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    Here are five piano practice techniques that yield immediate and unexpected results. These simple yet powerful techniques are a valuable resource for every aspiring pianist. They are easy to follow and are useful in many of the situations that you may come across while studying the piano. Ideal for late beginner, intermediate and advanced players.
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  5 MAGICAL PIANO PRACTICE TECHNIQUES


  The purpose of this book.


  We like magic. Things that are magical are special, exciting and surprising. Even when we know how a stage magician does the trick, we are still impressed and intrigued.


  I thought I'd start out by looking up the word, «magic,» for myself, to see what I was talking about. As I suspected, most of the definitions of magic that I found concern the «supernatural» or «illusions». Things that aren't real.


  That's not exactly what I'm up to here, although supernaturally great results wouldn't be a bad thing, I suppose, and I think that all performance, while in some sense being very real, also is the creation of illusion. So, there you go…


  The aspects of magic that we're interested in here are the immediacy of the results and the seeming incongruity of the amount of effort you expend vs. the results you achieve. There is also the aspect of «calling the shots,» or, as some would say, having your word manifest (casting a spell?). Following these simple techniques and procedures will yield increased power in bringing your short-term practicing goals to fruition. You'll be able to say, «I will get this passage wrapped up today,» with confidence… that passage that you've been banging your head (all right, your hands…) against every day for a couple of weeks, or maybe longer. Now you've got some tools- spells, if you will- that will get you there.


  These techniques are NOT a replacement for a more protracted approach with long-term goals. These techniques are in fact an adjunct. They won't get you to Carnegie Hall next week if it was going to take years otherwise. They may, however, help you to get that one tricky passage under control in time for the big gig. They will definitely yield a series of seemingly unexplainable breakthroughs, some large, some small.


  It's not necessarily the amount of time you spend at practice that counts; it's what you put into the practice.


  - Eric Lindros


  Who this book is for:


  This book is for anyone who is studying the piano, with a modicum of seriousness. To get the most out of the techniques presented here, in general, the minimum level of accomplishment would be a good foundation in reading music. If you have played a couple of Bach's Minuets or the equivalent, you are more than ready. At least, you should know a few scales and arpeggios- or be willing to start learning them now. However, I don't want to discourage pianists with less experience than this. In fact, if you're disappointed to find out that you don't have the suggested experience, then you probably will benefit from this book. (Your disappointment betrays your interest and dedication!).


  What this boils down to are two things.


  1. You should be able to read the examples given here, e.g.: recognize the notes and rhythms- with no effort. Note that I did not say be able to PLAY the examples with any particular competence. Just read them.


  2. You should be at a point in your studies where you have challenges that can be addressed by using the techniques in this book.


  A little more in the way of introduction.


  I'm going to stretch the metaphor a little…


  Please note that the magical spell is not the magic. The spell must be spoken, the technique followed. With precision and with integrity! The processes contained herein are fairly simple and straightforward, however, being that we are human, there is always room for mischief. You can sell out on yourself every step of the way, if you so choose. If you do, you probably won't get the results you set out for.


  If Magic is the art of manifesting your word, then Integrity is the science of manifesting your word. Say and keep your word. As you get more and more practice in doing this, you get more and more powerful and your ability to make things happen will seem truly magical.


  Only you can manifest your word. If you say it, do it. Follow my directions carefully and completely, and at some point, you will be able to do these techniques as if you own them yourself. You will, in fact, own them. These techniques will no longer be my directions (those of the author). They will become YOUR directions. Owning them entirely will be the grounds for magic to show up.


  Adding real power to who you are as a musician.


  Context is everything. If you want to bring magic to your music and playing, it's important to create a life of magic within which to lead your life as a musician. If magic is the art of having your word come to pass, then let's practice a little in real life and gain some skills that can be applied more specifically to your work as a musician.


  «Honor your commitments with integrity».


  Les Brown


  Magic 101- The Art and Science of Manifesting What You Say.


  Try this: Increase your practicing time by 25% this week. Lay it out on your calendar, and then do it. You may find that all sorts of stuff tries to get in the way. There will surely be requests for your time, phone calls, emergencies… Be powerful. Keep your promise. No psychology. Just your word (we need to learn to trust ourselves). Try setting out a particular goal, like playing a certain passage at full speed, learning a new scale and its relative minor, or memorizing a particular section. The techniques in this book will be very useful in accomplishing many of these goals.


