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Practicing for Artistic Success: The Musicians Guide to Self-
Empowerment, by Burton Kaplan (2004) - A review and 
highlights of learnings in eight parts - Part 2 of 8 

By BJ Nicoletti 
For more information on this series of highlights, see the last page of this article. 

 

Chapter 3 - The Six Myths of Instrumental Music Practice, and 

Chapter 4 - The Third Hand: The Source of Control 

Reminder: It is best to borrow/purchase Practicing for Artistic Success by Burton Kaplan to 

get the greatest understanding and practical benefit from his pedagogy. It is loaded with gems and 

these “highlights” are not intended to capture every point he makes. 

 

Chapter 3 - The Six Myths of Instrumental Music Practice 

Kaplan describes six, very familiar statements about 

practice which he labels as the “myths” of instrumental 

practice. He then points out the truths and less-than-truths 

in these myths and offers up tangible alternative strategies 

and ways to adjust our mindset.  

I venture to say, as he suggests, most musicians struggle 

with aspects of each of these. I would also say that many of 

us likely know that these tenets have a time and a place in 

our practice, and, yet, as he suggests, they are not universal 

truths to be approached thoughtlessly. In fact, if these are employed unconsciously, the strategy can 

work against us – at worse wreaking new havoc or, at best, slowing us down from inefficiency. Yet, 

despite our greater sense, many of us at all levels tend to hold onto these religiously or randomly. 

 

To my knowledge, no books address the 

issue of self-coaching in a systematic way. 

I have found that musicians at the top of 

the profession have all worked out 

managerial systems for themselves, but 

none have made their management styles 

into a systematic pedagogy. This book 

attempts to do just that. (Burton 

Kaplan) 
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Myth 1: Practice every day, even when you don’t feel like it.  

Ideally not. Practice very regularly matters, but plan “rest to refresh.” That might mean 

changing your practice strategy, focus or pace for a day or maybe taking one day off. This is very 

much an individual decision, but one that should be made plan-fully, and not base it on having 

arrived at “some degree of despair or frustration.” Waiting until we’re discouraged or exhausted in 

some way is a degree or two too late. 

Myth 2: Continue to practice even when you are frustrated; eventually it will pay off. 

“Frustration is caused by unfilled expectations…. Frustration is a signal to 

which you should respond long before you reach your boiling point. In 

fact, as frustration increases, concentration diminishes.” In later chapters, he 

addresses tuning in to correctly set expectations and improving concentration. More to come! 

Myth 3: Practice slowly. 

Well, yes, of course, YET, be sure to do so musically as much as possible while being sure to pay 

attention to when you can play without stopping or hesitating. It is at the latter point that we can 

move the tempo up a carefully determined amount. “The coordinative timing of your body to 

express notes time perfectly to the metronome beat is not the same as the timing that occurs when 

you play to inflect musically meaningful gestures.” He does, of course, acknowledge we have times 

when we are simply trying to coordinate a gesture and during these moments “it is best to play with 

25% or 50% of your available emotional intensity.” 

Myth 4: Repeat a lot. 

Repetition can and should be useful and meaningful. Never employ repetition mindlessly. Utilize the 

following “five distinctions” as guidelines for using repetition. Repeat to: (1) observe what is 

incorrect; (2) get progressively closer to your final goal; (3) lock in your recent success; (4) determine 

an entire work’s readiness for performance; (5) maintain control of a piece that is performance 

ready. 

Myth 5: Use the metronome to improve your rhythm. 

Of course, BUT, “use the metronome to guide your practice until you can play the part in time 

without it.” He repeats his earlier advice to play at the metronome setting that allows you to practice 

with musical gestures and emotion, not just mechanically. He does adamantly state that the best way 

to move up in setting is NOT to increase one tempo notch at a time. More to come on his “basic 

metronome strategy.” 
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Myth 6: Isolate parts to improve them. 

The “strategy of isolation” can be a tricky one. Often, 

we make arbitrary choices about isolating a part for 

attention. In best practice, we should isolate an 

element/passage in a way that “doesn’t take more than 

five minutes to improve. If it does, make the goal less 

demanding.” He also advises we “isolate notes that form 

musical gestures rather than individual notes or arbitrary 

groups of notes.” 

