CHAPTER 9
PULSE POWER: STARS AND PLANETS…
Courses in astronomy and science have impressed upon me the order and precision which abounds in the world around us.  The regularity of the orbiting time for a planet around the sun, the regularity of rotation of a celestial object, or on the other end of the spectrum, the regularity of what is happening within the atom.  Wherever we look in the universe, we stumble across regularity—what we musicians call meter, swing, and rhythm.

If we should choose a single form to represent the heavens and the atoms, that form would be something like a circle (possibly an ellipse).

Nature seems to do things in the simplest and most economical way.  Saving energy where she can.  In the battle of cost-effectiveness raging in our universe, it’s a balance between the forces of rotating objects and the forces of moving objects.  At some point the gravity of a rotating object (sun) will balance the momentum of a moving object (planet) through the skies, a working compromise will be achieved, and a circle (orbit) will appear.  

Likewise the human animal is also subject to the laws of regularity, is also limited in motion by the circle principle.
The runner is most effectively using his energy when he runs in a regular series of steps.  “Rhythmically, “ we like to say.  Same for the rowers of  Roman ships, the carpenter with his hammer, the dribbler and his basketball, the bicyclist, the painter, etc.  And for the pianist and the movements he must make.  
And when the pianist plays “rhythmically,” magic happens.  First the pianist experiences a physical inner harmony as he plays: all body limbs are now describing compatible and cooperative arcs of circles, working optimally and under continuous watchfulness of the human brain in control of the situation.  Second, anyone within listening distance will also received a healthy dose of a similar inner harmony.  The accompanying pleasure seems to free energy from within the persons involved—pianist and listeners.  The pianist uses this energy in many ways, all of which seem to amplify the process underway.  The listener reacts to it by smiling, tapping his feet, singing along, swaying, or dancing—and internally, with emotions, images, or memories..  
An interesting related effect is the power of a regular beat on a crowd.  I remember distinctly a night at a Rock Club in Aarhus, Denmark.  The dance floor was densely packed with bodies in motion.  On stage were 3 musicians, two controlling sequencers and a drum machine, tied electronically into the same rhythmic pulsing.  The third played a “real” instrument.  I first observed the crowd from the steps coming down into the room, and the sight from above was striking.  It was a cauldron of bubbling humanity, a uniform bobbing of bodies, and none was bumping into another.  The pulse was scientifically precise.  I was reminded of some machine, with gears which meshed silently together, all functioning in a perfectly coordinated way with each other.  Imagine my surprise when I discovered I was able to move all the way through the dancing crowd (and to the bar)—and effortlessly!  My trick was to move to the music.  And that was 
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everybody’s trick.  To this day I have not seen a more perfect example of mankind working together—and under extremely crowded conditions!
Other common situations also involve this unifying power.  It is reflected in the congruent, simultaneous motion of bodily limbs we observe in the players of a marching band—or military parade.  I remember also the hypnotizing “clack-rumble-clack-clack” of the train on trips I took as a young boy.  Either I couldn’t resist tapping along with my fingers, or I was lulled into a sort of trance-like relaxation.. And it is now known that playing the tempo of the mother’s heart-beat, even on a metronome, calms the restless infant. 
So, the rhythmic pulse can both free up energy from within, and it can also impose its incorporating power, to create order from randomness.  Duke Ellington said it more poetically, “It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got that swing!”

MEANING FOR THE MUSICIAN
As a musician then we are presented with a bit of a paradox.  On the one hand, we know that assimilation of the notes, fingerings, and articulations is most effective when the pianist works outside the rhythmic realm, taking each coordination in turn and without error.  On the other hand, performance—playback—of the learned material will be most effective (easy, satisfying, musically moving) when the pianist works within the rhythmic realm, playing with a metronomically precise regularity.  

The paradox is, however, only apparent, and we must draw the obvious conclusion:  The pianist must treat each piece in two distinctly opposite manners: first attempting to avoid  a regular rhythm, learning each coordination as he is able, and thereafter attempting to attain a regular rhythm in performance, creating a satisfying musical experience.  