  Why is this valuable? Because you get to call the shots in your life. You'll get up in the morning and say, «Today, I'm going to learn that entire first page!». And you'll know that it's a done deal the moment you say it.


  Did you succeed? If not, just try again. Just as with learning scales, it takes practice to keep our promises, especially the ones that you make to ourselves. It may take a lot of practice, since we're taught from day one that an excuse is just as good as a result.


  You can have the life you want, or all the reasons why not.


  Pretty cool, huh?


  OK, on to the magic.


  The first thing in magic is to determine how it really is right now. And to be entirely honest about how it is right now. You can't perform magic on a false premise!


  This is called…


  The Reality Check.


  The «Reality Check» goes like this: You ask yourself the question, «Did I play it perfectly?». And then you have to tell yourself the truth.


  Without judgment.


  Sounds simple. Try it out. Play some scales, or a piece that you know very well. How'd it go? Any missed notes? Any hesitations? How about the dynamics and articulations? The pace? Was it as fast or as slow as you intended? Did you keep a steady tempo where appropriate and express a beautiful rubato when called for? (Hint: Most likely it was not perfect. If you thought it was, you may need to practice listening. That's ok. Listening is a powerful and oftentimes elusive skill. I strongly recommend that you find something that was imperfect about what you played).


  Do not add any meaning to your assessment. This isn't your opportunity to judge yourself or your abilities. This isn't your opportunity to congratulate yourself either. Keep it neutral. Don't SAY anything ABOUT whether it was perfect or not. Just note it to yourself… was it perfect? And if not, what was missing?


  That may be the hardest part, objectively assessing your results without judging yourself for it. Practice this diligently until you've got it.


  Now for the next level of honesty. Is this the time for you to commit to learning this particular music? Is this piece important enough to you, right now, that it calls for a focused and diligent approach to perfecting it? I'm not just being provocative… some pieces just aren't important right now. Maybe you're sight reading for fun. Maybe you're just learning your way around the notes. Or maybe, it's just not the time for that particular piece or exercise. There's nothing wrong here.


  Don't take on magic where there is no magic called for.


  Never try to teach a pig to sing. It just wastes time and annoys the pig.


  MAGICAL TECHNIQUE #1:


  Scale and Arpeggio Clumping.


  We'll start out with a simple approach to practicing scales and arpeggios. These are two of the most important building blocks of your technique and it would be cool to have some ways to produce some magical results.


  We'll start with scales first. C Major, in fact. (Whatever scale you are currently working on will be the scale that you apply this method to. We'll use C major as an example for now, as it's easiest to visualize). You already know how to play this, and you may already know how to play it well. Do a Reality Check. Play the scale a few times at a medium speed. Where are the trouble spots? Keep an eye (ear) out for these as you progress through this chapter.


  The C Major Scale fingering for the right hand is 123, 1234, 123, 1234(5)- the reverse for the left hand. The parentheses are around the 1 since technically, we would play the final C with our thumb in preparation for subsequent octaves. But we use the pinky (5th finger) for the last C in the line because it would be silly not to, wouldn't it? Looking at the fingering as written above, remind yourself of the pattern. These are the clumps- 123, and 1234, alternating (in the case of C major, right hand; CDE and FGAB, alternating).


  C Major Scale with fingering
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  The clumps are each set of notes to be played without turning the thumb under or 3rd finger over. We start with the right hand playing CDE (fingers 123). Then we'll move up to FGAB (fingers 1234). Play the CDE clump and pick your hand up off the keyboard, move to the FGAB clump and play it. Repeat on up and down the scale until your aim is true.


  Scale Clumps: C Major
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  PRACTICE: Do it 10 times. Start very slowly and gradually increase your speed. The objective here is accuracy and developing «muscle memory». Don't sell out. Don't be sloppy. The magic shows up in the care you give the exercise.


  PRACTICE: See if you can do it without looking at your hands.


  PRACTICE: Repeat with the left hand, moving down through CBA (fingers 123) and then GFED (fingers 1234).


  By the way, don't be limited by my short examples. Feel free to take this up and down all four octaves. More magic that way.


