([~~~

060

Pilano

dummies

A Wiley Brand

Explore the basics of
the piano keyboard
Read music and understand
keys and time signatures

Play melodies and hone
your techniques

!! HALeL EONARD®
Adam Perimutter






ummies

A Wiley Brand






[~ ~

060

Pilano

3rd Edition

Revised by Adam Perimutter

dummies

A Wiley Brand



Piano For Dummies®, 3rd Edition

Published by: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774, www.wiley.com
Copyright © 2020 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey
Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permitted under Sections
107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without the prior written permission of the Publisher. Requests to
the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River
Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Trademarks: Wiley, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, and related
trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and may not be used without written
permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc., is not
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR MAKE NO
REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CONTENTS
OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION WARRANTIES
OF FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES OR
PROMOTIONAL MATERIALS. THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES CONTAINED HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR
EVERY SITUATION. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH THE UNDERSTANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS NOT ENGAGED
IN RENDERING LEGAL, ACCOUNTING, OR OTHER PROFESSIONAL SERVICES. IF PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE IS
REQUIRED, THE SERVICES OF A COMPETENT PROFESSIONAL PERSON SHOULD BE SOUGHT. NEITHER THE
PUBLISHER NOR THE AUTHOR SHALL BE LIABLE FOR DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM. THE FACT THAT AN
ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/OR A POTENTIAL SOURCE OF
FURTHER INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE AUTHOR OR THE PUBLISHER ENDORSES THE INFORMATION
THE ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE MAY PROVIDE OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE. FURTHER, READERS
SHOULD BE AWARE THAT INTERNET WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED OR DISAPPEARED
BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within
the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002. For technical support, please visit
www.wiley.com/techsupport.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material included with
standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or in print-on-demand. If this book refers to
media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the version you purchased, you may download this material at
http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com. All music
engravings and illustrations © John Wiley and Sons, Inc.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2020938973
ISBN: 978-1-119-70097-5 (pbk); ISBN 978-1-119-70102-6 (ebk); ISBN 978-1-119-70106-4 (ebk)
Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 87 654321


http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com/techsupport
http://booksupport.wiley.com/
http://www.wiley.com/

Contents at a Glance

Introduction.................. 1
Part 1: Getting Started with Piano.............................. 5
CHAPTER1: PreparingtoPlayaPiano ... 7
cHAPTER 22 Meeting the Keyboard Family....... ... it 17
cHAPTER 3: Finding the Perfect Keyboard........ ... .o, 29
cHAPTER 4: Taking Good Care of Your Keyboard. ............. ... ..ot 51
cHapPTER 5:  Eighty-Eight Keys, Three Pedals, Ten Fingers, and Two Feet.......... 59
Part 2: Deciphering Squiggles on Paper

toCreateSound............................ 75
cHAPTER 6: Reading Linesand Spaces. ... ...ttt 77
cHAPTER 7: JOining the Rhythm Nation .......... ... ..o it 91
cHapTEr 8: Changingthe BeatenPath......... ... . i, 111
Part3:OneHandataTime.................................... 131
cHAPTER9: PlayingaMelody. ... e 133
cHAPTER 10: Scaling to New Heights .......... ... i i i 149
cHAPTER 11: Hey, Don't Forget Lefty! . ... oo 165
Part 4: Living in Perfect Harmony ............................ 187
cHAPTER 12: The Building Blocks of Harmony ........... ..ot 189
cHAPTER 13: Understanding Keys. . ... e 209
cHAPTER 14: Filling Out Your Sound with Chords. ........... ... ... ..ooa... 221
Part 5: Technique Counts for Everything.................... 241
cHAPTER 15: Dressing Up Your MusiC. . ... 243
CHAPTER 16: GIrEat GrOOVES . . .ottt 267
cHAPTER 17: Perusing the Aisle of Style. .. ... ... i 287
Part6:The PartofTens......................................... 311
CHAPTER 18: Ten Ways to Improve Your Practice and Performance ............. 313
CHAPTER 19: Ten Ways to Supplement ThisBook ...t 319
CHAPTER 20: Ten Questions to Ask Prospective Teachers ...................... 333

Appendix: About the Website: Audio Tracks
andVideo Clips.................cooii 339






Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION ... e 1

About ThiS BOOK. ... ..o 1

Foolish ASSumptions. . ...t i e 2

lcons Used iNnThiSBOOK .. ....ovvun i e 3

Beyond the BoOK. ... .ot 3

Whereto GofromHere ... 4

PART 1: GETTING STARTED WITHPIANO ..................... 5

caerer: PreparingtoPlayaPiano ............................... 7

Knowing Why the Piano IsSo Special........... ... ... it 8

Advantages to playingthepiano............. . ... . oL 8

Advantages to studying music atthe piano..................... 8

Askillandanart ... ... 9
Understanding Why People Take Piano

Lessons(And Why They Often Quit) ......ooviiiin .. 10

Getting to Know Your Instrument. ...........coo .., 11

Comprehending the Languageof Music .............. ...t 12

Developing an ear for horizontal and vertical music............ 13

Getting to know musical formsandstyles..................... 13

Startingto Playthe BestWay. .......ooivini i 14

Being Aware of What You Already Know about Playing the Piano....15

ciarrer 2. Meeting the Keyboard Family..................... ... 17

Looking atthe AcousticOnes ....... ..ot 18

PIaN0S . o e 18

Harpsichords ...... ..o 22

PIpE Organs. . ..o v 24

Identifying the ElectricOnes ..., 25

The nuts and bolts of electronicsound ....................... 26

SYNENESIZErS . ottt e 26

Digital keyboards. . ...t e 27

caerer3: Finding the Perfect Keyboard ......................... 29

To Hum or Not to Hum: Electric or Acoustic (OrBoth)?............. 30

BUying an acoustiC. . ......covtin i e 30

Buyingadigital. ... 32

Buyingahybrid ... ..o 34

Picking the Perfect AcousticPiano ......... ... it 34

Taking locationintoaccount ..........cooviiiiii i, 35

Getting all the pedalsyoudeserve...............covvvinann.. 35

Finding good buys (and avoidingscams)...................... 36

Table of Contents vii



If you've heard one, you haven't heard themall................ 37

Looking at some specific pianobrands ....................... 37
Selecting a Digital Keyboard ThatLasts................... .. ..., 38
Digital pianosand organs. .. .......ooveiiinn e 39
ATTANGEIS .« ettt e e 40
Stage PIANOS. . ottt 40
Workstations . ... 40
SYNENESIZErS . ottt e 40
Avoiding obsolescence . ... ..o e 41
Knowing the digital featuresyouwant........................ 41
Browsing some specific keyboard brands..................... 43
Other electrickeyboards ........ ... .. i 45
Before You Drive It Off the Lot: Sealing the Deal at the Store ....... 45
Taking it foraspin. ..o i e e 45
Lovingand leaving it.......oviuiiin it 46
Refusing to pay the stickerprice........... .. oo, 46
Shopping online. . ...t 47
The MIDIPlacesYou Can GO . ... oo it e e e 48
AMIDI Primer. . e 48
Keyboard to computer ..ottt i 49
Keyboardtokeyboard ........ ... oo 50
MIDl and musicnotation ............. .o 50
cuaerera: Taking Good Care of Your Keyboard ................. 51
Providing a Good Placeto Live ...... ... .o iiiiiiiiiiinaan, 51
Making It Shine: Cleaning Your Keyboard . ....................... 52
Calling In a Pro for General Checkups and Serious Repairs......... 54
Tuning acoustic keyboards. . .......... ... i i 54
Keeping digital keyboards happy ............ccoiiiiii... 56
Dealing with serious keyboard problems ..................... 57
Taking the Worry Out of Moving Your Acoustic Piano.............. 58
CHAPTER 5: Eighty-Elght Keys, Three Pedals,

Ten Fingers,and TwoFeet ............................. 59
Finding the Keys, EaSy Peasy . ......ovviiiinnt i 59
Thewhite keys . ... 60
The black keys . ... 62
Discovering What Your Parents Never Told You about Posture. .. ... 63
To sit or not to sit: That's the real question.................... 64
Sitting down: Chairs versus benches ......................... 65
Using standsandracks. ..........oiviiinniiiiinnn... 67
Paying Attention to Hand Positioning ................. ... ... 68
Arch those handsandfingers ......... . ... .. ... 68
FINgeriNg . ottt e 69
Giving your hands and fingersarest .............c.oov oo, 70

viii Piano For Dummies



Pedal Power: Getting Your Feetin onthe Action .................. 71

Pianopedals. ... ..ot 72
Digital keyboardpedals ........ ... 73

PART 2: DECIPHERING SQUIGGLES
ON PAPERTO CREATESOUND..................ociiiii 75
ciarrere: Reading Linesand Spaces............................. 77
Your GuidetoaPianoScore ......... it 78
Employing a staff of fivelines ................ ... . ....... 78
Hangingfromaclef...... ... . . i 80
Double Your Staff, Double Your Fun. ...t 85
Grand staff and ledgerlines. ............ ..., 85
Climbing up the staffand beyond. ........................... 87
An octave above, an octavebelow ............ ... oL 87
Punctuating Music: BarLines. ..., 88
Continuing to Read: DON'tStop. ..ot i it 89
ciarrer7: JOining the Rhythm Nation ........................ ... 91
Eyeing Tempo: TheBeat Goes On. .......oviiiiniiin it 92
Measuring the beat usingtempo ..., 92
Grouping beats in Measures . ......oont ittt 93
Serving Some Musical Pie: Basic Note Values..................... 94
Quarter notes: One pieceatatime ............... ..o vn.... 95
Half notes: Halfthepie......... ... o i 95
Whole notes: Thewholepie............co i, 96
Counting allthe pieces....... ..ot 97
Faster Rhythms, Same Tempo. ...t 97
Eighthnotes. ... e 98
Sixteenthnotesandmore .............o i, 99
Listening for the Sound of Silence: Rests. . ..........covvii.. ... 100
Wholeand halfrests....... ..., 100
Quarter restS and MOre . ..ottt 101
Counting Out Common Time Signatures. ....................... 103
Commontime:4/4meter. . ...oooi it 104
Waltztime: 3/4meter. .. ..o 104
March time: 2/4 meter .. ..ot 105
B/ M. .t 106
Playing Songs in Familiar Time Signatures ...................... 106
carrere: Changing the BeatenPath....................... ... 111
Getting a Jump on the Start: Pickup Beats and Measures. ......... 111
Adding Time to Your Notes with Tiesand Dots .................. 113
Linking notes usingties ...t 113
Extending notesusingdots . ..........c.. i 113

Table of Contents ix



Playing Offbeat Rhythms . ... ... . o i 116

Tripletslove chocolate ......... .o 117

Swing and shuffletime....... ... ... o i 118

SYNCOPALION ..ttt e 120

Playing Songs with Challenging Rhythms ....................... 121

PART 3: ONEHAND ATATIME................................ 131
CHAPTER 9: Playlng a Melody ........................................ 133
Let Your Fingers DotheWalking........... ... oot 134

Getting into the Right Position ........... ... ... 135
CPOSItION e e 135

G POSItION .« et e 140

Shifting your hand positionasyouplay...................... 141

Crossing Your Fingers and Hoping ItWorks . .................... 142
Crossingoveryourthumb....... ... ... .o .. 142

Passing yourthumbunder............ ... ... i 143

Playing Melodies in the Right Hand ............................ 144
cuarrer 10: SCaling to New Heights ................................ 149
Building a Scale, StepbyStep ... o 150
SteppingUptothe Majors. ... 151
Understanding majorscales ..........cooviiiiinninenn... 152

Trying a major scale exercise. . .......oivinvineinennn.n. 154

Exploring Minor Variations. . ...t 155

Natural minorscales. ... 155
Harmonicminorscales. ......... ... o i, 156
Melodicminorscales ......... ... i i 157

Trying minor scale exercises ...........ccooiiiiiiinninnn.. 158

Showing Your Rebellious Side with Blues Scales ................. 160

Playing Songs Made of Scales ......... ..., 161
ciarrer 11: Hey, Don't Forget Lefty! ............................... 165
Exploring the Keyboard's WestSide............ ... ... ... ... 165

Moving into POSItION . . .. .o vt e 166

Getting used to the new neighborhood. ..................... 166

Tackling Some Left-Hand Melodies. .............. ...t 169
Practicing Some South-Paw Scales............. ... ... ... 170

C G and Fmajor. ...t 170

A E,andDnaturalminor. ... i 171

A harmonic and melodicminor............... ... o .. 172

Trying Accompaniment Patterns. ........... ... ..o 172
Three-note patterns ... ...t e 173

Four-note patterns ...t 174

Piano For Dummies



Adding the Left Hand to the Right Hand ........................ 177

Sharing the melody inbothhands ....................... ... 178

Melody plusonenote. ... ..ot 178

Melody plus three-note accompaniment pattern.............. 180

Melody in UNisSON OCtaVesS. ..ot v vttt e 180

Playing Songswith BothHands. .............. ... .. ... .. .... 182

PART 4: LIVING IN PERFECT HARMONY..................... 187
cuarrer 12 The Building Blocks of Harmony..................... 189
Measuring MelodicIntervals . ...... ... ... oo, 190

Interval shorthand. ....... ... ... i i 191

SECONAS. ot 192

TS, oo 193
Fourthsandfifths .......... .. o i 194
Sixthsandsevenths. ........ ... .. i i i 196

OCtaVES . oo e 197

Combining Notes for HarmonicIntervals .................... ... 197

Playing two notes together ........... . ... . ... . oL 197

Adding intervalstothemelody............ ... ... oot 198
Harmonizing with the lefthand. ............................ 200

Playing Songs with More Harmony. ........... ..., 202
ciarrer 1z Understanding Keys. ... 209
HomingInon HomeKey ... ...t 209
Awholeringofkeys ...... ... 210

Using keystoplay music ... ..coviininnii i 211

Reading key signatures. ....... ..ot 212

Leaving and returning to the “home”key .................... 217

Playing Songs with Key Signatures . ......... ... ..o, 218
cuarrer 12: Filling Out Your Sound with Chords................. 221
Tapping into the Power of Chords ...t 221
Dissecting the AnatomyofaTriad ............ ...t 222

Starting Out with Major Chords .............coiiiiii ... 223
Branching Out with Minor Chords ............. ... ... oo .. 224
Exploring Other Typesof Chords ......... ...t 225
Tweaking the fifth: Augmented and diminished chords . ....... 225

Waiting for resolution: Suspended chords ................... 227
AddingtheSeventh. ... ... .. 228