It was this realization I think, which led to the concept I call PHASES (See Chapter 4).  Learning  music must obey a different set of ground rules than playing music.  If we, in the learning phase, (PHASE 1) unwittingly lock into the power of the pulse, then accidents abound, and learning becomes frustrating, undependable, and time-consuming, fraught with accidents and interruptions.  Similarly, if we, in the performing phase, (PHASE 2) fail to choose a realistic and proper tempo, one which allows riding the power of an even pulse, then playing, enjoying, and sharing the joys of music do not reach their magical potential.
It is as if our functioning goes into “overdrive” when we are playing effectively-learned material in PHASE 2.  The recording to be played back, since it contains no doubtful junctures, can be run with a minimum of supervision from the OPERATOR, ho instead is freed to add creative touches to the particular performance—dynamics, shading, and spontaneous variations.     
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The transition from controlled playing (PHASE 1 = learning, programming) to rhythmic playing (PHASE 2 = performing, playback) is difficult for many.  If an adequate template has not been prepared, the player will, even in PHASE 2, be attempting to administer even timing.  Playing in PHASE 2 reaches a high level of ease and effectiveness only
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when the “leap of faith” is made from administering  to trusting.  This “leap” is influenced by several factors.

First, the adequacy of the template.  If learning has been effective, and successes have accumulated, unusable record-attempts having been held to a small minority, then the time is probably right for playing under pulse power.  I refer you again to Chapter 4, and the method for use of the metronome to gauge advancement.  
Second, adequate physical condition, or technique. One’s access to playing under pulse power will become more encompassing, the more his technique can deliver regularity with precision.  Thus, it is wise to train purely “physical” exercises to maintain dexterity, control, and what we might call “limber fingers.”  By this I mean exercises which do not involve the entire “see-interpret-decide-carry out” syndrome, but rather lay emphasis on the last link in the series, “carrying out.”  That is, aiming at and striking notes, without the notation before our eyes.    (See Chapter 7 on exercises.)

Third, the student’s general self-image, courage, and personal mental health.  A student with negative ideas about himself will continue to feel insecure, even when all other ground work has been adequate.  He will find it difficult to let go and trust his PHASE 1 preparation.

Fourth, other random factors.  The irritating humidity on the key surface, sticky keys, unusual lighting on the piano at hand, a bench too low, a pain in one’s body, a nearby hovering mosquito, kids in the other room, and so on.  Factors like these can distract and inhibit the act of trusting.  

Our job as guide entails helping the transition to trust.  We can decide when the template is adequately prepared, we can work consistently on building the student’s positive self-image, we can be understanding when he complains about the piano, and we can encourage.  

I find a parallel with the roller coaster experience.  If we judge the structure solid, the cars safe enough, and its record of accidents in the past good, then we may decide to trust, and we buy the ticket.  Otherwise, we may decide against trust, staying on the ground, and miss both the ride and the thrills.

WHEN NOT TO USE PULSE POWER
Almost all music can—and I contend, should​—involve the “magical” element of pulse power.  There are however a few situations where an ongoing, even pulse is not appropriate.

Slowing down, and speeding up—ritardando and accelerando—by definition involve a pulse whose regularity is changing.  Certain improvisatory movements, especially in compositions from the Baroque, are based around a free, spontaneous, and changing flow of rhythm or pulse.  Cadenzas—though often written out—serve the purpose of providing a few moments of unbridled bravura and emotion in concerti—especially communicative because of the lack of continuous pulse.  Or rather, because of the juxtaposing  of segments of irregular pulse, with ones where the pulse is even.  That is, it is in relation to a steady pulse, that the  phenomena of ritardando and accelerando are imbued with
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meaning.  Likewise the rubato of free sections—fantasias, capriccios, interludes, and the like—seems to make these passages personal and intimate, (possibly because we become suddenly aware of the performer as a separate human entity.)  The whole subject borders on a basic understanding of how we actually experience the flow of time, and has fascinating implications we will do well to consider more closely.
I remember as an undergraduate music student, puzzling over my teacher’s invocations to avoid retarding so often.  I felt I was making the music interesting and emotional, yet my teacher called it “choppy.”  My confusion on this issue continued for many years, and other teachers admonished me similarly.  Today I am the teacher, and advising my own students on the same matter.  But I now believe I understand why music suffers from too many tempo changes.

Think of an in-town driving experience.  If the stop lights are not timed, we become frustrated and exhausted from reaching the speed limit, driving smoothly for a short distance, and suddenly having to apply the brakes at the sight of a yellow light ahead.  Boredom and irritation set in since we can’t seem to relax and enjoy the trip or scenery.  We have to adjust and readjust to changing conditions.  Each of these conditions requires a fresh awareness from us, and is an experience on its own.  And the reason we appreciate freeway driving, is that we can without interruption let our minds dwell on their own thoughts, or the surroundings, with minimal attention to operating the vehicle.  The trip becomes a single experience,  instead of a series of shorter, interrupted experiences.

