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  For Bill, without whom I could never have done this.




  INTRODUCTION




  Playing the piano can be simultaneously rewarding, frustrating, and enjoyable. Learning to play is a gradual process requiring considerable patience, but if you persevere you will experience many rewards. You’ll feel the joy of having the melody and accompaniment in your two hands, and you’ll feel a terrific sense of accomplishment.




  Examining the history of keyboard instruments reveals many wonderful innovations. Before the piano appeared about 1720, the harpsichord had prominence. The mechanism for that instrument was a string plucked by a sharpened and shaped quill affixed to a “jack,” which was placed at a right angle to the key. When you pressed the key the jack moved up and the quill plucked the string.




  The harpsichord was made larger and louder by adding a second keyboard (and therefore another set of strings), sometimes a pedal keyboard, and for a single-keyboard instrument, a second set of strings tuned an octave higher. But no matter how you struck the keys, the tone did not change, and the sound decayed quickly.




  With the invention of the fortepiano (Italian for “loud/soft”), as it was originally called, the sound of the keyboard changed. You could produce both soft and loud sounds by touching the keys with varying degrees of weight. The piano eventually developed into the large instrument of today, with 88 keys (rather than 35), an iron frame (rather than a wooden one), and a complicated mechanism that uses felt hammers to strike the strings, dampers that cut off the sound as soon as the finger releases the key, an escapement action to let the hammer bounce away from the string as soon as it is struck, and pedals that control the dampers and regulate a softer sound. The development of the piano is a fascinating study!




  Why learn the piano? For one, the arrangement of black and white keys helps first-time players learn music notation more easily. That same arrangement of keys is also a tactile way to learn music. You can play all styles of music on the piano. The basics of playing and reading music can be applied to popular music, classical music, jazz, or any genre. Then there is the ensemble aspect; you can play alone or with another pianist, or with other instrumentalists. If you enjoy singing, you can accompany yourself on the piano; or you can accompany other singers.
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  In my career as a pianist, I have enjoyed accompanying singers, violinists, cellists, flutists, clarinetists, percussionists, and trumpet players. There is a special joy in playing with each of these instruments, and with groups of instrumentalists. Just as special is the experience of playing with other pianists, in duet, or in duo-piano format. The process of working out how and why to play a passage a certain way is very rewarding, and the prize is a public performance in which all the musical elements, and the way in which you have rehearsed them, come to light.




  To instruct students, no matter what age, in this same process, has been even more instructive to me. As a teacher I have observed the order in which musical learning takes place. My mentors and inspirations have taught me that you cannot play scales until you understand what a half step and a whole step are, and that you cannot play any kind of music successfully until you understand the building blocks for that music. My experience with many different types of music has taught me that the building blocks for all those different types are the same. Most important, I have learned that listening to music and hearing what goes into the making of the music is the best instructor.
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  It has been a revelation to put into writing the aspects of music that I teach. Teaching classes in beginning piano basics for adults has been most helpful, because I see the variety of paces at which adults learn. Usually because of their experiences with music, or lack of experiences with music, they learn at vastly different rates. Hopefully this book will be fulfilling to all types of learners. If a student needs to take time over a specific aspect of piano, he/she can stop in a certain place in the book and work it out slowly and thoroughly. If a person can read music and wants to go on to the next step, that person can easily skip to a part of the book that will challenge him/her. Knowing how much information to convey at certain times has forced me to think in detail about the data needed to learn the piano on one’s own.




  I hope that I have shown how much joy there is in making music, and how much joy there is in learning about piano, about music, and about practicing in order to make it all come together.




  What do you need in order to learn to play piano?




  1. You need an overwhelming desire to express yourself musically. Some people desire to sing; some people desire to dance; you want to play the piano.




  2. You need a piano, or an electric keyboard.




  3. You need a pedal with that keyboard. Often an electric piano comes with a little square pedal that slides on the floor or carpet (you have to tape it down!). I purchased a pedal that looks and feels like a real piano pedal, and it is definitely worth the extra money.




  4. You need the ability to listen. You need to listen intelligently to different kinds of music, and you need to listen intelligently to your own playing.




  5. You need the ability to make time for yourself. You need a block of time each day in which you can focus on learning to play the piano.




  6. Most of all, you need patience. Even for the most talented, the ability to play a piece of music takes lots of time. You must exercise your fingers so that they become equally facile, and this takes time and daily work. All the fantasizing, all the thinking about how to play and how to read music, does not substitute for daily practicing.




