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LESSON	1		

READ	AND	PLAY	A	TUNE	WITH	BLACK	
NOTES	IN	15	MINUTES!	

Copyright © 2018 David Dempster. All rights reserved. 

Version 1.0. 1 Aug 2018  

 

CONTENTS 



 

 

What you need in order to do this lesson 

Before you start 

How the black notes are named 

How sharps are shown in text and printed music 

Exercise 1: Read and play sharps 

Exercise 2: Read and play sharps, mixed up 

Exercise 3: Read and play white notes and sharps 

Exercise 4: Read and play white notes and sharps, with timing 

Exercise 5: Read and play more white notes and sharps with 
timing 

Tunes for Lesson 1: 

Tune 1:  Mystery tune with black notes missing 

Tune 2:  Mystery tune complete with black notes 

The Companion Tune Book 

Orientation 

Keyboard 

Review on your Book 3 skills 

Review on terms from Book 3: 

Answers 

Review: Read and play a tune using Book 3 skills 

 

   

Progress SheetProgress Sheet Book 4 

Note to Student:  You are starting Book 4 of my 
home study course, Read & Play Music. You should 
complete Books 1, 2 and 3 before doing this book. 



 

 

 

 

Welcome Back!!!  If you have not already done so, print out a copy of the 
Progress Sheet for Book 4 to help you keep track of your progress as well as 
to see what you have to look forward to on this course. 

Have you ever played at being careful not to step on the cracks in the 
pavement? (I confess I have a variation of that, where I close my eyes and 
deliberately try to step on the cracks.) 

In all the music you’ve played up till now in this course, you’ve been careful 
not to step on the cracks. By ‘cracks’ I mean the black notes that are fitted 
between some of the white notes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The white notes served us very well as you learned a lot of the basics of 
music: the staff, treble and bass clefs, notes of different duration, time 
signatures, measures, subdivisions of the beat, use of the metronome, and 
so on. We covered a lot of ground while playing only the white notes. 

Now it is time to deliberately step on the cracks! In this book, Book 4, you 
will start to play the black notes. 

This may seem like a small step. After all, the repeating pattern of the 
keyboard contains 7 white notes (C D E F G A B) and only 5 black notes (a 
group of 2 and a group of 3), so it may seem like we’re not adding much to 
what we already know. 

Well, be prepared for a surprise. As we explore the black notes of the 
keyboard, more of the riches of music will open up for you. 

In learning the white notes first and then adding the black notes, we are 
actually parallelling the evolution of music over the ages. For more than a 
thousand years, music consisted only of what we now know as the ‘white 
notes’, although they were not called that at the time. The black notes 
appeared about 500 years ago, and the wealth of music that has been 
created since then (Bach, Beethoven, jazz, swing, pop, reggae) would have 
been impossible without them. 

This will all become clearer as you work your way through this book. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

In about 15 minutes from now, I’m going to show you a piece of printed 
music that uses some black notes, and you’re going to read and play it. 

Do you feel all fired up? 

Great! Let’s begin this next step in your adventure. 

What	you	need	in	order	to	do	this	lesson	

Whatever music keyboard you used for doing Book 3 of this course, will 
work fine for doing this first lesson of Book 4. 

Before	you	start	.	.	.	

Make a note of the time so you’ll be able to boast about how fast you 
learned to read and play your first tune including black notes.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

	

	

How	the	black	notes	are	named	

Recap: In Book 1, you learned how the white notes are named. We name 
them using the letters A to G, with the same 7 names repeated from one 
end of the keyboard to the other. 

 

 

It is now time to name the black notes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

One of the ways a black note is named is by indicating that it is to the right 
of a particular white note. The musical term for this is ‘sharp’. 

Definition: a sharp is the note just to the right of a specific white 
note. 

For example ‘C sharp’ is the black note just to the right of the white note C: 

 

 

 

D sharp’ is the black note just to the right of D: 

 

And similarly for F sharp, G sharp and A sharp. 



 

 

 

How	sharps	are	shown	in	text	and	printed	music	

To avoid having to write the word ‘sharp’ all the time, there is a symbol for it 
in printed music: 

 

 

The sharp symbol. 

When referring to a sharp in a sentence, we put the sharp symbol after the 
name of the note, like this:  

 

which is spoken aloud like this: 

 

When indicating a sharp in printed music, we put the sharp symbol before 
the note: 



 

 

 

Look at the music above and play those two notes now: the black note just 
to the right of C, and then the black note just to the right of F. 

Great! You just took your first step in reading and playing black notes. 