Reading Chord Symbols........ ... oo 229

Playing with Chord Inversions. ..., 232

Putting inversionstowork .. ...t 233

Flipping the notes fantastic . .......... ..., 233

Playing Songs with Chords. ........ ... .. i, 235

Table of Contents xi



PART 5: TECHNIQUE COUNTS FOR EVERYTHING.......... 241

cuarrer1s: Dressing Up Your Music ..., 243
Playing Dynamically ...ttt 243
Starting with basic volume changes......................... 244
Wideningtherange. ... ..ot 244
Making gradual shiftsinvolume............................ 245
Articulatingthe Positive ... i 246
Interpreting articulation symbols ............. ... ... ... 247
The power of articulation.............. ..., 248
Controllingthe Tempo . ... oot e 249
Putting the PedaltotheMetal.............. ... o i, 250
Usingthedamperpedal.......... ... ... 250
Getting the hard facts on soft-pedaling...................... 251
Eyeingthe middlepedal.............. .., 252
Touching on Grace NOTeS. . ..o vttt e as 253
Tackling Trilling ..ot 254
Dazzling Your Audience: GlisS . . ... 255
Trembling Tremolos .. ...t e 257
Dressing Up YOUr SONES. ..ottt 260
chapTer16: GreAt GrOOVEeS . ... ... ... 267
Great Left-Hand Accompaniment Patterns. ..................... 267
Fixed and brokenchords ............ .. ... ... o L 268
Chord picking . . ...t 270
Octave hammering . ...ttt i e i 270
Bouncy rock patterns . ...t 272
Melodicbasslines...... ... .. i 275
Applying GreatIntrosand Finales. .......... ... .. oo, 277
The bigentrance ... ..ot e 279
Exit, stage left. .. ..ot 281
Playing Songs with Left-Hand Grooves ......................... 284
cuarrer17: Perusing the Aisleof Style ............................ 287
Taking Aim at Classical Music ....... ..., 287
Playingthe Blues. ... e e 290
Cluesfortheblues ... 290
12-barditties ... .o 290
Changing itup ..o 291
Rockin"aroundthe Keys. ... ...t 293
Rocking ingredients. ... ...t 294
Slammingand jamming ............ i i 294
You're a Little BitCountry. ..ot 295
Country-style COOKINg . ... oot 295
Finger-pickin’ 800d . ... ... it e 295

xii Piano For Dummies



Popl Goesthe Piano ........ ..t 297

Popular picks . ... 297
Toppingthecharts ... 297
SoulSearching . ... .ooui i 298
SavIiNg YoUr SOUL. ..o ot 298
MOtOWN SOUNAS . .« .\ ottt e 299
Funky sounds goin‘round ........ ...t 300
AllThat Jazz. . oo e 300
JAzZZINg It UP. .o e 301
IS UP O YOU. ottt et e e e e 301
Substitutingchords. . ... o i 301
Playing Songs in FavoriteStyles ........ ... ... oo, 304
PART6: THEPARTOFTENS.................... 31
cuarer 13: T€N Ways to Improve Your Practice and
Performance............................... 313
Be Comfortable at AllTimes ... 313
Shut Off the Distractions .......... . 314
Make a Scheduleand aList...........cooiiiiiiiiiiin... 314
Get into Deconstruction. ...t i e 315
Usea Metronome . . ...ttt 315
Rehearse Your Dress Rehearsals ..., 315
Know Your Performance Piano.............ooviiiiiiiin.n. 316
FYOUMEMONIZE . o vt e e e e 316
Preempt Post-Performance Syndrome ............. ...t 316
Smileand Take @ BOW. . ..ot n i e 317
cHAPTER 19: T€N Ways to Supplement ThisBook................. 319
Working through Method Books. .......... ... ... .ot 319
Using Reference Books. . ... 320
Buying MUSICtO Play. . ...t e 321
Typesof printed music.........cooiiii i 321
Arrangements and transcriptions. . ........... .o 322
Fake bOOKS . ... 322
Where to buy printed music ........... ... i 323
Giggingwith Others. . ... . i e i 324
Pianoduets. . ... 324
Chamber groups . ..o 325
Bands. ... 325
Checking OQutthe Masters ........cooviiviii i i, 325
Johann SebastianBach.......... ... .. i i, 325
Ludwigvan Beethoven ......... ..ot iinnnn. 326
Johannes Brahms . ... i i 326
Frederic Chopin . ...t i e 326

Table of Contents xiii



Xiv

Franz Liszt. . oo e e 326

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart ...........oiiiiiiiiininnn.. 327
Sergei Rachmaninoff....... ... o i i 327
Attending Live ConNCerts ... ..o oot 327
Listeningto Recordings . ...t iiiinn i 328
Perusing record stores . ... ..ot 328
Shoppingonline. ... 328
Visiting the library . ... 329
Exchanging musicwith friends .............. .. ... . ... ... 329
Exploring Piano SitesontheWeb.......... ... ... .. oo int. 329
Enjoying Pianos onthe BigScreen ......... ... ..., 330
Realizing You're Not Alone. . ....ovvn i e 331
cuarer 20: T€N Questions to Ask Prospective Teachers.. ... .. 333
Whom Else Have You Taught?. . ... ... 333
How Long Have You Been Teaching and Playing? ................ 334
How Much Do You Expect Me to Practice? ...................... 334
Would You Mind Playing SomethingforMe? .................... 335
What Repertoire DoYouTeach? ....... ..., 336
How Do You Feel about Wrong Notes, Mistakes, and Slow
LarMerS? L e 336
What Methods Do You Use to Teach Piano?..................... 337
Where Will the Lessons Take Place?............. ... 337
How Much DoYou Charge?........coviiiiiiiii . 338
Do You Have StudentRecitals? ........... ... .ot 338
APPENDIX: ABOUT THE WEBSITE: AUDIO
TRACKS AND VIDEO CLIPS........coo i, 339
INDEX ... 345

Piano For Dummies



Introduction

elcome to Piano For Dummies, 3rd Edition. Don’t be nervous about want-

ing to play the piano; it’s just a big, lazy piece of oversized furniture

with a bunch of black and white keys on it. By selecting this book,
you’re taking the appropriate action to keep your piano from becoming a giant
dust collector.

If you’ve never seen or put your hands on a piano or keyboard, no problem. This
book starts at the very beginning and walks you through everything you need to
know to tame that beast and make it sing sweet music. You’ll also have fun along
the way.

About This Book

Because you’re in possession of a piano or keyboard or you have access to one, you
may need this book to figure out how to play it. Or you may want to study how to
read music. Maybe you already know how to play and you just want to improve
your playing skills or develop your style. Could be you’re interested in knowing
more about pianos and their performers. Or you may need some help buying a
keyboard or finding a teacher. For any of these reasons, this is the book for you.

You can use Piano For Dummies, 3rd Edition, as a teaching aid or just as a reference
book. Even if you already know how to play music, you may run across some new
tricks or techniques in these pages. If you read every page of this book and set
about to play the examples and listen to the audio tracks and watch the video clips
at www.dummies.com/go/piano, you’ll be able to read piano music; know the
names of notes, scales, and chords; understand a lot about different musical
styles; and in general get a solid handle on some fundamental piano skills.

If you have a few specific questions about playing piano or want to go directly to
something you’ve been dying to know, you’ll find the part titles, chapter titles,
and section headings practical and helpful. They make it easy to maneuver through
the book and find what you’re looking for.
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Note: Truth be told, reading music and coordinating your hands and fingers to play
musically on the piano are skills not learned in a day. It takes a bit of time and
dedication. Although you may have seen or heard about methods to play the piano
without reading music, this book isn’t one of them. Piano For Dummies, 3rd Edition,
follows the tried-and-true method of teaching the basics of reading notes and
rhythms from the get-go. And this book aims to do all that in a simple and fun way.

Within this book, you may note that some web addresses break across two lines of
text. If you’re reading this book in print and want to visit one of these web pages,
simply key in the web address exactly as it’s noted in the text, pretending as
though the line break doesn’t exist. If you’re reading this as an e-book, you’ve got
it easy — just click the web address to be taken directly to the web page.

Foolish Assumptions

In writing this book, I made a few assumptions about you, the reader:

¥ You like to listen to music and especially like the sound of a piano.

3 When you hear someone play the piano, it sparks something in you. You say
to yourself something along the lines of, “l wish | could play the piano.”

¥ You haven't had any piano lessons before, or you had some lessons at some
point in your life but you basically see yourself as a beginner. Either way, you'd
like it all laid out and explained in a simple and easy-to-understand way.

¥ If you have a piano or keyboard, you aren't playing it as much as you want to
and need some help getting to the music-making.

¥ If you don't have a piano or keyboard, you're considering the purchase of a
keyboard and welcome some help with the whole process. Most likely, your
keyboard will have at least 25 black and white keys, may or may not plug into
the wall, and will cost you as much as you're willing to part with.

3 You like to discover things for yourself.

If any of these assumptions is true for you, you’re reading the right book.
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Icons Used in This Book

@

REMEMBER

©

TIP

€)

CHECK IT
ouT

®

WARNING

o

WEB EXTRAS

PLAY IT
NOwW

As you go through the chapters of this book, you’ll find the following friendly
icons designed to draw your attention to different bits of information, from help-
ful guidance to pleasant diversions.

Be sure to pay attention to anything that has this icon attached. As you may guess,

it’s something important that you shouldn’t forget.

When you see this icon, you know some handy-dandy information follows that
can save you time, money, energy, and more.

This icon lets you know that there’s an audio track and, in many cases, a video clip
that demonstrates the concept, playing technique, or song discussed in the text.
Check out these online resources at www.dummies.com/go/piano to deepen your
understanding and speed your progress.

Pay attention to text featuring this icon. You can thank me later for showing you
how to avoid mistakes and problems.

This icon points out bonus material you can find online.

This icon suggests different music that you can play on your keyboard.

Beyond the Book

In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re reading right now,
this product also comes with some online goodies. Check out the eCheat Sheet at
www . dummies .com/cheatsheet/piano for common musical symbols, piano fin-
gerings, and the names of the piano keys.
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You can also find several other tidbits of information online about rhythm, mode,
and arpeggios. Go to www . dummies.com/extras/piano to read them.

You can view and listen to various techniques and songs that I discuss throughout
the book. Go to www.dummies.com/go/piano to download the audio tracks and
video clips. You can also discover a list of ten additional tips for making the most
of your practice sessions at this same site. When prompted, enter the username of
pianofordummies and the password of wiley.

Where to Go from Here

4

If you don’t know much about the piano as an instrument, start with Part 1 and
get to know the different types of pianos. Pianos are a wonder of the world.

If you’re thinking about buying a piano or keyboard, turn to Chapters 3 and 4.
They’ll leave you feeling so much more prepared for the tasks of shopping and
buying.

Check out the guide to reading music at the beginning of Chapter 6 and test your-
self by trying to identify the elements of music notation on a page of piano music.
(Don’t worry, there’s a key that tells you where to look for a reminder or an expla-
nation of each element.)

Go through Chapters 7 and 8, which cover rhythms. Reading and responding to
rhythm smoothly are huge components of reading music. If you can get your
rhythm down, it will make all the other elements come together much more easily.

If you already know how to read music, try Parts 3 and 4 for some scales, melo-
dies, chords, and more that fit your taste and technique. Skip around and play fun
songs while you expand your knowledge. If you have trouble playing something,
backtrack to where you can brush up on a particular technique.

To get an idea of the music you play as you work through this book, check out the
audio tracks and video clips on the accompanying website (www.dummies.com/go/
piano) and enter the username (pianofordummies) and password (wiley). Use the
audio track table at the back of the book to direct you to the written music.
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IN THIS PART ...

Find out what makes playing the piano so satisfying and
what elements come together to make beautiful piano
music (you're probably aware of some without even
knowing it). Also check out some tips that will make your
piano-playing journey a smooth one.

Take a tour inside the piano and meet the extended
family of keyboard instruments. Get the lowdown on the
two major players in the keyboard arena — acoustic and
electric pianos — along with an introduction to the organ
and the harpsichord.

Gather advice for finding and purchasing a piano or
keyboard, getting one that's not only right for you now
and but will also allow you room to grow as a musician.

Keep your instrument — be it a traditional piano or a
digital instrument — clean, in tune, and in perfect
working order.

Get to know the keyboard, what makes it tick, where to
put your hands and feet, and what all those keys are for.



IN THIS CHAPTER

» Understanding what makes the piano
unique

» Getting acquainted with the
instrument and reading music

» Discovering what you may already
know about playing piano

Chapter 1
Preparing to Play a Piano

love to run my fingers o’er the keys, the ivories.”

These lyrics from the 1915 Irving Berlin song, “I Love a Piano,” were no doubt true
for many people when they were written nearly 100 years ago. The piano was in
its heyday, and your average Joe and Jane felt owning and playing the piano in
their home was almost as important as putting a roof over it. But neither the song
nor the sentiment has lost its charm; the lyrics certainly ring true for a whole
bunch of people. The piano remains a very popular instrument, with the number
of piano lovers growing and its popularity spreading throughout the world. Even
as the piano is treasured for its quality as an instrument, it also adapts itself to the
changing times through technological advances.

This chapter helps you understand what makes the piano unique and what’s

involved in learning to play the piano. You may find out that you know a lot more
about music than you thought you did, even if you’re a beginner.
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Knowing Why the Piano Is So Special

Playing the piano involves the following fundamentally musical tasks:

¥ Playing different pitches and melodies
¥ Controlling the attack and release of a note

¥ Playing different dynamics (relative loudness and softness)

But playing the piano is different from playing other instruments in some impor-
tant respects, and the piano has several attributes that make it an ideal tool for
learning and understanding music.

Advantages to playing the piano

The piano occupies a central position in the world of music. It’s the gold standard
of musical instruments, utilized by composers and arrangers and featured rou-
tinely in nearly all musical styles, in chamber groups, rock bands, and jazz trios
(everything except marching bands). The following characteristics make the piano
a wonderful instrument:

3 You can play many different notes at the same time. The fancy word for
this characteristic is polyphonic.

¥ It's a completely solo instrument. You can play a complete song or other
musical work without requiring additional accompaniment or other help from
your musical friends. That makes the piano satisfying and self-sufficient.

¥ It's the perfect choice for accompaniment. You can accompany a singer, a
choir, a dance class, a silent movie, your own opera, or your own soap opera,
not to mention any other instrument.

3 You can play almost anything on the piano. The piano has an unmatched
repertoire of music. You name it, there's piano music for it.

Advantages to studying music at the piano

The piano is an ideal instrument for studying all about music, starting with the
design of the keyboard. As you sit in front of your keyboard, the notes are laid out
before your very eyes in a clear, organized, and orderly way. Understanding and
playing musical pitches is quite easy because the keyboard presents a clear visual
image for your brain to process the way musical notes go up (higher in pitch),
down (lower in pitch), or stay the same.

8 PART 1 Getting Started with Piano



Each key produces a single, distinct pitch, and you can’t beat that for simplicity.
Not much skill is required to make a nice, musical sound. Compared with some
other instruments I shall refrain from naming (well, okay: oboe and tuba, to name
just two), playing any key on the keyboard, no matter how high or low the pitch,
is as easy as playing any other key.

Another advantage of the piano is that you can play chords and layer sounds. The
keyboard makes it easy to play harmonies and immediately hear how a combina-
tion of notes sounds. This really seals the deal.

A skill and an art

After all is said and done, the reason playing piano is so special may be that it’s an
activity that invites your full participation and rewards you just as completely. It
has its mental side and its physical side. It requires both creativity and discipline,
and engaging your mind and body is deeply satisfying.

As you learn to read music and play the notes on the piano, you create information
loops from your brain throughout your body. The first loop is from your eyes to
your brain, as you take in the notes on the page and process the information. In
the second loop, your brain sends signals to your hands and fingers, telling them
how and where to move. Your fingers start to develop a sense of what it feels like
to move around the keyboard and use different kinds of touch to produce different
results from the piano. A third loop is made as your ears hear the sound from the
piano and send information back to your brain for it to process: Did I play the right
notes and rhythms? Did I play a note too loudly or softly? Does what I play sound
musical, overall? All this information helps you to modify the signals you send
throughout your body to improve the results.

This full-sensory experience is paired with an interpretive element, as your inner
artist is at work. The notes and directions on the page can only go so far in describ-
ing how the music should sound, which is why two pianists playing the same
piece may create noticeably different performances. Even two performances by
the same pianist will come out differently. Playing the piano lets you be the decider
when you make music: how fast, how slow, how much more, how much less, how
many encores to give your audience.

The combination of executing skills and interpreting the music is something that
happens each time you play. Even when you simply play what’s written, your per-
sonal interpretation comes through. With the piano, you’re a musician from
day one.

CHAPTER 1 Preparing to Play a Piano 9



Understanding Why People Take Piano
Lessons(And Why They Often Quit)

Many people start taking piano lessons as kids, when they don’t have much say in
the matter. But adults come to the piano for many reasons, including wanting to
take it up again because it didn’t stick the first time around, when they were kids.
Following are some reasons you may want to learn or relearn to play piano:

3 You want to re-create your favorite songs and compositions. When you
play a piece of music on the piano, you bring that music to life. Written music
is like a blueprint — a set of directions that tell you what notes to play and
when and how to play them. It takes a performer to complete the process that
starts in the composer's mind but is unfulfilled until the music reaches the
listener's ear.

3 You like a challenge. There's no doubt that getting to the intermediate and
advanced levels of piano takes time, patience, and practice. Some people
relish this challenge. Whatever your ambition, learning to play piano is a
never-ending challenge given the wealth of material at all levels. Some people
set goals for themselves — to be able to play a certain piece or to play piano
for others at a party or family gathering. There are plenty of rewards to be
had along the way, and sticking with it pays off when you start playing your
favorite songs or when you get the chance to play music with others. There's
nothing like being able to say, “I'm with the band.”

