THE LONG ROAD HOME

I was uncertain about this book when I first skimmed through and I now put this down to a lack of understanding of the style and the way that it needs to be played, having no previous experience of the music.

Each time I play through the book I find another piece that I love and that communicates new pictures and emotions to me. 

There many technical challenges in the pieces especially, I think, for very ‘classical’ players like myself. For example, he uses quick multiple slurs that require relaxation and freedom of left hand movement. The sound of individual notes is not important, rather the overall flow and direction of the musical line. There is a lot of left hand movement around the fingerboard that requires agility but again I would say that relaxation and a rhythmic feel are foremost.

The harmony is much more interesting, unusual and surprising than I expected and as I played I found that the overall feel had to be improvisatory and free within the rhythmic structure of the piece. That sounded a bit too technical so let me see if I can put it more simply! The pieces all have a strong rhythmic framework but the notes need to sound free and flexible around this. So if you can play without technical worry (even if the notes are not all correct) you will get much more enjoyment from the music.

The book is a very well set out and clear edition and there are a lot of fingering suggestions, mostly barres and positions, that are helpful and only written once! Remember not to feel restricted to fingering as everybody’s hands work differently and your hands need to flow naturally with the music.

There is a noticeable absence of dynamic and musical markings apart from well-chosen words at the beginning of each piece such as ‘lazily’, ‘stately’ and ‘lively’, and I think that is a key to how to music should be played. It is all about interpretation; looking at the title and general speed/musical instruction and then listening to the music and getting ‘caught up’ in its story! You can then write in your own phrasing, dynamics, articulation, etc., or let the music unfold differently each time you play.

There are many contrasts in mood between these 17 pieces and some testing counting and time signature changes. The calm, peace and space of the first piece ‘The Long Road Home’, provide a wonderful opening to the book. It is not too difficult and allows you to practice listening and experimenting – a great introduction to the style. My other favourites include ‘Kaz’ with its lazy, low harmonies and melodic line; the stately ‘The Lord’s Seat’; ‘London’, which has a slow wistful feel; ‘For Those Who Bring Sunshine’, which is lively and hopeful; the exuberance of ‘Fell Runner’ and finally ‘A Christmas Carol’ – a slow and reflective piece with fantastic harmony and lovely delicate touches to the melody. The highlight for me is probably ‘A Misunderstood Man’, a piece that took me longer to appreciate with its slow, ever changing melodies but in which I now find new lines, feelings and pictures every time I play.

This volume of 17 pieces has taught me a lot about interpretation and freedom in performance and I know that this will benefit my technique, playing and performance in general.
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