 

Chapter 4 - Moving Beyond the Myths - The Third Hand: The Source of 

Control 

“Music is an intuitive art. Practicing is a conscious managerial skill.” 

 

In short, our minds are the “third hand” he describes. He points out, repeatedly, that “the thought 

process must be timed as precisely as the left and right hands to create music using an 

instrument.” 

He helps us tune into this “third hand” by pointing out how the very process plays out for all of us 

in most physical movement and in our speech/language coordination. So, we’re all quite good at it 

already. In short, our mind imagines what the body must do, for example, to get across a room with 

certain physical gestures. It has a “reflexive control.” It is the same with speech, see below. 

Developing our capacity to be the same musically means developing our sense of the main gestures 

of these physical and speech process realities – (1) imagining a musical idea before playing, (2) observing 

upon playing whether the sound matches the idea, and (3) evaluating what is going on to position 

yourself to try again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

It is of great importance to protect yourself 

from the trap of unreasonable expectations 

when you practice. A strategy that will help 

you is to set your goals to improve rather 

than to perfect. Aim to decrease the range of 

error rather than to create perfection…. This 

strategy will lead you to feel pride in your 

work. It will protect you from becoming 

unduly frustrated. (Burton Kaplan) 

The timing of thought, speech and feeling when you speak fluently is exquisitely coordinated. 

It is a genetic gift. There is a continual overlap between the expressive thought you are about 

to give birth to as sound and gesture, the validation of the expressed thought as representing 

what you mean, and the awareness of the impact of that thought on the person you’re 

addressing…. If you have a lot to say, you will notice that the next thought comes into your 

head before you finish expressing the preceding thought. (Burton Kaplan) 
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Practicing for Artistic Success: The Musicians Guide to Self-
Empowerment, by Burton Kaplan (2004) 

A review and highlights of learnings in eight parts – slow but sure! 
 

Over the course of the GPFS 2021 -22 program year, through its 

publication The Portland Piper and the alternating months via the ENews, 

we will provide membership with a review and “highlights of learning” on 

the publication Practicing for Artistic Success: The Musicians Guide to Self-

Improvement.  It is our hope that highlights from this book will be helpful, 

but we strongly acknowledge these are no replacement for reading the 

book. If offers much more content, details, examples, and exercises.  

 

In short, the book is very insightful and practical. The language, 

presentation, tone, examples, and exercises all make it very easy to use. It 

is dense with potential. It is relevant and suitable reading 

for young adult (high school, college) reading through 

adult amateur and professional. It is available from several 

sources, including Amazon for $26. This writer and fellow 

musician/flutist encourages you to buy the book and 

study along. Share your thoughts and results - 

newsletter@gpfs.org. 

 

This is a substantial, practical tomb on the topic. Therefore, it will be covered in 8 parts over the 

course of this coming new program year for the GPFS. The book has two sections: (1) How to 

Get More Out of Your Effort; and, (2) Practice Strategies for All Instrumentalists. 

 

The basic premise of the book is his belief from working with many types and levels of musicians 

over the years - Music is an intuitive art. Practicing is a conscious managerial skill. To practice effectively the 

musician must be in touch with his/her intuitive artist impulses and at the same time stand outside the process as a 

coach…. Most musicians have never been taught the management skills they need to effectively crack their own practice.  

 

A Little Bit About Burton Kaplan 

Burton Kaplan is Professor of Violin and Viola at the Manhattan School of Music and The Aaron 

Copland School of Music, Queens College, CUNY. Learn more here. This book is one of five 

written by Kaplan. The others are: The Musicians Practice Log; A Rhythm Sight-Reader, Volumes 1 

and 2; and A Basic Skills Pitch Sight-Reader. Well-known and respected globally, flutist Keith 

Underwood has been faculty at Kaplan’s retreats. 

  

https://www.amazon.com/Practicing-Artistic-Success-Musicians-Self-Empowerment/dp/0918316057
mailto:newsletter@gpfs.org
http://www.magicmountainmusic.org/au.shtml
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Sponsors & Commercial Members 

 

GPFS acknowledges with gratitude the many years of support from our Sponsors and Commercial 

Members. It is because of their excellence that the GPFS mission can excel and celebrate our 44th 

year of extraordinary programming for the greater Portland area.  

