
Beyond the Woodshed: How 

Neuroscience Validates Ancient 

Practice Wisdom 

By Vladimir Samardzic​

Published: November 2025 

For over thirty years, I've maintained what many might consider an unusual practice routine for 

a bass player: alongside my physical practice with the instrument, I've dedicated some time to 

mental rehearsal, focused meditation, and visualization techniques. When I began this approach 

in the early 1990s as a young music student, I had no scientific validation—only the empirical 

observation that it dramatically improved my learning speed, performance confidence, and 

creative output. 

Today, neuroscience research has caught up with what dedicated practitioners have known for 

centuries: the brain doesn't distinguish between vividly imagined practice and physical practice 

when it comes to building neural pathways. 

The Science Behind Mental Practice 

In a groundbreaking 1995 study, neuroscientist Alvaro Pascual-Leone used brain imaging to 

compare pianists who practiced a finger exercise physically versus those who practiced it purely 

mentally. The results were stunning: both groups showed similar changes in motor cortex 

activation. The brain was literally rewiring itself through imagination alone. 

For bass players, this has profound implications: 

●​ Technical passages can be practiced away from the instrument, building neural pathways 

during commutes, before sleep, or during breaks 

●​ Performance scenarios can be mentally rehearsed, reducing anxiety and increasing 

confidence 

●​ Creative ideas can be explored and refined internally before touching the bass 

●​ Physical limitations (fatigue, injury, noise restrictions) become less constraining 

What I've Learned in Three Decades of Mental 

Practice 



My journey began when I left engineering studies to pursue music seriously. I needed every 

advantage I could find to accelerate my development. Through systematic experimentation, I 

discovered several principles that current research now validates: 

1. Quality Over Quantity 

Neuroscientist Dr. Eckart Altenmüller's research on musicians' brains confirms what I 

experienced: focused, deliberate practice creates stronger neural connections than mindless 

repetition. Fifteen minutes of intensely focused mental rehearsal often produces better results 

than an hour of distracted physical practice. 

2. The Power of Specificity 

When mentally practicing, vague imagination doesn't work. The visualization must be 

multi-sensory and precise: 

●​ Feel the string tension under your fingers 

●​ Hear the exact tone quality you want 

●​ See your hand position clearly 

●​ Sense the groove and timing physically 

This level of detail engages multiple brain regions simultaneously, creating robust neural 

networks. 

3. State Management Matters 

Research on flow states and peak performance shows that our mental state during practice 

directly affects learning quality. Through meditation and attention training, I learned to: 

●​ Recognize when I'm in an optimal learning state 

●​ Shift out of frustration or anxiety quickly 

●​ Access focused concentration on demand 

●​ Maintain present-moment awareness 

These aren't mystical abilities—they're trainable cognitive skills, like building technical facility 

on the bass. 

Practical Applications for Bass Students 

Here are five evidence-based techniques I use with students: 

1. Pre-Practice Mental Warm-Up (3-5 minutes) Before touching your bass, sit quietly and 

mentally rehearse your practice session. Visualize yourself practicing with focus, patience, and 

joy. This primes your nervous system for optimal learning. 



2. Mental Practice for Difficult Passages (10-15 minutes) Identify your most challenging 

technical passage. Close your eyes and "practice" it mentally with complete sensory detail—10 

perfect repetitions. Then pick up your bass. You'll notice improved execution immediately. 

3. Performance Visualization (Daily, 5 minutes) If you have an upcoming performance, mentally 

rehearse the entire experience: walking on stage, feeling confident, hearing yourself play 

beautifully, enjoying the audience response. Research shows this reduces performance anxiety 

and improves actual performance quality. 

4. Body Scan for Tension (During practice) Pause periodically and scan your body for 

unnecessary tension. This develops proprioceptive awareness—what neuroscientists call 

"interoception"—which is crucial for preventing injury and developing fluid technique. 

5. End-of-Day Review (5 minutes before sleep) Before sleeping, mentally review what you 

practiced. Research on memory consolidation shows that sleep strengthens newly learned motor 

skills, and this brief review enhances the consolidation process. 

The Intersection of Tradition and Science 

What excites me most about recent neuroscience research is how it validates practices that 

musicians, athletes, and contemplatives have used for centuries. We're not inventing something 

new—we're understanding why ancient wisdom works. 

As bass educators, we now have the opportunity to teach these techniques not as "alternative" 

methods, but as evidence-based cognitive strategies that complement traditional technical 

training. 

My students who incorporate mental practice alongside physical practice consistently: 

●​ Learn new material 30-50% faster 

●​ Retain skills more reliably over time 

●​ Perform with greater confidence 

●​ Develop more creative musical ideas 

●​ Experience less physical tension and injury 

Moving Forward 

The conservatories and music schools that will lead music education in the coming decades will 

be those that integrate neuroscience-informed practice strategies with traditional virtuosity 

training. We're not replacing the fundamentals—scales, technique, repertoire study—we're 

optimizing how students acquire them. 

If you're interested in exploring these approaches, I encourage you to: 



●​ Start with just 5 minutes of mental practice daily 

●​ Keep a practice journal noting any differences you observe 

●​ Be patient—like physical technique, mental skills develop over time 

●​ Stay curious about the research emerging in music cognition and performance 

psychology 

The future of music pedagogy lies at the intersection of artistic tradition and scientific 

understanding. I'm committed to exploring this territory and sharing what I discover with my 

students and the broader bass community. 

 

Want to learn more about neuroscience-informed practice strategies? Follow my blog for 

regular insights on bass pedagogy, practice optimization, and the science of musical learning. 

Contact: vladabass@gmail.com  www.vladimirsamardzic.com 
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