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II A Framework for Jazz Mastery

Foreword 

By Dave Liebman

To understand the Code (Richie’s jazz 
nickname based on his wealth of harmonic 
knowledge), one might think of him as a 
closet intellectual. 

He does embody a tough “New York” 
personality which he and I share…. 
(Brooklyn to be accurate)….. but when 
he gets going talking about music the 
information is complete and encyclopedic. 

The bottom line is Richie really knows what 
he is talking about. He is also a very skilled 
communicator employing humor with a bit 
of self-deprecation. But most of all, Richie 
exemplifies a real sense of clarity towards 
the material at hand and on many levels. 
His concepts go beyond the nuts and bolts 
of being a jazz musician into the realm of 
psychology and philosophy. In this book, 
he reveals what the necessary elements are 
to be a true artist. Recognizing the details 
of artistic excellence implies no clichés or 
shallow content, just truth and depth of 
thought. This “road map” to artistry is what 
the book is about.

Richie is a true believer in what he says 
because he has been performing/studying/
talking/teaching about music for decades 
and can back everything up. He is one of 
the great explainers of difficult concepts 
that can be understood both in academia 
and on “the street.” His clever use of 
metaphorical images like the tree, the heart, 
etc; all to reinforce the text is powerful and 
quite imaginative. The contents of this book 
are usually not discussed much. But the 
world needs these words and thoughts to 
inspire.

When Richie and I get into our language 
together, both musically and otherwise, our 
speed of reaction/execution is rightfully 
legendary. We come from the same pea 
pod, loving to talk and write about jazz 
and of course perform it. I’ve learned a 
lot of what I know from our discussions, 
especially as we were growing artistically, 
50 plus years ago (and counting!).

This book presents an overview of 
the creative landscape which will be 
encountered on one’s path towards artistic 
excellence. The text goes into detail 
concerning how to use these concepts in a 
practiced and practical manner. 

I can tell you one thing for sure about the 
Code…. he has one of the fastest brains 
around and a great sense of wit… kind of 
Woody Allen-like. I am forever grateful 
to have Richie in my life and am better 
because of it. You will be affected similarly 
as well. Beware… this is not a walk in the 
park. One’s art is one’s life…. they are the 
same.

GOOD ONE CODE!!
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Introduction

“The reason I wrote this with Michael  
is because I want to help musicians learn 
the art of playing jazz - and to help young 
or older players find the true joy in group 
improvisation, especially those who aspire to 
play in a real contemporary style. 

Everything within this is designed to give the 
student a way to attain their goals and to 
manifest their best individual musical self.”

Richie Beirach 
June, 2020

This Framework was born out of a number 
of recorded telephone conversations 
between Richie in his home in Hessheim, 
Germany and me in Phoenix, Arizona. 

Three months after creating the first section 
of this book, My 10 Essential Tips for Jazz 
Mastery, Richie recorded the sections, Root-
Flower-Fruit and Heart-Ear-Hand. All three  
conversations are included in this expanded 
volume.

The two additional topics provide a critical 
complement to the 10 Essential Tips, 
starting with the fact that the 10 Tips ARE 
the root of the tripartite Root-Flower-Fruit. 

The 10 Essential Tips section is an overview 
of the things Richie has learned about 
teaching jazz piano. Richie had teachers 
early on but ultimately taught himself to 
play jazz with the help of his friends. Richie 
will tell you that part of your skill as a 
musician is to know how to teach yourself. 
You are your only available 24/7 teacher, so 
get good at it. 

Root-Flower-Fruit is a metaphor that 

applies to musical study and how to think 
of one’s learning and development over 
the short, medium, and long-term. These 
are three important stages in the life of an 
accomplished jazz musician and Richie 
explains what each stage entails and how to 
know when you’re reaching the Flower and 
Fruit stages of your playing.

Heart-Ear-Hand is Richie’s analysis of the 
lightening fast process that defines the 
skill of a jazz musician - that of translating 
one’s emotional state into musical lines, 
rhythm, and harmony. This tripartite refers 
to the complete path of 1. the emotion 
coming from the heart to 2. hearing the 
instant musical translation in one’s inner 
artistic ear to 3. the physical act of faithfully 
reproducing that music on one’s instrument. 

The text within is a lightly edited version of 
Richie’s verbatim discussion with me. The 
edits are meant to clarify and to make it 
easier to read, but the concepts, examples, 
and admonishments are as if you are hearing 
them directly from Richie’s own lips, minus 
some of the more colorful language that 
makes Richie so much fun to listen to.

- Michael Lake 
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1. Technique

Technique regards everything that you have 
to do get your chops together for your 

instrument, on any instrument. Of course this 
is skewed toward piano but it can be for all.

