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Introduction 

A couple of years ago, the MSE faced a financial challenge - primarily due to having to cover significant rehearsal-
space costs in addition to general running expenses - to keep the band's finances on an even keel.  Put simply, 
members' subs weren't enough to cover our costs.  We addressed this problem positively, cutting costs where we 
could, increasing subs temporarily, and looking for performance opportunities to bring in some extra money. 
 
An unfortunate by-product of this approach was that by placing an emphasis on setting up payable concerts, we had 
little choice regarding concert dates, and we sometimes found ourselves facing performances somewhat under-
prepared.  We put together whatever we could in the time available, rather than playing our best tunes, to the best 
of our ability.  In short I felt that on occasion, our approach didn't represent our music in the best light. 
 
Moving our rehearsals to Whitestrand has of course has reduced our costs massively, which means our subs can now 
go towards new music and occasional big events - such as visiting tutors, trips across etc. 
 
More importantly, it means that we now have more choice over which dates we play and where, and we can space 
out these dates to allow us to prepare properly for each concert.  This should allow us to approach each event more 
confidently with well-rehearsed, solid performances in our kit-bag. 
 
 

Moving into 2015 

Moving forward, with the previous financial pressure off our shoulders, we can afford to take things at a somewhat 
more leisurely pace, so that our concert performances can be arranged on our terms (and for free where that suits 
us), choosing dates that allow us to prepare properly in advance. 
 
It's clear from band discussions that we love putting on concerts, and I view this aspect as a core aspect of the band's 
raison d'etre.  Therefore, I suggest that we maintain a minimum of one concert per term to focus our attention on 
performances, but choosing our dates carefully to allow us to put our best foot forward, rather than turn up with 
whatever we can muster on the day. 
 
Moving into 2015, I'd like to pursue a somewhat higher level of musical quality in both our rehearsals and 
performances, though I'd stress that this is merely a shift of emphasis rather than a change to what we do, using the 
principles of the musical journey that I recently presented to the group. 
 
Once we've established a core repertoire of a really good standard, each term can then add limited amounts of new 
material whilst keeping the core pieces up to snuff ... and we can take on more concert opportunities if we feel like 
it, even at relatively short notice, without placing undue pressure on the band. 
 
 

Moving on up 

I recently shared some thoughts around the musical journey with the band, via a somewhat small-sized display 
(apologies), so here is the essential material in a format that should be more readable.  I described a process which 
would take us towards perfection, via a pyramid diagram. 
 
The model itself is imperfect, in that depending upon the factors surrounding any given tune / player, it's possible to 
move each of the layered elements into a different band on the pyramid, and in reality some of the activities in the 
top bands can occur at earlier stages than shown.  That said, I think it establishes a useful set of principles that we 
can adopt to guide us to achieve a better, more confident and above all more musical standard of performance. 

  



This pyramid diagram to the right illustrates a 

musical progression which I believe we should 

follow for each and every tune we play, aiming 

as high as we can, limited only by our 

enthusiasm, our and outright playing ability. 

It's not realistic to expect perfection, but it is my 

belief that by aiming high, and combining this 

with achievable but stretching goals in a less 

time-pressured setting than we have currently, 

we can attain more than we've done in the past. 

Note : In principle, each level of achievement 

requires the player to have conquered the 

challenges in the layers below. 

 

 

 

Layer 1 - Familiarsiation 

This is the activity we undertake when we first 'sight-read' a piece of music.  There are techniques that can be used 
to improve our approach to our first play-through, and we can explore these over time so that we make our practice 
and rehearsals more effective.  For the moment though, here's a list of what we should generally consider the first 
time we look at a piece of music.  Note : It's good practice to repeat this step in brief, each time you revisit a piece. 
 

 From initial sight-reading, getting to know the music 

◦ Musical genre and overall style 

◦ Structure and Flow (Sections, Repeats, Go-to's, Markers) 

◦ Tempo and Time signatures, plus changes and note density 

◦ Key signature and changes, awkward accidentals 

◦ Dynamics and variations 

 

Layer 2 - Consolidation 

As the name suggests, this phase builds on the framework of knowledge that you acquire in the familiarisation stage.  

It's my belief that the activities in this consolidation stage should be conducted by each member of the band in their 

own practice time between rehearsals, such that the band's rehearsal time can be used effectively to shape the 

musical offering of the band as a whole. 

