
Module 5

Transferring Ideas to the Gig 

Another big stumbling block for me in my learning phases and for a lot of students and 

musicians I’ve talked to is, we have that gig bag and that practice bag. And it is getting 

things from the practice bag over to the gig bag. You know what I’m talking about? 

There are things you can do it your practice time that you just cannot do and you try to 

play it for somebody and you are like, “I can do it.” I have students all the time that come 

in and they are like, “I was doing this at home I know I can do it.” And I say it is totally 

fine. Because that is part of it. We have a practice bag and a gig bag and we really have 

to work on making the two mesh and constantly move things from ‘here’ over to ‘here’. If 

we don’t focus on ‘I need to get that over here so I can use that in my playing’ it stays 

half learned and people never see it. Sometimes it is just not ready but learning how to 

assess your playing helps you see when something is not ready.  

So, how do we transfer those over there? Well, the way you build your assembly lines 

should naturally progress to make whatever concept you are working on look like 

something in your gig time. Remember, we want to make our weaknesses look like our 

strengths so if we are going through the assembly line example we gave for the 1 - 4 - 

5. If you’ve learned the 1 - 4 - 5 in B-flat then I want the 1 - 4 - 5 in G to look just like it 

does in B-flat. I want to have the same facility. It has come out over here and the B-flat 

looked just like the C, now I want my G to look just like that so I work it through the 

same processes and by the time I get to the end of that assembly line I have the same 

facility. So this is something. Taking a weakness, where we don’t know it in this key, 

making it resemble a strength by pushing it through the different zones in our assembly 

line. This is how that works, our assembly lines are built so that they make our 

weaknesses look like our strengths. They need to develop them and shape them. 

Alright?  

Now, I’ll give you an example of me moving things to my playing time. To get them in to 

your gig time you need to replicate the gig time as much as possible. Now. You don’t 
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want to always do this. Replicating the game and just having, like if you coach a 

basketball team, just having them scrimmage all the time doesn’t work. What we need 

to do in our work time, which is what we are doing in our assembly lines, all those 

things. We’re distorting how the game works. We are taking something and making it 

look different so that we can work on this concept and then we will add it back into the 

game later. The game is where our true selves come through and we can see what is 

coming out. So what I would do, in my practice time before my gig, I would have a 

concept I had been working on and I’d go, “I’m playing a blues shuffle.” (sings shuffle) 

And I want to get this concept of two notes in my hand and two notes on my kick (sings 

melody). So I would want to get that in my playing. So I would sit there and I would start 

going, “well this is one of the grooves to that song I’m playing.” So I would play that 

shuffle and then I’d very slowly go (plays rhythmic idea), ok I found a problem. Because 

if I tried to just pull that out on a gig there are two kick drums at the end of that and I 

would have to do a third to get into a crash cymbal. This will translate to your different 

instruments. So right there I found a problem. If I just would have tried to pull that out on 

the gig I would have run into that problem and I would have had a crash with no kick 

drum or a stutter in the groove. So doing that I’m like, “what if I reverse those.” (sings 

idea). Ok well that works. Now I go back through it.  

Then I take a song, ok that groove is from this song at this point in that song I think this 

fill could fit without it sounding awkward. I’m going to put that in there. Then I practice 

and I run it over and over. Remember that, we are making a feedback loop, any mistake 

I correct it. By the time I’ve gotten to the gig I’ve already decided earlier that day I’m 

putting ‘this’ right ‘there’. When we got to that song, here it comes (sings idea). I did it. 

And then I may come back to it later and try to do it again just so I can, in that live 

situation, make sure because even though we’ve done it once it doesn’t mean we can 

do it again. We have to do it over and over and over. Remember the brain is reputation 

and the live experience is a new thing, that is adding a new element to it. It kicks us 

back to that first phase of learning where we are really paying attention to all the nerves 
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that are going in and we have to, at the same time, play this thing that we are working 

on.  

I think it was Carl Allen who was talking about when he went out on tour, I think his 

group went out with Tony Williams maybe Life Time group. He said, “ I would watch 

Tony (I could be totally quoting those situations wrong) and Tony, at the beginning of a 

tour, had this idea he had been developing in his practice time and he would begin to 

work it into his gig time.” He said, “as the tour would go on I would see that every night 

the idea develop.” More and more and more, and Tony was playing it better and doing 

different things with it. He said it was eye opening for him to see someone of Tony’s 

stature work through an idea and bring something from his practice time to his gig time. 

So this is something that everyone does. We slowly take one concept at a time and 

move it over to our playing. But we want to replicate that live situation as best as 

possible.  

You say, “Stephen I can’t replicate because I’m nervous in a live situation.” Ok, how can 

we replicate being nervous? The way I can replicate being nervous is, I will actually 

bring someone into the room and play it in front of them or I’ll video myself. Right now 

I’m looking at a video camera and there is a red light over that video camera. There is 

something called the “red light syndrome” that studio musicians talk about. You just 

clam up, they turn on ‘record’ and all of a sudden you can’t do what you were going to 

do and it takes you a while to work through that. That is a real thing that happens. That 

is replicating a live situation. You can do that with your phone, ok?  

Replicate that live situation and really begin working through those ideas and trying to 

work them and move them from your practice bag into your gig bag. The video helps a 

ton with that. 
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