  You can (and should) do this in any other keys you are currently working on. For example, G major is simple. Do the same thing, but start on G, and play the F#:


  G Major
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  Here's C minor:
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  When we get to the scales with different fingering, we just have to make some adjustments. Notice that all scales (at least those of the major/minor variety) have the same pattern of fingering, 123 1234. However, some scales START at a different place in the pattern. F major for the right hand, for example, starts with the 1234 and then repeats 123 1234 123 1(4). F# as in the example below, starts with 234 in the right hand and proceeds with 123 1234 123 etc. (Note that we don't always line up with the beginning or ending of the scale in this exercise. That's ok- it just works out better that way, and it doesn't detract from the value of the exercise).


  F# Major:
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  OK. Ready? We'll take this a step further as you exercise your thumb-under and 3-over ability. This time, the clump consists of the fingers other than the thumb. You'll see that this new clump alternates with the thumb. For example, C major would be 1, 23, 1, 234, 1, 23, 1, 234, etc. The objective for this part is to keep the clump entirely down until your thumb takes over, in this case, on beat one of each bar.


  In other words, I would play the following like this: (Remember, the magic is in the details). I play C with my thumb, after which I am careful to get my 2nd and 3rd fingers down on D and E simultaneously. Then, I don't pick up either finger until my thumb begins to play the F. Then I do the same, except I play my 2nd, 3rd and 4th fingers on G, A and B simultaneously, followed by my thumb on C, being careful to leave my other three fingers down until the C is played.


  C Major
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  PRACTICE: You've got to do this very slowly at first. Ultimately, it should be completely legato, but you can start using a light staccato to see how your arm moves your hand to the next position. After a couple of times staccato, change to a complete legato. Try not to twist your hand to accommodate your thumb going under the clump of all three fingers (the GAB clump going to the thumb on C). This is the opportunity to get a good stretch in the thumb so as to let you play faster and more smoothly. Take it easy though- don’t overstretch or strain. Use your arms to move your hand over to the next note, and you can roll your thumb to help position your next set of fingers. Your knuckles should trace out a straight line as you move up and down the keyboard.


  Remember, you're welcome to play all four octaves. If you really want the magic, that's the way to go.


  To demonstrate how we adjust for a different key (and fingering), here's F# major.
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  Yes, I know we've gone above and below the scale boundaries on this one- that's another possible adjustment. It's OK to add a few extra notes (rather than leave some out) when things don't work out evenly. Whatever works best for you.


  PRACTICE:As above, play it 10 times, steadily increasing your speed- just a little. Remember to try it without looking at your hands.


  Testing the magic.


  Try it. Play the scale(s). You should notice a difference. More fluidity. Better accuracy. It may seem just somehow easier, like it's yours to play. Play the scale at what you would consider your maximum tempo.


  Of course, you should continue to practice as you normally do. The techniques herein will punctuate otherwise incremental progress with skips, jumps, sometimes even leaps and bounds. Especially with those things that have been dogging you for a long time. Are you resigned about the C# harmonic minor scale? Apply this magic to it and see what happens. Ab Major arpeggio bothering you? See below.


  This technique, «clumping», can be combined with the magic of the swing and reverse swing (discussed in the next chapter) for a supercharged outcome.


  Applying clumping to arpeggios.


  We're going to use the same idea as we did with the scales above. We play the thumb, and then whatever else. Since we're only going to do arpeggios with triads in root position like this for now, there will be just one combination for any given arpeggio. C major, for example, is fingered thus: 1, 23, 1, 23, 1, 23, and so on.


  Here's the C Major arpeggio as discussed.
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  Don't try to play it fast. This technique is especially useful when you play it slowly. You can speed up a little after you feel comfortable with the exercise, but the real velocity training should be done with the arpeggios in their standard form.


  Get REALLY good at playing it slowly. Give it the time it deserves. You can't rush magic.


  Play it slowly enough that you can consciously position your fingers where they need to be before you push them down on the keys.


  Be deliberate and accurate.


  Don't strain to get your thumb under to the next set. Start out with a light staccato and let your arm carry you to the next position.


  After you are comfortable with the staccato, shift to legato and begin to work on your stretch.


  Speed is NOT of the essence.


  What is of the essence is the experience of letting your arm carry your hand across the keys. Accuracy and getting a good stretch for your thumb's base knuckle are also of the essence.


  Let your arm move your hand so it's automatically in the right position for your fingers to naturally land on their intended targets.


  Try not to turn your hand. Take your time and stretch your thumb under (or cluster over) as far as you can before you allow your wrist to assist. But don’t strain!!! Allow your ability to stretch develop naturally.


  PRACTICE: Play through the examples, or an arpeggio of your choosing, ten times. For best results, be sure to follow the above directions.


