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Introduction:

WhatOs the difference between a master musician and a Onot so masterQ
musician? Of course, practice, practice, practice. Research shows it takes a large
number of hours (the so-called 10,000 hours) of practice to master anything, and
thatOs probably true.

But research also shows that kned of practice you do is a significant factor. Two
people practicing the same number of hours can arrive at very different places.

What kind of practice produces the best results?
Did you ever have aaha moment in your playing and practicing, or in a lesson?

Where you suddenly realizedph, if IOd only use my hand like this for this, it actually
works...O

Most people have these moments occasionally, but they donOt stick. After the aha
moment, they might improve a little, and then theyOll continue gladly on this slightly
better altered track for a long while before any mdaOsome visiting.

Whereas, a master musician realizes that tabhaenoments need to happenuch,
much, much more oftefihey need to happen all the time, in fact. Even after theyOve
been playing for 40 or 60 years. They need to happen every time you practice. As many
times as possible while practicing. In fact, if practicing could be just a striaigeds one
after the other, up to and including whole blocks of ecstdiatime, that would be ideal.

A masterful musician realizes that thleamoments, which are hard-won, and tend to
tire everyday mortals, are the very building blocks of improvement.

So how do you cultivate theatamoments? HereOs one key:

WeOve all heard the tefd®pen your mind @hy stop there?

Open your body.

If this makes even an inkling of sense to you, consider making this your new mantra.

Learning a musical instrument is about learning to use your bodglbas it can
possibly be used.

Not just your fingers. And not just your mind
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The music you play has to come from all of you, not just part of you.

And the only way to see your blind spots is to become conscious of all the
information your body is offering you---then you can use the information to develop
habits to fuel both your technique and your self -expression.

The exercises that follow are designed to get you aware of everything that is going on
with your left hand. This means you have to be aware of both sides of the coin---how it
works, from a conceptual or even mechanical point of view (coordination) and how it
feelswhile itOs working (sensation) Our hands have certain mechanical principals that
govern how well they work, but weOre not machines because machines donOt feel
sensation. Becoming aware of how your hand feels is key to mastering its awesome
abilities.

These exercises are not ones that you need to do every day, and in fact some of them
you just need to do once or twice---ever. They are designed to get you to see and feel
something about how you play that you havenOt noticed before. In other words, they are
designed to give you an OahaO moment. In using versions of these exercises on students
IOve noticed significant shifts in their left hand technique that | havenOt been able to get in
any other way. 10d suggest trying all of them, in order, and then continue to use the ones
that were most enlightening to you, especially whenever you notice your left hand
reverting to old habits, or giving you trouble.

Lets Get to Work:

| want you to find a piece that is challenging you, one that you can Osort ofO play, but
not without mistakes and frustration. Find a passage that is especially challenging to your
left hand.

Things to look for:

----a string of slurs, both hammer-ons and pull-offs, that never quite come out clearly
or trip you up.

----a string of awkward chords or hand positions that you find uncomfortable to shift to
or from
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Stay away from passages that are too far from your current grasp, such as bar chords
that you find impossible right now and stretches that you find impossible right now

Isolate one particularly challenging passage----several measures that always take you
down or frustrate you.

If you canOt find one or donOt want to go looking right now, hereOs a good one that
brings up a left hand challenge for most students from the famous Anonymous Saltarello
in D:
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It might be simpler to do the exercises if you get rid of the bass for now:
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Step 1: Feeling the Sensations of Playing

When you are working ofeeling the simple sensation of playingOs extremely
helpful to keep from letting your sensations----pressure, tension, relaxation, nnd so on----
lead you into emotions.

Ask yourself very simply:
OHow does this feel?0
Allow that to register. Not Odoes this make me happy? or does this piss me off?0 Not Oam
| doing this right?O or Owhy the f#*$ canOt | get this?O If an emotional response happens,
allow that to register too---emotions are an essential part of making music, but for
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practicing, its important to be able to separate OfeelingO from Ofeelings.O In other words,
allow the sensations to ground you, and donOt allow your feelings to carry you away!

Exercise One: Awakening your left hand to sensation:

A

zsPlay your chosen musical passage

Al

Zs Vigorously pat or slap your left arm and shoulder with your right hand, moving up
and down the entire arm on both the outside and the inside. Switch sides and do the same
to your right hand.

A

ZsHow does it feel?

Hint: donCt just feel the sensation of your palm hitting the arm, feel the sensation in
your palms and fingers as they slap the arm!

A

Z= Rub your hands together vigoroudow does it feel?

A

zxRub your hands together more slowly, more sensuddiy does it feel?

A

zxRub them together even slower still, more subtly, as though your hands were barely
tickling each othetHow does it feel?