 	



 

 

Practical		
Build Your Skill 

Let’s get some practice in reading and playing sharps. Then you’ll read and 
play a tune and discover the effect the black notes create. 

Exercise	1:	

Read	and	play	sharps	

 

1. Point and name. Point to the notes below, starting from the left, and 
call out the name of each note as you point to it. The first one is ‘C 
sharp’. Don’t play anything yet. 

 

2. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

3. Play. Look at the above music again, and play the notes starting from 
the left. Try starting with your thumb playing the first note. Apply 
Know Before You Go, so you play it without any mistakes even on the 
first time through. Take as long as you need before playing each note. 
Review the previous section if you need to. 

You should be playing these 5 black notes: 

 



 

 

 

4. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. Try to keep looking at the 
music as you play, so you are really reading and playing. That’s better 
than just playing the notes over and over without reading them. 

Exercise	2:	

Read	and	play	sharps,	mixed	up	

1. Point and name. Point to the notes below and call out the name of 
each note as you point to it.  

 

2. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 



 

 

3. Play. Look at the above music again, and play the notes. Try starting 
with finger 3 (middle finger). Apply Know Before You Go. 

4. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

Exercise	3:	

Read	and	play	white	notes	and	sharps	

1. Point and name. Point to the notes below and call out the name of 
each note as you point to it. The first notes are ‘D, E, F sharp’. 

 

2. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

3. Play. Look at the above music again, and play the notes. Apply Know 
Before You Go. 

4. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

Exercise	4:	

Read	and	play	white	notes	and	sharps,	with	timing	

1. Point and name. Point to the notes below and call out the name of 
each note as you point to it. 

 

2. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 



 

 

3. Play. Look at the above music again, and play the notes. Apply Know 
Before You Go, so you play it without mistakes the first time through.  

4. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

Exercise	5:	

Read	and	play	more	white	notes	and	sharps,	with	
timing	

In this one, there is a G (white note) and later a G sharp (black note). 

1. Point and name. Point to the notes below and call out the name of 
each note as you point to it. 

 

2. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

3. Play. Look at the above music again, and play the notes. Apply Know 
Before You Go, so you play it without mistakes the first time through.  

4. Repeat. Repeat until you can do it easily. 

  



 

 

Tunes	for	Lesson	1:	

I promised you a tune that includes black notes, and we’ll get to that in a 
moment. 

But first I want you to experience what it’s like when the black notes are 
missing. 

Tune	1:	

Mystery	tune	with	black	notes	missing	

Play this tune. 

Point and name the notes first, if you find that useful. 

Apply Know Before You Go. 

 

Did you recognise the tune? Did you feel there was something wrong with it? 



 

 

Tune	2:	

Mystery	tune	complete	with	black	notes	

And now the big moment. This tune has only a few black notes. Let’s see 
what difference they make. 

Play the whole tune from the start, so you can experience how the tune is 
affected by the sharps near the end. 

 

Wow! You just read a tune with black notes and played it as you were 
reading it!  

You may have recognised it as the famous English tune “Greensleeves”. It 
was written 500 years ago, and according to legend the composer was no 
less a person than King Henry VIII. 



 

 

 

 

How would you describe the difference created by the black notes? 

Notice that there are several white-note Gs in the tune. That makes the G 
sharp near the end all the more surprising and effective. 

If you like, you can play the last few measures again with only white notes, 
and then again with the black notes, to compare how they sound. 

That was not the whole tune, and you may have noticed that I simplified the 
rhythms. You’ll find the whole of this beautiful tune, with correct rhythms, 
and with an accompaniment for your left hand, in the Companion Tune Book. 
And of course it will have all the proper black notes. 

The Companion Tune Book can be found at the end of Book 
4. 

It turns out that there are many fine tunes made up only of white notes, but 
also many tunes for which black notes are an essential part. The Beatles 
songs ‘All My Loving’ and ‘She’s Leaving Home’ can be played using only 
white notes. ‘Hard Day’s Night’ and ‘She Loves You’ could not exist without 
black notes. 



 

 

Check	your	time	

So, how long did it take you to learn to read and play your first tune with 
black notes? 

 

Well done! Even if it took you a bit more than 15 minutes, you did it! You 
got off to a good start in learning to read and play black notes. 

Write down your start time for the next lesson so you can monitor your time 
and see how quickly you progress.  Keeping track of your practice time is a 
good way to keep a schedule for your lessons. 

You’re on a roll. Carry on! 

 

David Dempster 

Lifelong musician, teacher and music lover 

www.dempstermusic.com 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

BEFORE	YOU	CONTINUE	
 

Here are a few things you need to know at this point. 

