I M P R O V I S A T I O N 

A METHOD LEADING TO FREEDOM AT THE PIANO

By

Jim Templeton

Copyright 2007  - All Rights Reserved

Forward
Back in 1975 I was asked to teach “Brugsklaver” (“User piano”) at the Conservatory in Odense, Denmark.  The goal was to give the students an approach to accompanying and playing piano from a “lead sheet,” that is a melody line with chord symbols above it.  I said ‘yes’ and from that point on began a process ending in the book you have in your hands.

I had played in bands since high school—Dixieland, Jazz, and dance music.  I could “take a solo” and even play satisfying solo piano on most popular tunes.  But my education had been typical: I learned to decipher the written page, what one usually calls “classical piano.”  I had taught such at a community college for four years before moving to Denmark.  But I had usually shied away from the teaching of “popular” piano as it was called in those days. I approached the challenge with fear and trembling.  The concepts contained herein developed slowly and by trial and error.  My gratitude goes out to the many students who have unwittingly served as my ‘guinea pigs’ underway.  Truly, I have learned from them, while they from me.

This book contains concepts and methodology which will give you a satisfying, and liberating freedom at the piano.  Apply its contents with diligence and patience, and a new world will open to you.  You will be able to ‘realize’ a lead sheet.  That is, you will be able to sit down and play, basically at sight, a complete arrangement at the piano, with enough bass, enough melody, and enough fill in between the two.  You will be able to make small variations in the melody, add bass fills here and there, substitute harmonies to give a fresh sound, expand the often boring harmonies of the ending, and more.  You will control a slew of ‘accompaniment types,’ which, in time, you will be able to fuse into your own style.  Also in time, you will find yourself able to ‘play by ear,’ that is to sound out melodies you have heard on recordings, to find the chords which fit them, and to make your own piano version of them.  Moreover you will assimilate gradually a theoretical knowledge which will give you insight and make it possible to communicate intelligently with serious musicians.  
And, I add, have a lot of fun in the process.  

I’m arranging the book in an order which should get you having fun at the piano immediately.  The approach will not alienate college level music majors.  But the level is also for those who have had only 2-3 years of piano lessons.  Generally lessons will begin with a theoretical topic, continue with discussion and suggested exercises, and conclude with a piece to be written and played, making use of the lesson’s new material.  Sometimes additional copies of the piece, in various states of completion, are required from the collection at the back of the book.  But I advise you, the student, to follow my suggestions for exercises throughout.  Everything must be tried on the piano.  Listen critically to the sounds you are making.  Actually learn the arrangements you make.  This means practice them.  Memorize some of them and play while focusing your eyes on your hands in action.

Begin with me now an ear-opening journey in self-discovery.  Best wishes.  
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INTRODUCTION

Classical versus Popular: Significant Differences
“Do you improvise?” is a typical question most of us pianists are confronted with at one time or another.  I have concluded that what the questioner usually means is, “Can you play something that sounds half-way decent, without being dependent on written music?”  “Can you play by ear?” is another one of these questions which seems to mean the same: can you make  music without reading music.  People, most musicians included, seem to stand in awe of the person who can “just sit down and play something.”
And no wonder.  Most—if not all—of our training in piano lessons, aims towards realization of precisely the information notated on the page.  Indeed, books have been devoted to the interpretation of these written symbols—notes, ornaments, phrases, slurs, dynamic markings, rhythmic values—throughout history.  Scholars spend much time and energy in the pursuit of accurate and authentic understanding of notation from various historical periods.  Likewise, the serious pianist will spend years developing a technique capable of precisely reproducing what is on the page. 

LEARNING & PLAYING MUSIC WHICH IS FULLY NOTATED

The chain of events of interpreting and playing a piece of written music—which I hereafter will refer to as “reading music,” or “playing fully notated music”--might be summarized by the following sequence of steps.


1. Eyes on the page register visual impulses on the retina.


2. Interpret the information according to rules previously learned.


3. Make decisions about which finger/arm/body movements, degree of 
force, internal hand (finger to finger) stretches, and more.

4. Send nerve impulses, at the appropriate time, and in the proper order to the limbs chosen.

If the written page is fully notated, as in ‘classical’ music, then an immense amount of interpretation is involved, and is of the following sorts: 
1. What?  Is the information about a single note or several notes? Does it involve a pedal? 

2. Where?  What is the location of the notes?  This isinvolves deciphering the treble and bass clef, and rules for finding corresponding locations 
on the keyboard.  One learns the lines and spaces, and also octave symbols.

3. How? One is here concerned with indications regarding manner  of playing: articulation (staccato dots, slur marks, accent marks) and dynamics (ff, pp, etc.)  