As I played my sonata movement, taking pleasure in slowing down and speeding up at the end of each 8-bar period, I was like a teenager with a sports car, more interested in the thrills and response of my vehicle than in the trip or scenery.  My poor teacher, who was there expecting a single and integrated experience, tired of the interruptions, longing for a single, integrated experience, and tried, almost in vain, to get me to deliver such a performance.  I acquiesced, but without much understanding.  

*********

The ground rules of our musical journeys seem to be something like this:  As long as we keep a steady and even beat, a single simple experience will develop, and the listener will be undisturbed in his immersion in the situation.  He will be free to register melodic, harmonic, rhythmic, dynamic, and other musical messages, integrating them into a single musical happening.  
Should, on the other hand, the tempo speed up, or slow down, the listener is slightly awakened, and alerted to a possible approaching significant event.  Simultaneously whatever is significant in the music at that moment—melody, harmony, dynamics—will be experienced more intensely. 
If this is followed by a stop, his alertness is heightened even more, and the body begins to prepare for possible action (clapping, leaving the hall).  If the stop is only temporary, the effect will be to accentuate one’s awareness, creating emphasis and perhaps poignancy in the experience.  The end of the exposition section in a sonata for example, might be appropriately emphasized by a slight ritard and rest with a fermata.  If the development section follows without too much delay, we recognize it as part of the same main
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experience, and yet as a separate part.  Our simple experience has, so to speak, become a compound experience, one with two important parts.
When the beat ceases, after the last chord has been struck, this happening enters the memory as one experience, and can be reflected upon and savored as such.

TIME
Time, and administering of time, is thus a uniquely powerful element in the hands of the composer, conductor, or musician.  (And, perhaps, to a lesser degree, for actors, poets, and dancers).  Through this parameter the musician communicates messages that can not be sent via music’s other elements—melody, harmony, rhythm, timbre, and dynamics.  Changes within the realm of timing are the punctuation marks in the grammar of music.  Small rests, within the framework of a continuous beat, mark the beginnings of what would correspond to sentences in a novel (music: phrase);  longer rests, paragraphs (music: a period, or section).  Large pauses, usually followed by a new tempo, mark the beginnings of new chapters  (music: a movement).  

I point out these things in order to emphasize the importance of a regular pulse to the performer.  Remember to employ tempo fluctuations sparingly, or the unity of the larger experience will suffer.  If we honor these conditions, and plan our playing (not learning!) in accordance with them, we will be able to infuse contrast, interest, drama, and “meaning” into the music we make.

*********
 Remember as well, that the effects of pulse power have implications beyond the musical experience itself.  The creation of that experience will flow more naturally, comfortably, and magically from your body if you honor the amazing truth we are here acknowledging.  Your nervous system and the muscles it activates will function in a more optimal fashion, and your physical energy expenditure will be many times less.  
A few additional points should be mentioned here.   

In practicing it will be wise to occasionally play the entire movement from start to finish with a metronomically correct succession of beats: that is, without ritards, speeding up, or pauses.  In such practicing, one will need to play through his errors; that is, allow mistakes to stand without stopping up.  Having done this a time or two the pianist will begin to perceived the piece in a new way: as a single entity, instead of the separated segments which are so appropriate for early practicing.  Moreover a valuable side benefit accrues: one’s confidence in completing the piece advances immeasurably.  One becomes able to see the end point of his labors, however imperfect the performance is at present.  This experience usually provides new courage and enthusiasm in the pianist. 

Young or less experienced pianists will probably, as did I, find it difficult to prioritize the larger experience, preferring the more immediate and exciting emotional highs which accompany the “schmaltzy” tempo variations.  It is perhaps best to consciously choose, and mark in pencil, the measures where ritards and the like are to be used, focusing the student’s attention in preparing and enjoying these, while maintaining strict tempo in the remainder of the piece.    
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With these thoughts as a background, it becomes easier to understand the vicarious pain we as listeners experience when a soloist stumbles in his performance.  “Stumble” errors are those which force the performer to stop up, interrupting the flow of time in the piece.  Their detrimental effect on the listener’s composure (and the performer’s as well) is magnified since they are sudden and unplanned.  For a brief  (hopefully) instant, the musical happening is arrested, and the immediate future is uncertain.  Many of us will immediately identify with the quandary of the performer, and our insides will churn.  The more quickly he recovers, the more able we will be to regain our immersion in the ongoing musical experience.  
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