$€Do this until you are feeling energy and sensitivity in your left hand.

Al

ZsNow play your chosen passage again.

SEHow does it feel now?

We tend to forget that everything we are aware of is filtered through a combination of
our senses. Seeing is a sensation. Hearing is a sensation. Feeling is a sensation. There is
even a sensation to your thinking, if you can feel subtly enough. Whatever impacts you
impacts you through your sensations, and whatever you do creates sensations that impact
yourself and other things.

This is very basic, and very powerful, and usually ignored entirely.

This is why it is such a discovery and can effect your ability to play in such profound
ways. In the next exercise weOll start out with tactile sensations, and then open it up to
the sensations provided by your eardrums---hearing.
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Exercise Two---Playing in the Sandbox

KA

zs Bring your left hand to the fingerboard and put it on the string between any two frets,
as though you are going to play a note. The two frets are the boundaries of your sandbox
for now. But donCt play the note. Just feel the tip of your finger, pushing the string into the
wood.

A

s Close your eyes if you want.
Make a little game of it, in which there are only two rules:..
1. that you stay within the realm of one fret, one finger----thatOs the boundary of
your sandbox for now.
2. that youallow yourself to experience it, intenselpave fun, make a mess.

S&Push hard....

Al

Zs Roll it around.

/A

asslide it,, |

A

Zloosen it up until you are not pressing the string into the fret at all....

Al

= Do anything elseyou can think of...

A

s Play
Al

ze Allow the sensations between the tip of your finger and the
guitar string to become an
entire world in your experience.

Next, start widening the boundaries of your sandbox.

Experiment with how the rest of your hand is effecting things

A

7 Squeeze the string between your thumb and your hand.
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Al

s Release your thumb and see if you can do the same
experiment without the thumb.

A

zxCan you still press the string? What does that feel like?

2

zxWhat happens when you allow gravity to take over? Does the string pull down?

A

zxWhat happens when you use a bit of gravity to help press the string into the fret, the
wood?

Al

If you have time, shift to another finger: if you were using your first finger, try your
fourth!

Once again, fully experience this, intensely. Allow what youOre doing to become
your entire world of experience, as though your fingers, hands, pressuring and
feeling were a child at play, and the guitar, the strings, the frets, is the sandbox.

/A

s Expand your sensation sandbox further into the forearm

A

Zs into the arm and shoulder.

A

z How does your forearm feel as you do this experiment? Your entire arm and
shoulder?

N

2 How does what your forearm feels and does effect to whatOs going on in the tip of
your finger? Your entire arm and shoulder?

S

s 1s it loose, tense?

A

s Does it feel comfortable or uncomfortable?

Exercise Three---Expanding the Sandbox

Now itOs time to expand the boundaries of your sandbox exponentially by adding
sound!

Focus back on the sensation as you press the string into the fret. With your right
hand, play whatever note this is.

$& Allow the sound of the note to just be a sensation. Let your ears respond to the note
without too much judgement or naming.

$& Once again, play around with the different pressures and sensations between your
fingertip and the fret, this time listening for how different things effect the sound

Al

Z= Continue to feel the sensations while you listen to the sound
visit me at jaykauffman.com
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$% Expand the physical sensations to the hand, wrist, arm, shoulder...even to your
entire body

$& Open up your body to hearing sound, feeling the sound....feel it vibrate through the
guitar into your chest, hand, where-ever it wants to go

S Once more, he aim is to work yourself into a kind of mini

frenzy of pure sensation, an exploration of push and pull,
Enjoy yourself. Play in the mud and the sand and mix them up
all over yourself.

While youOre doing this exercise, did you notice any emotions or thoughts coming up?

Many people, when they are playing, ignore the sensations of playing because they
are caught up in the emotional need to express something.... thereOs often the desperate
need to mold the music according to some expressive desire, and completely override the
sensations of playing. You could be hurting your hand, be in pain even, and not realize it
or not care!

Others tend to focus on getting it right, combining eye-information with internal
OshouldsO and OshouldnOts,0 molding their hands rather than the music, and for the same
reason but from a different angle, override the sensation of playing, and itOs possible to
hurt your hand that way too! Also thereOs a tendency to play from fear.

Remember this as you do all of the exercises: Good technique is based on what feels
good. If your hand is alive and full of energy and your are cultivating your sense of
pleasure as you play, then you are relaxing into ever deeper levels of technique rather
than tightening into ever more uncomfortable levels of constriction.

Exercise Four---Inside the Rules and Outside the Rules
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$¢1t0s time to bring the sandbox energy to your regular playing. Retaining that sense
of play and the awareness of sensations, play your chosen musical passage.

A

ZsHow does it feel?

A

ZsHow does it sound?

