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SITTIN[image: image] DOWN

I AM SITTING DOWN to practice. I open the case and take out my instrument, a classical guitar made from the door of a Spanish church. I strike a tuning fork against my knee and hold it to my ear, then gently pluck an open string. During the night the guitar has drifted out of tune. It tries to pull the tuning fork with it, and I feel the friction of discordant vibrations against my eardrum. I turn the tuning peg slightly, bracing it between my thumb and index finger, until the two sounds converge. Another barely perceptible adjustment, and the vibrations melt together, becoming one. From string to string, I repeat the process, resolving discord with minute twists of my wrist. Then I check high notes against low, middle against outer. Finally I play a chord, sounding all six strings together. Each note rubs the others just right, and the instrument shivers with delight. The feeling is unmistakable, intoxicating. When a guitar is perfectly in tune, its strings, its whole body will resonate in sympathetic vibration, the true concord of well-tuned sounds. It is an ancient, hopeful metaphor, an instrument in tune, speaking of pleasure on earth and order in the cosmos, the fragility of beauty, and the quiver in our longing for love.

With a metal emery board, then with very fine sandpaper, I file the nails on my right hand. Even the tiniest ridges can catch on a string and make its tone raspy. In 1799 Portuguese guitarist Antonio Abreu suggested trimming the nails with scissors, then smoothing them on a sharpening stone to remove “rough edges that might impede the execution of flourishes and lively scales.” Some guitarists disagree heatedly with this advice, preferring to play with the fingertips alone. For support, they quote Miguel Fuenllana, who in 1554 stated that “to strike with the nails is imperfection. Only the finger, the living thing, can communicate the intention of the spirit.” But to my ear, the spirit of music speaks with many voices, and a combination of fingernail and flesh sounds best. I run my thumb over my fingertips. They are as smooth as crystal.

I shift the guitar into its proper position, settle its weight, and adjust my body to the familiar contours. And then I look around me. My chair is by a window in the living room; my footstool and music stand are in front of me. The window shade is partly drawn so that the San Francisco sunlight falls at my feet but not on my instrument, which would warp in the heat. Outside, people with briefcases and regular jobs are walking down the hill to work. Students are arriving at the school across the street. I listen to their voices and footsteps. Then I take a deep breath, letting them go. I draw myself in. I'm alone in the apartment, and my work is here. I begin.

At first I just play chords. The sounds feel bulky, as do my hands. I concentrate on the simplest task, to play all the notes at precisely the same moment, with one thought, one motion. It takes a few minutes; sometimes, on bad days, it takes all morning. I take my time. But I cannot proceed without this unity of thought, motion, and sound.

Slowly the effort wakes my fingers. Slowly they warm. As the muscles loosen, I break the chords into arpeggios: the same notes, but now spread out, each with its own place, its own demands. Arpeggios make the fingers of both hands work together in different combinations. I play deliberately, building a triangle of sound—fingertip, ear, fingertip—until my hands become aware of each other.

My attention warms and sharpens, and I shape the notes more carefully. I remember now that music is vibration, a disturbance in the air. I remember that music is a kind of breathing, an exchange of energy and excitement. I remember that music is physical, not just in the production of sounds, in the instrumentalist's technique, but as an experience. Making music changes my body, eliciting shivers, sobs, or the desire to dance. I become aware of myself, of these sensations that lie dormant until music brings them out. And in an instant the pleasure, the effort, the ambition and intensity of playing grip me and shake me awake. I feel as if I've been wandering aimlessly until now, as if all the time I'm not practicing, I'm a sleepwalker.

I calm myself and concentrate. Give the sounds time, let the instrument vibrate. I have to hear the sounds I want before I make them, and I have to let the sounds be what they are. Then I have to hear the difference between what I have in mind and what comes from the strings.

It's easy to get carried away. The grandeur, the depth and beauty of music are always present in the practice room. Holding the guitar, I feel music's power at my fingertips, as if I might pluck a string and change the world. For centuries people believed that music was the force that moved the planets. Looking into the night sky, astronomers saw the harmony of heaven, and philosophers heard the music of the spheres. Musicians were prophets then, and according to Cicero the most talented might gain entry to heaven while still alive simply “by imitating this harmony on stringed instruments.” Every artist must sometimes believe that art is the doorway to the divine. Perhaps it is. But it's dangerous for a musician to philosophize instead of practicing. The grandeur of music, to be heard, must be played. When I hold the guitar, I may aspire to play perfect harmonies. But first I have to play well.

