MandoUniversity

T

Newsletter Number 1

July 2005
Published by Bradley Laird

Welcome to the first issue of the MandoUniversity Newsletter! In
the newsletter will be discussions, tips, and ideas that you can use
to improve your mandolin playing. If you enjoy this publication
and find it useful to you please let me know. If you would rather
not receive it let me know that too.

I am not completely sure where the topics of this newsletter will
go and I hope to be guided by your questions and comments. Much
like my experience with teaching mandolin students in person, I
think this newsletter will be a learning experience for me too.

Bradley Laird

A Fortunate Series of Events

Contemplate this chain of events. When your pick contacts the
string it flexes dlightly from the impact, beginsto push the string
out of itsway, and amillisecond | ater snapsto the other side of the
string, you have set in motion a complex series of events that
would confound even the most illustrious physicists! Your pick
causes the string to begin a set of vibrations that race through the
bridge, soundboard and body of themandolinand, unlessyou play
inanairlessvacuum, theair aroundthemandolinissympathetically
set in motion in a set of waves that radiate outwards ultimately
coaxing eardrums to wiggle and tickle some tiny nerve endings.
This tickling induces nerve impulses which bolt towards the
listener's brain and the electro-chemical reactions start in an
endlessly complex way. And the owner of that brain would just
simply swear that they just heard some fool pickin' on a dad-
burned mandolin!

This entire series of events happens extremely quickly. It does
take a measureable amount of time to get al these actions
accomplished (more if the sound must travel through lots of air)
but, for practical purposes, it happens so fast that it isalmost like
your pick is directly connected to the brain of the listener. With
that pick you can stimulatethelistener'sbrain. Y ou canstir it, blur
it, pokeit, strokeit, tickleit, amuseit, confuseit, abuseit, and tease
it. It'sall inyour power! Y ou don't really play the mandolin. You
play the listener's mind!

The complex timing of this entire sequence is probably more
difficult to understand than "where babies comefrom" or "how to
drive a VW bus to Mars." But, luckily we don't have to worry
much about precisely what is happening. We just need to know
that it happens. And when notes happen is of utmost importance
for successful and positive manipulation of the listener's brain!

Let me put thereal point in plain, schoolbook language. Musicis
asmuch about when things happen than it is about what happens.
Ask any drummer. He can beat on atrash can or asnare drum and
still make music. Y ou can beat on a 'tater bug' or aLoar and still
make music. But, no matter what you do, if you don't beat on it
with good timing, good music will fail to emerge.

Which musical tonesyou create all havetheir importancetoo, but
without a sense of timing they lose their musicality. Time is the
space that the notes move through. Mess up the timing and you
mess up the notes.

Imagine that you are hired to paint the lines in the parking lot of
a new shopping center. Your Acme line-painting machine is
purring like a kitten and you are laying down beautiful, rich
yellow stripes. The boss comes over (they like to do that) and
looks approvingly at the quality of your painted lines. Then he
says"Your lineslook great, but | still haveto fire you!"

Y our lines were painted nicely. But you screwed up the spacing.
Some of your parking spaces are 2 feet wide, some 8 feet wide,
some 5 feet wide. Other than that they looked fine! Didn't you
measure? The spacing of your painted lines (or your mandolin
notes) is one of the primary ways you will be judged.

Play any two notes. How did they sound?Werethey perfect?How
canyou know unlessthey are compared to sometimereference—
either aband chugging along or ametronome. If your two sample
notes were played at the right time they were good ones. If they
were played out of whack in relation to the desired grid of time
they were no good. Bummer.

Theleft hand hasitsrolein timing too. Theleft hand, most of the
time, isworking slightly ahead of theright. Thefingersof theleft
hand sometimes initiate notes on their own (when hammering,
diding, or pulling off), but most of the time it is fair to say that
sound productionisresult of right hand action and, therefore, that
good timing is the result of good right hand action.

That wasan excer pt frommy upcoming book *Mandolin Training
Camp" which is coming out soon.

Mandolin Tuning Tip

When tuning to apocket el ectronic tuning machine, tuneonly one
of each pair to the tuner. Then tune the other string to the first by
ear. The display precision of most tuning machines are not good
enough to get thetwo strings exactly intune. Your ear candoiit if
you learn to listen to the beating pulses which slow down as the
two strings get closer to the same frequncy.



Salt Creek - A Jam Session Favorite

Hereisthe popular tune Salt Creek. (a.k.a. Salt River or Saline Tributary
asl liketocall it.) It isone of those "must have" tunesthat needsto bein
every mandolin player's arsenal since it is played so frequently in jam
sessions. The tune is organized like most fiddle tunes in an AABB
structure.

Thefirst version of the tune sticks pretty close to the melody as | know
it. But, it ismy opinion that this tune (and many others!) is continually
undergoing an evolution as it moves from one player to the next. | first
learned Salt Creek on the banjo from another banjo player. It was afew
years later that | heard it on a Tony Trishkaalbum with someone | can't
recall playing mandolin. My idea of what the tune really was changed a

| hear variationsand el aborationsand evolution. | am not saying that | am
either for or against the evolution of atune. It isinevitable. | do think it
isgood to explore old, near-original versionswhen possible. Somebody
must've written this thing at some point and you might find in older
versions some very interesting bits of the tune which have been lost in
the handing down process. On the other hand the tune offers a great
chancetoimproviseover thechordsandtossin some"wilder" stuff. Since
it has become such ajam session mainstay it seemsthat nearly anything
goes with this tune these days. The second version here is more typical
of thekind of solo | might take onit on my second timethrough. Y ouwill
find someinteresting bluesscalelicksplayedin 2nd position that you can
borrow and use el sewhere. And try that 3rd position pentatoniclick inthe
6thmeasurefromtheend. Itiseasier if you movefrom2ndto 3rd position
onthelast noteof themeasurebeforeby playingthe5thfret withtheindex

bit then. Then later | heard Monroe do it and my idea of what the "real ~ finger. Traditional
tune" waschanged somemore. Everytimel hear someoneelsedothetune .
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