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Mastering music notation takes years of tedious study and prac-
tice. But that’s okay, because there will always be those who are
willing to do it. But the good news for the casual nusician is that
a mastery of music notation is really not necessary.

Prof essi onal pop piano players as well as amateurs in the know
use a shortcut systemthat even neophytes can learn in a short
amount of tinme. In this report we will cover virtually all the ca-
sual pop piano student needs to know in order to...have fun.

But let’s get our values straight right now Cassical nusic is
different. It revolves around precision in note readi ng--the kind
of precision that takes years of tedious study and practice. Tradi-
tional piano studies erroneously assune the student needs the rig-
orous training of the career track classical pianist. The fact is
t he amat eur pi ani st/ hobbyi st/ enthusi ast needs just a m ni num of
notati on indoctrination in order to succeed.

Many acconpl i shed professional pianists cannot read a single
note. Wiy shoul d you have to suffer through the classical process
when it’s just not necessary?

Pop pianists still rely on sheet nusic, but they read it sel ec-
tively. Most of the information on sheet nusic is not only super-
fluous, but counter productive as well. So instead of years of te-
dium just take an evening at your piano or keyboard, shut off the
i nterruptions, and absorb the basics you' Il need to start having
fun imediately with pop nusic.
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Understanding Melodies

The first thing to |l earn about reading nusic is that you can ignore
nost of what’s witten on the page. The only part you really need to
learn is called the “treble clef.” This is the synbol for the treble

cl ef:

Usually the treble clef sign is associated with the five horizontal
lines in nmusic notation called the staff. It |looks like this:

 a]

&

Y o

The bass clef synbol |ooks like this j): and represents what the
pi ani st plays with the left hand. Contrary to comon belief and prac-
tice the bass clef is for use by classical pianists only. It is com
pl etely inappropriate for pop piano playing. At |east for now

The treble clef reveals the melody of the song, which by defini-
tion can be only one note at a tine. Thus as a pop pianist, you
will only need to play one note at a tine when you play. On the
pi ano the nelody is al nost always played with the right hand.

The information contained in the treble clef tells you two things
about a note:

1) Its pitch (how high or |ow
2) Its duration (how long it’s held)

As you sit at the keyboard, to your left are the | ower pitched
notes and to the right the higher.
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The Prano Keyboard

W will ook at the white keys first. Al the notes in nusic are
naned after the first seven letters of the al phabet:
A B C D E F G
Note that there are only seven different names for keys in our
exanple. On the piano the nusical universe centers around m ddle
C. Here is a partial section of a keyboard.

c Cc C|D|E|F |[G|A[B |C|D|E C

Notice what all the C notes have in common. They are al ways
white keys that fall just to the left of each grouping of two bl ack
keys. By picturing the C keys relative to their juxtaposition with
bl ack keys, you can quickly identify each C note by sight.

Practice finding and playing C notes up and down your keyboard
now. Do you notice yet a simlarity in their sounds?

There are 8 different Cs on a full piano keyboard. The one
cl osest to the center of the keyboard is called middle C.

Once you locate a C, you can then figure out the rest of the
white keys by applying the first seven letters of the al phabet to
them A basic kindergarten education is all that’s necessary. Take
sonme tinme to nenorize these seven different notes by name, and
learn to identify themon the keyboard w thout hesitation. Use the
patterns of the black keys (groupings of three and two) as a guide
to help you | ocate these notes. The qui cker you can identify these
notes by nane, the faster you |l earn songs and the sooner the fun
begi ns.

If nmusic is based on the al phabet, though, why do we begin with C
and not A? | really don’t know. In actuality, music “starts” nei-
ther with Cnor A It’s cyclical and repetitive. You will m sl ead
yourself if you get it in your mnd that nusic nmust start on any
particul ar note. go to next page
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The Staff
fa
The treble clef staff |ooks |ike this: %
e

This staff has five lines and four spaces. The |ines and spaces
correspond to letter nanes--in fact they correspond to the nanes of
the notes in nusic. Frombottomto top the lines are naned E GB D
F and the spaces are naned F A C E. Thus the lines and the spaces
together read (frombottomto top) EF GAB CDE F. Misic uses
the letters of the al phabet fromA through Gin a repeating pat-
tern. A nusical note is represented by a dot or small circle on the
staff, and it takes on the nane of the line or space upon which it
is placed and represents the correspondi ng nusi cal note. Thus,
these notes on the staff...

?% r4_r4_r*gri~rig.
AN

MiddleC

N

..correspond to these keys on the keyboard:

|0 (E |F [G | A6 (S| DIE|F [t )4 (B

“Middle C” isthe C note at
the center of the keyboard

Sonetinmes we need to add little |lines above or below the staff to
i ndicate certain notes. For exanple, this is how mddle Clooks in

notation form %

Y

Menorize the nanes of the Iines and spaces of the witten staff.
Learn to correlate the notes of the staff with the keys of the key-
boar d.