I bring myself back to the work at hand. I listen to the strings, while testing fine gradations in the angle, speed, and strength of my touch. I vary the dynamics and articulation, vary the intensity and color of the notes. If I am to play well, I must gather the guitar's many voices, let each one sing out. After a few more minutes of arpeggios, my fingers grow warm and capable. The notes are clear and distinct, and I play the simple chords again, very softly at first, then louder and more urgently. Again, softly, then filling, expanding, releasing. Once more, until gradually the sounds from the instrument near what I hear in my head.

Listening, drawing sound, motion, and thought together, I find my concentration. My imagination opens and reaches out. And in that reaching I begin to recognize myself. My hands feel like my hands and not the mitts I usually walk around with. I recognize my instrument's tone; this is how I sound, for now. I recognize my body; I feel alert and able. I feel like a musician again, a classical guitarist. I feel ready to work, ready to play.
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“For the past eighty years I have started each day in the same manner,” wrote the cellist Pablo Casals in his memoir, Joys and Sorrows. “I go to the piano, and I play two preludes and fugues of Bach. It fills me with awareness of the wonder of life, with a feeling of the incredible marvel of being a human being.”

Try to describe your experience of music, and you'll quickly reach the limits of words. Music carries us away, and we grope for the grandest terms in our vocabulary just to hint at the marvel of the flight, the incredible marvel, the wonder. “Each day,” Casals continues, “it is something new, fantastic, and unbelievable.” I imagine him leaning forward in excitement, a round-faced bald man in his eighties, gesturing with his hands, then meeting my eyes to see if I've understood. Fantastic and unbelievable. The words say little. But yes, I think I understand.

I'm sitting down to practice, and like Casals, I'm grasping for words to equal my experience. Alone in the practice room, I hold my instrument silently. Every day it is the same task, yet something new. I delve down, seeking what hides waiting in the notes, what lies dormant in myself that music brings to life. I close my eyes and listen for the unheard melody in what I've played a hundred times before, the unsuspected openings.

What are the tones, the terms, that unlock music's power, the pleasure and profundity we experience in listening? I begin to play, leaning forward excitedly and grasping for the right notes, my whole body alive with aspiration. Sounds ring out, ripening for a moment in the air, then dying away. I play the same notes again, reaching for more of the sweetness, the bittersweetness they contain and express. And again the sounds ring out, float across the room, and fall still. Each day, with every note, practicing is the same task, this essential human gesture—reaching out for an ideal, for the grandeur of what you desire, and feeling it slip through your fingers.

Practicing music—practicing anything we really love—we are always at the limit of words, striving for something just beyond our ability to express. Sometimes, when we speak of this work, therefore, we make this the goal, emphasizing the pleasure of reaching out. Practicing, writes Yehudi Menuhin, is “the search for ever greater joy in movement and expression. This is what practice is really about.” But frequently we experience a darker, harsher mood, aware in each moment of what slips away unattained. Then pleasure seems like nourishment for the journey, but it is not what carries us forward. When musicians speak of this experience, they often stress the labor, warning how difficult a path it is, how lonesome and demanding. The great Spanish guitarist Andrés Segovia cautioned that “it is impossible to feign mastery of an instrument, however skillful the impostor may be.” But to attain mastery, if it is possible at all, requires “the stern discipline of lifelong practice.” For the listener, Segovia says, music might seem effortless or divine. But for the musician it is the product of supreme effort and devotion, the feast at the end of the season.

Like every practicing musician, I know both the joy and the hard labor of practice. To hear these sounds emerging from my instrument! And to hear them more clearly, more beautifully in my head than my fingers can ever seem to grasp. Together this pleasure in music and the discipline of practice engage in an endless tussle, a kind of romance. The sense of joy justifies the labor; the labor, I hope, leads to joy. This, at least, is the bargain I quietly make with myself each morning as I sit down. If I just do my work, then pleasure, mastery will follow. Even the greatest artists must make the same bargain. “I was obliged to work hard,” Johann Sebastian Bach is supposed to have said. And I want so much to believe him when he promises that “whoever is equally industrious will succeed just as well.”