3 You want to be able to play music in almost any style. Playing a pop song
or a classical sonata on piano doesn't require a different set of notes; when
you know how to read and play piano music, you can play classical, jazz, rock,
country, folk, cabaret, Broadway show tunes, and more. If you can play piano,
you can speak the universal language of music.

3 You think it will make you better at math. It's true that math plays a big
part in music, from the nature of sound itself to the formula for the notes in a
scale to the symmetrical structure of a 32-bar song form. Piano teachers know
from experience that playing piano requires focus and concentration. They
also know that piano students improve in these areas as their playing
improves and they gain experience. But some experts (for example, your
eighth-grade algebra teacher) strongly refute the notion that playing the piano
improves math skills.

Unfortunately, failure to quickly reach any of these goals leads some piano stu-
dents to throw in the towel. Be realistic with your timetable and your expectations
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as you begin playing the piano. With that in mind, here are some top reasons
people give up; don’t let yourself fall victim to them, too:

¥ Frustration: Mastering the piano takes patience. Coordinating hands and
fingers, reading music, and committing to practice, practice, practice are the
refrain of musicians everywhere, but making it all fun is the goal of this book.

3 No time: Getting yourself to a basic beginner level of piano doesn't require
hours and hours of keyboard work every day. Short but regular practice
sessions in which you can focus and learn comfortably do wonders for
improvement.

¥ Self-criticism: No doubt you're your own worst critic, and nobody likes
playing wrong notes. Short-circuit your inner critic by celebrating small
achievements (they're achievements nonetheless), and show off to your
friends and family along the way so they can support you.

For tips on making the most of your practice sessions, see Chapter 18.

Getting to Know Your Instrument

The first step in learning to play the piano is familiarizing yourself with your
instrument. The piano is a complex and fascinating contraption, and the modern
piano reflects hundreds of years of developments and improvements in design
and sound. In Chapter 2, you find out all about the piano’s structure: the names of
its parts and how it, through you, produces sound. I also cover the major modern
development of digital pianos, which produce sound electronically, and the ways
they differ from their acoustic counterparts.

A prospective buyer has plenty of options when approaching the keyboard market
today. The two styles of acoustic piano, grand and upright, come in a variety of sizes
and prices, and both produce sound in a similar way. Their hammer action design
allows you to control the volume and tone quality through the speed and nuance of
your touch as you press down a key and send a felt-covered wooden hammer to
strike a string, or set of strings, inside the piano. The resonance of the string vibrat-
ing is amplified by the wooden soundboard, which is parallel to the strings.

The wide range of digital keyboards available today offers some attractive alterna-
tives to acoustic pianos, even if they fall short of capturing the sound and feel of
the real thing. As I explain in Chapter 2, these keyboards use sampled sounds — of
pianos, electric pianos, harpsichords, and organs, as well as other instruments and
sound effects — that are stored as digital information. You play these sounds by
pressing a key and hearing the sound amplified electronically. Digital keyboards
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put a greatly expanded library of sound at your fingertips. Other advantages include
greater portability and “silent” practicing with headphones.

The hybrid piano, covered in Chapter 3, combines acoustic and digital technology
and is another enticing option available today. Though expensive, these pianos are
well on their way to fulfilling their promise to combine the best of both worlds.

Check out Chapters 2 through 4 to find out more about all the keyboard instru-
ments, compare styles and designs, prepare yourself to go keyboard shopping,
and find out how to care for your keyboard at home.

If some folks predicted that the piano would grow obsolete with the development
of electronic instruments in the last 50 years, they have been proved wrong. (And
hopefully they’re happy things turned out for the better.) The piano is popular in
both its old-fashioned acoustic version and all the newer versions that feature dig-
ital sound; automatic playing features; and recording, editing, and web-integration
technology. In other words, pianos are the best of both worlds these days, and no
one needs to compromise. The piano has adapted and changed with the times, yet
it’s still treasured for the fundamental things that haven’t changed. It’s still an
ideal solo instrument to have at home, it’s ready to be played whenever the mood
strikes you, and its intuitive design satisfies both your fingers and your ears.

Comprehending the Language of Music

12

Playing the piano means reading music. The best thing to keep in mind is that, in a
way, you already know the language. You’ve heard it, sung it, danced to it, and gone
to beddy-bye to it your whole life. If you haven’t read music before, think of it as
assigning new names and concepts to things you already know and making con-
nections from the new language to the language you already comprehend aurally.

Reading music means reading pitches, rhythms, and other notational symbols
invented to communicate music from composer to performer. Notes (see Chap-
ter 6) and rhythms (see Chapters 7 and 8) simply tell you what pitch to play and
how long or short to play it. The grand staff, which joins together a treble clef staff
and a bass clef staff (see Chapter 6), matches the keys on the keyboard to the notes
on the page and tells you which hand you use to play them. Musical rests (see
Chapter 7) tell you when not to play (and how long not to play). Time signatures
(see Chapter 7) and key signatures (see Chapter 13) help organize music into
rhythmic patterns and tonal areas, respectively, that apply throughout a song.
Expressive directions (see Chapter 15) make up the remaining elements of music
notation you can look forward to discovering: how soft or how loud to play the
notes, with what kind of touch you should press the key, the general tempo and
feel of the music, and so on.
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REMEMBER

COORDINATING MIND AND BODY

At the heart of playing the piano is movement. The subtle movements required to play
piano may not be as big as those required of ballet or swimming, but they’re numerous.
As a result, playing piano involves lots of coordination, which is where practice comes
into the picture.

Playing while you read involves counting, reading, and responding. You achieve a
smooth choreography as you coordinate your mind and body and continually isolate
and integrate your hands and fingers and the melody and the harmony. You may start
by playing a melody in your right hand, adding a left-hand part when your right hand is
secure, and adding facility as you go. Keep in mind that it's normal and necessary to
progress by taking one step back and two steps forward.

When you know how to read music, you can play most any song or other musical
composition written at the beginner level, no matter the style of music.

Developing an ear for horizontal
and vertical music

Among the challenges and rewards of learning piano are understanding and com-
bining the melodic and harmonic elements of music. In a way, a music score is a
kind of sound map in which proceeding from left to right represents the horizon-
tal flow of music through time, and any one freeze-frame of the score shows the
vertical combination of notes sounding together at that moment, from low to
high. A piano player, like the conductor of an orchestra, controls these vertical and
horizontal elements and the total content in the music, and expresses the com-
plete musical picture, not just a single component.

You get to know these individual components throughout this book and combine
them naturally as you go. Part 3 focuses on melodies and scales (the horizontal
parts), and Part 4 focuses on harmony (the vertical part).

Getting to know musical forms and styles

Even the simplest melody, say a lullaby or a folk song, carries with it a musical
form and a musical style. To describe its qualities is to define the form and style.
For example, “Frere Jacques,” a song you play in Chapter 9, gets its form from the
way each of its four phrases is repeated, doubling the length of the song. The sim-
plicity of the melody and the repetition define the song’s style as a nursery rhyme,
perfect for teaching a child.
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As you play the other songs in this book, you come to understand that form and
style describe how the musical material is used. For example, when you play
“Worried Man Blues” in Chapter 13, you see that its opening phrase is repeated
with different notes but the same rhythms in its second phrase. The third phrase
is the same as the opening phrase, but it leads into a new phrase, the fourth and
last one. These four phrases make up the melody to the song and have a form that
can be expressed as ABAC, with each letter representing one phrase.

Rhythm plays a powerful role in defining musical style. Both the Mozart sonata
and the country riff in Chapter 17 use musical ornaments (covered in Chapter 15),
but the songs use them in completely different ways. The most noticeable differ-
ence is in the way the ornaments affect the rhythm. Popular music grew increas-
ingly rhythmic in the 20th century and continues to grow and develop rhythmically
more than harmonically or melodically. Jazz developed its own rhythmic language
that was completely different than anything else that came before it.

Starting to Play the Best Way

14

You’ll pick up quite a lot of new skills as you read and play Piano For Dummies, 3rd
Edition, but I hope to emphasize a very important point about how you learn to
play piano. You get the best results when you’re comfortable and enjoying your-
self, so keep the following tips in mind:

3 Be comfortable. Comfort starts with freedom of movement. Make sure
you're physically and mentally at ease when you practice, and watch out for
signs of fatigue and tension. Take a break when you need it.

3 Play what interests you. Find the songs and sections that use material you
find interesting and useful for meeting your piano goals.

3 Appreciate the small steps. Remind yourself that your rewards will come at
all levels but may not come every day.

3 A beginner can play good music. Plenty of good music has been published
for piano players of all levels, including beginners. If you want to play a song
or style that's not in this book, the resources in Chapter 19 can help you find
an easy version that you can enjoy while you continue to learn and practice.

PART 1 Getting Started with Piano



Being Aware of What You Already
Know about Playing the Piano

CHECK IT
ouT

Even if you’ve never touched a piano before, you may be surprised at how many
things you can do right away. You also may already know a few pertinent musical

facts — and if you don’t, you can master them right now.

»

»

»

»

»

You can play a pentatonic scale. Go to your piano or keyboard and play a
sequence of black keys, up, down, or both. You've just played a five-note scale
with a fancy name: pentatonic. The next time your friends ask what you've
been up to, tell them you've been practicing some pentatonic scales.

You know the note names used in music. The seven note names used in
music follow the letters of the alphabet from A through G. When you play the
white keys, you play notes like C, F, A, and D. And as you find out in Chapter 2,
you add either “sharp” or “flat” to those letters to name the black keys.

You can name the two clefs used in reading piano music. You read music
for piano using the treble clef and the bass clef. Most of the time, your right
hand plays notes in the treble clef, and your left hand plays notes in the

bass clef.

You know the total number of keys on a standard piano. They don't call
'em the old 88s for nothin’. You can count all the keys to see for yourself. Or
check out the black and white keys: There's a pattern of 12 consecutive black
and white keys from the right end of the keyboard to the left. Look for seven
of these groups and the first four keys that begin another group before you
run out of keys to count: 7 times 12 = 84, plus four extra equals 88.

You can identify different musical styles. Listen to Audio Track 1 at

www . dummies .com/go/piano. You hear short examples of four different
piano pieces. Match each excerpt with one of the music styles in the following
list. Even if you don't know the pieces, you have enough listening experience
to hear that blues are different from a baroque piece by Bach. (You can find
out the names of these pieces in Chapter 2.)

Composer Style

Scott Joplin Ragtime

J.S. Bach Baroque

Erik Satie Slow, post-Impressionist waltz
W.C. Handy Blues
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IN THIS CHAPTER

» Discovering what happens when you
press a key

» Comparing acoustic and digital
keyboards

Chapter 2

Meeting the Keyboard
Family

o be perfectly clear, when I say “keyboard,” I mean the type that produces

musical sounds — not a keyboard with the letters QWERTY on it that’s con-

nected to a computer, typewriter, or NASA space launch. So, did you pur-
chase the right book for your keyboard? Good.

Be it a piano, organ, or digital keyboard, your keyboard is a wonderful and mirac-
ulous instrument. You’ve chosen your instrument wisely.

Keyboards come in all shapes and sizes. They can have many keys or just a few;
they can be huge pieces of furniture or small boxes. Whatever the size, shape, or
makeup, the instrument is probably a keyboard if any of the following happens:

¥ Musical sound is produced when you press a key or button.
¥ Blowing, bowing, strumming, or plucking it doesn’t do much good.

3 Anyone in the room says, “Hey, dude, nice keyboard!”

If you haven’t yet purchased a keyboard, read this chapter to get a feel for your
options, decide what kind of keyboard interests you, and then turn to Chapter 3 for
tips on buying your instrument.
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Looking at the Acoustic Ones

18

CHECK IT
ouT

Acoustic means “not electric.” So, acoustic keyboards are great for starving musi-
cians because even when you can’t pay the electric bill, you can keep playing.

The basic difference between each type of acoustic keyboard is the type of mecha-
nism used to produce a musical sound. The following sections cover the hammer
action that’s unique to the acoustic piano, the way strings are plucked on a harp-
sichord, and the pipes that send out sound on an organ. Piano For Dummies,
3rd Edition, doesn’t teach you how to play the harpsichord or the organ, but it’s
still fun to know how they make sound.

Pianos

Hands down (pun intended), pianos are the most popular acoustic keyboards, with
a 300-year track record, an incomparable tone, and a sound-producing mecha-
nism that has been refined to respond to every subtle variation in your touch. They
come in two appropriately named designs:

¥ Grand piano: You may need a living room the size of a grand ballroom to
house the 9-foot concert grand. If you don't live in a castle, you may want to
consider other sizes, from a baby grand (measuring in at about 5 feet) to other
sizes up to 7 feet. You can see a grand piano in Figure 2-1.

3 Upright piano: These relatively small instruments, also called verticals, sit
upright against a wall and can vary in height from the spinet up to full-size
uprights. You can see an upright piano in Figure 2-2.

You can hear the marvelous sounds of a piano on Audio Track 1 at www.dummies.
com/go/piano. First, you hear an excerpt from Erik Satie’s “Three Gymnopédies,”
followed by a sampling of Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag,” then a bit of Bach’s
“Gavotte” from his French Suite No. 4, and finally some of W.C. Handy’s “Yellow
Dog Blues.”

Thousands more pieces have been written for piano. For a small sampling of var-
ious piano styles, I recommend the following recordings:

¥ Ato Z of Pianists (Naxos)

¥ Now Playing: Movie Themes — Solo Piano, Dave Grusin (GRP Records)

¥ Alfred Brendel Plays Schubert (Philips)

¥ Piano Starts Here, Art Tatum (Sony)
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FIGURE 2-1:

Owning one
is so grand.
Photo by ©Jgroup/iStockphoto.com
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FIGURE 2-2:
Upright, not
uptight.

Photo by ©Klikk/iStockphoto.com
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TIP

THE KEYBOARD: MASTER OF ALL
INSTRUMENTS

Many people regard keyboards as music's most versatile instruments — a big, broad
(and slightly biased) statement that can be backed up with some basic facts:

® They're capable of a great range of volume, from very soft to very loud.
® They can sound more than one note at a time.

® They're toned, or pitched, instruments, which means they're capable of producing
different musical notes (as compared to unpitched drums and cymbals).

® They have the widest pitch range of any instrument, from very low to very high.
® They can be played as solo or accompaniment instruments.

® They're capable of playing by themselves — just think of the player pianos of a cen-
tury ago and the computer-controlled models of today.

Sure, your neighbor can (unfortunately) play his clarinet very loud to very soft, but he
can only play one note at a time. Your friend with the violin can play two or three notes
at once, but she can only play half the notes a keyboard can play. And, yes, the rock con-
cert on Friday night did feature a drum solo, but was it very hummable?

Lids

The grand piano has an enormous lid that you can prop open with a stick that
comes with the piano. By propping open the lid, you can see the metal strings and
other mechanical components . . . and maybe even those car keys that you mis-
placed last month. Because the sound of a piano starts with the strings inside the
instrument, you get a louder and more resonant sound when you leave the lid
open, allowing the sound to project off the wooden soundboard.

The upright piano also has a lid — and may even have a stick to prop it open —
but only piano tuners actually use the stick to help them keep the lid open while
they tune the strings. Opening the lid doesn’t dramatically increase the slightly
muffled sound of an upright, but you can try pulling the piano away from the wall
to get a bigger sound.

String layout

In the grand piano, the strings are horizontal; in the upright, the strings are verti-
cal and set diagonally — with the treble strings crossing the bass strings — to fit
in the smaller upright case.
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FIGURE 2-3:
Hammers vibrate
piano strings to
produce music to
your ears.

CHECK IT
ouT

The difference in the string layout affects the resulting sound of the two pianos.
The strings in an upright are perpendicular to the ground, so the sound travels
close to the ground. In contrast, the strings in a grand piano are parallel to the
ground, which means the sound travels upward from the ground and fills the
room.

Keys, hammers, and strings

Most acoustic pianos today have a row of 88 black and white keys. If you have 87,
89, or 32, you may have been cheated! Each of the 88 keys is connected to a small,
felt-covered hammer (see Figure 2-3). When you press a key, its hammer strikes a
string, or set of strings, tuned to the appropriate musical note. The string begins
to vibrate extremely rapidly. Your ear picks up these vibrations, and you hear
music. The entire vibration process occurs in a split second.

