Play Piano by Ear

Introduction

Artists want to engage the senses of those experiencing art. We expect painters to have an exceptional eye for color and form, we expect poets to be masters of words, and we expect musicians to know what good music sounds like. And yet, when it comes to musical training, it almost always starts with learning to read music. There are many musicians and music teachers who consider this approach "backwards," and believe that training the ear is the bedrock foundation of becoming a good musician.

Training the ear as the first step in music education is a way of putting the music itself in the forefront. It doesn't mean that a student never learns to read music, but it does mean that the student learns to hear music and identify notes, harmonies, chords, melodies, and bass lines. It also doesn't mean keeping the student's hands away from the piano. You don't have to know how an internal combustion engine works to drive a car, and while reading music is a great skill to have, you don't have to know how to read music in order to play piano. Turning the ability to read notes into an obstacle between a student and a piano is counterproductive and perhaps harmful.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Playing by Ear

The only real disadvantage to learning to play piano by ear is that it could keep someone from ever learning to read music. That is a necessary skill for composers and those who want to to make orchestral arrangements of music. So there is definitely great value in learning to read music: being able to share the music easily with other musicians. But the advantages of ear training far outweigh any disadvantages. If you can hear basic harmonies, you can play music in other keys more easily. You can also "fake" more songs successfully, for example if you are an accompanist at a musical audition. If all your playing must be directed by written music, you won't have the flexibility to do your job well. Perhaps the main advantage to ear training is that once you know a piece, you know it by heart. You know what it is supposed to sound like, and you're far less dependent on having a written score in front of you to play your repertoire.

Situations Requiring Ear Training

Ear training is used in countless situations. The audition accompanist mentioned above is one. The best studio musicians have highly trained ears so that they have the flexibility to make changes to arrangements in the studio. If you can play piano by ear, you can recover from mistakes more easily, because you know the sounds behind the notes on the page. And when it comes to improvisation, whether in jazz, pop, or any other genre, ear training is absolutely essential. Have you ever been to a show where the performer brings another performer onstage and asks him or her to join in a song? Being able to play by ear is necessary to quickly learn chords and harmonies on the fly. Even the best sight reader is at a disadvantage compared with someone who can play by ear.

Methods and Tips for Ear Training


What are some methods to learn how to play piano by ear? The main method is to really listen to music. Identify the melody, the bass line, and harmonies. Sing or hum along with each of these to experience where they fit into the overall composition. Learn to recognize basic harmonies, like a fifth or a major third. Learn which harmonies are major, which are minor, and which are diminished, and recognize where they are commonly used in western music. There are numerous websites that will teach you these concepts through sound files.

If you do know how to read music, transposing some of your favorites into another key is a great way of recognizing relationships between notes. Even transposing very simple pieces makes for good ear training. The main tip for learning to play piano by ear is to practice playing by ear. It's just like building up physical stamina: difficult at first, easier later, and with rewards that pay off in the long term. Like physical stamina, however, a good ear for music requires maintenance.

Conclusion

Learning to play piano by ear isn't a "shortcut," and it shouldn't take second place to learning to read music. On the contrary, playing by ear makes learning to play written music much easier. Too often, teachers and students develop the unfortunate habit of reading music on a page and playing it with the fingers, while neglecting listening to it. Playing by ear and playing by reading music seem to have become mutually exclusive in modern times, and that's a shame, because the best musicians had to have an ear for music. After all, Mozart had to hear Piano Concerto 21 in his head before he could write it down. Reading music is a tool - a great tool, no question. But reading music isn't the point of taking music lessons. Playing music is, and playing music well depends on being able to hear it well and recognizing notes, chords, scales, and patterns.