Orientation	

 
You are on the home study course, Read & Play Music. 

The purpose of this course is to give you a thorough grounding in the 
essential elements of reading music, while playing the piano keyboard to 
bring the music to life. 

The course is in 4 books. You are now doing Book 4: Read and Play the 
Music YOU Want to Play.  

 

 



 

 

 

With this book, Book 4, you will achieve a major result in your music 
studies.  

Let’s take a moment to understand why this book is titled, ‘Read and Play 
the Music YOU Want to Play. 

Music is made up of pitch and time.  

In Book 3, you did an in-depth study of timing. If you open up a book of 
Beatles music, for example, or a book of Mozart, you will now understand all 
the timing.  

But the music will probably have black notes, and you’ve only scratched the 
surface in terms of knowing how to read them. 

Now in Book 4, you are doing an in-depth study of pitch, by learning about 
the black notes. This will round out your musical knowledge, and you will 
discover you can purchase the music YOU want to play, and read and play it. 

Now, obviously some music is for advanced players. You’ll need to start with 
music within your piano playing skill level, and I’ll help you find music like 
that. 

In my Companion Tune Book, I give you tunes you’ll be able to play when 
you finish Book 4, just like I did for each of the earlier books. But the 
difference now is that you’ll also be able to go out and purchase music 
of your own choice and read and play it. This is like the moment in 
flying lessons when you get to fly solo, and go wherever you want. 

Freedom, in other words. 



 

 

Keyboard	

Hopefully you have at least a touch-sensitive keyboard by now, and ideally a 
weighted keyboard or a real piano. 
 
If you’re still using a basic keyboard that does not allow you to vary how 
loud the notes sound as you play them, I hope you’ll upgrade to something 
better now. You can do Book 4 using a basic keyboard, and that’s fine for 
continuing to build your knowledge, but you’ll be missing out on the 
opportunity of practising your skill on a real or real-sounding piano. 
 
If you need a new keyboard at this point, take a look at the guide I wrote to 
help you make your decision. You’ll find it on my website, 
www.dempstermusic.com, click on”Keyboard Buying Guide”. 

	
 

There’s a short test now, and then we’ll get on with our in-depth study of the 
black notes. 

  



 

 

 

REVIEW	ON	YOUR	BOOK	3	SKILLS	
 

Well done for embarking on Book 4 of ‘Read & Play Music’! 

It is very important that you are confident in the skills covered in Book 3, 
before you carry on with Book 4. This is especially important now that you’re 
on the last book of the course, where you will get the final result of playing 
published music including black notes. 

So, please do this test of your Book 3 skills.  

If you find you are weak in any of the areas covered by the test, go back to 
Book 3 and restudy the relevant part or spend more time doing the 
exercises. Then you will sail through Book 4. 

You’ll find the answers to questions at the end of the test. 

If you feel at all uncertain about Books 1 and 2, you should also do a test of 
your Book 1 and 2 skills. You’ll find a test of Book 1 skills near the start of 
Book 2, and a test of Book 2 skills near the start of Book 3. 

 

Review		on	terms		from	Book	3:	

(Answers are at the end of the test) 

Define these musical terms on paper and draw the appropriate note if 
applicable: 



 

 

1. eighth note 

2. 16th note 

3. triplets 

4. rhythm 

5. metronome 

6. keeping time 

7. tie 

8. syncopation 

9. repeat sign 

Answers	

1. Definition: an eighth note (British name: quaver) is a note that is half 
as long as a quarter note. 

2. Definition: a 16th note (British name: semiquaver) (also written as 
‘1/16 note’ or ‘sixteenth note’) is a note that has a quarter of the 
duration of a quarter note. 

3. Definition: triplets are a group of 3 notes of equal duration, occupying 
a time that is normally divided into 2 notes. 

4. Definition: rhythm is a repeating pattern of short, long, strong and 
weak sounds in music.  

5. Definition: a metronome is a device that makes a regular ticking 
sound. The metronome can be adjusted to various speeds, measured as 
beats per minute (BPM). 

6. Definition: keeping time means (a) being continuously aware of the 
beat, and (b) always knowing which point you have reached in a piece of 
music you are playing or singing. 

7. Definition: a tie is a symbol that shows that two notes of the same pitch 
are to be played as if they were a single note. 

8. Definition: syncopation is a type of rhythm in which stress occurs off 
the beat or on beats that are normally unstressed. 



 

 

9. Definition: a repeat sign or repeat mark is a symbol indicating that a 
section of music is to be played twice. 

Review:	Read	and	play	a	tune	using	Book	3	skills	

Play this piece of music with your right hand. 

	
	 	