  Here's F#. It's the same fingering, with more opportunity to practice your accuracy.
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  You've no doubt already figured out some way to deal with those arpeggios with «exceptional» fingering, such as Eb. Here's a visual of it for you:
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  It would be instructive to explore arpeggios in different inversions. For example, C Major for the right hand in 1st inversion would use the thumb alternating with 2 and 4 (to accommodate the interval of a 4th). 1, 24, 1, 24.


  You can apply this to four-note chords, such as maj7, min7, dim7, etc. Unless you have large hands, you probably won't be able to do this legato, and you shouldn't try it if it's any strain at all. Practice using your arm to move your hand to the next position, and with enough control, you'll be able to give a legato impression. Extend the technique discussed here and it should work out fine. For example, C7 would be: C, EGBb, C, EGBb; or, 1, 234, 1, 234, and so on.


  Testing the magic.


  Try `em out. You should look for a greater ease in playing the arpeggios, due to better aim with your fingers, and even more importantly, due to you allowing your arms to do the heavy lifting and get your hands where they need to be. Naturally.


  What the heck- put the pedal down and let it sing!


  «Music - The one incorporeal entrance into the higher world of knowledge which comprehends mankind but which mankind cannot comprehend».


  - Ludwig van Beethoven


  MAGICAL TECHNIQUE #2:


  Playing a Passage in Swing and Reverse Swing Rhythms.


  This is a truly magical way to accelerate learning a fast and difficult passage. We'll start with the easy example of a C major scale, and then demonstrate with some passages from the repertoire.


  [image: ]


  What we're going to do is take a passage (like this scale) and divide the regular rhythm into long and short pairs. Pairs of quarter notes will become dotted quarter/eighth note pairs. Pairs of eighth notes will become dotted 8th/16th note pairs. And so on.


  [image: ]


  Then we follow it with the reverse rhythm. Short/long. Pairs of quarter notes become eighth/dotted quarter combinations, and so on. You MUST do this reversal to balance your technique.
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  PRACTICE: Do this several times. You can, of course, do three or four octaves instead of just the two that are notated here. Don't play this any faster than you can do it accurately. At least at first. After you've done it a few times nice and perfect, push it- as fast as you can- just a few times. Be sure to return to practicing it at the speed at which you can do it accurately. Be absolutely sure you alternate between the two rhythms. It is very important that you play both rhythmic variations approximately the same number of times.


  Note that the precise lengths of the two notes in each pair is not important, just so you keep it consistent for the entire passage and do the reverse the same way. In fact, there is some benefit in changing the lengths every few times you play it. Try making the longer note really long, and the shorter note really short (double dotted quarter followed by a 16th note. Triple dotted quarter followed by a 32nd note). Or make them almost the same. Keep the control. You're in charge. Be consistent for the duration of the exercise.


  Try the scale now.


  Here's an example with a passage from Bach's 4th Invention
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  Swing rhythm.
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  And of course, the reverse swing rhythm…
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  PRACTICE: Play both examples several times each. Or choose something that similar that you are working on. Begin by playing each hand by itself. When you are confident, play both hands together, still with the alternating rhythms.


  A selection from Fur Elise, left hand alone (from just before the 32nd note section).
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  Swing technique
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  Reverse Swing
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  We'll take a quick foray further into the world of magical rhythm practice.


  Using C.L. Hanon's famous exercise #1, we'll play it in groups of four this time, rather than two. You can picture it like this- a dotted quarter note followed by three eighth notes. In 6/8 time.


  First, here's the first two bars in its original form.
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  Here's the first rhythmic practice.


  Var. 1
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  Naturally, we won't be stopping here. Play that first several times, and then play the following three variations several times. This will transform your playing of this simple exercise.


  Var. 2
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  Var. 3
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  Var. 4
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  PRACTICE: As before, play them slowly and methodically the first few times through. Then push the tempo as much as you can within a few more passes.


  Try the original. It should feel like the keys are weightless and your fingers almost have a life of their own.


  Be sure to apply this to all of your Hanon exercises, and to anything else with a repeated pattern like this.


  «Practice means to perform, over and over again in the face of all obstacles, some act of vision, of faith, of desire. Practice is a means of inviting the perfection desired».


  - Martha Graham


  MAGICAL TECHNIQUE #3:


  Playing a Passage REALLY Slowly.


