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CONTROL FREAK 
(Part 4 for summer practicing)

Chris Smith

If youʼve been following along for 
the past few weeks, then you may 
have some questions or hopefully 
assumptions about what Iʼm trying 
to accomplish in my own practice 
routine and what Iʼm trying to get 
you to realize in your routine - 
namely - this isnʼt actually practice, 
this is TRAINING and when you are 
seriously training for something, 
you:

Set goals (both large and 
small)
Make an actionable plan to 
achieve those goals
Track and quantify as many 
aspects as possible so that you 
can make the appropriate 
adjustments (work AND rest 
are both tracked and 
accounted for)
Stick with your well-thought 
out training plan



In short - you need to gain control 
and -

YOU CONTROL MORE THAN YOU 
THINK YOU CONTROL!

From what, how and how much you 
train, to what order you train things 
in, where you train, what you wear 
when you train, to what you 
consume throughout the training 
day - all of these things are 
trackable and in your control!

As Iʼve shown in the last 3 posts 
about practicing (training)- we can 
easily make systems and structures 
around ourselves that allow us to 
get out of our own way. From WHAT 
we are playing each day to HOW 
and HOW MUCH we are playing 
each day, if we demand of 
ourselves to follow a well thought 
out set of guidelines, we will 
accomplish more by staying out of 
the way and following the system 
weʼve set up for ourselves.



Again for those in the back who 
didnʼt hear the first time - YOU 
CONTROL MORE THAN YOU 
THINK YOU CONTROL

My goal is to put working 
definitions to as many aspects of 
trumpet playing as possible. In 
other words - if I can accurately 
define what Iʼm trying to do (BE 
THE BEST MUSICIAN I CAN BE), I 
need to be able to break down that 
goal into smaller pieces that can be 
quantified and tracked to 
demonstrably show improvement ... 
or a worsening of conditions.

When I think about how to define 
“MUSICALITY”, the only word that 
keeps coming back to me is 
CONTROL. 

“Musicality” is a somewhat 
nebulous term, but the word 
“Control” gives me something to 
work with. The more I can give 
myself black and white definitions - 
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the better. I am either IN control or 
NOT in control. Something is either 
moving me towards my stated goal 
or away from my stated goal.

Some examples:

Is it helping or hurting to practice/
train 3+hrs a day?

Possibly helpful if it s̓ the 
summer, you have a detailed 
practice/training plan and you 
are in need of increased 
stamina. 
Probably hurtful if it s̓ the night 
before an audition... or the 
morning of a performance.

Is it helpful or hurtful to take a day 
off?

ALWAYS helpful if youʼve got a 
detailed weekly practice/
training plan which allows for 
complete rest.
Possibly hurtful if you have no 
plan and/or are barely in shape.

Is it helpful or hurtful to stay out 
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late, eat salty junk food and 
consume adult beverages?

Possibly helpful if these 
activities are accounted for in a 
detailed weekly practice/
training plan as they can be 
personal stress-relievers and 
ways we connect socially.
Probably hurtful if these 
activities are engaged in on the 
night before an audition... or 
the morning of a performance.

Note - I pass no judgement on 
anyone s̓ dietary choices - Iʼm just 
trying to show that we can indeed 
exhibit a high level of control over 
many aspects of our daily training 
and preparation.

NONETHELESS - 

Back to “Musicality” 

When we think of the most musical 
performances weʼve ever 
experienced - in general, those 
performers exhibited an incredible 



amount of control over their 
instruments to move us in a 
meaningful way. Yes, everyone is 
moved in different ways by different 
performers bringing different 
nuances to the music theyʼre 
performing - however - those 
nuances are allowed to come 
through via the control these 
individuals exhibit.

For myself I say - “Be the best 
musician I can be at any given 
moment”. But this is a goal without 
a definition.

Here s̓ my functioning definition- 
“Exhibit the most control on the 
musical vehicle (trumpet) at any 
given moment”.

Ugh - now I need a functioning 
definition of great trumpet playing 
because even that term seems 
somewhat nebulous.

In its simplest, most quantifiable 
and trackable form, here s̓ my 
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functioning definition of great 
trumpet playing: 
Someone who plays 

In Time 
In Tune 
With a vibrant sound 
With a good articulation 
In the correct style

I think these 5 attributes are 
universal to all trumpet players and 
can be easily tracked and 
demonstrably shown.

MUSICIAN
Control over Vehicle (Trumpet)

            1. Control over playing in 
time
                       a. Control over 
rhythms
                       b. Control over tempo
             2. Control over playing in 
Tune 
                       a. Control over pitch
                       b. Control over where 
the pitch lies in relation to what is 
happening around it
             3. Control over playing 



vibrantly 
                        a. Control over 
intensity of volume
                        b. Control over 
intensity of color
             4. Control over articulation
                        a. Control over hard 
articulations 
                        b. Control over legato 
articulations
             5. Control over style
                        a. Have a deep 
understanding of different 
techniques 
                        b. Listen to and 
regularly practice different types of 
genre specific articulations 
                     

What is YOUR definition and how 
do you hold yourself to account in 
order to track and achieve the 
ultimate goal of control, show 
nuance and thus play musically?

PRO TIP - Time is paramount. Time 



affects everything else. Playing in 
time is the single biggest factor for 
coordination of intonation, 
articulation and playing with a 
beautiful sound. If weʼre arenʼt 
playing in time, usually the result is 
we are searching for where to put 
the articulation, where to put the 
center of the note and thus we 
search for the intonation. It s̓ 
incredibly hard to ring vibrantly 
(and chipped notes abound) if we 
donʼt know when and where to put 
the note. Iʼve literally never heard 
anyone play with a great sound, 
with great articulations and in tune, 
who regularly played out of time. 
Never.

Fix your time and you immediately 
fix (or at least create space to 
clearly address) articulations, 
sound, and intonation.

This summer - try calling your 
practice sessions TRAINING 
SESSIONS and see if that doesnʼt 
change your perspective and strike 
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a different response from deep 
within you.

As your summer of training 
continues, I encourage you to dig 
as deeply as you can to find ways 
to gain more control over as many 
aspects of trumpet playing and 
music making as possible.

Happy Practicing... I mean 
TRAINING!

Happy Training!

Chris 