For the piano, it means exercises like scales 
and arpeggios, the Hanon, and Beringer 
exercises. I have a whole book of special 
contrary motion exercises that I got from 
my teacher long ago. You must do exercises 
like these religiously. This is one of the 
things you must do every day. 

Working on your technique is important 
to do as the very first part of your practice 
routine. As far as what time and how long, 
that’s personal. But in general, I think 
the best thing is to get up early. Get up at 
seven, have a shower, and a good breakfast. 
Turn off your phone and practice your 
pure technique. No playing songs. Pure 
technique. Slow. Careful.

If you have two hours to do this, great. If all 
you have is one hour, fine. But an hour is 
the minimum.

Now, when I say practice an hour, I don’t 
mean you sit there for a 60 solid minutes. 
You must take frequent breaks to keep your 
muscles loose and also to keep your mind 
focused on what you are doing.

Out of every hour, take 10 minutes to get 
up to put some water on your face, have a 
sandwich, go look at your dog, whatever 
break you need. Get up from the piano, but 
for 10 minutes only.

Every three hours, you should take an hour 
break. Get out of the house, have some 
lunch, look at your phone, etc.

So when I say practice for two hours on 
your technique, you know it will take 
longer to practice that amount of time 
because your concentration after a while 
will start to wane. 

Of course you should also make these 
decisions about your pace on your own. If 
you want to play 20 minutes at a time with 
a five minute break, fine.

Working on your technique means 
observing and concentrating on what you 
are playing. It does not mean reading a 
book or watching Youtube or listening to 
the news.

You will improve by noticing the small 
increments of progress you make every day. A 
little bit faster. A little bit more strength. Over 
a week you get better. Over a month. Over a 
year. But work on your technique every day. 
That’s how you improve.
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9. Listening

I      call this, saturated listening, which 
means more than just playing the music 

and then putting on the TV without 
sound, and walking around your house 
doing your dishes. 

No. You sit in a chair in the dark, hopefully 
with headphones on. No phone, no dog, 
and no other distractions. 

You make special collections of 
recordings to listen to. You do this to 
open up your ears.  

You should be listening to 20th century 
classical music like:
• Barber Adagio for Strings
• Bartok Concerto for Orchestra
• Bartok Music for Strings,  

Percussion & Celesta 
• Bartok String Quartets and  

Piano Concertos
• Berg Violin Concerto
• Boulez sur Incises
• Charles Ives Central Park in the Dark
• Charles Ives Piano Sonata #1
• Charles Ives Unanswered Question
• Debussy preludes for piano
• Ligeti Atmosphéres
• Ligeti Lux Aeterna
• Ligeti Requiem
• Prokofieff Piano Concerto #2
• Prokofieff piano sonatas 
• Ravel G Major Piano Concerto
• Scriabin 10 Piano Sonatas
• Scriabin Preludes
• Schoenberg 5 Pieces for Orchestra
• Shostakovitch Fifth Symphony

• Shostakovitch preludes and fugues 
for piano

• Stockhausen piano pieces
• Stravinsky The Rite of Spring
• Takemitsu Eucalyptus
• Takemitsu Requiem

• Takemitsu Waterways & Waterscapes

Saturated listening is sitting in a chair 
and listening. Do it at night when you’re 
home because there are too many 
distractions during the day. Don’t just 
listen once. Make a loop on your listing 
device and listen three times.

Three times to the Berg Piano Sonata, 
three times to the Schoenberg Five Pieces 
for Orchestra, three times to Berg’s Lulu.

And of course you must listen to Bach, 
Chopin and Rachmaninoff. But I’m 
thinking about contemporary music, 
especially for young piano players. And by 
‘contemporary’, I mean from Bartok and 
Stravinsky on. Because that’s going to be the 
reservoir of your harmonic and melodic 
language other than jazz, of course.

You’ll also listen to John Coltrane and 
Miles Davis and Bill Evans, but you’ll 
also need to know where they came 
from. 

You want to understand the influence 
from Herbie Hancock and Miles and 
Bill Evans and Coltrane and McCoy 
Tyner. You want to hear the influence 
of the influence. The source is very 
important.

And you will provide something 
fantastic for your subconscious and 
your inner musical ear from which 
to draw. This is what I did and so did 
every great piano player I know.

It’s a reservoir from which we all can drink.
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The Root

The root implies everything 
fundamental that you must learn            

in order to play jazz at the highest level. 
It involves the basic skills such as what I 
covered above in My 10 Essential  Tips For 
Jazz Mastery - in other words, the technical 
mastery of your instrument. The Root 
also implies serious extreme ear training 
because when you’re comping or soloing, 
your critical skill is in your instantaneous 
musical reaction. That speed comes only 
from mastery of the fundamentals. 

