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Foreword

Why The Musician’s Lifeline?
The initial impulse for writing this book was to build upon the success 
of our previous collaboration, The Drummer’s Lifeline: Quick Fixes, Hacks, 
and Tips of the Trade. This book would represent our combined knowledge 
and opinions formed by lives lived in music. Since Dave and I are both 
drummers, we naturally felt that, while much of our advice would be 
universal in scope and appeal, we needed to bring another voice into the 
authorial mix. But who?

Turns out that we both had the same inspired thought one morning, and 
our emails—like ships crossing in the morning sun—were semaphoring 
the same message: “What if we invited the best musicians we can think 
of to participate?”

So, that’s what we did. To our everlasting gratitude, over 150 of the best 
musicians and educators we have the honor of knowing agreed to answer 
this simple set of questions:

1. What’s the best advice you’ve ever received?

2. What’s the best advice you’ve ever given?

3. What’s the one thing you’d have done differently 
in your studies/career?

4. Best travel advice?

5. Best sight-reading advice?

6. Do you have any business advice for a musician?

7. Any advice relating to people skills?

Plus, a bonus question for non-drummers—re: advice to a drummer, and 
a few more bon mots of wisdom regarding auditions, recording, etc.

The answers will surprise, inform, and confirm what you already know or 
completely contradict what you’ve been taught by others. 
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PROBLEM: How do I play better?

TIP: Listen to the music, and play what you’d like to hear…not what your 
hands, fi ngers, or lips know. Play what your ears and heart tell you to 
play. It’s really that simple.

RULE: No licks! Compose when you play. Use your imagination, but 
always play for the song.

REASON: Job number one is to play in a way that makes all the other 
musicians play their best. Within this duty, there are an infi nite number 
of choices we can make. Add to that the complicating factor or feeling 
of playing to someone else’s expectations, ego satisfaction, audience 
response, and so on—this is when the muscles begin to take over the 
musical mind. The simplest solution? Just play what you’d like to hear, 
not necessarily what you’d like to play. Those can be two very different 
things. Experience brings the hearing and playing process together as 
one. And certainly don’t play what you imagine someone else wants to 
hear. Not in jazz, at any rate.

That said, it’s normally necessary to establish your credibility on the 
bandstand with the other musicians onstage, as well as those listening 
out front. Tone, musicality, time, and feel.

The correct playing of the melody is the “correct passcode” to gaining 
trust and acceptance when it comes to any style of music. If you fail
at that, you’ll have to claw your way back into that position of melodic 
and improvisational authority. It’s not hard to do: it only takes the
commitment and discipline to do it. 

And, yes…
practice.

1
SECTION

how to play better

47955 The Musician's Lifeline_INT01-192 PRINT.indd   9 8/5/19   12:45 PM



25

I am always glad that I started on piano 
to understand notation and clefs. My 
advice to musicians who play any 
other instrument: learn the 
basics of playing piano, 
as it will help you read 
and comprehend 
music for your 
entire career. 
—Chris
Brubeck

Look at the big picture.—Adam Nussbaum

Don’t 
fo

rg
et t

o use
 your e

ars 

    
   a

long w
ith

 your e
yes.—Glenn Kotch

e

Keep your ears open!—Ed Soph
Quiet a

ll t
he mental dialogue so  

     
    y

ou can hear what y
ou’re seeing,  

     
     

     
  and th

en trust y
ourself.—

Liesl Whitaker

Don’t be afraid to wear glasses. 

—Marty Panzer

Practice sight-reading all styles of 
music daily. Recognize style, 

repeated patterns, chord 
progressions, musical 

structure, and the 
“road map” 

quickly. 
—Julie

Berghofer

Make sure you have all 
pages of the chart 
and they are 
in order!—Bill Cunliffe

  WHY 
 is this such 

     a mystery for    
    some musicians?  

     Reading music is a 
language like any other. Learn 

the grammar and it will serve you well. It’s 
simply a matter of being able to quickly recognize the  

    patterns and symbols on the page, just as you are right now as you read 
this sentence. And if you buy into the philosophy that some musicians express, which  
says that reading music will detract from your individuality, then you are kidding 
yourself and are just afraid to do the work. And really, it’s not even THAT much 
work to become a good reader! Get to it and check that box!—Gordon Goodwin
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