Yet as I wrap my arms around the guitar to play, I also hear another voice whispering in my ears. “Whatever efforts we may make,” warned Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his 1767 Dictionary of Music, “we must still be born to the art, otherwise our works can never mount above the insipid.” In every musician's mind lurks the fear that practicing is merely busywork, that you are either born to your instrument or you are an impostor. Trusting Bach and Segovia, I cling to the belief that my effort will, over time, yield mastery. But this faith sometimes seems naïve, merely a wish. “The capacity for melody is a gift,” asserted Igor Stravinsky. “This means that it is not within our power to develop it by study.” Practice all you want, Rousseau and Stravinsky say, but you will never become a musician if you don't start out one. Perhaps practice will carry me only so far. Perhaps, as Oscar Wilde put it, “only mediocrities develop.”

I shake out my hands. Outside on the street, the morning commute is over. The workday has begun; school is in session. Only tourists pass by my window now, lumbering up the hill in search of Lombard Street, “the crookedest street in the world.” I walk down this tourist attraction all the time, a pretty, twisting street festooned with flowers. Now, from my chair, I watch a family cluster around a map, Mom, Dad, and two red-haired teenage boys, each pointing in a different direction. They're just a block from their destination, but they don't know it, lost within sight of their goal. I feel that way every day.

Practicing is striving; practicing is a romance. But practicing is also a risk, a test of character, a threat of deeply personal failure. I warm up my hands and awaken my ears and imagination, developing skill to equal my experience. I listen and concentrate in an effort to make myself better. Yet every day I collide with my limits, the constraints of my hands, my instrument, and my imagination. Each morning when I sit down, I'm bewildered by a cacophony of voices, encouraging and dismissive, joyous and harsh, each one a little tyrant, each one insisting on its own direction. And I struggle to harmonize them, to find my way between them, uncertain whether this work is worth it or a waste of my time.

Everything I need to make music is here, my hands, my instrument, my imagination, and these notes. For most of their lives Segovia, Casals, Bach, and Stravinsky were also just men sitting alone in a room with these same raw materials, looking out the window at people on the street. Like me, they must at times have wondered how to grasp the immensity of music's promise in a few simple notes, how to hold fast to their devotion against a cutting doubt that would kill it.

[image: image]

I begin my right-hand exercises. With the metronome set at fifty beats per minute, I hold a C-major chord with my left hand, while plucking the strings with my right thumb and my index and middle fingers.


One and Two and Three and Four and.



Every other metronome beat, I move my thumb to a different string, from the fifth to the fourth to the third and back to the fifth, playing C, E, G, C. After repeating this sequence of notes four times, I change chords to G7. Now the same right-hand pattern plays different notes. My thumb moves B, D, G, B.


One and Two and Three and Four and.
Repeat.



I concentrate on striking the strings consistently, so that the passage from note to note is smooth, fluid, a line. I listen to the strings vibrating, and in the last instant before each downbeat, I plant my thumb and the two fingers on the strings they are about to play. Pull and release. Lightning fast, exactly together, and exactly on the beat.

The top two notes remain the same in each measure. But since the thumb is playing a moving line, I want it to be in the foreground, slightly louder, more articulated. I want the chord change to sound like an event. It is a matter of timing, of phrasing, of playing with the beat. If I hit the notes too exactly, the line sounds square:


One two three four,
One two three four.



Square time sounds singsongy, like a child's counting or a poem in which too much lines up:

I shot an arrow in the air,
It fell to earth I know not where.

Playing with the beat makes time more complex, makes the poetry better, as in this line from Shelley's “With a Guitar, to Jane”:


Ariel to Miranda:—Take
This slave of Music for the sake
Of him who …



This phrase also has four beats per line, yet it moves through them rather than hammering them in place. Phrasing the thumb's line like the poem makes the chord change more engaging, more dramatic. It gives the line momentum. You want it to continue. I shift between chords, changing my articulation, stringing my ear along. How long can I keep the poem, the story, going, playing this same pattern, before it repeats?