 Settling down and building a solid foundation 

◦ Eliminate wrong notes 

◦ Rehearse tricky phrases until they’re solid 

◦ Bank notes into muscle-memory 

◦ Achieve dynamic variation, good tone and intonation 

 



Layer 3 - Expression 

The Familiarisation (1) and Consolidation (2) activities take care of the musical mechanics - having completed these 
stages we can expect a competent performance in which the band confidently plays through a piece of music 
without stopping, observing rits, repeats and basic dynamics etc. correctly. 
 
To date, the MSE when preparing for concerts, ticks most of the boxes in layers one and two, and additionally dips 
into some of layer 3 - Expression. 
 
This layer, together with Layer 4 - Ensemble, is where I'd most like to see us make improvements, as a solid 
achievement at this level will make a discernible difference to the offering that our audience hears. 
 

 Adding some musical spice 
 

◦ Effective use of phrasing 
 

◦ Accentuate dynamics where appropriate 
 

◦ Apply musical style and specific techniques 
 

◦ Selective improvisation, soloing 
 

Layer 4 - Ensemble 

Over the 2015 year, I'd like to see us not only embrace all of the Expression (3) aspects, but also move onto the next 
layer - Ensemble.  This is to me, both the purpose and the joy of playing in a group setting.  It's the challenge of 
moving beyond playing on your own or with a CD backing, and instead interacting with real live musicians to create a 
musical offering that's truly greater than the sum of the parts. 
 
As you'll appreciate from the list below though, in order to play effectively as an ensemble, we need both 
individually and as a band, to have made a good job of the aspects in the three supporting layers. 
 
The most important aspect in this layer is freeing up your concentration.  If you can bank the mechanics of the music 
into your sub-conscious area (yes, this really is achievable with practice), you then free up your active concentration 
area which can be addressed to the challenge of team-playing. 
 
In a small-band setting, successful team-playing is the aspect that enables a band to engage its audience and make 
concert performances memorable.  If you don't believe me, check out performances on Youtube, looking at the 
differences between amateur / school bands, and professional or semi-pro groups.  Study body language, and non-
verbal communication and you'll soon get a feel for the differences. 
 
For me, this is the real goal for the MSE.  Through selecting fun music that's within our capabilities, allowing 
ourselves some time to understand and work on our techniques, and pursuing the layers of the musical pyramid, we 
can 'bank' the attributes of the Ensemble layer, and move the band to a higher level of performance. 
 

 Playing together, as a team 
 

◦ Free your concentration from the printed page 
 

◦ Balance your dynamics with others, listen continually 
 

◦ Make eye contact with Jem, and other players 
 

◦ Feel the vibe, move together, use body language 
 

◦ Contribute to the whole ensemble package 



 

Layer 5 - Performance 

This final layer is the icing on the cake.  Some aspects of this will be limited somewhat by our own personalities.  If 
you're a shy, retiring person, you're probably not going to be comfortable grinning and showing off to an audience.  
That said, we all smile naturally when we're relaxed, confident and happy, and that's certainly something I want all 
of us to achieve within the band setting. 
 
... and it wouldn't hurt for us all to lose our inhibitions a little, and move in time with the music ! 
 
 

 Adding your personality to the mix 
 

◦ Smile – show you’re relaxed and enjoying yourself 
 

◦ Show your emotion and involvement in the music 
 

◦ Make eye contact with the audience 
 

◦ Selective show-boating, co-ordination ! 
 

Making it happen 

Somewhat surprisingly, I don't think we need to do anything particularly radical to move up the pyramid. 

For me, the challenge lies in setting the framework correctly, putting aside some time for us to adopt the new 

approach, and encouraging individual members of the band to dedicate any off-line time needed to enable the band 

as a whole, to move to layers 3 and beyond. 

Looking at the calendar, we will return from our Christmas break on the 5th Jan.  If we hold our next concert towards 
the end of March (this is quite achievable as we have good contacts with the Peel Pensioners group, plus possibilities 
at Port Erin and Ramsey), we'll have 10-12 weeks to prepare. 
 
Carrying forward the best tunes from our current repertoire and adding a limited number of new / golden oldies to 
the mix., I believe that we can produce some really excellent ensemble playing, and in the process show off the band 
to the best of our ability. 
 
Some practicalities involve setting concert dates that support the aims above, choosing a repertoire that we can all 
get excited about, and setting goals that we can all understand and commit to.   
 
Let's see if we can make it work in 2015 ! 
 
 
 
Jem 


