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A few days ago I drove into Philadelphia to attend a master class.  If you are unfamiliar with this format, it involves students playing or singing pieces for an audience followed by a public coaching from an expert.  I have a master class every week with my studio, but this one was special.  I didn’t know any of the musicians, and it was not my instrument.  I had to see this event for my flute class.  Playing flute is very new to me, but even so I found the information in the master class interesting and useful.  There were five players, and the expert’s name is Ransom Wilson.  All of the songs were new to me, and the majority of flute repertoire is tonally adventurous.  This means that the music was always interesting and surprising.  

Mr. Wilson is a great player, as he proved by playing for us before the first student began.  Right away I noticed his skill with dynamics, and when he taught the students that was one of the first things he worked with.  I enjoyed Mr. Wilson’s teaching style very much.  He would tell the students what he thought, why, and then demonstrate both what they were doing and what he wanted them to do differently.  There is a distinct style of playing in each of the nations in which flute repertoire is written.  If you are playing a French piece, as he pointed out, you should play each note with a “tapering” effect.  It’s the Germans who play each note strong all the way to the next note.   Then he played an example of each style of playing, proving that German style playing is inappropriate and unattractive when playing a French piece.  He also introduced a fundamental problem with flute, saying that “every sound wants to bloom.”  This means that it is hard to maintain softer dynamics, because the instrument wants to play out.  

With the next student, Mr. Wilson says something aloud that has plagued me inside, but I had never put to words.  Contemporary music is often played in an ugly way.  Twentieth century composers experimented liberally with key and dynamics, making some of the music hard to grasp.  In short, players should play as beautifully as possible, because the music is often already mentally jarring.  He also showed the student how to make soft and slow passages more beautiful by speeding up her vibrato.  All along the way he always demonstrates on his instrument.  First how the student sounds, then how he would like them to play it next time.  


One consistent criticism for all of the students was how loudly they all breathe.  Flute playing takes more air than any other instrument.  He explained that breathing in is just reversing the exact same flow that comes out.    Players don’t make noise breathing out, so why should they constrict their throats when breathing in?  This rings true for all instruments, and is something that I will carry with me as a singer.  

The fourth student had a very interesting problem, and Mr. Wilson had an even more interesting solution.  Every time she breathed in, she would wet her lips with her tongue.  She was completely unaware of this, so he had her exaggerate the problem.  He called this level 5.  Then he asked her to take it to level 4, all the way down to level 2.  Then he had her place the flute on her face and breathe in and out normally, then talk to him with the flute there.  The point was to make her break the habit of breathing unnaturally when the flute was up.  She had been playing for years already, and had never dealt with this problem.  It was obviously engrained.  By the end of his exercise she could play whole sections without sticking out her tongue.  

I really could go on and on all evening about all the little nuances he helped bring into these players’ work, but the point is still the same.  Mr. Wilson is indeed a very good teacher.  He could attack any problem the player had from multiple angles, and all five students left the master class with something very valuable to take with them into private study.  I realize that he may not have had the opportunity to use Gardner’s multiple intelligences much, but that is because professional musicians usually have similar intelligences.  It’s wrong to say that all musicians learn the same way, but it takes a certain kind of learner and a certain grouping of intelligences to really make it as a musician.  Mr. Ransom Wilson has all the tools to bring out the best in this type of person, and I will remember his strategies and teachings.  I intend to apply much of what he said to my own musicianship.  