Photo by Kawai America

Try it out: Play a key and watch the hammer hit the string, or have someone else
play the keys while you peek inside the case or cabinet of your piano.

To stop the strings from vibrating, another mechanism called a damper sits over
the strings inside the keyboard. Dampers are made of cloth or felt that mutes the
strings by preventing any vibration. When you press a key, in addition to trigger-
ing the mechanism that vibrates the string, a piano key also lifts the damper.
When you release the key (provided you’re not holding down a pedal), the damper
returns to mute the string. (To find out about the different pedals on pianos and
what they do, turn to Chapter 5.)

Go to www.dummies.com/go/piano and watch Video Clip 1 to see what happens
inside the piano when it’s played.
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FIGURE 2-4:
The ornate
harpsichord.

Harpsichords

The number of households in the United States with a harpsichord is roughly the
same as the number of households with a mural of Beethoven on the front door.
Harpsichords are so rare today that it’s hard to believe they were once all the rage
in Europe.

If you happen to find a harpsichord — perhaps at a university or bingo parlor —
you’ll notice that it looks a lot like a piano (see Figure 2-4). But check out the
ornate lid on the harpsichord.

Photo by ©Maxim Anisimov/iStockphoto.com

Some harpsichords have the color of the keys reversed — as do some old pianos.
Surely there was a good reason for this switch to more white keys than black
ones — perhaps a surplus of ivory.

The harpsichord may bear a striking resemblance to the piano in many ways, but
strike a key on the harpsichord, and you’ll notice the difference between it and a
piano immediately.
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OL' BART NEEDED MORE VOLUME

Contrary to popular belief, the inventor of the piano wasn't named Steinway, nor was it
Alec, Billy, Stephen, or any other Baldwin brother. No, the piano was invented by an
18th-century Italian harpsichord-maker named Bartolommeo Cristofori (1655-1731).

It seems that one day in 1709, after a long day polishing his umpteenth harpsichord, Mr.
Cristofori thought to himself, “Hmm, instead of each key causing a string to be plucked,
what if each key caused a string to be struck?” Rather poetic, don't you think? ('m para-
phrasing, of course, because | wasn't there and don't know Italian.)

Not one to sit still for long, ol Bart quickly set out to expand his business with the new
hammered harpsichord. The marketing pitch? Unlike a harpsichord, which played the
same volume no matter how darn hard you hit the keys, the new instrument could play
all volume levels. Thus, the new invention was christened pianoforte, which is Italian for
“soft loud.” Why the name dropped forte over the years is probably about as exciting
and informative as why you shorten Robert to Bob. Suffice it to say that 18th-century
Italians were pretty trendy. With text-messaging, maybe we'll end up calling it a pf.

The piano was not an instant success. Wine and cheese parties at the time were all
abuzz with heated debates over the “dullness of tone” and “lack of an escapement” in
the new piano. (Oh, my kingdom for a time machine!) But after many improvements
and many years, such prominent composers as Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven were
abandoning all logic and writing for the crazy instrument.

The harpsichord achieves its different sound because of the way the strings are
played inside the instrument. Instead of a hammer, the keys on a harpsichord
connect to small hooks, which sit very close to the strings. Pressing a key causes
the corresponding hook (also called a quill or plectrum) to pluck the string tuned to
the correct musical tone.

Many harpsichords have more than one keyboard, which is also called a manual.
This arrangement is an easy, quick solution to the instrument’s one big problem:
No matter how hard you hit the keys, the volume stays the same. By adding a sec-
ond keyboard and a few other mechanisms, the performer can play a second set of
strings, or sometimes couple the string “choirs” of each manual, to vary the tonal
quality and volume.
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Head to www.dummies.com/go/piano and listen to Audio Track 2, an excerpt of
Bach’s “The Well-Tempered Clavier,” which lets you hear the different sound of
the harpsichord. I also recommend you listen to harpsichord music as it was

checkim  meant to be heard. Look for the following recordings:
ouT

9 Domenico Scarlatti, Sonatas, Trevor Pinnock (Archiv Produktion)

3 Antonio Vivaldi, The Four Seasons, Nigel Kennedy and the English Chamber
Orchestra (EMI)

This piece doesn't feature harpsichord as much as violin, but you can still hear
the harpsichord plunking away in the background.

3 Johann Sebastian Bach, Bach: Complete Harpsichord Concertos, English Concert &
Trevor Pinnock (Archiv Produktion)

Pipe organs

As I explain earlier in this chapter, acoustic means “not electric.” It doesn’t mean
“having strings.” Therefore, a pipe organ is also an acoustic keyboard. It does not,
however, have any strings. Instead, it has . . . pipes.

You won'’t find a pipe organ in many of your neighbors’ homes. Well, maybe you
will if your neighbor lives in a church. You can find pipe organs at churches, syna-
gogues, universities, and some concert halls.

Pipe organs are the world’s largest and most complex acoustic instruments.
They’re great monsters with many, many different-sized pipes. Each pipe has a
unique sound, and several pipes played in combination can produce other, non-
organ sounds — a trumpet, a flute, or a violin, for example.

Sound is created by blowing air through the various-size pipes. The longer the
pipe, the lower the sound. Unless your organist enlists the help of about a hundred
hot-aired music enthusiasts, a giant air bag called bellows sits under the organ
loft — hidden from public view and kids carrying sharp objects. The bellows
pushes air through the pipes.

Most pipe organs have two or more rows of keyboards, or manuals. Any single key
on a keyboard can trigger 1 to 100 pipes. Which pipes a key triggers is controlled
by little knobs called stops located on a panel near the keys.

If you have the chance, put your hands on a pipe organ and — as they say in show
business — pull out all the stops. Any note you play will sound wonderful and ter-
rifying all at once. (But not as terrifying as the organist shouting, “Who did that?
Show yourself!”)
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FAMILIARIZING YOURSELF WITH SOME
CLASSICAL LINGO

A concerto is a composition written for orchestra and one or more featured instruments.
So, in a concerto you hear the whole orchestra playing frantically, followed by a solo by
a pianist, harpsichordist, or maybe even a kazoo player.

A sonata is a composition written in a specific form for a solo instrument. You can find
sonatas for piano, harpsichord, violin — you name it.

Other terms like fugue, passacaglia, mazurka, bagatelle, and many others appear in the
titles of keyboard works. Classical Music For Dummies, by David Pogue and Scott Speck
(Wiley), can help you to better understand these and other classical music terms.

Go towww.dummies.com/go/piano and listen to Audio Track 3 to hear the ominous
sounds of a pipe organ playing an excerpt from Bach’s terrifyingly magnificent
Toccata and Fugue in D minor. If you like the sounds of a pipe organ, find and listen

cueck it to other classics written specifically for this complex and impressive instrument,
our including the following:

¥ Johann Sebastian Bach'’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor performed by E. Power
Biggs on the album Bach: The Four Great Toccatas and Fugues (Sony Classical
Great Performances)

3 Camille Saint-Saéns, Symphony No. 3 (Organ), Peter Hurford with Charles
Dutroit and the Montreal Symphony (Decca)

3 Andrew Lloyd Webber, Phantom of the Opera — Broadway Cast Album (Decca
Broadway)

Identifying the Electric Ones

For considerably less money than you shell out for an acoustic keyboard, you can
own a digital keyboard capable of sounding reasonably like just about any other
instrument on the planet (including an acoustic keyboard), as I discuss in these
sections.
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CHECK IT
ouT

The nuts and bolts of electronic sound

Without taking a screwdriver or welding torch to the body of your digital key-
board, you can probably surmise that there are no vibrating strings inside it like
the strings you find in an acoustic keyboard (see “Looking at the Acoustic Ones”
earlier in this chapter for more information). Instead, most keyboards of the elec-
tronic variety produce sound by one of the following ways:

¥ Generating sound waves (the old-fashioned way)

¥ Producing sampled sounds (the newfangled way)

These sounds are then amplified, sending vibrations to your eardrum and thus
causing you to hear the sound.

Synthesizers

Like bakers, dancers, and burglars, synthesizers derive their name from the work
they perform — they synthesize sound. First they use an oscillator to generate
sound waves electronically. Then, in the synthesis part, they alter the shape, fre-
quency, and volume of the sound waves and combine them to create different
sounds. Synthesizers can create goofy hums and buzzes as well as imitate virtu-
ally any instrument imaginable. A programmable synthesizer, commonly known
in hip music-industry lingo as a synth, lets the programmer (that’s you) shape and
modify the sound waves with buttons, knobs, switches, and sliders. You can make
your synthesizer sound like the entire Vienna Philharmonic is in your living room!

Audio Track 4 at www . dummies.com/go/piano features various bleeps, bloops, and
blunders from various synthesizers. One of them even sounds like an orchestra.

To hear some really neat synthesizer sounds, check out these recordings:

¥ Switched-On Bach, Wendy Carlos (East Side Digital)

¥ Computer World, Kraftwerk (Elektra)

¥ Oxygene, Jean-Michel Jarre (Dreyfus)

¥ Witness: Original Motion Picture Soundtrack, Maurice Jarre (Varése Sarabande)

¥ Synthesizer Mastercuts, Vol. 1, Magnetic Scope (Peppertoire)
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Digital keyboards

Digital keyboards work with sampled sounds. Sampled sounds are made by digitally
recording discrete audio samples of an instrument (or any other sound) and stor-
ing them in the brain of the keyboard. When you choose a sound on the keyboard’s
display panel and press a key on a digital keyboard, you access the sampled sound
and through amplification play the digital information out into the audible realm.

As you can imagine, the quality of digital sound depends on the quality of the
sample, and this is one of the features that distinguishes the many digital key-
boards. Depending on the model and price, digital keyboards come with a variety
of features to simulate the experience of playing a real piano or organ. They also
help you to augment the experience with lots of other fun options, like recording
and editing your own playing, accessing other instrument sounds at the touch of
a button, and connecting to other keyboards or your computer.

Advantages of digital keyboards include the following:

3 Maintenance: They never need tuning and are easily cleaned and stored.

3 Portability: They come in a variety of sizes and, depending on the model, are
a lot easier to move around than an acoustic piano.

3 Fun and exploration: Many allow you to play different keyboard samples
(grand piano, honky-tonk, harpsichord, organ, and electric piano) and dozens
of other instrument samples (strings, flutes, and other wind and brass
instruments).

¥ Affordability: The price range of digital keyboards is far below the range of
acoustic pianos.

3 Privacy: You can plug headphones into the keyboard in order to practice and
play to your heart's desire without disturbing anyone.

Many digital keyboards feature a bonus auto-accompaniment feature. With the
push of a single button, you can have a nonstop-always-on-the-beat drum and
bass line accompanying you. (Bossa nova, anyone?)

Perhaps the biggest downside of a digital keyboard is the sound and touch com-
pared to an acoustic piano. Some digital keyboards don’t respond to your touch no
matter how fast or slowly you press a key, similar to the action on an organ. Other
digital keyboards feature a touch-sensitive keyboard — some with weighted keys
and some without weighted keys. Touch-sensitive keyboards produce louder or
softer sounds depending on the speed of your touch. I recommend a keyboard with
weighted keys because they’re closest in feel to an acoustic piano. They may not
match the real thing, but technological advances have led to some very decent
alternatives. (See Chapter 3 for more comparisons of acoustic and digital pianos.)
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A MAGER CONTRIBUTION

Not too long after Thomas Edison discovered how to light up Times Square, others
began putting electricity in musical instruments. In 1924, Jérg Mager made some
attempts at synthesizing sounds. His creations were capable of imitating an infinite
number of sounds by slightly altering the sound through a series of knobs and buttons.
The world has been oscillating ever since. Although modern synthesizers are far more
complex (and, thankfully, more user-friendly) than Mager's early feats, the principle
remains the same.

Given their capability to put realistic samples of other instruments at your finger-
tips, digital keyboards are the next generation of the synthesizer. Most people
aren’t concerned with programming synthesizers; they’re happy with the sounds
that come with their keyboards and just want to play music, thus the digital piano
and organ revolution continues.
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IN THIS CHAPTER

» Choosing between acoustic and
digital keyboards

» Shopping around for an acoustic
piano

» Exploring your digital options

» Asking the right questions
before you buy

» Making keyboard connections
for recording and more

Chapter 3

Finding the Perfect
Keyboard

randma’s old upright piano may satisfy your urges to play the keyboard for

a while. However, at some point you may experience the undeniable urge

to purchase or rent a piano or keyboard of your own. Probably right around
the time that Grandma gets tired of hearing you play “Yankee Doodle” for the
hundredth time.

When the urge to acquire a piano strikes, don’t pull out that checkbook immedi-
ately. If you’re prepared to invest the money, spend the time to research, shop
around, and choose exactly the kind of keyboard you want.

This chapter helps you decide whether to go acoustic or digital, and then guides
you through the features and details to consider in making your purchase. I pro-
vide some important tips on buying or renting the keyboard that’s right for you,
because like a good pair of shoes or a nice felt fedora, the one you choose should
fit you just right. I close out the chapter with an introduction to MIDI, digital
interface technology that lets you take your keyboard to the next level sound-wise
as well as notate and record your masterpieces.
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To Hum or Not to Hum: Electric
or Acoustic (Or Both)?

30

The first thing you need to decide when selecting a keyboard is whether you want
an acoustic one or not. (See Chapter 2 for an explanation of acoustic and digital
keyboards.)

Don'’t just flip a coin. Choose your type of keyboard carefully, much like you would
choose between a lemon or pifia colada air freshener in your car. Heck, you’re
going to be driving it for a while; it should smell right. Make a list of pros and cons
to help you decide which type of keyboard is best for you.

In the following sections, I help you get started with lists of some pros and cons
for both acoustic and digital keyboards. I also have a section on hybrid pianos,
which combine acoustic and digital possibilities. Let these lists get you started,
but then personalize them, adding your own perceptions, factors, and concerns.
It’s your keyboard, after all. Base your buying or renting decision on the pros and
cons that you come up with and that are the most important to you.

Buying an acoustic

Psalteries, virginals, clavichords, and harmoniums are acoustic keyboards. Hon-
estly, you don’t need a list of pros and cons for these very rare instruments. If you
find one and can’t live without it, go ahead and purchase it.

Pianos, harpsichords, and pipe organs are also acoustic keyboards. The pros and
cons in this section focus on acoustic pianos because they’re the most commonly
purchased acoustic keyboards.

Pros

The following characteristics are real selling points for an acoustic piano:

3 Sound quality: No matter how good a digital keyboard is, it doesn’t match the
sound and feel of a grand piano — or even a standard upright piano.

¥ Value: Good-quality acoustic pianos appreciate in value over the years if kept
in good condition. You can think of your purchase as an investment.

¥ Aesthetics: There's nothing like sitting at and playing an acoustic piano. It
feels real, it looks great, and you can imagine that you're sitting on a concert
stage in front of thousands.
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KNOWING THE RIGHT TIME TO BUY

Before stepping inside a store, answer the following questions as truthfully as possible:

1. How much can you spend?
a. Nothing
b. Less than $1,000
c. $1,000 to $5,000
d. More than $10,000
2. Where do you live?
a. At home with your parents
b. College dorm or small apartment
c. House
d. Castle
3. How much space do you have?
a. None
b. Space for one small piccolo player, standing up
. Space for an extra couch
d. Space for the Chicago Bulls to camp out
4. How long have you been playing piano?
a. One day
b. Less than a year
¢. One to five years
d. More than five years

If you answered mostly a's and b's, consider saving your money for a while and keep
playing Grandma's upright. Or ask your local music stores about the possibility of rent-
ing a piano. If you answered mostly c's and d's, grab your checkbook or credit card and
start the hunt for your dream instrument.

CHAPTER 3
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Cons

I would be remiss not to point out the following, which are valid concerns when
you consider buying or renting an acoustic piano:

¥ Cost: Plain and simple, new and even used acoustic pianos are generally more
expensive than new digital keyboards (see the next section).

¥ Size and space: Before the piano movers show up at your door with a special
delivery, you need to get practical and think about whether you have room to
house the piano and play it. You should also measure the doorway while
you're at it to make sure that you can even get the piano where you want it.