GPFS 2021-2022 Program Sponsors 
 

 
 

Brannen Brothers Flutemakers, Inc. 
58 Dragon Court 

Woburn, MA 01801-1014 
781-935-9522, brannen@brannenflutes.com  

 

 

 
 

Canter Flute Repair  
Flute Repair Specialists 

Beaverton, OR 
Straubinger & Muramatsu Certified 

JS Engineering Gold Pads 

 971-266-4096 

 

 
 

FLUTEWORKS Seattle LLC 
Facebook Page 

781-526-3677, fluteworks@gmail.com 
By appointment only  

 

 

 
 

www.wmshaynes.com 

 

  

https://gpfs.org/Commercial-Membership
https://gpfs.org/Commercial-Membership
https://www.brannenflutes.com/
mailto:brannen@brannenflutes.com
https://www.canterfluterepair.com/
https://www.fwseattle.com/
https://www.fwseattle.com/
https://www.facebook.com/fluteworksseattle/?ref=page_internal
mailto:fluteworks@gmail.com
www.wmshaynes.com
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GPFS 2021-2022 Commercial Members 
 

 
 

Altus Flutes 
12020 Eastgate Blvd. 
Mt. Juliet, TN 37122 

615-773-9918, Chiarra.conn@khsmusic.com  

 

 
 

Burkart Flutes & Piccolos 
2 Shaker Road, #D107 

Shirley, MA 01464 
978-425-4500, info@burkart.com  

 

 

 
 

Carolyn Nussbaum Music Company 
625 Digital Drive, Ste 300 

Plano, TX 75075 
972-985-2662, 877-FLUTE4U (toll free) 

info@flute4u.com  

 

 

 
 

Flute Center of New York 
Phil Unger 

1841 Broadway, Suite 1106 
New York, NY 10023 

212-307-9737, flutephil@aol.com  

 

 

 
 

The Flute Pad, in Lake Oswego 
Marc Grafe 

Flute Repairs and Adjustments 
Certified Straubinger Technician 

503-351-5176, marc@grafeworks.com  

 

 

 
 

Flute World 
29920 Orchard Lake Rd. 

Farmington Hills, MI 48334 
248-855-0410, flutes@fluteworld.com 

  

  

http://www.altusflutes.com/
mailto:Chiarra.conn@khsmusic.com
http://www.burkart.com/
mailto:info@burkart.com
http://www.flute4u.com/
mailto:info@flute4u.com
http://www.flutes4sale.com/
mailto:flutephil@aol.com
https://gpfs.org/images/Marc_Grafe.pdf
mailto:marc@grafeworks.com
http://www.fluteworld.com/
mailto:flutes@fluteworld.com
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Miyazawa Flutes, Ltd. 
West Music 

1214 5th Street 
Coralville, IA 52241 

319-351-2000, 800-397-9378 
info@miyazawa.com  

 

 

 
 

Verne Q. Powell Flutes, Inc. 
Christina Guiliano-Cobas, Marketing Director 

1 Clock Tower Place, Suite 300 
Maynard, MA 01754 

978-461-6111 (main), 978-344-5159 (direct) 
CG@PowellFlutes.com  

 

 

 
Sankyo Flutes 
West Music 

1212 Fifth Street 
Coralville, IA 52241 

319-351-2000, 800-397-9378 
 

 

 
 

Sherry Lee Dealer of Fine Flutes 
678 Sperber Lane 

Grand Junction, CO 81506 
970-242-9364, sherrysflutes@gmail.com  

 

 
 

Ted Brown Music 
6228 Tacoma Mall Blvd 

Tacoma, WA 98409 
800-562-8938, 253-272-3211 
sales@tedbrownmusic.com  

 

 
 

 

 

http://www.miyazawa.com/
mailto:info@miyazawa.com
http://www.powellflutes.com/
mailto:CG@PowellFlutes.com
http://sankyoflutes.com/
https://lflutes.com/
mailto:sherrysflutes@gmail.com
https://www.tedbrownmusic.com/
mailto:sales@tedbrownmusic.com

