











ability desired. To be sure of reaching the level of musical ability you desire,
therefore, you should set (and maintain) your standards at an even higher
level. When setting your standards, consider also how accomplished you
would be at another subject - such as neurosurgery — with the same commit-
ment you have made to playing jazz. This will help you keep your expecta-
tions for becoming a credible and successful jazz player in perspective.

Practice and Talent

I advise students not to be concerned if it takes more practice (i.e., work and
time) than they had anticipated to learn something worthwhile, provided
they are doing the right things about it. Practicing (itself) is what makes the
ability achieved from it respectable. And that includes learning from the
mistakes made in the process. After all, we may appreciate someone’s natural
talent for the more or less abstract gift that it is, but we don’t respect and
admire it. We don't respect and admire someone’s good luck or good fortune
to have tremendous talent. (We usually resent it!) No, seriously, we may
appreciate talent but we respect and admire hard work, self-discipline and
perseverance — for which we can find an abundance of inspiration and moti-
vation, but which we must produce on our own and by ourselves.

Having talent is like having knowledge of where a treasure is buried. Yes,
this knowledge is important, perhaps even essential. But we still have to dig
up the treasure to own it, which takes time and work. In other words, talent
by itself will never enable us to reach our full potential as improvisers; prac-
tice will always be necessary to mine the treasure, to develop whatever talent
we have been given.

I have known many extremely young and talented jazz players who
initially relied more on their talent than on their practicing to advance musi-
cally. All of these players eventually experienced musical difficulty (and some
have even suffered emotional trauma) when they encountered the inevitable
musical problem or learning situation that could not be solved or handled by
their talent alone. Since they had little or no experience at solving problems
and making progress through practice, they began to fall behind, and players
with perhaps less musical talent but lots of successful experience with prac-
ticing continued to progress steadily, sometimes even passing them by.

All you really need, then, is an ounce of talent and the desire and will to
cultivate it to the maximum through practice. The more time and work it
takes you to learn something of value, therefore, the more worthy of self
respect and admiration your efforts are. Focus on that instead of feeling dis-
appointed and impatient with yourself the next time you cannot solve a
musical problem or play an exercise perfectly in a short period of time.

It is also important that your efforts happen without obsession or stress,
since wanting something to the point of obsession often repels the very thing
you want. Mental and emotional stress can produce tension in the body
which may instigate severe, disabling physical reactions, making it impos-
sible for you to practice, play and improve. If you can see yourself becoming
obsessed with learning how to improvise, and if you're beginning to feel wor-
ried and stressed out from the usual slow (or non-existent) rate of progress,
you may be able to correct the situation through a better understanding of
the issues related to practicing and improving. In fact, an effective daily prac-
tice routine can be exceedingly helpful to reduce the anxiety you may feel
about making progress.

Note: For anyone already experiencing the pain syndromes commonly asso-
ciated with stress and tension, such as backache, headache, stomach ulcers,
insomnia, tendonitis, and various gastrointestinal disorders, I highly recom-
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Practicing is to your musical health what exercising is to your physical
health. When you do physical exercise in the morning, you don't typically
worry all day about whether or not you did it well. If the exercise is appro-
priate for your level of physical development, just doing the exercise s the
job done well. It’s the same with practicing music. Let the exercise (itself) do
the work; let the target (itself) improve your aim; so you can relax, learn and
enjoy improving,.

When tomorrow comes you will (hopefully) exercise again. The fact that
you do more or less the same exercises every day with generally good results
is what nourishes and promotes your physical well-being, and, likewise, your
musical well-being. The more you do the same thing the better you get at
doing it, which has nothing whatsoever to do with musical talent. Once you
have an effective practice plan, then, just keep on doing it. Trust that in time
the musical results you seek will come, and enjoy the process that leads to
these results.

So then, regarding the question of how much talent you personally have
for jazz improvisation, or how much you will need to become a monster jazz
player - 1 suggest that you concentrate on using the small steps approach for
a while and keep your attention focussed on the immutable law of music (as
you practice, so do you play) and just see what happens.
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