  As a child I sang as much as I played piano. I believe that has added to my ability to play music on an instrument. If you do not sing, I encourage you to do so. I hear you saying, “But I don’t sing.” It doesn’t matter if you cannot carry a tune. It doesn’t matter if you have the smallest range (between your lowest note and your highest note). It doesn’t matter what kind of music you sing. Just sing! Sing in the shower, sing along with your iPod, sing along with the radio.
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  Why sing? Because you naturally let the music flow when you sing. One of the difficult things about learning to play the piano is the stop-and-start syndrome as you learn to read the notes. If you can imitate the flow of music from your singing (it doesn’t matter how you sing or how badly you sing, the music still flows), it helps your playing to the point where you enjoy listening to yourself. I believe this is very important: not only can you feel the music being played on the keyboard, you can hear that it sounds good.




  All of this brings us to an Important aspect of playing an instrument: relaxation. The best musicians in any style of music are the ones who are relaxed. It is much easier to practice and to play if you are relaxed. Whatever you do to relax, whether it be meditation or physical exercise or yoga, try to do it, or some of it, before you play or practice. As you play/practice, be conscious of your shoulders, arms, wrists, and legs. They should not feel tight or tense. Like any other exercise you will have to get accustomed to the feeling of relaxation. When you are first learning a new activity you feel like closing in and hiding yourself; but be more brazen! Sit tall on the piano bench, take a deep breath and let your lungs and chest expand. Let the breath out slowly. You should feel better, and ready to take on new things!




  




  CHOOSING A PIANO




  Your choice of a piano can be a grand, an upright, or an electric keyboard




  Your choice of instrument depends on several things: how much room you have; how much money you can spend; if the instrument will have to be moved often; and your preference. Remember that the piano is mechanical; the electric keyboard is electronic (even though some are made with weighted keys to imitate the action of a piano). The piano sound reacts to your touch and the way you press the keys. The electric keyboard will play softer or louder according to your touch, but cannot respond otherwise. If the instrument has to be moved often, consider an electric keyboard. You will also need a stand you can adjust to a comfortable height. When playing the forearms should be parallel to the floor.




  Grand Piano
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      	Strings are stretched parallel to floor; the shorter the string, the higher the sound.




      	There are over seven octaves.




      	Sizes, measured from front to back, range from baby (4½ to 5½ feet), to medium (5½ to 7½ feet), to concert (7½ to 9½ feet).




      	For smaller pianos, thicker strings help make up for the sonic deficiencies of shorter strings.


    


  




  Upright Piano
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      	Strings are stretched vertically, and still go from long (lower) to short (higher).




      	The keyboard is the same size as the grand.




      	Sizes, measured from the floor to the top of piano, range from spinet (36 to 39 inches) to console or studio (40 to 47 inches) to full size (48 to 60 inches).




      	Again, a smaller piano will have shorter and thicker strings.


    


  




  Electric keyboards come with 64, 76, or 88 keys. Some have built-in speakers; others will need a speaker or speakers to plug into. With an electric keyboard you can plug in earphones, and no one can hear you playing. A flat, square pedal may come with your keyboard. You can purchase a more realistic damper pedal that looks and feels like the damper pedal on a real piano.




  The features of the electric keyboard are as varied as the number of keyboards you see! Study the choices carefully; list the features you need, and the features that are extras.




  Electric Piano
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      	This one is made to look like a real upright piano, with a solid back and sides.




      	It is not portable, and the speakers are built in.




      	Sounds vary by brand and may include two or more different piano sounds, a harpsichord sound, an organ sound, and a vibra-phone sound.




      	Choices of sounds differ with each brand. There are plugs for attaching earphones, and perhaps a midi (musical instrument digital interface) device.


    


  




  If purchasing an acoustic piano, consider that the longer the strings, the better sound you will have. The better the tone, the more you will want to play. Shop around and play as many pianos as you can. If you feel shy about playing in front of other people, take a more experienced player with you. But do play keys from each section of the keyboard to hear its sound and feel the action (the ease with which the keys are pressed).




  Portable Electric Piano
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      	This keyboard is easily moved, but there needs to be a stand to hold it (usually an extra purchase).




      	Many portables need outside speakers to plug into (usually an extra purchase).




      	You can plug in earphones, a pedal, and a midi connection to a computer.




      	You can have many percussion sounds, and in some cases percussion rhythms for certain types of music (rock, swing, tango, waltz, etc.).


    


  




  MOVING AROUND THE KEYBOARD




  To get the feel of the piano, start with the black keys




  Sit in the middle of the piano bench, facing the middle of the keyboard. Touch the two black keys in front of you, then other two-black-key groups, going either direction. Play them with any fingers, separately or in clusters. Do the same with the three-black-key groups. You are playing to hear the sound these keys make, and to feel at ease with moving along the keyboard. There are no “mistakes” when you pay. Everything is experimental. Leave yourself open to playing the black keys different ways: louder, softer, single keys, clusters of keys, higher keys (going to the right), lower keys (going to the left). Maybe you will play three or four keys and it will remind you of a tune you know. See if you can find the rest of the tune. The simplest tunes you might find are “Hot Cross Buns” and “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”




  Two Black Keys; C-D-E
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      	Play the middle two black keys with any finger of the right hand; then play the three white keys that touch them: C-D-E.




