TRANSCRIBING FOR
(GREATER MUSICALITY

Bob Hinz explains how transcribing can be an effective tool for music students and
gives some helpful suggestions for teaching it.

BY BOB

ranscribing is the practice of
notating the performance of
a musical composition or
improvisation as the music is
grasped aurally. The term
“transcribing” may also describe any
other process used by instrumentalists
and singers to learn to play music
from a recording without the use of
notation.! The essential element of
transcribing is very careful listening.
Transcribing is particularly effecrive
for high school and college students
who wish to become more familiar
with jazz techniques and styles and
want to incorporate many facets of a
particular jazz soloist’s musical vocabu-
lary into their playing. It benefits stu-
dents who wish to become more capa-
ble improvisers because the process
acquaints them with playing by ear,
Playing or singing along with record-
ings has always been considered an
important educational tool and should
also be considered a useful technique
for developing overall musicianship in
vocal or instrumental music students.
Singers have often observed that they
began learning song repertoire and
vocal styles (often ar a very young age)
by singing along with recordings made
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Transeribing helps students become more aware of pitch and rhythm as well as aspects of the music that
are nol nolated.

by well-known singers.

Playing or singing music requires
techniques to express a musical idea
either spontaneously or in a carefully
planned manner. The technique
acquired through transcribing fosters
musical intuition through the expan-
sion of basic aural skills and abilities.
Transcribing promotes an awareness of
many unnotatable facets of dynamics,
rhythm, arciculation and accent,
phrasing, pitch, and intonation (with

respect to instruments with varying
intonation) because the student is
forced to listen carefully to these facets
of the music while trying to imitate
them. Additionally, it expands the
awareness of pitch relationships and
heightens sensitivity to the overtone
series.

Iranscribing also creates a more
appropriate balance between musical
conceprs and musical intuition
through repeated exposure to aural
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experiences and the direct application
of these experiences to a musical instru-
ment. By transcribing exemplary
improvisations and simple composi-
tions performed by grear players, we
more easily understand the shaping of a
musical phrase, and we develop the
ability to shape phrases in our own
playing. We connect with the perfor-
mance on a deep level by closely exam-
ining the sound of the actual music.

Experiencing the Music

Rhythm (and its articulation) is
perhaps the most essential aspect
of musical expression assimilated
through transcribing. The imitation of
a performance that is grasped aurally
provides for a subtlety of rhythmic
expression and articulation thac is dif-
ficult to represent in notation. Fur-
thermore, rhythmic articulation
becomes maore natural in its expression
because the movements required for it
are acquired instinctively—that is, the
sound gestures on the recording are
heard and imitated before they are
observed in notated form. The imita-
tion of these sound gestures, more-
over, fosters a more natural under-
standing of the language and vocabu-
lary of the style. Racher than being
explained. they are shown. The stu-
dent goes for the sound first, and the
gesture narurally results, as opposed to
being shown the gesture that produces
the sound. Moreover, certain rhythmic
styles and “feels” can only be learned
from recorded renditions. Accordingly,
verbal descriptions of swing can never
substitute for listening to recordings of
great jazz artists performing swing.

Through transcribing, visual repre-
sentations and conceprs—visually rec-
ognized patterns, notational concepts,
and visually memorized chord struc-
tures—gradually give way to the expe-
rience of music as sound. The student
aurally grasps melody, motives, har-
monies, chords, rhythms, articula-
tions, dynamics, and other facets of
musical expression. The transcribing
process balances the approach more
typically used by music teachers when
they place the score before the student
and say, “This is the music.” As the
experience of transcribing becomes an
integral part of practice, the student
comes to know his or her instrument

intimately in aural terms, not only
with respect to a given melody.

Along with this new understanding,
the music student becomes more adepr
at expressing spontaneous musical ideas
on his or her instrument. The student
also becomes more “in tune” with aural
patterns, voicings, rhythms, harmonies,
and other aspects of the music. These
aspects are often taught at a conceprual
or verbally descriptive level. Transcrib-
ing enables the student to come in
rouch with the subtler aspects of music
by enhancing musical sensitivity in the
aural domain of experience. Although
the directly observable elements in
music are important, the elements that
make a great improvisation or composi-
tion are never obvious; they are in a
sense intangible, intuirive, and less
directly observable. Transeribing con-
nects the student with these intangible
elements.

1he essential element of
transcribing is very

careful listening.

Written music can never accurately
depicr all of the subtleties and nuances
that a performer brings to a perfor-
mance. Dynamics, wouch, accent, vari-
ations in tempo, chordal balance (on
polyphonic instruments), subtle
rhythmic relationships, articulation,
and other facets of musical expression
are difficult to notare exactly and are
grasped mainly by listening to other
performers. Since these subtleties are
not depicred in a written transcrip-
tion, simply reading a transcription
done by someone else doesn't yield the
same benefit as personally undertaking
all the steps involved in producing the

transcription and then learning to play
It.

Traditional notation, for example,
does not indicate the dynamic balance
of notes within a chord. The notation
may help the pianist play and perhaps
remember a chord or note combina-
tion that is used ar a particular point
in the recorded performance, but the
dynamic balance the pianist uses (cre-
ating shadings of tonal color) can only
be grasped through a continual expo-
sure to the sound of the music.