There are infinite variations to this exercise. I follow the 120 patterns for the right hand written in 1812 by the guitar virtuoso Mauro Giuliani. I work on twenty patterns each day, so that every week I practice all of them. Then I change the metronome setting and begin again. Played at 108 beats per minute rather than fifty, these exercises demand the same movements but feel very different. Yet the goal is always the same: to keep the music moving. Each of the variations requires concentration and imagination—perhaps months or years of faithful practice—before I know it will be musical, will continue and not repeat.
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“If everyone knew how to work, everyone would be a genius!” said the harpsichordist Wanda Landowska. I turned to her a few years ago, as to Casals and Segovia, because I wanted to become a better musician. I had played the classical guitar very seriously as a child and young adult, working to become a professional musician, if not a genius. I practiced full of ambition and expectation. I heard so much in music, felt it so deeply. These feelings pressed for expression. And I had some success. I studied at a music conservatory; I won competitions. But ambition and expectation are sometimes not enough. In my mid-twenties, disillusioned with my progress and so with myself, I gave up my dream of becoming an artist. Like so many people who practice an art in their youth, I couldn't reconcile my love for music with the demands of adult life or the professional realities of earning a living from art. Perhaps I lacked the talent; perhaps I didn't work hard enough. Whatever the case, quitting was a catastrophe. For ten years afterward my hands and my habits—the whole history of my playing—seemed like obstacles to music. I lost faith in the power of practicing to lead me forward. The one thing I had loved most in life became a torture. It was a devastating loss.

Then a few years ago I began to practice the guitar again. I was older, chastened in my goals. Music was no longer a profession for me but a private pursuit. I set out to recover the pleasure I had once enjoyed in playing. What I found, however, was more disappointment. Practicing felt like the same thing again, the same routine, the same dead-end mistakes. I worked hard. Yet nothing seemed to change my hands, and nothing could lessen the weight of my disillusionment. I cast around for ways to change how I practiced. Even the art of practicing might be improved with practice, I thought. “Guided by his own inexperience, no one can hope to become great,” counseled Johann Nikolaus Forkel, Bach's first biographer. The aspiring musician, he wrote, “must profit by the practice and example of others.” To avoid repeating my failure, I sought out method books by musicians I admired, hoping to learn from them.

There are dozens of books offering advice on the subject of practicing. Most of them, like Giuliani's, are finger books that approach practicing technically. For them, the goal of practice is finger fluency, because, as piano pedagogue Carl Czerny put it, “in music, nothing is worse than playing wrong notes.” Finger books teach you to play correctly, advising the student to view mistakes as mere problems to be solved. “Whatever you may have to do in a piece that is difficult can always be reduced to one finger's doing one particular job, followed by another finger's doing something else,” writes the guitarist Alice Artzt in The Art of Practicing. “And once that sequence of motions can be isolated, it can be made into an exercise.” Finger books prize discipline. They are clear-eyed and practical and say things like “listen carefully to your playing all the time” and “always practice with a purpose.”

From the finger books I learned new exercises and helpful techniques, and I remembered to focus on each finger individually before considering them as a group.

Yet making music is more than exercising my fingers. The authors of these finger books—the cheerleaders of hard work—are often merely gymnastic. While their suggestions improved my technique, they failed to improve my practice. I kept searching and found more balanced advice in a different category of method, the mind book.

“I believe that learning to play the guitar is inseparable from learning to harmonize body, mind, and spirit,” writes Philip Toshio Sudo in Zen Guitar. Mind books rarely contain technical exercises. On the contrary, they are openly disdainful of finger books, whose lists and exercises reek of habit and stale repetition. For the authors of mind books, the goal is not finger fluency but mental freshness, even enlightenment. “In this school,” Sudo continues, “one acquires technique solely for the purpose of freeing the spirit.” According to Madeline Bruser in The Art of Practicing: A Guide to Making Music from the Heart, the goal is to cultivate “a clear and relaxed mind, an open heart, free and natural movement, and vivid, joyful listening.”