  This is almost a no-brainer, but it pays to take a close look. Everybody knows that you should play the hard parts more slowly, at least sometimes (you do know that, right?). There is, however, more to it than that if you're looking to get the most powerful magic out of your time.


  I find that people misinterpret «extremely slowly». They think I mean «not as fast», or maybe, «kind of slow». Actually, I mean… EXTREMELY slowly. Chill a bit. Play the first note, and then take a breath. Then play the second note. The ability to play at an arbitrarily slow pace is a function of masterful control. Play the excerpt from the Bach Invention, below, with each eighth note being one second. («One thousand and one, one thousand and two…» or «d thousand and one, e thousand and two, f thousand and three, g thousand and four», etc. On your metronome, eighth note = 60). Really!!


  You're not condemning yourself to playing it this slowly for ever, you're just being specific and effective. It may seem paradoxical, but this translates into playing faster, better. And sooner.


  PRACTICE: Play Hanon's #1 again- no… pick another one. One that you don't know quite as well. This time play it with sixteenth = 60. All the way through. See if you can stand it. You can do it! Do it again, at mm=63.


  Then do it again twice as fast, with eighth = 60, 63, and 66.


  Play the exercise at your current practice speed.


  See?!


  In the short run, there are two main benefits to be gained from playing a passage extremely slowly.


  The first, and more general, thing is what I like to think of as letting my hands know what I'm expecting of them. Without going into the deep psycho/physiological explanation (as if I could give it anyway), when you play the passage slowly enough that you can experience each motion of your arms, hands and fingers distinctly, your «muscle memory» will pick up the pattern very quickly and you will be able to play it more confidently and competently even at a much higher speed.


  The second benefit is the ability to optimize your hand placement and finger position in a very specific way. When you play a passage slowly enough, you will end up playing it a lot more accurately, and you will tend to do it the «right» way. You will be able to consciously position your hand as you go. For example, by watching and feeling what you do when you play a passage very slowly, you can see the precise best time to change the weight of your hand or tuck your thumb under.


  In the long run, you gain even more. Extreme control. It's easy enough to rip through a passage and let your momentum get you through it. It's another thing to have each finger respond to your command, when you intend it, and with the dynamic and articulation you intend.


  To underline the first benefit, we'll start by playing the beginning of Bach's 2 Part Invention in D minor, as we did above in the «swing» section. Just the first line will do- there is plenty of material to work with in this regard.


  Our intention is that by playing it slowly, you will be to discover and create the precise hand and finger movements that will enable you to completely own this passage.


  Starting out, right off the bat, we have the thumb-under movement. I bet you've got that pretty well handled by now, so let's move on. Play the passage very slowly- start with just the right hand alone.
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  Start with 2 on the D, 1 on the E, etc. 2, 3, 4, 5. So far, so good. Next is a «1» again. Without any preparation, the «1» will just go back and play an E, right? In fact many of my beginning students run into this very kind of problem— they either play the E, or they hesitate while they figure out how to reach the C#. And C# is what's called for. Obviously, you'll need to stretch… but when? Playing slowly, you'll see that you actually place your thumb over the C# almost simultaneously with the pinky landing on the Bb. You don't play it until it's time, but your thumb is right there ready to drop on the key and you should have no trouble playing the passage completely under your own control with the shift in position being transparent to the listener. (A).


  PRACTICE: Very slowly, play the beginning 6-note run from D to Bb with fingers 2,1 - 5 as indicated. As you play the Bb, simultaneously reach your thumb down to the C# and then play it in time. Do this several times, until it feels natural. Now, at least once, play it up to tempo from the beginning of the measure and through the C# and see if you naturally get the proper reach.


  Next is rocking back up to the Bb with your pinky again. No problem, UNLESS you change your hand's shape while playing the C#. Notice if you make any change to the position of your fingers after you extend your thumb down to the C#. If you do— don't. (B).


  PRACTICE: Slowly, play the entire passage up to this point. Note whether you did or did not maintain the C# - Bb stretch. If not, repeat until Bb - C# - Bb is a completely natural conclusion to the first eight notes of the piece. Try it up to tempo.


  To reiterate, this is all being done in essentially slow motion. There are a bunch of little tiny motions that make up one big one, and in the case of playing the piano, the magic comes from being in charge of ALL of the little motions as well as the big ones.


  OK, back the to the story. Our hand just has to run down the fingers 5, 4, 3, 2 and 1. But your thumb was way down on the C#. The time to move the thumb back in line is somewhere around the time that you play the following Bb and A. (B).