3 Maintenance: Annual or semiannual tuning at a cost of around $75 to $150
per tuning isn't cheap, but it's essential. (Chapter 4 tells you more about
maintaining your acoustic keyboard.)

Buying a digital

You can rent some digital keyboards, but not all. Some of the fancier models are
mostly for sale only, although you may find a used one in good condition. On the
other hand, plenty of stores offer a rental option on larger digital pianos or digital
organs. Many online stores will ship a keyboard to you and provide knowledgeable
staff available by phone.

& Looking for used keyboards online can yield lots of options, but you really need to
be able to see and play a keyboard before you buy. (See the section “Shopping

online” later in this chapter for online buying tips.)
WARNING

This section features pretty well-balanced lists of reasons why buying a digital
keyboard can be a good or a bad choice.

Pros

Digital keyboards have the following positive points going for them:

3 Cost: Unless you're talking about the very high-end models, most digital
keyboards are affordable and much less expensive than acoustic keyboards.

¥ Size: No matter where you live, you can probably find a spot for your digital
keyboard. Plus, you can move it yourself should the need arise, such as if the
acoustics are better in one room than another or if you want to take it on the
road for family singalongs.
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»

»

»

Versatility: Most digital keyboards come loaded with different sounds, so you
can be a one-person band or play a pipe organ without buying the enormous
acoustic version.

Maintenance: Digital keyboards require no tuning and no tweaking — you
just plug and play. You need to dust your keyboard monthly, but that doesn't
cost you anything but a little time. (Check out more of my tips for maintaining
your electric keyboard in Chapter 4.)

Headphones: If you have grouchy neighbors, young children, or other
housemates who demand quiet, the option of headphones is an important
one. You can turn off the sound to the outside world and still hear yourself
practicing on your digital keyboard long into naptimes or the wee night hours.

Cons

Yes, even digital keyboards have a few negative characteristics, including the fol-
lowing, which you should consider before making a purchase:

»

»

»

»

»

»

Complexity: Some digital keyboards, such as workstations, come with a
baffling number of sampled sounds, sequencing tools, and effects. Figuring
out how to utilize these features requires a steep learning curve. (There's
more on workstations and other digital keyboard types later in this chapter.)
Additionally, knobs and levers can break, circuitry can go haywire, and any
number of other things can go wrong over the years. Because of the sophisti-
cated gadgetry in most digital keyboards, they tend to run amok more often
than your average acoustic keyboard.

Power: You must have electricity, or at least a whole bunch of D-size batteries,
in order to play your digital keyboard.

Sound quality: Some digital sounds are out-of-this-world fantastic, but others
are very unconvincing when you're trying to mimic an acoustic instrument.

Keyboard action: Many digital keyboards aren't touch-sensitive, meaning that
whether you play the key hard or soft, you hear the same volume. Only the volume
knob can control the volume on some models. The models that have “weighted
action” try to give you the feel of an acoustic piano; some succeed where others fail.

Obsolescence: Like most electronic devices and computers, today's key-
boards probably won't be tomorrow’s desire. Eventually you'll want to
upgrade to the latest and greatest model, and very few digital keyboards
retain their value.

Addiction: If you buy one, pretty soon you'll want another, and another, and
another. Or you'll want more sound samples, a better amp, a better speaker, a
new stand, or a new case. The common mantra among keyboard players in
the digital world is, “I need more gear!”
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WARNING

Buying a hybrid

They combine the best of both worlds! They offer unmatched versatility! They cost
a million dollars! Well, not that much, but hybrid acoustic/digital keyboards are
expensive.

If the idea of a hybrid interests you, there are two ways to go: Buy an acoustic/
digital hybrid piano, or have your acoustic piano retrofitted with a digital player
system.

Among the growing list of things these hybrid pianos and player piano systems
can do are

¥ Record, playback, and mute (muting stops the hammers from hitting the
strings — but you can hear yourself by plugging in headphones).

¥ Connect with other MIDI instruments and MIDI files (see the section “The MIDI
Places You Can Go” later in this chapter for more on MIDI).

¥ Access sound libraries and karaoke libraries, play along with pre-recorded
tracks, and play along with MIDI feeds available over the Internet through a
USB or wireless connection. These options open the door to a wide range of
instructional and entertainment possibilities.

Yamaha Disklavier leads the field of digital and acoustic technology with its hybrid
pianos. PianoDisc, QRS, and Bosendorfer also make player piano systems that can
be installed on your acoustic piano.

Be careful if you’re thinking about retrofitting your piano with a player piano
system. This can involve some significant physical alteration of your piano, and
you won’t be able to go back after it’s done! Consult with a piano technician before
signing on the dotted line. Ask how your piano would be affected by an installa-
tion, including the sound, the feel, and the value of the instrument.

Picking the Perfect Acoustic Piano

34

If your pro and con list reveals that an acoustic piano suits your needs best, use
this section to help you select the right model piano for you. I even list a few of my
own personal favorites; these pianos are all good for the beginning player.
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TIP

©

REMEMBER

Taking location into account

Most older pianos were produced with a particular climate in mind. The wood
used to make them was weathered for the finished product’s climate. Japan, for
example, has a wetter climate than many locations in the United States. There-
fore, the wood in many pianos manufactured for use in Japan has been dried out
more than the wood used to make pianos for use in the United States. If you live
in the U.S. and you buy a piano made for use in Japan, you may face some serious
problems with the wood parts of your piano drying out.

Why does dryness matter? Perhaps the most important element of a piano is its
soundboard — the very thick and very heavy piece of wood under the strings. If the
soundboard ever cracks or breaks . . . well, how do you feel about playing guitar?

For example, if you purchase an older piano that was made for use in Japan,
chances are that prior to manufacture, the wood was dried out too much to survive
a hot, dry summer in Mississippi. Maybe not this year or next, but one of these
days: crack! There goes the soundboard, and there goes your investment.

If it’s a brand-spanking-new piano you want, this issue of locale doesn’t matter
much. New pianos are made with a nod to a more global marketplace. But it
doesn’t hurt to discuss this issue with your sales representatives, anyway, just to
show them that you’ve really taken the time to get to know the issues surrounding
a piano purchase.

Many manufacturer websites allow you to trace the serial number of your piano,
so you can check the vintage and country of birth for a piano you’re looking at.
(See the section “Looking at some specific piano brands” later in this chapter for
manufacturer website and contact information.)

Getting all the pedals you deserve

Some underhanded dealers claim that they can save you money by offering you a
piano with no middle pedal. (To find out what piano pedals do, see Chapter 5.)
Baloney! You may never use the middle pedal, but just in case Lang Lang comes
over for lunch, you need to have one.

Getting a middle pedal isn’t like adding a sunroof to a new car. Three piano pedals
shouldn’t be optional or part of a special package that costs more; three pedals are
part of the overall purchase. If you want three pedals, ask to see piano models with
three pedals.
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WARNING

WARNING

TIP

I must point out that many upright pianos don’t have a middle pedal. So, if the
piano you want is an upright with only two pedals, it’s probably perfectly fine. Just
ask about the third pedal to be on the safe side.

If you’re buying an older piano, lack of a third pedal sometimes indicates that the
piano was made outside of the U.S. Refer to the preceding section to find out why
this may not be a good thing.

Finding good buys (and avoiding scams)

If you shop around and find a piano for a ridiculously low price — far lower than
the same model anywhere else in town — it’s either used, broken, or a Memorial
Day sale to really remember.

If you decide to shop for a used acoustic piano, be patient and take a look at a
variety of instruments. There are many very good pianos out there, and some-
times people need to sell them because they don’t play them anymore, they’re
moving, or they need to make room for a new 70-inch HDTV setup. And if you’ve
found your dream piano at a garage sale, the low, low price is not necessarily an
indication of anything wrong. It’s a garage sale! You may just find a perfectly good
piano with many glorious years left in it for a fraction of the cost of a new one.

Be smart about any deal that seems too good to be true. If most stores offer a cer-
tain model for $20,000 and suddenly you’re staring at the same model at Piano-
Max for $5,000, something’s wrong. The soundboard may be cracked. It may be
missing strings. Who knows? To ensure that you’re getting a good deal on a qual-
ity instrument, hire a professional to look the piano over before you purchase it. A
reputable piano technician can usually spot any faults and is well worth the
expense. (See Chapter 4 for more information on finding piano technicians.)

There’s nothing wrong with a used piano if it has been kept in good condition.
Hire a technician to check it out first, testing that the soundboard is in good con-
dition and the tuning sounds pretty good. Any scratches on the outside? Any sun-
faded spots? Well, what do you expect for half price? Cosmetic dings don’t affect
the sound quality, so the value of your piano’s outer beauty is up to you to decide.
It’s the inner beauty that counts.

Demo models are also good buys. Stores frequently loan pianos to local universities
or concert halls for use by students, competitions, and guest artists. Even if it has
been used only one time, the piano can no longer be sold as new. Of course, pianos
don’t have odometers, so you have to take the dealer’s word for just how used a
piano really is, but most dealers will be honest about this point.
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TIP

If you've heard one, you haven't
heard them all

So you have your heart set on a particular brand of grand piano. Think it’s as easy
as that? Think again. Not only do different brands sound completely different, but
the sound of two pianos made by the same company can sound and feel different,
too. This is why you must, must, must go to the store and put your hands and ears
on every piano you consider. Play every darn key, and play at all volumes.

You think I'm exaggerating? I've played many pianos that sounded beautiful
except for one key. If all you ever play is “Camptown Races” in the key of G, you
may never notice that silent low D-flat key. But it’s more likely that you’ll notice
the bad key a few days after you get the piano home.

Play and listen to those keys again and again. Trust your instincts. Don’t be
rushed. Only you know what you like to hear. Some people don’t like the sound of
a Steinway; some don’t like a Baldwin. You’re entitled to your own taste.

Give yourself the upper hand in your final negotiation at the piano store by select-
ing two or three pianos that you like and repeating “Oh, Susannah” over and over
on each of them. Sure, you’re comparing the sound of each instrument, but you’re
also driving the sales team insane, hopefully to the point of a discount just to get
you to leave the store!

Looking at some specific piano brands

The following are some preferred brands of pianos from around the world. Contact
these companies directly and ask where to find their pianos in your area. Trust
me, they like hearing from customers.

3 Baldwin Piano & Organ Company: Makes Baldwin, Wurlitzer, Chickering, and
Concertmaster pianos. Website www . gibson.com/en-us/divisions/baldwin.

3 Kawai America Corporation: Offers every Kawai under the sun. Website
www . kawaius.com.

¥ L. Bosendorfer Klavier: Carries all Bosendorfer models. Website
www . boesendor fer . com.

3 Mason & Hamlin World Headquarters: Makes grands and uprights. Website
www . masonhamlin.com.

3 Pearl River Piano Group America Ltd.: Makes Pearl River and Ritmuller
pianos. Website www . pear lriverusa.com.
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¥ PianoDisc World Headquarters: Carries hardware and software for its player
piano systems. Website www . pianodisc. com.

3 Samick Music Corporation: Offers the brands Wm. Knabe & Co., Kohler &
Campbell, Pramberger, Samik, and Sohmer & Co. Website www . smcmusic . com.

3 Schimmel Piano Company: Makes Schimmel pianos in Germany. Website
www.schimmel-piano.de.

¥ Steinway & Sons: Has been making Steinway pianos since 1853; also offers
Boston and Essex pianos. Website www . steinway . com.

¥ Story & Clark: Now makes hybrid pianos, with an optical sensor, USB ports,
and MIDI ports standard on all models. Website www . gqrsmusic . com.

3 Yamaha Corporation of America: Makes all types of Yamaha pianos.
Website www . yamaha . com.

proud to give you a list of famous performers who endorse its products — in fact,
you may find the information posted on the company website. Maybe you have
TIP your heart set on playing the same piano that Billy Joel plays, for example.

‘ Ask the manufacturer which artists play which of its pianos. Any company will be

Selecting a Digital Keyboard That Lasts

38

After much deliberation, and for whatever reasons, you decide to buy a digital
keyboard over an acoustic one. Think your job is done? Not so fast, pal. Now you
must decide what type of digital keyboard you want. Start by breaking them down
into the following five categories (you can read more about the basics of digital
keyboards in Chapter 2):

¥ Digital pianos and organs
¥ Arrangers

¥ Stage pianos

¥ Workstations

¥ Synthesizers

keyboard as your instrument of choice. These instruments can be quite expensive,
sometimes costing more than an acoustic piano. But they’re also very versatile.

warning  Instead of being limited to the sound of a piano, you can have literally hundreds
or even thousands of different sounds at your fingertips.

‘ Don’t assume that you’ve necessarily gone the cheaper route by selecting a digital
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The number of sounds you can use depends on the type of keyboard you select.
Just like computers, digital keyboards have memory, storage space, and perfor-
mance limitations. Some you can add memory and sounds to, but some are what
they are and no more.

Sorting out all the different keyboard types and styles can leave your mind numb.
Here are a few things you can count on across all five categories of digital
keyboards:

¥ All digital keyboards today use sampled sounds, which vary in quality.

¥ You can choose from a variety of keyboard actions, or touch sensitivity —
everything from nonresponsive action to weighted-action keyboards designed
to mimic the touch and feel of an acoustic piano.

3 The three common keyboard sizes are standard 61-key, 76-key, and 88-key.
¥ Digital keyboards have varying degrees of portability.

¥ Nearly all models come with a music rack, a plug-in sustain pedal, and MIDI
(see the later section “The MIDI Places You Can Go” for an explanation of MIDI)
and/or USB connection capability.

Although the lines between digital keyboard categories are increasingly blurred,
you can still find clear differences when it comes to sequencing capabilities, built-
in speakers, sound effects, metronomes, auto-accompaniment features, record-
ing features, extra pedals, and other plug-in devices. The following sections get
more in-depth about the differences of these digital keyboards.

Digital pianos and organs

The two types of digital pianos or organs for home use are

¥ Portable models

¥ Upright and grand models

Not surprisingly, the portables are more portable than the uprights and grands,
which are designed after their acoustic sisters and are meant to occupy a relatively
permanent spot in your home, not unlike an upright or grand piano. Both of these
types come with built-in speakers, although the speakers are smaller on the port-
able models. Both types of digital pianos and organs usually, but not always, offer
a few sound options like acoustic piano, electric piano, organ, and maybe vibes.
They come with a music rack, a stand (if it’s not already a part of the keyboard),
and a plug-in pedal.
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If you’re looking exclusively for a digital organ, some very attractive models come
with dual-manuals and multiple organ effects like draw bars and rotary sound. As
with other digital keyboards, you can choose from 61-, 73-, and 88-key models.
You can find some recommendations later in this chapter, in the section
“Recommendations for digital pianos and organs.”

Arrangers

If you’re looking to have lots of fun with different sounds and accompaniment
features and you’re not concerned with finding the best acoustic piano samples,
an arranger is the digital keyboard for you. This type is loaded with “one-man
band” features, like gads of sounds (500 or more); automatic drum, bass, and
chord accompaniment; and recording and playback. Lower-end models are quite
inexpensive and very portable.

Stage pianos

These keyboards, made for onstage performing, offer more professional keyboard
sounds. If you’re going to be the keyboard player in a band, or even a solo act, and
will be gigging around town, the stage piano may be the choice for you. It doesn’t
have built-in speakers, so you need to have an external amplifier and speaker to
hear yourself play, but you can plug in headphones. Also, a stage piano doesn’t
have as many functions as an arranger. Stage pianos come with a music rack and
sustain pedal, but you need to purchase a keyboard stand and other accessories
separately.

Workstations

Essentially a computer built into a keyboard, a workstation has everything:
top-of-the-line sound samples, sequencing, recording and editing, and computer
integration. Workstations come in 61-, 73-, and 88-key models. These babies can
be quite expensive, but if you’ve got big musical dreams, you may want to try
one out.

Synthesizers

You can still buy a good ol’ synthesizer and manipulate waveforms, filters, and
work with both analog and digital sounds. Today’s synthesizers come with more
sounds to work with than older models, letting you go to town with some good
preset sounds.
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Avoiding obsolescence

As with computers, keyboards are updated and become outdated as quickly as they
reach the stores. But unlike some unfriendly and money-hungry computer and
software developers, keyboard manufacturers are constantly trying to make prod-
ucts that won’t become obsolete by creating keyboards that can be upgraded or
added to as technology advances.