When a student underrakes the
transcription of a musical part, the
activity should begin with a grasp of
the more general facets of the part
key, large sections and key changes,
chord progressions, and, in the case of
an improvised jazz solo transcription,
the awareness of the original melody
and chords of the piece. The student
should then proceed to the more spe-
cific aspects of the music: individual
chords, melodies, motives, rhythms,
and chord voicings (in the case of
piano transcriptions). In addition, the
transcription of an improvised jazz
solo is more valuable and more easily
grasped if the chord progressions and
the melody of the piece have been pre-
viously played and memorized by the
transcriber. (See the Teaching Tran-
scribing sidebar for specific ways to
instruct students.)

Jazz Transcription
In jazz performances, study of the

originally published sheet music usually

helps the transcriber understand the
differences between the performer’s
recorded version and the original com-
position. The awareness of these differ-
ences contributes to the transcriber’s
knowledge of the artist’s style, includ-
ing harmonization, chord substitution,
and his or her approach to melody.
Within jazz improvisation, the prac-
tice of placing numbers above each
note of a completed transcription to
show its intervallic relationship o the
root of the chord may be useful, but
the practice also removes the tran-
scriber somewhat from the sound of
the music and focuses on a conceprual
understanding. Although the awareness
of the numerically expressed relation-
ship may enhance the anscriber’s abil-
ity to recognize repeated melodic pat-



terns and other motivic relationships,
the essential rask that will enable him
or her to aurally grasp the solo is the
performance and memorization of it.
Additionally, instrumentalists who sing
the solo, or its individual parterns,
develop an even deeper and more direct
connection to the music.

Besides being a useful practice for
acquiring rechniques and abilities used
in jazz, transcribing aids in the memo-
rization of notated compositions. As a
piece is learned and performed, a
musician who has taken the time to
transcribe the piece from a recorded
version is more readily drawn to the
correct notes because his or her aural
memory was strengthened in the tran-
scribing process. Audiated notes are
more readily discovered because tran-
scribing develops the ability to find
pitch, to audiate pitch, and to recog-
nize it in one’s listening. The repeated
use of the student’s instrument in
doing transcriptions fosrers an
ongoing exercise in ear training
applied to the instrument.

The transcription of an entire per-
formance of a work thar already exists
in notated form may provide enor-
mous insight into the divergence
berween the composer’s original nota-
tion and the actual performance. Thar
is particularly true with respecr to the
harmonization of a jazz standard.
Music educarors teaching jazz are also
much better off transcribing a compo-
sition from the composer’s recorded
performance of a piece (“going to the
source”) rather than using a fake book,
many of which are often inaccurare.
Through transcribing, teachers are
also able to make available to students
music that has been recorded, bur
doesn’t exist in notated form.?

Reaping the Benefits

Although transcribing an entire
recorded performance is an important
aspect in the development of the skills
necessary for improvising, any student
can benefit from a limited approach to
transcribing: simple imitation. The
spirit thar a grear artist brings ro a
phrase, for example, can be acquired
by imitating by ear short phrases or
sections recorded by the arrist withour
notating them. This approach more
closely corresponds ro the process
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Haye the student learn a phrase, rhythm, chord, chord progression, or
any combinarion of these from a recorded performance. This could
entail learning to reproduce the phrase or rhythm with the voice, on a
musical instcrument, or in notation. Remember that the process of tran-
scribing begins with training the ear to listen, even if the material only
involves a few seconds of recorded music.

Next, have the student learn a short piece of music from a recording.
Obviously, the student should be ar a level that would enable him or
her to do so without an inordinate amount of frustration. If the stu-
dent is particularly weak with regard to aural skills or instrumental or
vocal technique, the recorded version of an extremely simple piece can
be given.

Have the student sing or play a section of a piece along with a soloist’s
recorded performance of the work. Younger students could be encour-
aged to clap or tap along with the rthythms embodied in a recorded ver-
sion of a piece before learning it.

Assign high school or college students a transcriprion project that
involves notating a melody or melody-chord combination from a
recorded version supplied by the teacher (played on the piano or a
monophonic instrument). Besides developing aural skills, scudents can
also be taught notation through such experiences.

Give students who wish to develop their improvisational ability an
improvised jazz solo to learn from a recording. Less experienced stu-
dents might be asked to learn only one or two phrases or riffs from the
recording. Advanced students might, on the other hand, also norare the
recorded performance and then analyze ir.

Consider using the variable-speed tape recorder. For melodic figures
that move too quickly to hear clearly; it can be used to slow down the
solo to make ic intelligible. If the recording is slowed down to one half
of its original speed, the music will sound one octave lower. Variable-
speed tape recorders are also useful for runing the recording to the
instrument if tuning becomes difficulr.

Provide instrumental ear training in a private lesson by having the stu-
dent sing or play back short phrases that you sing or play on your
instrument. Besides being instrucrive, the process can be a lot of fun.

Keep in mind that quality is more important than quantity. It is more
valuable to have a student notate or play back two measures of a
recorded performance correctly than to write out twenty measures that
are inaccurate.