Mind books sense a world beyond the fingers and find in music a reflection of something larger—the spirit, the divine, the unconscious.

Some of them, like Bruser's thoughtful study, read like meditation manuals. Others, like Barry Green's The Inner Game of Music, have the cloying ring of self-help, promising to unleash “your natural creativity and genius: the composer, the child at play, the spontaneous and musical you.” Instead of lists, mind books offer aphorisms, soothing counsel, and extended quotations from philosophers and psychotherapists. “The value of an exercise depends on your state of mind,” says the best of this kind. “We must give up excessive ambition and … let ourselves feel the pain of our longing.”

I turned to method books because I wanted to learn how to improve. My hands and my habits seemed like obstacles, and I already felt a painful longing for the music I loved. From these books I sought insight into how to move beyond this pain and not repeat it. Finger books presented a path to technical mastery; mind books conceived this path as part of a deeper personal journey. Both are essential to improve as a musician. And yet over the course of several months, as I set out each morning to practice, I realized that my technique and my ability to concentrate were not what held me back. Instead, I discovered that when I abandoned my musical ambitions, I had lost my faith in practicing. I no longer believed the story I was telling myself about hard work and gradual improvement. My history contradicted it. Love of music had led me to heartbreak.

Practicing is training; practicing is meditation and therapy. But before any of these, practicing is a story you tell yourself, a bildungsroman, a tale of education and self-realization. For the fingers as for the mind, practicing is an imaginative, imaginary arc, a journey, a voyage. You must feel you are moving forward. But it is the story that leads you on. Method books can advise or comfort you along the way, companions on the journey. Yet the story of your practice is your own. And unless you translate these methods into your own terms, animating them with the stuff of your particular story, their advice and wisdom are just empty phrases. You want to improve. Yet many paths stand open, and you must select just one. You love music. But how do you put your love into practice?

I turned to method books to clear my mind and clean up my technique. But to become a better musician, I realized I had to practice my story, learn to remake my hands and my history as characters in this narrative, instead of obstacles. To make myself better, I'd have to practice my love of music.

From the outside, practicing may not seem like much of a story. If the family out on the sidewalk were to look in my window, all they would see is me sitting alone in my room playing the guitar. Yet practicing is the fundamental story. Whether as a musician, as an athlete, at your job, or in love, practice gives direction to your longing, gives substance to your labor. Every day you go to the gym or sit down at your desk. The work is not always interesting, not always fun. Sometimes it is tedious. Sometimes it is infuriating. Why do you continue? Why did you start in the first place? You must have an answer that helps you persevere. Maybe you don't have a choice; maybe others depend on your labor. But these too are stories that keep you going, ways of gathering the innumerable little chores of your day into a single compelling task. Because without telling yourself some story of practicing, without imagining a path to your goal, the aggravation and effort seem pointless. And without faith in the story you create, the hours of doubt and struggle and the endless repetition feel like torture.
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With the metronome still at fifty beats per minute, I begin my left-hand exercises. I play a C-major scale, one note per beat. Up two octaves, then down. Repeat. It should sound like one scale, not fifteen notes. But my aim is not to play a scale. I am playing a line of music. One thought up, one thought down, like breathing in and breathing out. Repeat.

I vary the rhythm. Two notes quickly in succession, then rest. Then two more, rest, and so on up and down the scale. Then three notes together. Then a syncopated rhythm. Like syrup. Like gunshots.

It takes effort to hear a scale as one motion, but it isn't hard to play the notes. No matter how fast or complex the music, most of the time each finger is at rest. The hardest part of practicing scales is remembering that they aren't finger work.

The G-major scale extends three octaves up the neck of the guitar. The left hand must shift position four times. My hand flies in one motion, landing on the finger that plays. This movement is not part of the sound or the phrase. The listener shouldn't hear it. It is like turning a page in a book; it has nothing to do with the sentence.

I play major scales in all the keys, then play minor scales as well. It's good exercise. But that doesn't matter. The goal of playing scales is to make the notes seem independent of my fingers. No one is interested in my fingers except me.
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Practicing is a story, but not one in “square time,” not a simple path to perfection. Instead, it is a myth you weave to draw up the many strands of your doubt and desire. When musicians speak of practicing, therefore, the subject is really themselves.