Ask the manufacturer or a salesperson the following questions to minimize the
possibility that your keyboard gets shoved aside when the next big thing comes
along:

3 Can | add memory? Adding memory to keyboards is quite common these
days. More memory means the ability to accommodate new sounds, soft-
ware, and hardware at a later date. Also ask what the memory limitations are.
If you don't understand the terminology, ask the salesperson to explain it to
you in simple terms.

¥ Is the unit upgradeable? Workstations offer operating system and software
upgrades, making it easy to keep up with the latest improvements. You want
to be able to simply upgrade your model, not throw it out.

3 Can | purchase extra sound cards or libraries? Many workstations have
vast libraries of sounds. Whether they're developed by the original manufac-
turer or other sound developers, you can add extra sound cards and libraries
to make old keyboards sound new again.

3 Is the company still making this model or series? If not, the keyboard is
already headed toward the land of obsolescence. But if it meets all the other
criteria on this list and you can get it for a good price, just add memory,
upgrades, and sounds over the years.

Don’t be embarrassed to ask the preceding questions. If the salesperson looks at
you funny or doesn’t give you clear answers, call the manufacturer directly (using
the information listed in the section “Browsing some specific keyboard brands”)
to get straight answers.

Knowing the digital features you want

Make a list of the digital keyboard features that are important to you before you
even start shopping. This list can be different for each user. For example, if you
don’t tour with a band, you have no need for a feature allowing “quick live perfor-
mance flexibility.” If you play concerts, however, this may be an important
feature.
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As technology expands, more and more keyboards feature all kinds of nice little
bells and whistles. This list runs through digital keyboard features and tells you
which keyboards to turn to for them:

»

»

»
»

»
»

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

Realistic piano sound: Look at the home digital pianos with the best
piano samples.

Realistic piano action: Look at the home digital pianos with the best
touch-sensitive keyboards and the best weighted-key action.

Built-in speakers: Home digital pianos, for sure.

To perform onstage: Look at stage pianos, and keep in mind that you also
need amplification.

Portability: Look at stage pianos and arrangers.

Multi-note polyphony: Look at home digital pianos, stage pianos, and
workstations. The bigger the number, the more notes you can play at once, so
try for at least 32-note polyphony. Sure, you don't have 32 fingers, but if you
use MIDI (which | explain in the later section “The MIDI Places You Can Go"),
32-note polyphony comes in handy. Some models even have 128-note
polyphony, which is excellent.

Multi-timbral: Look at arrangers and workstations for this ability to play
more than one sound at the same time. For example, you can play sounds
from a piano, a violin, a banjo, and a bagpipe together on “Danny Boy.”

MIDlcapability: You're okay with any digital keyboard. You can read more
about MIDI later in this chapter in the section “The MIDI Places You Can Go.”

Pitch bend and modulation: Look at arrangers, synthesizers, and worksta-
tions. These fun little effects make your sounds say “wah wah" and “woob
woob.”

Sound editing: Look at workstations if you want to change the sounds,
making the piano brighter, the horns brassier, and the goose calls goosier, for
example.

Internal recording, editing, and sequencing: Want to record what you play
without using external recorders or a computer? You need a sequencer, which
most digital keyboards have, but only workstations have the most advanced
editing and sequencing features.

Automatic rhythm, harmony, and bass accompaniment: Look at
arrangers.

Strange sound effects: Look at synthesizers if you want to program your
own sounds. Be aware that some synthesizers are monophonic, meaning they
can play only one note at a time.
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3 Other mumbo-jumbo: Flash ROM, DSP plug-ins, BIAS Peak, sub-oscillators,
vocoders, modeling filters, arpeggiators — all this is very cool, but what does it
have to do with you playing music? Not much. It simply indicates that your
model is on the cutting edge of current keyboard features.

Whichever way you go, ask yourself this important question before you buy: Do
you like the keyboard as an instrument? Take your time and make sure it sounds
good to your ears. If the in-store keyboard is hooked up to an external amplifier
and speaker, ask the salesperson if you can listen to the keyboard through an amp
and speaker similar to what you’ll be using. All the options and models can make
you feel like a real novice, but your ears know what they like. Also consider
whether the keyboard looks good, and whether you’ll enjoy having it set up in a
spot in your home where you’ll feel comfortable and free to practice and play. And
does the keyboard do what you want it to do, whether that’s sound like an organ,
a string section, or an alien band from a distant galaxy?

Browsing some specific keyboard brands

When you have a good idea of which type of digital keyboard fits your needs,
you’re ready for some recommendations. In this section, I recommend several top
brands and models to help you narrow the search for your keyboard. They’re
divided into two groups: If your primary requirement is a good piano or organ
sound, the first group is for you; if you want a digital keyboard with lots of fea-
tures and sounds, check out the second group.

Recommendations for digital pianos and organs

Here’s my list of recommended brands and models for digital pianos and organs.
If you’re having trouble finding any of these brands in stores in your area, contact
the companies directly; they’ll be more than happy to help sell you a keyboard.

3 Kawai America Corporation: Recommended models are CN34 Digital Piano
and ES7 Portable Digital Piano. Website www . kawaius . com.

3 Korg USA, Inc.: Recommended models are C-320 Concert Piano and LP380
Lifestyle Piano. Website www . korg. com.

3 Nord Keyboards: Recommended models are Nord C2D Combo Organ and
Nord Electro 4. Website www . nordkeyboards . com.

3 Roland Corporation U.S.: Recommended models are RG-1 Digital Mini-Grand
Piano, KR-103 Digital Intelligent Piano, and AT-75 Atelier Organ. Website
www . rolandus.com.
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3 Yamaha Corporation of America: Recommended models are AvantGrand,

P140 Contemporary Digital Piano, and P-85 Contemporary Digital Piano.

Website www . yamaha . com.

Recommendations for arrangers, workstations,
and synthesizers

The following list points you toward some quality manufacturers of arrangers,
workstations, and synthesizers. This isn’t an exhaustive list of models by any
means. Each company makes models with different features and price points
(although none are really inexpensive).

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

Alesis Studio Electronics: Recommended model is A6 Andromeda synthe-
sizer. Website www.alesis.com.

Casio Incorporated: Recommended models are CTK-6200 Portable Keyboard
and WK-6600 Workstation. Website www . casio. com.

E-Mu Systems Incorporated: Recommended model is LONGboard 61 USB/
MIDI instrument. Website www . emu . com.

Generalmusic Corporation: Recommended models are GK360 arranger and
Genesys Pro workstation. Website www . generalmusic.us.

Korg USA, Inc.: Recommended models are Korg Krome 88-key synthesizer
workstation, MicroKORG XL Music Synthesizer, and PA50 Professional
Arranger. Website www . korg . com.

Kurzweil Music Systems: Recommended models are PC3K8 88-key
production station and PC3LES8 88-key performance controller. Website
www . kurzweilmusicsystems.com.

Moog Music Incorporated: Recommended models are Minimoog
Voyager OS Synthesizer and Little Phatty Analog Synthesizer. Website
www. moogmusic .com.

Roland Corporation U.S.: Recommended models are Fantom G-Series
workstations, EXR-5 Interactive Arranger, and SH-201 Synthesizer. Website
www . rolandus.com.

Yamaha Corporation of America: Recommended models are Motif XF
workstation, MOX8 music production synthesizer, and MO6 workstation.
Website www . yamaha . com.
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Other electric keyboards

Nothing’s wrong with a no-frills keyboard from your local toy or electronics store.
Many of these instruments have several different sounds and a built-in rhythm
section and are very affordable. You probably can’t do all kinds of funky little
tricks or engineer a hit CD on it, but it will allow you to do the thing that made you
buy this book: play the piano.

Make sure that any basic keyboard comes with a power adaptor, or else you may
have to buy one (or buy lots of batteries).

Before You Drive It Off the Lot:
Sealing the Deal at the Store

TIP

WARNING

If you’ve ever bought a car, you know that looking at and test driving different
models is almost as much fun as taking one home. Buying a keyboard should be a
similar experience.

If you’ve never bought a car (or even driven one), don’t worry. This section tells
you everything you need to know about being a savvy keyboard shopper.

Taking it for a spin

No matter what kind of music store you walk into, the pianos and keyboards are
there for you to try out. Go ahead — touch it, play it. Push the buttons and turn
the volume up and down. If it’s a piano, have a seat and play a while. It’s just you
and the keyboard . . . and perhaps a dozen other customers and salespeople stand-
ing around listening.

If the salesperson or manager of the store asks you not to touch or play the mer-
chandise, ask him to remind you where the door is and the quickest route to a
store that would like to make a sale today. Either he’ll show you the door or you’ll
be given a much more comfortable chair and encouraged to resume playing. Either
way, you win.

Keep in mind that many digital keyboards on display are routed through proces-
sors, effects, and other digital enhancements to make them sound better. Don’t be
fooled by this extra gear. Kindly ask the salesperson to turn off all effects so that
you can hear the keyboard as-is. Otherwise, you may be disappointed with the
way it sounds after you get it home — unless, of course, you also buy all the
effects and processors.
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Notice the following about each piano or keyboard you try:

¥ s the overall sound full or wimpy, bright or dull?
¥ Do long notes actually last as long as you play them?

3 On an acoustic piano, do the top five keys sound good, not metallic? Do the
lower five keys sound good, not thick and sloppy?

3 Do you get a quick response when you play the keys? Is the keyboard too
sensitive, or not sensitive enough?

¥ Do your fingers have enough room on the keys?

If you like the sound and feel of one particular piano or keyboard, take a good look
at it. Do you like the size, color, and overall look? Can you be happy with it taking
up half of your living room for the next 25 years? Can you make out any noticeable
dents or scratches that would signal you that this is a used piano? Used pianos can
be great buys, but not if they’re selling at new prices. (I discuss used pianos in the
earlier section “Finding good buys (and avoiding scams).”)

Loving and leaving it

You found the perfect keyboard for you, and you’re in love. This is the one. Now
leave the store quickly with a tip of your hat and a polite “I’ll think about it” to the
hovering sales manager.

You’'re in trouble if you sit down and negotiate the first time you walk into the
store. You’re too emotionally attached to think clearly. You think I’m kidding, but
this is love — true love. Your keyboard is your baby.

Before negotiating a price, leave the store and spend the next few hours or days
searching for that identical piano at a lower price. When you’re 100 percent sure
that you can’t find it cheaper and still can’t live without it, head back to the store
and start negotiating.

Refusing to pay the sticker price

Many people think that the art of negotiating a price is reserved for car buying and
movie star contracts. On the contrary, the wonderful world of instruments and
accessories is open for price haggling. The sticker price is merely a starting point.
If the price of that baby grand piano you want is $15,000, you could find yourself
taking it home (in a very big truck) for as low as $10,000.
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Generally, you can hope to get anywhere from 10 to 15 percent off the sticker price.
The closer you pay to the dealer’s asking price, the more likely the salesperson is to
throw in freebies like delivery to your home — which can sometimes cost as much
as $300 — or a free year of tuning, piano cleaner, or fuzzy dice. A deal can work the
other way, too: If you’re buying accessories like a keyboard stand, amplifier, some
software, and some cables, the salesperson will be more receptive to making a deal.

Don’t be impolite about making a deal, though. Start negotiating a price with the
salesperson only after you’re pretty darn sure you’re going to buy that particular
instrument. If you’re not going to buy it, don’t waste the salesperson’s time by
trying to reduce the price just so you know how much he’s willing to move.

Comparing prices is one thing, but using price quotes from two or three different
stores is manipulative and unfair, and you probably won’t win. Suppose Piano
Superstore quotes you $5,000 on a piano. You go to We Are Pianos and say, “Can
you beat that?” That store’s rep says $4,000. You return to Piano Superstore and
say, “I can get the same thing at We Are Pianos for $4,000. Can you beat that?”
Guess what the salesperson tells you? “Then go buy it from We Are Pianos.”

Go in the store with an absolute maximum dollar amount in your head. When
you’re sure about a particular model, sit down with the salesperson and ask what
the best he can do is on that model piano. If you get an answer equal to or less than
the maximum figure in your head, shake hands and write the check. If the price is
nowhere close to what you’re comfortable paying, stand up and say, “Well, thank
you very much. You have my number if you change your mind.” Remember, there
are more piano stores and more piano models in this world.

A piano store is a store like any other, complete with sales at key times during the
year. For example, Memorial Day is always a big piano-buying time. Shop around,
and then keep an eye out for sales and promotions.

Shopping online

Surfing the Internet can be great for comparing keyboards and getting a handle on
digital lingo. Virtual showroom tours, product demonstrations, and used and new
price quotes abound. You can certainly find some available models that your local
dealer doesn’t carry and preview some models and features that manufacturers
are planning to introduce.

As you start to focus on a few keyboards that interest you, read the FAQ and prod-
uct specifications on the manufacturers’ websites (refer to the contact listings
earlier in this chapter). Look at what models are being sold as used, and why.
Study up on the features that interest you so that when you go to a dealer, you’ll
be treated as an informed customer and not a know-nothing who can be suckered
into a bad deal.
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You can buy online, and in some cases pay less doing so, but it’s important to keep
in mind the limitations. Only a dealer can give you product support, answer your
questions, and offer you a store warranty so that you can bring your instrument
back for repairs or problems.

The MIDI Places You Can Go

48
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Your new digital or hybrid keyboard is wonderful, exactly what you wanted. But
now you want to experiment with all the cool things you’ve heard about. This sec-
tion explains several other types of musical devices, including MIDI and other
recording systems, that can hook up to your new keyboard and help you go even
further in your pursuit of a musical career — or just your desire to get the most
out of your keyboard.

After you start investing in recording software and equipment, two things
happen: You spend far less time practicing music and far more time studying up
on new technology, and your bank account shrinks. For now, it’s nice to know
these recording options exist, but consider playing music for a while before diving
into a new career as a recording engineer.

Always use a surge protector for any and all electronic music equipment you use.
You can pick one up at an electronics, office supply, or home supply store. Plug the
protector into the wall, and then plug all your equipment into the protector. If
lightning strikes, the power goes out, or you accidentally flip the breaker switch
while dancing a tango, your expensive music equipment could be fried without a
surge protector. And now’s not the time to get cheap. The most expensive surge
protectors are less than $50, and some have guarantees to repay you thousands of
dollars if they should ever fail to protect your equipment.

A MIDI primer

Yes, even musicians use four-letter words, but not just the ones shouted when you
play the wrong notes in Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. The four capital letters
MIDI stand for Musical Instrument Digital Interface. It’s not nearly as boring as it
sounds. In fact, MIDI (pronounced mid-ee) can change your musical life.

In a nutshell, MIDI allows you to connect and communicate with other keyboards,
your computer, or other digital equipment from your digital or hybrid keyboard.
Suppose you have three keyboards. You select the first one to be the controller and
set it to sound like a piano. You connect the other two keyboards to the controller
and set each of them to different sounds, perhaps a flute and a tuba. As you play the
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controller, the other two keyboards are sent MIDI messages (binary codes) telling
them which notes to play, how long, how loud, and so on. But it sounds like three
players are playing three separate instruments, instead of just you on a piano.

But that’s not all MIDI can do. By connecting a MIDI cable to your computer, you
can record, edit, and notate your music using software programs on your com-
puter. You can buy MIDI-recorded CDs and hear the songs played with the sounds
of your own keyboard. Hybrid pianos and player piano systems also use MIDI to
communicate with other digital equipment. MIDI software and recordings have
become quite popular teaching aids because you can follow along note for note as
your keyboard plays the songs.

Keyboard to computer

Sooner or later, you’ll probably want to record your virtuosic playing for the world
to hear. Well, at least for your friends and family to hear. Digital keyboards offer
you a host of options that help you record your music. You can record directly on
your keyboard, or you can record by connecting your keyboard to your computer
using MIDI cables. If you use MIDI, you can record exactly what you play without
any fancy recording equipment. The MIDI messages you send from your keyboard
as you play can be recorded in a computer or sequencer. Later, all you do is push
“play” on the sequencer and hear note for note, volume for volume, exactly what
you played.

