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playing — or perhaps at first, ‘ghosting’  At this stage, 
don’t get too distracted by that nasty looking high note 
in bar twelve or that awkward looking chord sequence 
mid way, just calmly survey the terrain  Establish in 
your mind the tempo it’ll actually go — do this as soon as 
you dare — and then stick to it  Ensure the rhythms ‘sit’ 
comfortably within the speed, and then get your thinking 
cap on to establish the tonality, as outlined above  

Now that the thing is starting to come into focus, rehearse 
the links between sections — aim to turn those corners 
confidently and elegantly — and practise ‘papering over 
the cracks’ until all of the links and cadences begin to 
feel really solid  Take all the time you need to allow these 
to settle, and if a section repeats, don’t waste inordinate 
time on it — but do make sure you’ve spotted any subtle 
variants  Hopefully, the idiom/mood of the piece will be 
fairly clear to you by this stage  Aim to exaggerate it a 
little, at least initially, so that you can be seen to have 
‘parked’ your performance neatly between two white 
lines! As with any performance, a Quick Study really 
must start well and end well  When working on passages 
arising mid way or later in the music, occasionally check 
the speed and tonality with the opening/ending to make 
sure you’ve not doubled or halved speed, or lost track 
of what key you are in — these are common problems 
in Quick Studies  Finally, do as you would in a written 
exam and set aside time — I’d suggest a full minute — 
to top ’n tail, since this is where you can really pick up 
marks  It’s your last chance to attach the pink ribbons, 
gold braid and other bits of ‘bling’ to your performance  
Had you spotted that crescendo hovering underneath the 
long semiquaver run? How about that abrupt change of 
gear in bar 31? Perhaps the dynamics and articulation 
details aren’t quite the same the second time the melody 
comes around? And have you thought about where you 
are going to breathe in that final rising sequence, or 
whether to omit those mordents?

With a gun to your head, you could probably make an 
excellent job of such a piece if you’d been allowed half 
an hour to unpick all the details — but then, it wouldn’t 
be a Quick Study, would it? The trick is to manage all 
of this in 300 seconds, not 30 minutes, so that it sounds 
well on the way to being learned — and not, as I am 
fond of saying, a performance from behind frosted glass  
Much of my advice thus far has been concerned with 
identifying key structural ‘events’, but you’ll know when 
things are moving in the right direction when you find 
you’ve still time to ‘smell the flowers’ during the five 
minutes preparation  Now apply that final veneer of 
polish, so that the examiners simply can’t fail to notice 
your ‘shining’ performance  Needless to say, as your 
confidence rises, you won’t need the guides, but you will 
need your wits about you  If you can bear to hear yourself 
playing, record your performance and check it against 
the score the next day — then go through the whole 
process again with the same piece a month later — it 
won’t be quite the blind reading you first experienced, 

but on this occasion aim to include even more nuances 
than you’d noticed the first time around 

A final word or three of advice: don’t work silently, 
worrying that your preparatory fumbles are being totted 
up and will be used against you  Examiners are far too 
busy to be paying any attention to how you are spending 
your time  For eighty percent of your five minutes you 
need to be actively playing (or singing) out loud, not 
merely thinking — besides, you won’t get extra marks 
for doing it all in your head, and in the performance 
you’ll more than likely take yourself by surprise and end 
up all in a pickle  Continuity in the performance is not 
an option, it is an absolute prerequisite  Don’t go back 
to ‘correct’ errors — a corrected error in fact becomes 
a second, worse error that merely draws attention to 
the first! Good sight-readers are good because they do 
lots of sight-reading, and it follows that the candidates 
who do best in Quick Studies have taken this skill a 
significant step further  It is surprising and distressing 
that from time to time candidates gain distinctions in 
their recitals, and then fall down ruinously on the Quick 
Study, sometimes needing to re-sit it several times  
It does make one wonder how long each of the recital 
pieces must have taken the candidate to learn  So, if for 
no reason other than the fact that it’ll help you become 
a stronger, more efficient musician, get to grips with the 
pieces in this book and your diligence will repay you 

I wish you (and your examiners!) a pleasantly memorable 
experience in the exam room 

Mark Tanner, 2012

The views expressed in this book are the author’s opinions, 
drawing from personal intuitions and experiences, and these 
are not necessarily shared by any particular examination 
board 
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