This takes care of the white notes.
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Sharps and Flats (The Black Keys)

Sooner or later you will need to |l earn the bl ack keys on the key-
board. These are called the sharps and the flats. Wereas all the
white keys only have one specific name each, the black keys al
have two nanes. Each one can be designated either as a sharp (sym
bolized by #) or flat (synbolized by b). For exanple, the black key
imediately to the right of a Cis called alternatively C sharp
(C#) or (Db). Eventually you nust learn the nanmes of these bl ack
keys, and you nust | earn themboth ways. This is what they | ook
i ke on the keyboard:

AS SHARPS: C# D# F# G# A#
AS FLATS: Db Eb Gb Ab Bb

And this is what they |look like correspondingly in nusic nota-
tion:

SHARPS —— o —

]

FLATS % ia-i“r!?-

Notice that each of the black keys is naned after one of the
seven white keys. We're still using just A through G of the al pha-
bet .

One way to learn the sharps and flats is to renmenber that the
termsharp neans “higher” and the term flat neans “lower.” Thus, F#
is the black key that is imediately higher than (to the right of)
the white key F. This sane note could be called G b because it is
simul taneously just lower than (to the left of) the white key G

That takes care of the five black notes. W have now covered al
the notes in nmusic. There are 12 of them seven white ones and five
bl ack ones.

go to next page
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Note Duration (Rhythm)

There is nore to a nelody than the pitch of the notes invol ved.
Each note of a nelody, in addition to having a certain pitch, rmnust
| ast a certain length of tinme. Miusic notation takes this concept of
note length into account, but it is considered by many to be the
nost difficult aspect of learning to read nusic. Wth popul ar nu-
sic, however, rhythmc precision is nuch | ess an issue than nost
traditional teachers will let on.

Wil e classical nusic dictates that rhythm nust be precise, in
popul ar music it can be approxinmate. In fact the greatest pop pia-
nists will vary a song’s rhythmevery tine they play it. Wat does
this mean to you? It neans that if you can clap the rhythmto a
nmel ody, you can play it without having to | earn the nonmencl ature of
rhythmin nusic notation. As far as rhythm goes, close enough is
cl ose enough. In pop nusic we are | ess concerned with accuracy and
nore concerned with expression, feeling, and creativity. In fact,
if you are obsessed with accuracy; your expression, feeling, and
creativity will suffer for it. You can learn to count by approxi na-
tion and avoid learning rhythmnotation if you play nel odies that
are already famliar to you. But just for the record, these are the
note val ues and their correspondi ng synbols. Just renenber that
there is no set length of tine specified for any note val ue. Every-
thing is relative.

This is a whole note: @It’s held a relatively long tine.

This is a half note: J It’s held half as long as a whol e note.

The quarter note J is held half as long as a half note.

The ei ghth note is held half as long as a quarter note.

The sixteenth note is held half as long as an ei ghth note.

The stens of the notes can go either up or down. rlt makes no
di fference.

Successive eighth or sixteenth notes are sonetines witten |ike

A I TR T

A dot after a note increases its value by half again. J J J
. - +
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Now Try It Yourself

Here’'s a chance to put this | esson together. See if you can play
these two sinple nelodies on a keyboard. If this is all new to you,
you may find it difficult relating the synbolismof the printed
music to the keyboard. The solution? Cheat. Wite the letter nanes
of the notes under each note in the nusic exanples below Then take
a pencil and lightly wite the correct nanes of the notes on the
keys of your piano. O you can buy a cardboard note identification
overlay for your keyboard at a nusic store.

Now pl ay the songs using the nusic notation as a guide, but
nostly by duplicating the song as you hear it in your mnd. These
tunes should be fam liar enough to you to be able to recreate them
at the piano. Use the witten nusic as a guide only. Don't try to
take it too literally. Relax, create, enjoy.

Is this method ethical? If the results are nusical, who cares how
scrupul ous your nethodol ogy is?

Skip To My Lou
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Take the Next Step
What you just read sunmarizes the basics of nusic notation. Yes,

it my seema little technical if this is brand new to you. But
here’s the good news:
1) This is all the technical stuff you really need to knowto
get started.
2) You don’t even have to becone an expert at it.
3) The next step is even easier, nore fun, and will have you
pl ayi ng your favorite songs with both hands in record tine.
Since 1982 we have specialized in providing the finest possible
instruction in all aspects of pop piano. Now that you’ ve conquered
Skip to My Lou and Jingle Bells , you' re ready for bigger and bet-
ter things. W have hone study cassettes avail able to nake piano
playing a reality for you. Mre than 90,000 adults have success-
fully conpleted our initial program Popular Chord Style Piano ,
and have started maki ng piano playing an inportant part of their
| ives. Many have gone beyond the basic course to play at near pro-
fessional |levels. Don't be left out.

So here’s what to do next.
1) If you have not had experience with chords yet, order Popu-

lar Chord Style Piano , the workbook with CD or cassette
course for beginners.
2) Oherwise, if you already understand the basics of the chord
system you can explore this fascinating world in nore depth
W th our nunerous suppl enentary prograns.
Whet her you want to play in public or just do it for yourself,
| mprovi se the blues or play by ear--we've got what you need to fil
in the gaps. You'll not only | earn what you need to know in record
time, you'll have FUN doing it.
So bring your piano back to life. Don't just observe nusic, nake

it. Be a part of it. There's really nothing else like it.

Visit our website at www.pianofun.com
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