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Easing Musical Practice

By ROBERTA HERSHENSON

SCARSDALE

ACTICE, practice. Every

good music student does it,

but how many enjoy it?

Practicing is lonely, frus-

trating and sometimes painful, many

say. Yet the conscientious persevere,

and this, according to the violinist and

teacher Burton Kaplan, is not always
a beneficial thing.

Mr. Kaplan, a professor at the Man-
hattan School of Music, studies the
psychological discord that disrupts
musical fluency. He has packed his
insights (such as: **The mind is the
third hand™) into a six-session course
called “Practicers Anonymous," cur-
rently being offered at the Hoff-
Barthelson Music School here,

The teacher wanis to demonstrate
to students at all levels of proficiency
that nervousness, fear and chronic
dissatisfaction are shared problems
with specific solutions. Honesty, and
a willingness to consult one's inner
self in public, are basic components
of the course,

Probing Questions Are Posed

The classes, conducted separately
for teen-agers and adulis, are struc-

Hoberin Hershenson

Burton Kaplan teaching his “Practicers Anonymous”
course at the Hoff-Barthelson Music School in Scarsdale.

tured as group practice sessions. Mr.
Kaplan — who said that he would
have become a psychiatrist had he
not left medical school for music
school — asks probing questions after
each student plays.

““Did you have a sense of impend-
ing doom?" he ingquired of Tasha
Mehne, one recent evening, afier the
16-year-old played a spirited work by
Bartok.

“1 kept thinking I was poing to

mess up,” said Ms. Mehne, who lives
in Pleasantville.
“Slow it down until that feeling
disappears,” Mr. Kaplan told her.
When Ms. Mehne still had “the
feeling,” despite playing the piece
maore slowly, Mr. Kaplan set the met-
ronome at an even slower lempo.
““Why be nervous?' he asked. “Look
for comfort.” iy Ry ;
| Striving for a Sense of Ease
|- The teacher suggested that Ms
"Mehne make eliminating the worry
{about “‘messing up" part of her prac-
tice goal. ““Somewhere, the worry be-
came part of the piece,” Mr. Kaplan
said. "' Everything that happens, espe-
cially inside you, becomes part of the
training.” i
After Ms.. Mehne — who hopes to
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become a concert pianist — could
play the piece comfortably four
times, Mr. Kaplan asked her 1o notice
the “ease inside’ that was projected
in her playing “That ease is what you
want to learn,” the teacher said.
*You should feel “it's a piece of cake
= 1 can do that!""

.Too fast, tbo s0On iS & commaon
tendency among aspir AYErs,
Mr. Kaplan said. E:glr;ge Eﬂn!ls (1]
get to the products,” he added. “The
future, the dream™ of a beautifully
played piece “takes over."

Practicing too fast reinforces mis-
takes, which then become ‘‘buried
into habit,” Mr. Kaplan observed. As
a result, the player approaches per-

forming — whether for a teacher; a -

few friends or a large audience —

A teacher tries to alleviate the

T

nervousness and fear among students.

il

with “the memory of what he can't do
easily." This insecurity aflects the
performance, causing increased ner-
vousness (although some nervous-
ness is natural) as the player antici-
pates problem passages,

The solution, Mr. Kaplart tells stu-
dents, is o “live in the present,”
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setting and meeting practice stand-
ards before increasing speed.

How to Avold ‘Slips*
_ Planning and “imaging,” or imag-
ining oneself playing and hearing the

sound, Mr. Kaplan gaid, helps the
musician avoid not p_nly “external

slips”— actual mistakes — but also
“inlernal slips,” characterized by
what he called a “phew, I just made
it feeling.

- -An internal slip reveals itself not at

the problem measure itself, but a few -

seconds later, when the player loses
concentration and a sense of control.
Jennifer Epel, a 15-vear-old pianist

from White Plains, said she was get- .

ting a handle on that. ..

“My problem was that 1 didn't look
at the music when I needed to,"" Ms.
Epel zaid. *Mr. Kaplan taught me to
keep looking up™ at the page "and
down" at piano, she explained.
“After a little while of doing that, 1

found I didn't need the music so much

anymore."” _
Another common complaint, said

the teacher, is it didn't come out at
the lesson as well as when 1 prac-
ticed." This syndrome results
unrealistic expectations, Mr. Kaplan
noted. “Students remember the sucl
cess they had after working on the
piece for 30 minutes at home,” h
explained. “But at the lesson, the
expect it to work in one minut
That's like a performance.”
Sell-Confidence Is Applauded ~—)

Florence Prindle, an adult student)’
said her goal was *to be able to play
piece that 1 love and share it wit
someane.” After she played an ““Ada:
gio" by Bach on the piano, the.class
applauded her increased self-confi-'
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dence and expressiveness.

“I've been getting my whole self
into it more,” said Ms. Prindle, wha
lives in Ardsley. 1 have.the feeling
I'm singing the piece inside myself. |
didn't feel outside myself when I
played.”

Mr. Kaplan especially noted Ms.
Prindle’s recovery after she made a
mistake during the piece. “That's a
change for you,” he said. “You had
the composure to go back and find
your way quite comfortably. After
that, you had reason to belive you'd
be fine."

Between classes, students record
their progress in “The Musician's
Practice Log,"" a workbook written by
Mr. Kaplan and published in 1985, The
book aims to help students set reason-
able goals, keep track of their prac-
tice time and evaluate the resulis.

‘Internal Management®

As Mr. Kaplan sees it, practicing
an instrument is-an “internal man-
agement problem.” The student
striving for proficiency is like an ath-
lete aspiring to “'Olympic precision.”
The musician, however, must also
“coordinate feeling and hearing,”
and at the same time “process his
seeing” (reading of the music) and
“kinesthetic awareness.” This, Mr.
Kaplan concluded, is “a remarkable
challenge,"” made “"unreasonable by
the fact that “each person coaches
himself in the practice room."

“People make only five minutes of
progress oul of the hour they practice
a day,” Mr. Kaplan said. This is be-
cause practicing without a coach

““puts a burden on the student's ca-

pacity for insight.”

While daily private lessons are eco-
nomically unfeasible for most people,
Mr. Kaplan conceded, classes can
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Jennifer Epel, a 15-year-old pianist from White Plains, dur-
ing one of Mr. Kaplan’s classes at the school.

provide detailed guidance and at the
same time alleviate the student’s pri-
vale agony.

“Misery loves company,” the
teacher said. "If we can see that
everyone has problems, we won't be
as miserable.”

Two Problems for Amateurs

Amateurs, who are usually either
high school students or older adults
turning seriously to music, have two
kinds of problems, Mr. Kaplan noted.
Either they are not putting in enough
practice time (“Practicing is an ap-
pointment with yourself,” Mr. Kaplan
emphasized), or they are not using
their time effectively.

If, in addition, the amount of mate-

rial they are tackling is inappropri-
ate, frustration and disappointment
are nevitahle.

When concentration flags there is
usually a good reason, the musician
added. “Something inside you is say-
ing “This is stupid! You are making
the same mistakes over and over
again!' When the message COMmes,
stop,"" he advised. “Not concentrating
is a signal like pain. It tells you that
something s wrong,"

It is not a signal 1o quit music, -
however. “When people have prob-
lems, they fecl they just can’t do it, or
they're not talented,” Mr. Kaplan
said. “What they need is some kind of
organization of the problem that
blocks their development.” ]