  PRACTICE: Slowly play the Bb - C# - Bb as above, and practice moving the thumb back into position over the E while you tip back to the B.


  Play it up to this point, one time slowly and one time at tempo. Be sure that landing on the E with your thumb is a perfectly natural outcome.


  Now, you've got to tip back up to your 2nd finger on the F. You might as well (you probably already did) get your hand into the position to play the D minor chord that is outlined in the 3rd measure. (F, A and D- D minor in 1st inversion). (C).


  PRACTICE: Slowly play F - E - F with your 2, 1, 2 fingers. As you land on the second F, simultaneously play an A and a D with your 3rd and 5th fingers. In other words, you're playing an F with your 2nd finger, followed by an E with your thumb, followed by a whole D minor triad (in 1st inversion) with your 2, 3 and 5 fingers.
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  Now play it as written up to this point.


  Where's the thumb now? Probably dangling somewhere around E. But we need it to be ready to play the G in measure 4. When should it get ready? It should get ready as we land on the D in measure 3. (D) And then, immediately upon playing the G, adjust your hand to fit the diminished chord outlined in measure 4. (Fingers 1, 3, 5 on G, C# and E). (E).


  PRACTICE: Slowly play the two chords (F, A and D, then G., C#, and E), using the proper fingering, one after another, first in block form, then broken as written.
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  Play the whole piece up to this point.


  Keep it moving— immediately thereafter, you start with the eighth-note travels again. You just landed on your 5th finger on E at the end of measure 4- now you need your 2nd finger just one note down, on D!


  As you play this passage VERY slowly, you'll see that you use the rightward momentum you generated playing the arpeggiated diminished chord to carry your hand to the point where your 2nd finger is actually on top of the D, ready to go when its time comes (downbeat of measure 5). (F).


  PRACTICE: Slowly play the broken diminished chord (G, C# and E) and use your arm to move your second finger into position right over the D, and (remember, slowly!), at the some time tuck your thumb under and play the following E. Continue the rest of the way up through Bb. Be sure that in positioning your second and first fingers over the D and E, you don't twist or jump or do anything other than a simple arm movement. Do it both staccato and legato for the sake of this exercise.


  You're home free at this point— you know what to do.


  After you've gone through the passage like this a couple of times, check in with yourself and see if you really own those little tiny transitional motions. If so, you can begin to speed up. Go ahead and jump to your target tempo now— see if you didn't get a huge leap in your confidence and accuracy for this part.


  Now, apply this technique to something that you're working on. Play it REALLY slowly. Note the minute changes necessary to play the passage fluidly. It doesn't have to be something melodic like the Bach example. It can be anything— chordal, contrapuntal (the Bach Invention is actually contrapuntal— but we only worked with the one voice that the right hand plays). This works with exercises, etudes, scales, and pretty much everything else.


  «It is important to practice at the speed of no mistakes».


  -Lucinda Mackworth-Young


  MAGICAL TECHNIQUE #4:


  "4-Beat Chord" Change Magic.


  This technique will transform your chord playing.


  Consider that playing a chord on the piano involves putting your hand into a specific configuration. For example, playing a C Major chord uses the same configuration as a D minor, E minor, F Major, etc. (all in root position). And a slight modification will yield a D Major, E Major, etc., and other slight modifications will yield all of the other major and minor triads in root position.


  Try this: Play a C Major triad in root position, then shift to a C minor. What exactly has to change?


  Do it with your eyes closed-what does the change feel like?


  You may not remember, but brand new beginning pianists actually have to deal with this. It's wasn't always the «no brainer» that it feels like now.


  OK-now play a C Major, root position, followed by an F Major in 2nd inversion (C, F, and A). Again, notice exactly what changes, and with your eyes closed, what does the change feel like. Play an F Major in root position this time (F, A, C) followed by a Bb Major, 2nd inversion. Almost the same change, right? With a slight modification (the 3rd finger moves forward just a bit). This difference can also be a challenge to new pianists. Just because they know C to F doesn't mean they know F to Bb. Or Eb to Ab (do you? Maybe it's time to take a side-trip and review your I - IV progressions in all keys and all inversions?).
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  The point of all this? For every chord change, there are two positions for your hands, one for the first chord, and one for the second. Obviously, those progressions you've been playing all your life (I-IV, I-V and I-V7) are already naturally in your muscle memory and you probably don't need to practice them in this manner. We'll find a tougher one for you…


  In the following practice, play the Cm7 solidly. Lift your hand up without moving anything except for your arm. If you drop your hand right back down on the keys, you will automatically strike the precise four notes you played a moment ago. It should be as if your hand got locked into position. If you miss, practice not moving your hand as you lift off of the keyboard. You should watch your hands at first. As you lift your hand off of the chord, you may see your fingers twitch or try to move back to a regular 5-finger position. Do your best to keep them completely motionless. The only motion should be the vertical lift given by your arms. (Be sure you don't clench your hand in position. Don't tighten up, just don't move).