There are many types of recording and sequencing software programs for your
computer that give you recording and editing options that may not be available on
your keyboard.

Digital recording and sequencing programs allow you to record on several different
tracks. So, you can record yourself playing the melody of a song with a piano
sound on Track 1, followed by the drum part on Track 2, and then the guitar part
on Track 3 and the bass part on Track 4. But you never use any instrument other
than your keyboard and the sounds that came with it. Play back the recording, or
sequence, and it plays all four tracks at once, which sounds like a quartet. Want
more? Just add some violins on Track 5. Perhaps the sound of rain on Track 6.
Pretty soon you’ve got the entire London Philharmonic playing on Tracks 7
through 17.

Software programs allow you to edit, transpose, speed up, or slow down what
you’ve recorded. You can also alter the volume levels on each track and add sound
effects, like reverb, to enhance what you’ve played. But wait! There’s more! You
can purchase or even download MIDI files that you can load into your recording
software so you can play along with files and add new tracks on top.
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RECORDING THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY

If MIDI isn't your bag, baby, you can still record your performance using other recording
equipment. Several options are available, each unique in what it can offer the aspiring
recording artist. First you must decide between analog and digital recording.

Technical explanations aside, analog is the old-fashioned way of using magnetic tape to
record audio; digital is the new and improved means of converting audio into a binary
code to be stored on a CD, memory card, or hard drive. Both work fine, but digital is
often easier to work with, especially when editing your performance. Digital recorders
are very affordable and easy to use; you can just hit the record button, start playing, and
have your improvised piano fantasies saved for posterity.

Keyboard to keyboard

You can connect your MIDI keyboard with another MIDI keyboard, or build a chain
of three or more. Set each keyboard with a different sound patch and play all the
keyboards at once from your main, controller keyboard. See what it sounds like to
combine piano and string sounds, brass and electric guitar, you name it.

MIDI and music notation

Music notation programs are a great tool to help you learn and improve your
music reading and writing skills. When you hook up your MIDI keyboard to a
computer and open up notation software, you can write music, read music, and
play back whatever you’re working on. Plenty of educational programs are avail-
able to help you with the basics of music notation; some are interactive and make
learning fun. And don’t forget that you can use notation programs to write out
your latest opus so you can share your music with other musicians.
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» Cleaning your keyboard

» Realizing when you can't fix it
yourself

» Taking the pain out of moving day

Chapter 4

Taking Good Care
of Your Keyboard

s with any baby, it’s important to be the best parent you can be to your

keyboard. Consider this chapter to be your “Bringing Up Baby” manual.

From finding the right home in your house to keeping your keyboard clean
and professionally maintained, you’ll be glad you took the time to take the best
possible care of your keyboard.

Providing a Good Place to Live

Whether you bought an acoustic or digital keyboard, the first thing to do when you
get your new baby home is to find a spot for it to live. This spot doesn’t have to be
a permanent resting place, but some spots are better than others in terms of keep-
ing your keyboard looking good and sounding even better for the duration of its
life. Your ideal spot has all the following characteristics:

3 No direct sunlight: Even through a window, overexposure to sunlight can
damage your keyboard over time. Direct sunlight can cause the wood to warp
or dry out, affecting both the sound and overall appearance. You may not
mind the look of a faded keyboard, but it will be hard to sell down the road.
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3 Controlled climate: Don't expose your keyboard to violent temperature swings.
For example, don't leave it on a porch that gets really hot in the summer and
dreadfully cold in the winter. To avoid fluctuating temperatures, place your
keyboard near an interior wall rather than an exterior wall. Wood responds to
changes in humidity, so consider setting up a humidifier or dehumidifier if you
and your acoustic piano live in a dry or wet climate. (Your piano tuner will be
glad to advise you on humidifiers and dehumidifiers for this purpose.)

3 Good ventilation: For acoustic pianos, good ventilation reduces the buildup
of excess moisture, which can affect the wood. For digital keyboards, ventila-
tion keeps the inner workings cooled when the power is on. But you shouldn't
put your keyboard right under an air-conditioning unit or right over a heating
duct. Just make sure that the area has good airflow through it.

¥ Safety: No matter how expensive (or inexpensive) it is, don't set your key-
board in a precarious position where it can get bumped, fall, or have some-
thing fall on it.

3 Elbow room: When you feel cramped or uncomfortable, you're more likely to
avoid practicing. Lack of practice leads to poor playing, so give yourself ample
space for stretching out when you play.

3 Convenience: Don't confine your keyboard to an area that's hard to reach.
When inspiration hits, you want the keys close at hand, in a place that allows
you to focus on your music. And speaking of convenience, make sure your
room has plenty of electrical outlets. Using miles and miles of extension cords
is expensive, irritating, and just plain ugly.

¥ Lighting: Until you're in a dark, smoke-filled bar or in front of hundreds of
adoring fans, you should always play with good lighting. Not only is it easier to
see the black and white keys with good light, but reading music is next to
impossible in the dark. You can set a lamp on or near your keyboard, but
avoid the clip-on kind, which can damage the keyboard's finish.

relationship with your neighbors. For example, don’t put your keyboard in the
room right over your downstairs neighbor’s bedroom. All those practice sessions
rememeer  late at night will soon be history.

@ Also keep in mind how the location of your piano or keyboard may impact your

Making It Shine: Cleaning Your Keyboard

52

A clean instrument sounds better and looks better longer than one that’s
neglected — both advantages that can affect its value if you ever need to sell it.
You don’t have to go overboard when it comes to cleaning your acoustic piano or
digital keyboard, but you should keep it free of dust and dirt as much as possible.
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WARNING

Don’t be afraid to lay down the law when it comes to keeping your instrument
clean, insisting that no one (not even you) eats or drinks around your keyboard.
A spilled drink in the back seat of your car is one thing; a spilled drink on your
keyboard can be fatal (for the keyboard, that is). And do you really want to clean
out old cracker crumbs from between the keys once a month?

In addition to keeping food and drink away from your keyboard, don’t allow dust
to build up on your instrument. Dust buildup in electric keyboards may eventually
short out the circuitry or cause the keys or buttons to stick. Either of these results
is bad news. Cover your digital keyboard when you aren’t using it, either with a
purchased dust cover or a homemade one. Dust buildup in acoustic pianos isn’t as
critical, but I still recommend that you keep it in check (and constant sneezing
because of a dusty piano can be a drawback while playing).

The two most important cleaning tools to have near your instrument are a feather
duster and a small, medium-bristle paintbrush. At least once a month, use the
feather duster for an overall dusting, followed by a detailing with the paintbrush,
where you get in all the grooves and between the keys. Simply press down each
key and clean both sides before moving to the next one. If you’re in a hurry, just
run the brush in between the keys and give it a better, more thorough cleaning
later. Digital keyboards have lots of little buttons, digital displays, knobs, sliders,
and other gadgets; turn the power off and clean these with a dry, soft, lint-free
rag every couple of months.

Be careful what cleaning solvents you use on your keyboard’s finish. The wood
finish on many grand pianos, for example, can be ruined by normal furniture pol-
ish. Ivory keys should be cleaned with a dry cloth or a cleaner made especially for
them. (Products made for cleaning piano cases and keys are available online.) For
most keyboards (acoustic or electric), I recommend a cloth that’s slightly damp
with plain soap and water (see the sidebar “Secret revealed: Special piano
cleaner”). Don’t be embarrassed to ask the dealer what cleaning products are
advised and exactly how to use them.

When using a liquid solution on the finish, whether soap and water or window
cleaner (sometimes recommended, but ask first!), use an old T-shirt or lint-free
rag instead of a paper towel. Fabric cloths don’t leave those little white fuzz balls
as you clean. Don’t spray liquid cleaners directly on your instrument. Spray first
onto your rag or cloth, and then wipe the instrument. Continue again and again
until the instrument is clean, but make sure you wipe up any excess moisture.
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SECRET REVEALED: SPECIAL
PIANO CLEANER

Your dealer may suggest you buy a special cleaner packaged in a very handy and attrac-
tive bottle. Having just written a very large check, you jump at the chance to protect
your investment, never mind the added cost.

You get home and decipher the scientific ingredient names on the label only to discover
that you just purchased some expensive soap and water. Save your money and make
your own by using the following:

® An empty spray bottle

® A marker

® |iquid hand soap

® Water
Rinse out the spray bottle until it's free of residue from any previous products. Use your
marker to write “Piano Cleaner” on the outside. Add four or five squirts of soap to the
bottle, and then fill it up with clean water. Shake well before spraying your rag and then

wiping down your instrument. Then, if you'd like, rinse off any residual soap with clean
water.

Calling In a Pro for General Checkups
and Serious Repairs

54

Playing the keyboard is one thing. Knowing how to repair and maintain one is
another. You should leave such matters to a qualified professional. You have
enough to worry about with playing, reading music, and touring around the world.

This section gives you tips on hiring piano tuners, piano technicians, keyboard
technical support people, and others who can help you maintain and prolong your
instrument’s life.

Tuning acoustic keyboards

Okay, so your friend can tune his own guitar, as can your other friends with their
violins, clarinets, and kazoos. But keep in mind how much larger your piano is,
how many parts are inside, and how much more you probably paid for it. Swallow
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your pride, pick up the phone, and call a piano technician when it’s time to tune
your piano.

Piano technicians are skilled professionals with years of education and experience.
And this kind of doctor still makes house calls. It may look like the technician’s
just playing keys and tightening screws, but you won’t even know where to begin
if you try to do it yourself.

Don’t think that you’ll suddenly hear your piano go out of tune one day. Loss of
intonation is a gradual process that takes place over a long period of time. Your
tuning will be much overdue if you get to the point where you actually say to
yourself, “Wow! My piano’s out of tune.” Schedule a tuning at least once a year —
preferably twice a year. Generally, the visit will take two to three hours and cost
you between $75 and $150, which is well worth the cost! After you establish a
relationship with a technician, he’ll probably contact you each year, so you don’t
even have to remember to schedule an appointment for a tuning.

Too many years of tuning neglect results in a piano that’s permanently out of
tune. Ever heard an old honky-tonk saloon piano? Sure, the sound is sort of fun,
but not when it’s coming from your $30,000 9-foot grand piano. Frequent tuning
ensures that the pitch of your piano doesn’t drop (a condition that’s reparable but
sometimes problematic) and that any problems with the tuning pins, which are
tightened and loosened during tuning, or the pinblock, which holds the pins, can
be fixed as they arise.

You can get recommendations for a good piano technician from friends, teachers,
music stores, and music schools. Then check the recommendations against the
member directory of the Piano Technicians Guild at www. ptg.org, which includes
individuals who have earned the distinction of Registered Piano Technician (RPT).
Don’t just select at random from the phone book; a bad technician can ruin a
piano.

In addition to tuning, I highly recommend asking the technician to have a look
under the hood and make sure everything else is functioning properly. Ask the
technician these questions:

¥ Do the pedals work?
¥ Are the legs secure?
3 Are there any problems with the action?

¥ Isthe soundboard cracked?
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Keeping digital keyboards happy

You don’t need to tune your digital keyboard. However, it does need some occa-
sional attention. If you keep your keyboard clean and dust-free, chances are it will
work and sound just fine for quite some time.

Over time, through constant pushing and pulling, the little buttons, digital dis-
plays, knobs, sliders, and other gizmos on a digital keyboard experience normal
wear and tear. If a button appears to be stuck, don’t try to fix it yourself with
one of your own tools. Call a professional — perhaps the dealer who sold you
the instrument originally or the manufacturer for a dealer reference. For a
minimal fee, the dealer can assess the damage (if any) and fix it for you. If your
warranty is still good (usually only for one year), repairs may cost you abso-
lutely nothing.

Never, ever, under any circumstances should you unscrew or open the top of your
keyboard. Sure, it looks really cool inside with all the computer chips and circuit
boards. Sure, you think you know what you’re doing and want to save a buck by
fixing a problem yourself. But opening up your keyboard voids your warranty
automatically and more than likely damages your keyboard irreparably.

TECHNICAL SUPPORT LINES

Each and every time you buy a new keyboard, fill out and send in the registration card
that comes with it — or fill out the registration online, if that's an option. Don't be afraid
that you'll be put on some mailing list; you're simply telling the manufacturer, “Just let-
ting you know that | bought your really cool product. Here's my name and here’s where
| live.” That's all.

Then, day or night, any time you have a problem with your instrument, you can call the
manufacturer’s technical support line and speak with a knowledgeable professional
(maybe even someone who designed your keyboard) about the specific problem you're
having and how to rectify it. The call to technical support is usually free — if you've filled
out that little card and mailed it in.

To find the technical support line for your instrument, call the manufacturer directly or
browse the lists of manufacturers and their contact information in Chapter 3.

PART 1 Getting Started with Piano



©

REMEMBER

Dealing with serious keyboard problems

Unfortunately, some keyboard problems can arise that require some serious time,
effort, and money to fix. If you experience any of the following problems, you
should get estimates from at least two separate technicians before deciding

whether or not to salvage your instrument:

»

»

»

»

»

»

A few mishaps that seem terrible actually aren’t that bad, including pedals falling
off, strings breaking, headphone jacks snapping off inside the unit, and even keys
sticking. True, these are big headaches, but they aren’t serious problems. Just

The soundboard on your acoustic piano cracks or breaks. The sound-
board is the large, polished board under the strings. The soundboard can
break during a move performed by unqualified movers. It can also break due
to constant changes in humidity that cause the wood to swell and contract.
You probably won't notice a broken soundboard on your own, so have your
piano technician check out the soundboard for you during each tune-up.

You hear only a thump when you press an acoustic piano key. Either the
hammer, damper, or both are not functioning properly. You may have to
replace the mechanism for that one key or replace the entire set of keys and
hammers. Hope for the first option. Of course, the culprit could also just be a
broken string, which can be fixed for under $20.

Your digital keyboard won’t power on. First, make sure you paid last
month's electric bill. Unless you have a battery-operated keyboard with old
batteries, your keyboard should always power on when plugged in correctly.
If not, it may be dead.

Your LCD display shows nothing legible. If the words and program names
on the front panel display of your digital keyboard are suddenly a bunch of
meaningless letters, the brains of your board may be fried.

You spill liquid all over your digital keyboard. You probably just shorted
out the entire board. Few, if any, of your buttons and keys are going to work.
This is why you should never have a drink on or near your keyboard. If you
spill anything on a digital keyboard, the first thing to do is to shut the power
off. To minimize the damage, let it dry out completely before turning the
power on again.

You spill liquid on your acoustic piano. Quickly get a towel and start
sopping it up. The wood, strings, hammers, and even keys may be damaged,
but at least there isn't anything electrical to bug out.

leave the problem alone and call a professional for help.
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Taking the Worry Out of Moving
Your Acoustic Piano
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WARNING

Take these three pieces of advice when it comes to moving your piano:

3 Don't ever try to move the piano by yourself or with friends.
¥ Confirm that you're using qualified piano movers.

3 Don't watch the move. You should definitely be present to watch the movers
and make sure they take extreme care when moving your precious baby. But
you're guaranteed to grimace when you see them flip that piano over on its
side. Save yourself the emotional distress and just turn away.

Moving a grand piano involves its own specialized piece of equipment called a
piano board. This long, flat board has lots of padding and several handles. The
movers lay the piano on its side on this board and strap it all to a dolly. The piano
board holds your baby securely and cushions any jarring bumps. If your movers
show up without a piano board, I strongly advise you to bid them farewell and call
new movers. To move upright pianos, movers typically place the piano (upright!)
on a flat dolly.

Your local piano dealer can recommend several good moving companies who spe-
cialize in piano moving. The good ones actually receive endorsements from piano
manufacturers.

If you own or rent an acoustic piano, moving from one residence to another is
automatically more expensive. You must hire a qualified piano mover to transfer
your baby to its new home. Don’t be cheap about hiring a mover. Inexperienced
movers can ruin your piano.
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» Naming the ebonies and ivories

» Navigating the keys using the E-Z Key
Finder

» Achieving perfect posture and
comfort at the keyboard

» Putting the pedals to the metal

Chapter5

Eighty-Eight Keys, Three
Pedals, Ten Fingers, and
Two Feet

ou’re staring at all these keys, trying to make sense of the whole thing, and

you’re wondering why you didn’t just buy a pair of cymbals and call it a

day. ’ve been there. It seems quite intimidating, but to paraphrase the
Jackson Five: It’s as easy as A-B-C, 1-2-3.