Segovia, late in his life, told his biographer that he never practiced more than five hours a day, “each session of work being divided into one and a quarter hours, no longer, and four such sessions a day being sufficient. The individual sessions are themselves interspersed with relaxation and activities such as walking, reading, talking with friends, or quiet reflection.” Segovia didn't tell us how he practiced, but how he lived, what he valued. Interviewed by Time magazine in 1952, Wanda Landowska declared, “I never practice; I always play,” conveying more about herself than about her work habits. From his biography we learn that Francisco Tárrega, father of the modern classical guitar, practiced one hour of scales, one hour of arpeggios, one hour of trills, and an hour of exercises drawn from difficult passages each day. “Thus passes the morning,” the faithful biographer reports, “after lunch, once more the guitar.” I read this and try to imagine the life it describes, with its monastic devotion, its rigor and isolation.

Musical performance establishes a relationship between the performer and an audience. But musical practice is solitary, a relationship with yourself. No matter how much I read, or how well I imagine Segovia, Landowska, or Tárrega in their rooms, I remain on the outside of their practicing. I might discover how many hours a day they worked, or what exercises they favored. Yet how they created music amid a swirl of memories, associations, ambitions, and disappointments remains a mystery. I read about their work, but I learn instead about the stories they tell.

Some musicians lie about practicing to give the impression they are above it. Others exaggerate the effort to show how dedicated they are and how difficult the task is. But everyone tells a story about their ideal, a myth that glorifies their labor. “No artist is pleased,” the dancer and choreographer Martha Graham professed. “There is no satisfaction whatever at any time.” Yet Graham celebrates a “divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others.”

As I sit down again with my instrument, I know that Graham's story is not the one that will help me now. For her, practicing is heroic, as long as dissatisfaction lofts you above the crowd to some better life. But from painful experience I know that an artist's unrest is not always blessed, that dissatisfaction can devastate your art.

Each day you sit down full of fantasy and flaws, a chaos of discordant voices. To others, your playing might sound sweet and lovely. But alone in the practice room, you must contend with friction and disharmony too. The story you tell yourself must include these, must embrace everything you experience when you sit down in the presence of your ideal. Because in the course of one day, you might practice for sheer joy, since nothing feels as good as making music, and you might practice in rage at the clumsiness of your hands or at the futility of all art. Your practice could be a form of prayer or supplication, an expression of faith or a longing for eventual reward. You might practice out of hunger for fame or to prove yourself to others—your parents, perhaps, or your peers. You might practice to avoid humiliation or reproach or to satisfy a teacher's expectations. One of the saddest stories I know is by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, about a circus elephant that was slow to learn his tricks. Whenever he failed, he was beaten with a lash. While the other elephants slept, the tortured animal “was discovered at midnight practicing what he had to do.” To keep yourself from the lash, you might practice with terrified caution or while seasoning your lust for revenge. You might practice as a miser, hoarding skill and never spending it, or as a libertine on the prowl for new pleasures, selfishly exulting in each conquest. In the space of a single note, you might lose yourself in fantasies, and suddenly feel that you have only now discovered your true voice. You might practice in order to play, hoping to recover a childlike spontaneity. You might practice to finally grow up, raising yourself to maturity with discipline and sacrifice. You might practice for the love of a challenge, testing yourself against the minds of great composers. Or you might practice each day as a disciple of anxiety, endlessly picking at the flesh of your playing. Your ear becomes a knife, and you sharpen it against your own skin.

“Men have practiced music at all times without being able to give an account of this,” wrote the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. Yet every time you sit down, you give an account of your practicing, revealing yourself and the composition of your character with the story that you tell, the metaphors that make your effort seem worthwhile and that marry your many competing voices together.