A

ZsHow does the sound feel?

A

2¢ Play the passage Oas usual,O Inside the rules.

A

zxPlay the passage crazily, sloppily, outside the rules, reveling in slapping the sand
around. ThereGs no such thing as a mistake! ThereGs just sand!

A

ZxG0 back and forth between the random sandbox messiness in which there are no
mistakes and the more formal Oplaying,O in which your fingers try their best to follow al
the rules

Al

ZE€While they follow the rules, keep asking Ohow does it feel?0

A

zxWhat do you notice?

Believe it or not, as you get better and better, playing Oinside the rulesO el
more and more like you are playing Ooutside the rules,O

You wonOt have to keep checking to see if youOve stepped over the boundary of
the sandbox because its appropriate boundaries in any given moment will be
subconsciously sensed.

It will feel more and more as if inside the rules is one big messy, fun, sandbox ,
playground, whatever fun thing you want it to be.

The way to get there is by feeling the playing as sensations, the tips of your
fingers and the frame of your hand as it dances on the fretboard in exactly the same
way that a dancer is aware of the soles of their feet and the calfs and legs and frame
as it dances on the ground
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Step 2: Understanding How Your Hand Works

Notice that | havenOt yet given any instructions on how your hand is supposed to
look, how to hold your fingers, your thumb, your wrist. This is because | want your
sensation to truly inform your technical coordination, in a way that itOs never done before.

Using sensation to inform technical coordination is an essential tool in your
toolbox. Agile and flowing technique goes hand in hand with sensitivity to all kinds of
physical feedback.

So, how should you be using your hand, your fingers, your wrist? What are the
basic mechanical rules or principles? 10Il get to that, but once again, | want you to
experience them first hand, rather than present a bunch of rules, OshouldsO and
OshouldnOts.O

Let look at the left hand:
You can look at the left hand in isolation, but that would be extremely limiting.

\

Each hand is a whole system in and of itself, and contains many working parts.

But the system of the left hand is part of several larger working systems. I1tOs important to
understand the whole picture!

ThereOs the arm, the shoulder, the other hand, its arm and shoulder, the entire body,
its relation to the guitar, and then thereOs the mind behind it all, the emotional and
expressive urge that started it all off, the entire being encompassing it all,, and of
course...the spiral staircase in the background....
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If the whole is not using all its parts in a balanced and alive way, the parts (and
their own smaller parts) will suffer as well, left hand included.

If the larger system has something wrong with it then all the smaller ones that depend
on it will be distorted too. If your body isnOt comfortable, poised, relaxed, then your left
shoulder will be distorted and tense, which will lead to your forearm and wrist being
tense and likely distorted, which will lead to your hand being tense and unwieldy in some
way, which will lead to your fingers being tense and choppy in some way, which will lead
to your fingertips missing notes and straining for musicality. Each smaller system is
dependent on the larger system within which it operates. HereOs a good way to visualize

. Back and Body Posture

Arm and Shoulder

Wrist and Forearm

Left Hand ( & large knuckle)

Fingers (and individual joints)

For the exercises that follow, the body and the arm/shoulder are still important, but
IOm putting them in the background so we can focus on the wrist, hand, and joints.

Wrist and Forearm

Left Hand ( & large knuckle)
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Fingers (and individual joints)

lllustration: Getting the Shape

Anyone who has tried to draw a human hand knows how hard it is to do. Learning to
draw a human hand correctly, convincingly, proportionately, is every bit as complicated
as learning to draw the body as a whole, hand included.

When you draw something realistically, the first thing you have to do is to get the
overall shape, by drawing a few rough-hewn, searching, large lines. If you get these lines
right then the details of the hand will fall into place. If you get them off, the shape is
distorted, then the details will all be out of place and distorted.

& L

While this is not the best drawing of a hand ever made, at least itOs proportional.
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HereOs what happens when you ignore the larger shapes and just focus on the
details...itOs easy to get distorted very quickly:

.-’} 5

ot

<% —&
¥

ThereOs a very similar principle at work in getting the details of your left hand to work
for you: you need to make sure your broad strokes are in alignment, and the large shapes
working together before the details can become reliable.

Away from the Guitar

Exercise Five---Observing the HandOs System Away From
The Guitar

® Away from the guitar, pick two different things up:
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@ Something long and thin, like a pen or a pencil

@ Something thicker and more hefty like a cup or a glass....or a honey bear

®For each of these:

®Try gripping each with a bent wrist and a straight wrist---and feel for
strength of grip. Which gives you a stronger grip?

® Notice that you are (probably) holding the cup or glass with the inside of
your fingers and the force you are using to grip it is coming from your large
knuckle.Try holding it instead with your fingertips. How comfortable is this?
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@ Notice that you are (probably) holding the pen or pencil with your
fingertips.Try holding it instead with the inside of your fingers and thumb. How
does this feel?

