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Is your practising getting you down? Do you need inspiration and encouragement?

Would you like to meet other pianists and learn from the professionals?
Then why not try a piano course or summer school?

 
There are courses and summer schools for pianists of all levels, from novices all the way up to
advanced amateurs and professionals, from single days and ‘taster’ courses to piano weekends and
whole weeks of piano goodness in the company of some of the finest pianists and teachers from around
the world. Courses are a great way to connect with other pianists, and are brilliant for exploring the
many facets of piano playing and improving skills such as technique and performance. Playing the piano
can be a lonely business, and a course is one of the best ways to meet other pianists, to hear one
another play, share repertoire, receive expert tuition in a friendly and supportive atmosphere, indulge in
piano chat, and have fun. I have formed firm, lasting friendships with people I have met on piano
courses, and some of us return year after year because we gain so much from the experience. If you
are preparing for an exam, diploma, competition or audition, a course is also a great way of receiving
invaluable feedback from a teacher and running a programme by an informal and sympathetic audience
ahead of the big day.
 
With such a wide range of courses available, it can be difficult to decide what will suit you
best, so it is worth noting down a few criteria before you start investigating various
courses on offer. Perhaps you want a course where masterclasses and workshops with are
interspersed with tutor and student recitals, talks and social events. Some courses are organised
around a particular teacher or teaching philosophy, such as Penelope Roskell’s Advanced London Piano
Courses, designed for performance, audition and exam (post-Grade 8) preparation, with a special
emphasis on relieving tension in piano playing. Maybe you are keen for intensive masterclasses and
opportunities to perform every day. Or perhaps you fancy a week in an idyllic part of France – a ‘piano
holiday’ in effect, where you can enjoy fine food and high-class accommodation in the company of a
small group of other pianists, with expert tuition from leading teachers. There are also courses with a
special accent on chamber music, jazz, duets and accompanying, and there are many courses for the
complete novice which offer a valuable yet accessible introduction to piano playing and music in
general.
 
Whatever you decide, finding a course which suits your level of playing is probably the
primary consideration. If you have never attended a piano course before, the masterclass
experience (a lesson in public, before others) can be daunting, and I know from my own experience
that hearing other people play well can be quite unnerving, especially if you lack confidence as a
performer. However, most teachers go out of their way to be sympathetic and encouraging to novice or
nervous students, and the masterclass can be one of the most rewarding and interesting ways of
receiving tuition, for you gain not only the input of the teacher but also useful feedback from other
pianists. This interaction can be particularly useful in helping you to evaluate how you practise and
study, and watching others play and problem-solve at the piano, with the support of a teacher, can be
enlightening and thought-provoking. For piano teachers, observing others being taught offers plenty of
food for thought as one is exposed to new ideas and methods.
 
Another excellent benefit of piano courses is the chance to share and explore new
repertoire. On every course I have attended I have discovered new music, from Cyril Scott’s sensual
‘Lotus Land’ to works by contemporary composers such as Stephen Montague and Peteris Vasks. I’ve
even attended a course where one of the participants performed his own compositions, written for his
young daughter and played with warmth and affection.
 
And then there is the opportunity to perform, which for many amateur pianists can be one of the
most daunting things one will ever do, and also one of the most rewarding and inspiring. Performing to
a group of people whom you have got to know over the course of a weekend or a week-long course
allows you to perform in a ‘safe zone’, and can be less stressful than a more formal concert setting. The
preparation, both musical and emotional, is the same, but it can be hugely less nerve-wracking, and
there are usually opportunities to discuss aspects such as memorisation, organising page turns,
managing performance anxiety and strategies for coping with nerves.
 
Above all, piano courses can be great fun, and I can think of few better ways to spend a long
weekend than in the company of a bunch of equally fanatical pianophiles, all unashamedly in love with
the instrument and its literature. I wouldn’t want to do it every weekend, but twice a year it is, for me,
the pianistic equivalent of going on retreat, and in addition to the very useful advice and skills I pick up
during the course, as a pianist and teacher, I return to my piano with renewed enthusiasm and focus.
And playing for one another at a course also reminds us of the primary reason why music was created
in the first place – for sharing.
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Group and co-founder and curator of the South London Concert Series.
 
Find out more here...
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South London Concert Series
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