It also involves being able to play what you 
hear in your mind as well as external pitch 
recognition and chord recognition. All 
this must be done much faster than your 
conscious mind can deal with. It has to be 
reflexive just like answering “What’s your 
name?” There’s no conscious thought. It 
comes directly from the back of the brain. 
Pure reflex.

As you develop all of this, you are laying 
down roots like the roots of a giant tree. 
I’m creating a metaphor for a person being 
like a tree, especially a jazz musician or any 
artist like a painter or a classical musician.

Those roots I am referring to involve 
technique, then the knowledge of harmony 
and melody as well as the knowledge of 
all the great music that has been written. 
It also involves sight reading and your 
ability to hear music and immediately and 
intuitively analyze it. 

As you listen to a piece of music, you 
should be thinking, “This is the first 
section of the form, this is the second 
section. Here’s the main melody. There 
is a good development. Here’s a second 
melody. Here’s the exposition and that’s 
the climax. To be able to recognize these 

things just like you know your own name 
is very important and forms the roots of 
your musical development.

These basic skills also include composing, 
which is the ability to take an idea and 
create 10 different musical contexts with 
it - to have options. These are Roots. They 
are bottom-up parts of your education 
hierarchy and you should be aware of them 
as you are learning. 

When I was studying music in school as a 
kid, I was kind of a jerk and I was lazy. I told 
myself that I wouldn’t need to know certain 
things I was being taught. I was making 
assumptions based on nothing just because 
I didn’t want to do the work. 

Then years later, of course, I did the work 
because I had a very tough teacher and I 
was afraid to disappoint. I ended up using 
things 10 years later like orchestral score 
reading and understanding of motets 
and very complex and arcane pre-Bach 
contrapuntal music that I never thought 
I’d need in order to play jazz - to play Oleo. 
But I did need them.

Playing jazz requires the most knowledge, 
dexterity, and confidence of any music. 
I’ve thought long and hard about this yet 
people may disagree.

But to be a really top flight jazz musician 
requires the most of your musicality 
because the content is created live and in 
front of the world. Classical musicians are 
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Heart-Ear-Hand is a process that I’ve 
never had the chance to put into 

words. It’s an extremely delicate process, 
and even though these words will not 
be perfect I hope they will help young 
professional players or older amateurs 
because if you truly want to get the best 
out of yourself, you’re going to find a way 
to do it. Human beings are very good at 
that.

I’m hoping that people will read these 
words and take some comfort and 
direction from them and maybe discover 
how to recognize and organize what 
they already have unconsciously within 
themselves. 

The process I’m going to describe which 
I call Heart-Ear-Hand works for most 
improvisational situations, but let me 
begin by addressing it from the point of 
view of playing solo piano. 

I’m sitting at the piano in front of an 
audience. Before I play, I’m feeling 
something. It’s not simply a happy or sad 
feeling but more attitudinal. 

And whatever that feeling or inspiration is 
in the moment, the feeling, at the speed of 
light, goes to my ear.

The feeling I’m describing bypasses the 
brain and goes directly to my ear. And so 
the feeling ends up becoming a musical 
phrase or a melody or chord or rhythm, or 
just a sound.

This particular feeling which is amorphous 
and difficult to describe becomes a musical 
idea which travels to my ear at the speed of 
light and then just as quickly to my hand 
which allows me to instantly articulate the 
feeling in sound. This brings up the whole 
idea of the importance of the basic skills I 
spoke of earlier in Root-Flower-Fruit. 

I was extensively trained in classical music 
by a great teacher for many years before 
I even heard jazz. I started playing when 
I was five years old. My technique was 
drilled into me and it became ingrained 
into my inner being. So, there’s no 
separation between my hand and the 
piano. None. And I’m very happy about 
that. Much of my early training is outlined 
in the section, My 10 Essential Tips for Jazz 
Mastery and in Root-Flower-Fruit.

That totally instantaneous connection 
between my hand and the piano has 
allowed me to completely forget about the 
piano as a conscious instrument so that 
I can articulate whatever I am hearing in 
the moment of improvisation. Because 
if you don’t play what you hear in your 
inner ear, you’re going to end up simply 
running your fingers. And that becomes 
random and boring and predictable, which 
is exactly the opposite of what you want in 
your jazz playing.

You must play from your ear, but filtered 
through your heart, not your analytical 
brain. The thinking brain for many 
reasons, gets in the way. It is too slow and 
too judgmental. So when I say Heart-Ear-
Hand, ‘heart’ is the feeling. The ear is the 
musical phrase that comes from that, and 
hand is the musical manifestation of the 
original feeling. 

