas may be quite unlike, or even fundamentally different from, what you have thought or experienced until now.

There are, indeed, some fairly radical ideas here, like the large muscle approach, the concept of dead weight, the importance of the thumb pad, the relaxation of facial muscles, and the notion of giving rest to pieces for a long time. Because they might be different from what you may have practiced or believed until now, these ideas may be far outside your comfort zone. But sometimes those are the very things that can help you the most, so please give each concept enough time to prove itself.

There will also surely be a lot of concepts in this book with which you are already familiar. However, sometimes people fall into the trap of recognizing only that which they know already, thereby losing an opportunity to learn something new. In addition to staying open to the new ideas, when you come across something that is familiar, you might notice that the way it is described may be different from how you have described it or heard it described before, and perhaps that difference of detail sheds some new light on the subject.

Communicating technical and physical concepts mostly in written words, as opposed to demonstrating them in-person during a class or private lesson, is also a risky proposition. I trust that the supporting photos, illustrations, and website videos will clarify any questions you might have. Naturally, weekly private lessons are the best way to convey these ideas, but a carefully considered book in the hands of a thoughtful, attentive reader—one who is open to deep investigation of new concepts—should be a reasonable substitute.

All Roads Lead to the Music

While the central issues of this book are physical and technical matters, there is almost always an inextricable connection to the music itself.
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