      	Sing names out loud as you play C-D-E up the keyboard (to the right).




      	Hear each group get higher in pitch as you play higher.




      	Start at the lower end (left) of the keyboard and, using the left hand, any finger, play C-D-E going higher (to the right).


    


  




  Three Black Keys; F-G-A-B
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      	Play a group of three black keys near the middle of the keyboard. Use any finger of the right hand; then play the four white keys that touch them F-G-A-B.




      	Sing names out loud as you play F-G-A-B up the keyboard (to the right).




      	Hear each group get higher in pitch as you play higher.




      	Start at the lower end (left) of the keyboard and, using the left hand, any finger, play F-G-A-B going higher (to the right).


    


  




  All this playing is to make you comfortable at the keyboard. If you are relaxed, you will find it easier to play. Also, playing only the black keys makes a nice sound.




  When you are accustomed to the black keys, and moving all over the keyboard, learn the names of the white keys that touch them. The first seven letters of the alphabet—A, B, C, D, E, F, G—are used to name the keys, and they are easily found if you associate them with the groups of black keys. As you practice playing these keys, try closing your eyes and feeling the two black keys, then playing either C, D, or E; play these in different places on the keyboard. Do the same with the three black keys: close your eyes, feel the three black keys, then play either F, G, A, or B.




  Playing Position Check Points
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      	When playing, the forearms should be parallel to the floor, so bench height is important.




      	Wrists need to be straight, not elevated, not pushed down.




      	You should sit far enough away from the piano to allow arms to freely move along the keyboard.




      	Place feet flat on the floor, about a foot apart.
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  PEDALS




  The part of the piano that makes it special




  There are usually three pedals: the right pedal is the sustaining pedal, also called the damper pedal. It controls the dampers (which keep the strings from vibrating). The left pedal is the soft pedal, also called the “una corda pedal” on a grand piano. The middle pedal can function in a variety of ways, depending on what type of piano you have.




  It is useful to know how the key mechanism works. When you press a key, a felt hammer strikes three strings (or two, or one, as you go lower) that are tuned the same; the damper lifts off the strings, and the strings vibrate, creating the sound. An escapement action allows the hammer to bounce back so it does not inhibit the strings from vibrating. When you release the key, the damper goes onto the strings, stopping the vibrations and thereby the sound.




  Pedals
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      	The right foot operates the right (damper) pedal.




      	The left foot operates either the left or middle pedal.




      	You can use the right and left feet at the same time.


    


  




  Soft Pedal
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      	On a grand piano, the left, or soft pedal shifts the hammers slightly to the right so that they strike two strings instead of three.




      	On an upright piano, the soft pedal moves the hammer rail closer to the strings so that the hammers do not have far to go to strike the strings.


    


  




  With the ball of your right foot, press the right pedal, keeping the heel on the floor. All the dampers are lifted away from the strings; all the strings can vibrate. If you simply speak loudly and sharply, strings will vibrate in response. Still pressing the pedal, play one key. Notice the full, rich sound. Release the pedal and play the same note. The sound is much drier.




  Now have some fun with your piano! Press the damper pedal with the right foot and play black keys only, but play them all over the keyboard. What a great sound! You sound ike you've been taking lessons for years! Play some white keys. It is starting to sound murky, so release the pedal. This “having fun” should be a part of your practice routine. It helps you relax and allows you to look at your hands and fingers to see their playing shapes.




  Using the Pedals
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      	The pedal is pressed down with the ball of the foot, while the heel remains on the floor.




      	Pedal indications in music may be a solid line under notes to be pedaled, or the abbreviation, “Ped.”




      	Play black keys all over the keyboard with the damper pedal pressed, and listen to the full, sustained sound.
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  FINGER PATTERNS & NUMBERS




  Along with the note symbols, the finger numbers help you remember patterns




  Music is read by patterns. Just as you read a book by joining several words in a glance, you read music by joining several notes and making sense of those notes. “Making sense” starts with intervals, or the distances of notes/keys from each other. Be sure you understand that “up” on the page means to the right on the keyboard. “Down” on the page means to the left on the keyboard. You can get used to this direction-interval combination by first playing on the black keys down the keyboard, listening to the sound of “lower.” Combine this with finger number practice, noting that as the right hand plays down, the finger numbers are backwards; i.e. fingers 4-3-2 playing down the three black keys. In the left hand, playing down the keyboard indicates fingers 2-3-4 on the three black keys.