I often don’t know what this feeling is, 
and I’m not conscious of it until I actually 
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Afterword 
by Randy Brecker

It seems like yesterday that this young kid, 
just having graduated from the Manhattan 
School of Music invited me to the rehearsal 
studio ‘Upsurge’ on 19th St in NYC to play 
some of his new music in 1969.  

Turned out that he was a very advanced 
pianist and composer, with whom I 
eventually found myself taking lessons, 
in his now famous studio apartment on 
Spring Street. His small space had ‘The 
Great Steinway Grand’ in the middle of 
it, which was so large you had to kind of 
shimmy around it to get to the bathroom. 

Well, that young man from whom I learned 
so much was Richie Beirach, and a lot of 
what we concentrated on is in this book, 
which is well needed on the Jazz Education 
front, since it’s full of common sense and 
wisdom, amazingly well presented, with 
directions and methods for you becoming 
the great Jazz Musician you have in you, 
complete with a unique voice and career.

This book has some theoretical material 
that can get you going, although that’s not 
its focus. You can get that information 
from a myriad of other books in the Jazz 
Education market. This is “Soul Searchin’” 
and a treatise on how you can assimilate 
information, internalize that information, 
disseminate it in your heart, brain and 
body, and then externalize that info with 
your own take on it. Yes, putting your 
individualized stamp on it.

This is, like I said, the common sense 
approach, but with Richie’s take on it as it 
applies to the Jazz idiom, and thusly: true jazz 
improvisational wisdom of the highest order. 

If I had read this book I might have avoided 
a couple of mis-steps that I’ll mention here. 
Basically, Richie states how transcribing 
is important (we did enough of that at the 
lessons!) but to not overdo it. 

I was always a big Woody Shaw fan. We 
met when we were both 19. He was with 
Horace and I was contemplating moving 
to NYC from Philly and he was very 
supportive after hearing me play. 

There was a period when I transcribed 
everything Woody, plus he gave me his 
book of transcriptions, and I went nuts 
on it. I hadn’t seen my brother for quite a 
while, so when we played at a jam session 
I laid all my newly minted Woody licks 
on him. Afterward I asked him what he 
thought? He said: “You sound like Watered 
Down Woody!” So that was that.

Then, as far as Richie’s methods for 
developing your own vocabulary, some 
years later I was to go on a tour dedicated 
to Louis Armstrong, featuring myself, Jon 
Faddis, Lew Soloff and Terell Stafford with 
the Cedar Walton trio. I hadn’t actually ever 
concentrated on ‘Pops’, I came up with the 
beboppers, and never wanted to look back. 

So I spent hours not transcribing, I could 
never play those transcriptions anyway, (!) 
but just listening and playing along with 
Louis Armstrong records for weeks before 
the tour started. Lo and behold, I could do 
a damn good imitation. 

George Wein himself heard us one night 
and complimented me on my Louis 
‘interpretations’. The problem arose when 
the tour was over, and Louis kept popping 
out of my horn when I didn’t want him to! I 
couldn’t shake him. So that was that.
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Now I truly think that after reading this 
book, those kinds of ‘misfires’ won’t 
happen to you, since Richie lays out such 
a well-thought out process regarding the 
way you can develop as a musician just 
utilizing your own talents and assembled 
knowledge. Pay careful attention, this man 
knows what he is talking about…it’s all 
herein…

Randy Brecker  
6/17/20
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Richie Beirach
For more than five decades, Richie Beirach has 
been a leading voice in jazz. Having performed and 
recorded with Chet Baker, Stan Getz, Lee Konitz, 
Randy and Michael Brecker, Dave Liebman, and 
hundreds of others, his unique and unmistakable 
harmonic voice has influenced countless players.

For the first time ever in print, Richie lays bare his 
approach to improvisation, reharmonization, and 
the technical skills required to become a world-
class jazz player.

This is amazing! A lot of young players will be thankful to you. You have distilled so many 
important and necessary points in a clear and succinct way.     
            
       - Lewis Porter 

I am astonished at your creation. What pleases me so much is how a subject which purports 
to expose the mechanical/technical aspect of the aspiring jazz musician comes so deeply 
from the human heart. It confirms my view of how Richie’s heart and technical chops are 
intertwined as a single entity.         
                   - Michael Gibbs

Richie lays out such a well-thought out process regarding the way you can develop as a 
musician just utilizing your own talents and assembled knowledge. Pay careful attention - 
this man knows what he is talking about.

       - Randy Brecker 

This book will be extremely helpful to musicians of any age or level of experience who truly 
desire to learn this music in order to use its vocabulary to tell their own story.

       - Bill Dobbins 

One of the great explainers of difficult concepts, Richie is a true believer in what he says 
because he has been performing/studying/talking/teaching about music for decades and can 
back everything up.          
            
       - Dave Liebman