Because practicing is more than exercises and study, the patient minding of your fingers. When you sit down to practice, however casually, you cast yourself as the hero and victim of your own myth. You will encounter obstacles; you will struggle, succeed, and struggle some more. The story of your practice weaves all this together, absorbing what is within you and making it productive. Because when you truly believe your story of practicing, it has the power to turn routine into a route, to resolve your discordant voices, and to transform the harshest, most intense disappointment into the very reason you continue.
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I open the music on my music stand, The Complete Sonatas and Partitas for Unaccompanied Violin by J. S. Bach. I take a deep breath, then begin the first movement of Sonata no. 1, the Adagio. The movement opens with a G-minor chord, held for a full beat at very slow tempo. The chord forcefully announces the key and creates the expectation of movement. But it dies away almost to silence before the next note sounds. I wait with the chord, letting it sink in.

I know this music well, or I used to, having played it years ago when I was a student at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. In the 1920s Andrés Segovia established the classical guitar as a concert instrument by demonstrating the emotion and intricacy of these pieces. Segovia's performance was revolutionary. Though the music was written for the violin, that instrument's four bowed strings can produce the harmony only in fragments. The guitar, with six plucked strings, unified the harmony and liberated Bach's counterpoint. Since then every serious guitarist has performed Bach's violin music. When I immersed myself in these works as a student in the 1980s, I felt like a revolutionary too. Through Bach, I thought I might express some basic human need that I alone felt and understood. I believed this music would prove my artistry. These things seem plausible when you're nineteen and in the grip of passion. Every day you're on the cusp of profound discoveries. Every day the truth of who you really are seems to grow more tangible.

But now my playing is halting and awkward. In the time since I last practiced it, the music has reverted to its natural state. The needs, the passion, and the truths I heard—once again they are just notes. I still remember how the piece goes, more or less, but the details, the tones themselves, have escaped me. I play the music very slowly, feeling the instrument's body rising and falling with the sound. My head bobs slightly, half-consciously conducting, as the music thins to two closely spaced lines. The notes glide irresistibly toward each other, and their clash rakes my senses. I stay with the line for five full beats until it drifts to silence again, leaving me waiting, wanting more.

Then I stop to look at the page, puzzling over the phrase. I no longer know how to play these notes, how to fit them together into music. In my fraying edition of the score, each line is busy with pencil markings—fingerings, phrasings, harmonic analyses—left over from that rapturous first encounter, now twenty years ago. Reading these old markings is like rediscovering a journal from college. This book of music is a work diary, and the notes I made as a teenager still glow with the urgency and the innocence of that time. Today, however, I greet these marks with skepticism, even embarrassment. Like a diary, the page records thoughts and feelings born of a certain moment in my life. There are flashes of insight, even brilliance, visible only with distance. But their moment is long past, part of a story I can no longer believe. I am not who I was. Playing the Adagio again, I wonder what my old decisions, these old marks of inspiration in the score, have to do with me now. Different phrasings and fingerings seem more natural today. I'm drawn to different rhythms and harmonies. But as much as I want to, I can't simply start anew. These old notes, my old flaws and disappointment, are still at the heart of my playing. I hear so much in this music. But when I reach for it, my hands tense with the effort of holding what I experience and want to express. I cannot begin anew. Instead, I have to begin again. I have to practice myself, form a new relationship with these sounds. I have to forge a new image of myself playing the music, a new image of myself as a musician.

“The mastery of any art is the work of a lifetime,” wrote the poet Ezra Pound. Practicing is a process of continual reevaluation, an attempt to bring growth to repetition. After twenty years, I'm sitting down with this music again. But this time I'm not just practicing Bach. To become a better musician, I have to overcome my disappointment, learning to tell a story of practicing that includes the loss within my love for music. I am not who I was: my fingers are not as agile; my ears are less acute. Yet once more music has kindled the spirit of revolution in me. I begin the piece again. Perhaps this time will be better.

Musical artistry may seem divine, but practicing is always mundane. Practice immerses you in your daily self—this body, these moods. You sit down to play; you file your fingernails; you shape your reed or rosin your bow. You play scales and exercises. You struggle with mistakes and flaws. The work is physical, intellectual, psychological. It can be exhilarating and aggravating, fulfilling and terribly lonesome. But it is always just you, the instrument, and the music, here, now. Practicing is the truth of who you are, today, as you strive to change, to make yourself better, to become someone new. The goal is always to bring old notes to life. Even so, while you sit down to work every day, it may take years before you know what you've practiced.
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