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Piano Improvisation 101:  Erik Satie 
 

This is a great lesson for anyone with a piano background!  Improvisation is a great tool that helps 
you to explore ear training, harmony, technical skills and to connect to a deeper creative place.   
 
 Today’s lesson is inspired by the iconic piano piece Gymnopedies by Impressionist composer Erik 
Satie.  In this piece, which has three sections, the left hand plays a repetitive pattern, while the right hand 
plays a melody on the top.  I chose two chords that I liked and created a left hand pattern that was easy to 
play.   
  
 

 
 
Take some time to isolate the left hand, so it can play effortlessly and comfortably.  Make sure that 

your wrist is relaxed and comfortable and make the most lyrical sound possible.  Use the metronome if 
needed to ensure you are keeping a steady tempo.  Use the damper pedal to add some sustain and 
“shimmer” to the sound.  When you are ready, explore improvising in the right hand, using the G Lydian 
scale (notated above).  Please note that the G Lydian scale can be used over all four bars.  Good luck! 

 
Next steps:  Come up with your own chords and create your own improvisation circuits! 

 

 

Brenda Earle Stokes is an award-winning pianist, vocalist, composer and educator.  Her performance career 
as a leader and side musician has taken her across the US, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  A passionate 
educator, she has worked as a clinician, adjudicator and panelist at high schools, colleges and festivals all over the 
world.  She teaches at Fordham University and runs a busy private studio in New York City.  Brenda is the owner and 
creator of Piano and Voice with Brenda; a suite of online courses that cover piano, jazz improvisation and musicianship 
and has a bustling YouTube channel.   

Follow me on Instagram: @BrendaEarleStokes |  Subscribe to my YouTube Channel:  /PianoAndVoiceWithBrenda 