  Finger Numbers
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      	The thumb, although not technically a finger, is the strongest digit; so it is no. 1.




      	On the other side of the hand is the pinky; it is no. 5.




      	The longest fingers are: index, 2, middle, 3, and ring, 4.




      	An exercise: lay hands flat, palms down, on a table; tap fingers 3, then 4, then 5. End with tapping fingers 2, then 1.
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  Now choose three white keys to play—G-A-B, for example—and let both hands play, one at a time, that particular set of white keys nearest each hand. Play down the keyboard and notice that as you play each note, the letter names of the keys are backwards; B-A-G. The right hand fingers are 4-3-2; the left hand fingers are 2-3-4.




  Do the same for other groups of three white keys: D-E-F, for instance; or A-B-C. Always notice the direction—up for higher, down for lower.




  Fingers on Consecutive White Keys (2nds)
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      	You can begin to feel finger/music patterns by practicing finger numbers on the white keys.




      	Fingers 2-3, or 3-2, can play keys F-G. These are next-door-neighbor white keys, or 2nds.




      	Play all the F-G’s on the piano with fingers 2-3 (right hand), or fingers 3-2 (left hand).




      	Practice playing fingers 2-3-4 (right hand) on F-G-A; fingers 4-3-2 (left hand) on F-G-A. Play all the notes of those names on the piano. Sing the names of the notes as you play.


    


  




  

    ZOOM


  




  

    An interval is the distance between two tones: an interval of a 2nd may include two neighboring white keys, or two letter names: C-D for instance.


  




  Fingers Playing Skips (3rds)
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      	You can practice skipping white keys. When you skip a white key, skip a finger. This interval is called a 3rd.




      	Play G up to the next B with right hand fingers 2 to 4. Listen for the pleasant sound (consonance) as you play back and forth, G-B-G-B.




      	Play an F up to the next A with right hand fingers 1 to 3.




      	Play all the above with the left hand, below the middle of the keyboard.


    


  




  LISTENING




  A very important and often neglected aspect of playing music is listening to music




  These days there is background music everywhere wego: in the bank, the dentist's office, the restaurant. I suppose someone decided this background music was relaxing. But all it has done is teach us NOT to really listen to music.




  A big part of playing an instrument is hearing. We can close our eyes and still play the piano, but if we close our ears, it is very difficult to play.




  The Active Brain
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      	Not only are your brain cells activated by playing an instrument, they actually “light up” when you actively listen to music.




      	Brains trained to listen to music passively—at gas stations, in elevators—must be retrained to listen actively.


    


  




  Take a few moments to listen to a different kind of music. If you only know popular music, try listening to a classical piece. If you prefer classical, try listening to some popular music. If you have never thought about what you are hearing, try these steps from my friend, Kathleen Adkins:




  Listening While Playing
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      	Play the three black keys, as a cluster, then one note at a time.




      	Listen with your eyes closed; play up (to the right), then down (to the left).




      	Can you hear the difference between the up and down patterns?




      	Look at your hands as you move the right hand up to the next group of three black keys and play them up, then down.




      	Do the same with the left hand, but the next group of three black keys down.


    


  




  Step 1. Listen to the music. Set aside enough time to listen to the whole piece without distractions. Sit quietly and focus only on listening. Don’t let it become background music! Absorb it as completely and attentively as you can.




  Step 2. Wait a few hours or a day and listen to the same piece again.




  Once again, block out or eliminate distractions. This time, watch out for two things:




  a. Familiar parts. Do you recognize melodies, passages, and harmonies from the first listening?




  b. Your emotions. Does the music make you feel joyful? Sad? Let that feeling flow freely




  Step 3. Listen to the same piece a third time. Do the same things you did in steps 1 and 2. Add one more thing; anticipation. See if you can anticipate a melody, an orchestral color, a harmony, before it happens. Do you find yourself looking forward to a phrase or chord? The more you listen to a great piece, the deeper your response to it will become.




  Differences with the Pedal
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      	Press your right foot down on the far right pedal. Then play a note.




      	Do you hear how the note resonates and lingers?




      	Now lift the foot off the pedals and play the same note again. Do you hear the difference?
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  RHYTHM NOTATION




  See how the rhythm is organized




  Western music is organized into measures, separated by bar lines. At the beginning of the piece there is a time signature that tells you the number of beats in a measure (often called a “bar”) and what kind of note gets one beat. Measures help you to see how the melody and the harmony are grouped. (“Melody” is the horizontal aspect of music; “harmony” is the vertical aspect.)




  Reading the Music
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      	The vertical lines are bar lines; the bar lines separate the measures.




      	The time signature shows the number of beats in each measure, and the kind of note that equals one beat.




      	There are three measures in this sample, each ending with a double bar, which should be used at the end of each piece of music.
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