  Test out your new ability by moving your right arm so as to position your thumb over F. If you do this just right, you'll be able to drop your hand precisely onto an Fm7. (You also only have to focus on your thumb-the rest of your fingers are already in the right place.).


  Do it with the left, positioning your pinky over the F.


  And, both hands.
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  PRACTICE: (Do each hand separately, then hands together). Play the Cm7 repeatedly (slowly), lifting your hand off of the four keys as if your hand was cast in iron. Don't move your fingers between strikes. Be sure that you can just drop your hands back onto the chord. Do it with your eyes closed. If you drift, you just need more practice.


  PRACTICE: (Again, hands separate, then together). Very slowly play Cm7 to Fm7 repeatedly until the position for your hand stays with you as you move your arm back and forth from chord to chord.


  Note: STOP if you feel any discomfort or tension. Rest your hands for a bit and then try again. Maybe even tomorrow. Do some sight reading instead.


  Here's an example with some relatively difficult chord changes.
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  Right hand alone first. Let's get used to the third chord, (the EbM7#5- we'll just call it the «Eb chord» for short). Use the fingering; 1245, or you can use 1235, like for the Cm7 (the second chord). Play it solidly, and note the position your hand forms to play it.


  PRACTICE: Do this slowly, then speed up: Play the Eb chord repeatedly until it feels like a natural position for your hand. Your goal is to play that chord as easily and naturally as you do a C major triad.


  Here's the technique:


  This is excellent with a metronome or drum machine. If you want, you can just tap your foot, or keep time in your head, but I recommend a metronome (or drum machine). Remember, the metronome is your friend.


  First, we’ll practice just moving between the 2nd and 3rd chords.


  We'll create four equal beats… start at mm=40 (or slower! No rush!).


  Play the Cm7 chord-the second chord. Then:


  Click (1):


  Lift your hand off the C chord- Don't move your hand or fingers!


  Click (2):


  Move your arm so your thumb is right over the Eb.


  Click (3):


  Move your fingers into the new position for the Eb chord- Don't play it yet.


  Click (4):


  Push your hand down on the keys without changing anything about your hand or fingers. In other words, don't adjust- you did all of the adjusting during beat #3.


  If all went as planned, you played the Eb chord nice and cleanly. If not, it's ok. You're going to repeat this a whole bunch of times.


  Reverse:


  Click (1):


  Lift off of the Eb chord.


  Click (2):


  Move your arm so your thumb is over the C.


  Click (3):


  Adjust to the Cm7 position.


  Click (4):


  Push down, without any more movement of your hand- just push with your arm, and play the Cm7.


  Repeat. As soon as it feels right, begin speeding up.


  Take a short break (a few slow, deep breaths will do).


  Now, we’ll start to compress the steps. Our goal is make these four steps into one fluid movement.


  Repeat the above, combining steps 2 and 3:


  Click (1):


  Lift your hand off the C chord- Don't move your hand or fingers!


  Click (2):


  Move your arm so your thumb is right over the Eb. As you move your arm, at the same time, shift your fingers into the new position for the Eb chord- Don't play it yet.


  Click (3):


  Push your hand down on the keys without changing anything about your hand or fingers. In other words, don't adjust- you did all of the adjusting during beat #3.


  Reverse it.


  Take a break again.


  Finally: Play it in one flowing motion- still very slowly. Experience the accuracy and control you now have.


  Practice the entire progression this way, and when you’re ready, play it up to tempo and see what you get.


  Don't forget… Add the left hand, and repeat the above if necessary. A few times through this process, and you'll have that chord progression down, just like magic.


  «If you want to become a musician you must practice. There is no other way. There are no shortcuts».


  - Ron Ottley


  MAGICAL TECHNIQUE #5:


  Letting It Cook.