4. When?  Here one learns to interpret the meter symbols (4/4, ¾, etc.) and also the symbols for notes of differing rhythmic values—quarter notes, eighth notes, ties, dots after notes,  etc. Also in this category are Italian words such as ritardando, accelerando, morendo, etc.
Becoming accomplished at making music from a fully notated page, whether the style be classical, jazz, musicals, country, or other, is a formidable task. Once one has learned to decipher the “code,” the rules of notation, the job of carrying out the information on the page remains.  Piano lessons weekly, and for 6-10 years, are not uncommon, to prepare adequately for performance of compositions by Beethoven, Bach, and the like.  

LEARNING AND PLAYING MUSIC FROM A LEAD SHEET
When we consider, on the other hand, the sort of playing which is the subject of this book, which I have sub-titled “achieving freedom at the piano,” the undertaking is significantly less intricate. 

For one thing, the amount of information represented in a “lead sheet,” is greatly reduced.  Following the format above, our “interpretation” assignment involves: 
1. What? Now, instead of several notes prescribed for the RH, and several for the LH, we find only two indications: First, a melody, made up of only one note at a time. Second, a chord symbol, representing usually a 3 or 4 note chord, whose contents one has learned previous to reading the page, and whose location is not predetermined or specified.
2. Where? Location of the melody notes is exponentially easier, since we are concerned with a single note, as opposed to many. Moreover, one has a choice, namely as to which octave of the instrument.  And location of the chord is a bit of a misnomer, since one will use the contents to choose and administer the texture of the music, which involves, simply stated, enough bass and enough fill. Once again here, the element of choice is introduced.  
3. How?  Once again, the “how” of the visual interpretation is a misnomer: There will be no indications in the lead-sheet of articulations, dynamics, or (usually) phrasing.  The element of choice and decision resides with the pianist.
4. When?  Here, the pianist is actually again in charge.  EVEN THOUGH the rhythm of the melody is indicated, traditionally the pianist is only expected to generally follow the rhythmic indications.  Once one has learned the rhythms indicated, one is free to “phrase” (assign rhythms) pretty much as one prefers. One is, however, required to follow the bar structure, and beat, precisely.  Most often, one will have actually “learned” the timing of the melody from his favorite artist’s recording, and will play only an approximation of the notated rhythms!
The most important and a central point I want to make is: Th task of  playing of music from a lead-sheet, as compared to playing of music from a fully-notated piece of music, is significantly easier..  

A major difference is the fact that one quickly outgrows the need to focus the eyes on the page.  This is because the information represented is so reduced, and abbreviated.  

A second difference is that one is usually playing a piece one has heard before, and probably loves—this often being the reason for a particular choice of song.  When you love a song, you are motivated, and enjoy what you’re hearing.  And when you enjoy, you learn more rapidly.  

And third, because the pianist is now the decider, not the translator.  Being the decider is in part being the creator¸ and as such, one taps into areas of his brain which have probably remained untouched in prior musical experience with note-reading. 

Yet another difference has to do with one’s relationship to the instrument.  In the case of reading music, the fact that one’s eyes are for the most part cemented to the page, means that most of our awareness of the keyboard is through our sense of touch.  This being the case, we are less likely to move our body freely, in order to avoid losing our sense of location (and play mistakes).  This fact alone has a host of consequences.  We are likely to create muscle spasms, especially in the shoulders and back which are attempting to remain motionless.  With less visual orientation, we naturally play carefully, again to avoid risking errors, and our muscles remain somewhat on guard--the opposite of free… 

Of course, I exaggerate.  More accurately we DO use our eyes for orientation.  Most trained musicians have experienced the eternal compromise between keeping track of our place in the music (on the page) and keeping track of our place on the keys.  Our eyes dart back and forth, between our spot on the page, and our location on the keys, trying to maintain an awareness of where we are , both in following the written notes, and playing the corresponding keys (in the right way at the right time).  Indeed, some teachers require their students to NEVER look down.  Others want their students to memorize the music as soon as possible, in order ALWAYS to look down, following their hands on the keys.
My opinion is that ideally one should look at what one is doing--NOT at the instruction book (the written page).  After all, the tennis player looks at the net, and the ball, and the court; football players follow the ball, the other players, the yard markings; hockey players follow the puck, and the other players—all of these performers have long since memorized the rules, and relate to the situation at hand.  Free to watch what we are doing, we can be totally present, and the benefits are many.  Aside from greater accuracy, our enjoyment is fuller, and opportunity for creativity richer.
Music is one of the few performing sports (along with theater and poetry reading) where we attempt to duplicate something previously created—sometimes centuries earlier.  In these situations the written page is a necessary evil.  The performer should, however, commit to memory the work to be enjoyed as soon as possible, precisely in order to enable the freedom which I speak of in the title to this book—a freedom which is infinitely more accessible when one plays from the starting point of a lead sheet. 