®Now, try the same exercise on your right forearm.

T—

®Try gripping your right forearm with your left hand...try it with a bent wrist
and a straight wrist---and feel for strength of grip. Which grip would you use to
give yourself a good deep massage or to grab a friends arm to pull them from
danger? What kind of grip would you use to gently tickle or read a pulse?

®Notice whether you are using the insides of your fingers and thumb or the
tips. Here, you could use either, depending on what your purpose was.

®Wwhile youOre doing this, continually pay attention to the sensations that
everything brings up---in other words, ask yourself Ohow does this feel?0

®Keep trying different objects...the pencil, the cup, your other arm....pay
attention to the forearm line and how that effects the ability of the knuckles to
close and open. When playing guitar, the wrist works serves your hand best when
itOs fairly straight most of the time. 1tOs good for your wrist to have some sway, but
extreme bends should only be done for extreme chords.---when thereGs no other
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choice. 1tOs up to you to pay attention and make that judgement.

n ‘ m
, . '\.o‘ .

®Try doing everything with a Oclaw handO and pay attention to how that
feels. In a claw hand, you are trying to do things mostly with your fingers and the
joints in the fingers, without the help of your large knuckle. This is extremely
inefficient and tension inducing as well. Your finger-joints and thumb joints work
best when they are helping the largest and strongest knuckle-joint, and when they
allow themselves to be supported by its strength.

The wrist angle determines the comfort and efficacy of the
knuckle movements, which determines the comfort and efficacy

of the finger joint movements See if you are able to
experience these OrulesO for yourself:
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1.The wrist should be flexible but reasonably straight whenever possible.

R0

2.There is a point past which a bent wrist makes actions much harder to
perform

.. A \
T~ - )
a / p *

3.ThereOs a natural strength to the grip when bending from the large knuckle
(which hand do you think is going to get some honey out of this honey bear?)
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4.1f your finger tips and joints use the natural strength of the large knuckle as a
support and starting point, they are able to focus on control and accuracy--and if
they donOt, then they become tense and hard to control (claw hands = bad)

If you pay attention to how any movement feels, thereOs a lot of subtlety within these
Orules,O Use them as guidelines and always refer to the actual sensations and feedback
your hand is giving you.

At the qguitar.

Andres Segovials left hand

Now itOs time to bring these two principles to the guitar.

We will use them to do a basic slur exercise:
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@ Bring your hand to the fingerboard, staying conscious of your wrist, gently keeping
it straight, and hold it naturally, allowing your thumb to gently encircle the back of the
neck, and the tips of the fingers to gently land on the strings where ever they want to
land.

@ Lightly, as if you were reading braille writing on the neck of the guitar, let your first
and fourth fingers (index and pinky) find their place on the first string. Your first finger
will be at the 5th fret, and your pinky will be at the 8th fret.

@ Your awareness should be sHifting back and forth betiveerdoes it feeland
whatOs happening here?

@ Play the C, and then let your fourth finger pluck it, feeling into how much you need
to use your finger joints and how much you need to use your knuckle.

@ Try pulling the string mostly from the knuckle, and then try pulling it mostly using
the finger joints. Find what is most comfortable for your hand and gives you the best
sound, based on each situation.
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@ Move to the 2nd String. When you pluck from the 2nd string, the motion will be the
same but your pinky will end up resting on the 1st string.

@ Keep moving, on to the 3rd, 4th, 5th, and finally, to the 6th string.

@ Keep asking yourself, as you move:
@ How straight is your wrist? How does it feel?

@ WhatOs the relationship between your big knuckle and your finger joints? How
does this feel?

@ As you get to the sixth string, your hand is in a different situation: how straight is
your wrist? Are you keeping a natural grip? How does it feel?
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@ Allow your thumb to move higher along the back of the finger board as your
fingers move up the front:

@ Do the same slur exercise as a hammer on instead of a pull-off, starting once more
on the first string, and moving to the sixth.

, -

@ Be aware of how your entire hand feels, allowing each part to adjust and to do its
job: the wrist, the big knuckle, the joints.

Once youOre done experimenting with the slur exercises, try your musical excerpt
once more:
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Conclusion

In the next week, keep your attention on how your left hand feels, and allow what

youOve learned by doing these exercises to start leaking into more and more of your
practicing.
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Thanks reading this and for trying these exercises out! | hope
they were helpful, and | hope they gave some significant insight into
your own left hand technique.

This is my first attempt at creating an online lesson in written form.
| want to know if and how itOs helped your playing!

Please contact me jaty.kauffman@gmail.com
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