  Believe it or not, your neurons continue to process information after you stop paying attention to it. You've heard people say they'll «sleep on it», or that one day they had a problem, and seemingly by magic (that's what we're here for, right?), the solution occurred to them «out of the blue» some time later.


  Well, it works for piano too. In fact, it even works for the physical aspects, like learning to play a tough passage or a new scale.


  This technique is really simple, and it seems unexplainable. So I left it for last.


  The «technique», if we can even call it that, goes thus:


  1. Practice a difficult passage, preferably one that you're already working on, using any or all of the above techniques, take it as far as you can in a few sittings (still gotta practice- no way around that one). Really do your very best- give it all you've got, use all the techniques you can. It's not perfect yet- maybe it even feels awkward, but you know you've put your time in with integrity…


  2. LEAVE IT BE for a few days. Practice your other stuff, or take a vacation. It doesn't matter.


  3. The next time you practice, warm up thoroughly (you do that anyway, right!?). Then take on that part. Try it up to the full speed you were aiming for without any preliminaries.


  Please note that this is NOT a substitute for practicing. This is yet another adjunct to your already powerful and successful habits of practicing. It may take away some of the fear of missing a day or two once in a while. It's ok, even recommended once in a while- your brain is still cooking even when you take off, and you likely will continue to improve during your break.


  «Why waste money on psychotherapy when you can listen to the B Minor Mass?».


  - Michael Torke


  In Summary


  There are several ideas approached consistently throughout this short work, some specifically addressed and some implied. Let's quickly review.


  1. Playing slowly. This is not only one of the techniques. Playing slowly is your access to rapid advancement in your all skills. Play fast too. Of course. You need to push it in order to gain the facility to play all those great pieces. But you need a foundation, a trustworthy ability. If you can't play it slowly, do you really think you can play it fast? Apply this to all of the other techniques.


  2. Being straight with yourself. Was it perfect? If not, where and how was it not perfect.


  2a. The corollary to this is that you need to be straight with yourself without adding any assessment to your assessment, so to speak. In other words, don't judge yourself for the imperfection- or perfection- of a passage or a piece. Discovering something that doesn't work yet is an opportunity. A new little project.


  2b. A corollary to the corollary: Don't make little reactions when you trip up. Don't swear at yourself, say «oops,» sigh, roll your eyes, take a deep breath to get over it, throw your hands in the air, make «a face», bang the keys… There is nothing to «get over». All there is to do is to repeat the passage, narrow it down, or note it and set it aside for next time. There is no commentary necessary. In fact, the commentary only does two things. It taints your experience- it reinforces the tendency toward frustration and burnout. And it breaks up your momentum. If you get into a groove with repeating something, you will start to gain a deeper insight and skill with it. If you punctuate each iteration with a hearty «S**t!!», you break your concentration and even put a stammer in the physical process. (By the way, this isn't as easy as I might make it sound. Not reacting takes practice.).


  3. Being present. Right here, right now. Being highly aware of what you are playing, what you just played, AND what is coming up. All at once. And being present to how you want it to sound. When you are really present to your playing, whether it's Debussy or the C Major Scale, it is like being the audience as well as the artist. You can and will have that timeless experience. It's magical.


  4. Being able to rely on yourself. You call the shots. You are the boss in your life. Not in someone else's life- don't go there. I'm not talking about telling others what to do- that's wimpy. I'm talking about telling yourself what you're gonna do and then doing it, telling yourself what you're gonna accomplish and then accomplishing it.


  This is the most powerful magic of all.


  «Ah music. A magic beyond all we do here».


  - J. K. Rowling
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    BERNIE SIRELSON has been playing the piano for over 45 years. Throughout that time he has had numerous teachers, ranging from university professors to the little old lady down the street. Each of these teachers offered unique ways to think about and approach learning the piano. They provided a myriad of practice techniques, useful for any passage or piece. In 2006, Bernie left a cushy computer tech job to follow his dream of teaching piano. Teaching has been an opportunity to condense and distill the best of all the insights gained over the years of being a student. This first book by Bernie is a chance to share some of the most valuable of the techniques. Bernie studied composition and piano at Cal State University Northridge. He found his stride when he discovered electronic music and then computer based composition.


    Bernie’s first CD, Point of Departure is minimalist counterpoint and lush electronics. His second CD. The Artist or the Audience is a selection of keyboard improvisations. On the side, Bernie dabbles in digital art.
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