In this chapter, I help you get acquainted with all the finer features of your key-
board, including the keys and the pedals. I also advise you on equipment, such as
chairs, benches, and racks, that aids you in achieving proper piano-playing pos-
ture, and I explain just what that perfect piano posture looks like.

Finding the Keys, Easy Peasy

The first thing you notice on your keyboard is the not-so-colorful use of black and
white keys aligned from left to right. The black ones are raised and appear to be
set farther back than the white ones, as you can see in Figure 5-1.
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Your basic set of

FIGURE 5-1:

black and whites.
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If the black and white keys are reversed, you’re either playing a very old keyboard or
the manufacturer messed up and you got an enormous discount. Congratulations!

Each key on the keyboard represents a specific musical note. These notes use a
very complex naming system — the first seven letters of the alphabet, A-B-C-
D-E-F-G. The names of the keys correspond to the names of musical notes.
(Chapter 6 explains note names.) For now, just remember that a G key plays a G
note, an A key plays an A note, and so on.

You’re thinking: “I’m looking at 88 keys, but I only have seven alphabet letters to
name all those keys! How do I name the other 81 keys?” For all 88 keys, the basic
set of seven letter names repeats over and over, in octave groupings, which are
groups of eight.

When you name the sequence of seven white keys from A to G, the next (eighth)
note is A as the series begins again. You can count seven octaves from the lowest
A to the highest A on an 88-key piano.

In the following sections, I show you how to use the E-Z Key Finder technique to
locate the different notes on the keyboard. It’s an unforgettable way to find any
key on the board.

The white keys

To make things really easy, the seven note names (A-B-C-D-E-F-G) are all on
the white keys. The black keys have names of their own, which I cover in the next
section, but for now you can use the black keys as landmarks to find the correct
white keys . . . even in the dark! I present the first instrument ever equipped with
a sort of musical Braille system: The raised black keys help you locate any white
key quickly and precisely.

The black keys always appear in consecutive groups of two and three. You’ll never
see two sets of two black keys or two sets of three black keys in a row. This
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FIGURE 5-2:
Chopsticks and
forks on your
keyboard.

TIP

distinction of twos and threes is important and makes the job of finding white
keys even easier.

Use your imagination and think of any set of two black keys as a pair of chopsticks.
Think of any set of three black keys as the tines on a fork. (Take a glance at
Figure 5-2.) “Chopsticks” starts with the letter C, and “fork” starts with the letter
F. This handy memory-device forms the basis of my E-Z Key Finder technique for
finding the white keys on the keyboard. The main points are as follows:

¥ To the left of the chopsticks (two black keys) is the note C.

¥ To the left of the fork (three black keys) is the note F.

Foiks

— —

[
Chopsticks

Allow that to sink in while you look at your keyboard, and you won’t forget it. But
what about the other white keys, you ask? You know the alphabet fairly well, don’t
you? Look at the alphabet letters again: A-B-C-D-E-F-G.

Notice what letters surround C and what letters surround F. The same advanced
logic applies to the white keys surrounding C and F. Moving up from C you have
the notes D, E, F, G. When you get to G, think “Go” as in “go back to the beginning
of the alphabet.” The alphabet pattern repeats over and over again on the key-
board, as many times as you see chopsticks and forks.

To practice finding notes, play every C and F on the keyboard, from bottom to top.
Then locate every D and G. Test yourself by playing all the other white keys while
reciting the names of the keys. With the aid of the E-Z Key Finder, you’ll never
forget a key’s name.
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Now that you know the names of the white keys, you can play:

¥ The first nine notes of “Over the River and Through the Woods": D, D, D, D, B,
C,D,D,D

¥ The first six notes of “It's Raining, It's Pouring™ B, D, B, E, D, B
¥ The first seven notes of “The First Noel”: E, D, C,D, E, F, G
¥ The first 11 notes to the theme from Ravel's Boléro: C,B,C,D, C,B, A, C,C, A, C

The black keys

Play A, then B, then the black key in between A and B. You’ll notice that it sounds
like a different musical note. You’re correct: Black keys represent separate musical
notes from white keys. However, because no alphabet letter comes between the
letters A and B, the black key between these two can’t be given a logical alphabet-
ical name.

The black keys are assigned the same name as the closest white key but with one
of the following suffixes added on:

3 Sharp is used for a black key to the right of (or higher than) a white key.

3 Flatis used for a black key to the /eft of (or lower than) a white key.

Here’s another culinary metaphor to help you remember these suffixes. At your
imaginary musical place setting, a white key represents a plate. Now imagine that

¥ Aknife is sharp and lies on the right side of the plate.
3 Anapkin is flat and lies on the /eft side of the plate.

Put it to the test: Find the D plate (key). To the right is a sharp knife, D-sharp. To
the left is a flat napkin, D-flat. Easy enough? Just remember chopsticks and forks,
knives and napkins, and you’ll never forget the names of the keys . . . but you may
feel a little hungry.

Because each of the black keys lies between two white keys, each black key has two
names, depending on the white key you approach it from. For example, the black
key to the right of C is C-sharp, but it’s also D-flat. The split personality of each
black key (note) seems odd at first, but after you get the hang of seeing each key
from two different perspectives, it isn’t that awkward. The fancy name for one key
with two different names is enharmonic.
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You probably already noticed that no black keys reside between B and C or E and
F. Before you demand a full refund from your local keyboard dealer, you should
know that this is no mistake. Theoretically, C is also B-sharp and, similarly, E is
also F-flat. But this is way too much needless music theory. Suffice it to say that
there are no notes between B and C or E and F. You’ll survive without know-
ing why.

Develop a clear mental image of the octave groupings on the keyboard, and then
check your mental image against Figure 5-3. These groupings will help you navi-
gate the 88s.

Bb to Bb Eb to Eb
I

FIGURE 5-3:
Octave groupings

on your
keyboard. FtoF CtoC

Now that you know the names of the white and black keys, you can play

¥ The theme from the movie Jaws: D-sharp, E, D-sharp, E, D-sharp, E (keep
repeating until someone screams)

¥ The first four notes of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony: G, G, G, E-flat

¥ The tune of “Shave and a Haircut, Five Cents": G, D, D, E, D, F-sharp, G

Gb Head to www.dummies.com/go/piano to watch Video Clip 2 for more on identifying
and mastering both the white and black keys.
CHECK IT
ouT

Discovering What Your Parents
Never Told You about Posture

Good posture, including how you sit and how you hold your hands, keeps you
comfortable at your keyboard for hours on end. Practicing good posture while you
play also helps you avoid cramped hands, a tired back, and even more serious
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FIGURE 5-4:

Proper posture
and positioning at
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the piano.

medical problems like carpal tunnel syndrome. After you’re a famous concert
pianist, you can look back fondly on this chapter and remember how it helped
prepare you for a career with the keyboard.

To sit or not to sit: That's the real question

Depending on the type of keyboard — and sometimes the type of stage — that
you’re playing on, you can either sit or stand while you play.

As a general rule, most pianists sit at the piano, but many rock keyboardists stand
behind their boards. Maybe they want the audience to have a better view of them
playing. Or maybe they’re just tired of sitting from all those days on tour buses.

As a beginner, you should begin your musical endeavors in a seated position. No
matter what kind of keyboard you play, sitting brings you closer to the keys and
makes you more comfortable as you practice.

Whether sitting or standing, you should be comfortable at all times. Your feet
should rest firmly on the floor. Your hands should have a nice relaxed arch to
them. The keys should be at an appropriate height so that your hands and fore-
arms are parallel to the ground, as shown in Figure 5-4.

!;\\‘ c N
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FIGURE 5-5:
An adjustable
piano chair.

Make sure your back is straight and that you aren’t slumping, slouching, or
hunching over. Not sitting up straight leads to backaches — the kind that discour-
age you from practicing.

Sitting down: Chairs versus benches

Both chairs and benches are acceptable options, and both are readily available at
most piano stores and concert halls. Of course, both options have their pros and
cons, and it’s up to you to sort out what’s the best fit for your playing.

Chairs

When I say chair, I’'m not talking about a recliner with flip-out footrest and side
pockets for the TV remote. I'm talking about standard-issue piano chairs, which
are usually plain, black chairs. Many have a padded seat, and some offer a useful
mechanism to raise or lower the height of the seat just a bit, as shown in
Figure 5-5.
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The back on a chair provides some added support, but it also may cause you to
slump more just because you can. As Mom and Dad always told you, slumping
isn’t attractive or good for your back. Also, the extra wood on chair backs often
tends to creak, which isn’t a pleasant sound during a performance of Debussy’s
Clair de Lune.

But paradoxically, the back on a chair is also its main advantage. The extra sup-
port is good for young, sometimes fidgety students because they feel more secure
on a chair than on a backless bench. Heck, you can even strap on a booster seat for
the young child prodigy. Plus, like it or not, everyone slumps occasionally. As you
practice diligently into the wee hours of the night, nobody has to know if you
slump against the back of the chair a little bit. At least you’re practicing!

Perhaps the biggest drawback of a chair is the inability to accommodate a duet
partner. Many pianists enjoy playing duets with friends. You sit side-by-side and
play the keyboard in two parts: one person playing the lower notes, and the other
playing the upper notes. Sure, you can just pull up another chair, but where’s the
romance in that?

Benches

The standard piano bench, which you see in Figure 5-6a, measures approximately
2 feet high by 3 feet wide. The width allows ample room for shifting yourself to
reach higher or lower notes while you play, and it also accommodates a duet
partner.

Height is an important function of whatever you choose to sit on while playing.
However, many piano benches aren’t adjustable, forcing you to lean up into the
keyboard or to sit atop a stack of phone books. The nicer benches come with knobs
on the side that let you adjust the bench height for a more personal fit (shown in
Figure 5-6b). The better benches also offer padding, which you begin to appreci-
ate after a few hours of hard practice.

Unlike a chair, a bench provides no back support, leaving you to keep a straight
spine throughout the performance. On the plus side, a backless bench forces good
posture during your playing. However, no back support also means no protection
from falling backwards when you become too excited during the climax of a Bartok
concerto or your jamming rock solo.

Some piano benches have hinged seats, allowing you to open the seat and store
sheet music, books, or even a mid-concert snack. Just don’t forget what you leave
in there, especially those wallets and car keys!
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FIGURE 5-6:

Two types of
piano benches:
standard (a) and
adjustable (b).

Using stands and racks

Keyboard stands (see Figure 5-7) come in all shapes and sizes. Some are multi-
tiered for adding more and more keyboards as your career or bank account grows.
Keyboard stands also come in different colors. (If you don’t like the colors, you
can always buy a can of spray paint.)

Nearly every stand is adjustable because the manufacturer is never exactly sure
just how tall its client base is. You can adjust the height of the keyboard so that
you can sit or stand, depending on your mood. Just make sure that the keys are at
the proper height (refer to Figure 5-4). The adjustability also allows you to spread
multiple keyboards farther apart on the stand to allow easy access to the various
buttons and knobs on each.

In addition to a stand, you may also need an effects rack, which is a wooden or
metal box with holed brackets along the edge into which you can screw various
components, samplers, effects processors, mixers, or even drawers. Racks can be
stationary or on rollers, according to your personal needs and desires.

As always, make sure you have adequate lighting for your keyboard, music rack,
and program/patch display.
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FIGURE 5-7:
Take a stand for
your electric
keyboard.

Paying Attention to Hand Positioning

I can’t stress enough how important comfortable hand position and comfortable
posture are while playing the piano or keyboard. Poor hand position can cause
your performance to suffer for two reasons:

¥ Lack of dexterity: If your hands are in tight, awkward positions, you can't
access the keys quickly and efficiently. Your performance will sound clumsy
and be full of wrong notes.

3 Potential for cramping: If your hands cramp often, you won't practice often.
If you don't practice often, you won't be a very good player.

These sections examine all you need to know about using your hands and fingers
when playing the piano.

Arch those hands and fingers

When you place your hands on the keys, you must keep your hands arched
and your fingers slightly curled at all times. It feels weird at first, but you can’t
improve your playing technique until you get used to holding your hands this way.
Arching your hands and fingers pays off with the following benefits:
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FIGURE 5-8:
The shape to
emulate.

3 Your hands don't get tired as quickly.
¥ Your hands are less likely to cramp.

¥ You can quickly and easily access any key, black or white.

To get an idea of the hand shape you’re after, find two tennis balls (or similarly
sized balls) and hold one in each hand, as shown in Figure 5-8. This is how your
hand should look when you play the piano . . . minus the ball, of course.

Go to www.dummies.com/go/piano and watch Video Clip 3 to make sure you have
a handle on arching both your hands and fingers.

Fingering

Fingering refers to using the best finger to play each note of a song, and correct
fingering is always a very important part of piano playing. Some pieces, even the
easy ones, have fingerings marked in the sheet music to help you plan which fin-
gers to use to execute a particular musical passage most efficiently and
comfortably.

The fingerings you see in music correspond to the left- and right-hand fingering

you see in Figure 5-9. Number your fingers 1 through 5, beginning with the thumb
as number 1 and moving toward the little finger, or pinkie.

TRIM THOSE NAILS

It's as simple as this: Keep your fingernails short or at least at a reasonable length. Your
audience wants to hear beautiful piano music, not be distracted by the clickety-clack of
your nails on the keys.
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FIGURE 5-9:
Numbers
and digits.

TIP

TIP

While you get used to thinking of your fingers in terms of numbers, you may find
it helpful to write these numbers on your hands before you sit down to practice.
Use washable marker or pen. Otherwise, you’ll have to explain those numbered
fingers to your date on Friday night, your boss on Monday morning, or your
homeroom teacher.

Giving your hands and fingers a rest

Poor posture can lead to the beginning of serious and painful problems in your
piano career. The sports claim “no pain, no gain” has no validity when applied to
piano playing. Muscle tension and poor posture can cause pain. If you hurt, you
won’t play. If you don’t play, you won’t be very good.

Feeling cramped

Even if your posture is absolutely perfect, your hands will inevitably begin to
cramp at some point. Cramps are your body’s way of saying, “Hey, let’s go do
something else for a while.” By all means, listen to your body.

Generally, you’ll experience hand cramps long before you experience any other
kind of body cramp during practice. Your back and neck may become sore from
poor posture, but your hands will begin to cramp simply from too much use.

If your hands hurt, take a long break and do something that creates a completely
opposite hand action. For example, throwing a ball to your dog is an opposite hand
action; typing is not. If your whole body hurts, get a massage (including a hand
massage) or take a luxurious cruise in the South Pacific. You deserve it.
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Avoiding carpal tunnel syndrome

Much has been said about a career-oriented injury called carpal tunnel syndrome
(CTS). Without getting into its technical definition, which would require a degree
in medicine, suffice it to say that CTS develops from overstraining the muscles
and ligaments in your wrist through a constant, repetitive action. And piano play-
ing is a constant, repetitive action.

As you can probably imagine, many a keyboardist and full-time blogger experi-
ence CTS during their careers. Unfortunately, many wait until it’s too late for a
simple remedy. They ignore what starts out as a dull pain in the forearms, wrists,
warning  and fingers until it becomes a severe pain whenever the hands are in motion.
Severe CTS requires surgery to remedy, but the results aren’t always 100 percent

successful. As a piano player, you need 100 percent of your hand motion, so don’t
let any pain go unaddressed.

If you’re bothered by pain in your wrists, no matter how minor, consult your phy-
@ sician for ways to reduce or prevent it. Of course, if you’ve already been diagnosed
with CTS, talk with your physician about your piano-playing goals and ask what
rRememBer  Steps you can take to prevent any further damage or pain. (Your doctor will prob-

ably ask how you got interested in the piano, giving you an excellent opportunity
to wholeheartedly endorse this book.)

Pedal Power: Getting Your Feet
in on the Action

When you play the keyboard, your hands are busy on the keys, and your feet are
called upon to work the pedals to control other aspects of the music.

Most pianos have two or three pedals, and synthesizers can have even more. Pipe
organs often incorpo