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Introduction

In this article, we compare learning music notation to learning a foreign language. In fact, stave music notation has much in common with a constructed language like Esperanto, regular in its rules and designed to be universally intelligible. For musicians who are blind, braille music is the closest rendition of stave notation—the key to communicating with other musicians in the universal notation language. Because music notation crops everywhere--in music technology courses, band rehearsals, the church music group--a musician who is blind and unfamiliar with braille music notation is at a great disadvantage. It is much like being unable to speak a language familiar to one's sighted colleagues.

Current State of Braille Music

There are thousands of braille music scores sitting on shelves in libraries around the world. These volumes have often cost much to produce. Older volumes are labours of love, embossed from manually set plates and bound by hand. Almost all of these volumes purport to be transcriptions of the “universal language”: musical stave notation. However, the actual contents have many regional dialects, even after the latest "international" revision of the braille music code, agreed to by 16 countries (Krolick, 1997). Most are transcriptions of classical music long since out of print, from the days when there were many small publishers around the world. 

With the advent of online publishing, we once again have many small music publishers promoting their own compositions, arrangements, and educational materials. The major publishing companies remain active as well. Priding themselves on their scholarship, they produce definitive, often highly annotated, editions of the standard repertoire. 

Whilst the databases of libraries for the blind tell exactly how many braille music volumes they hold, there is no database with information about how many users there are, or their requirements. Nor is there any means of finding out how many people produce their own braille music. We do not know whether or not there is a large number of braille music users worldwide. We know merely that there is a large number of pieces available in the braille notation, though often in old fashioned layouts.

These are important questions: How many fluent readers of braille music are there to make use of these library volumes? How sustainable is an argument that any piece of print music should be available as braille music? Why should an aspiring classical musician who is blind learn braille music in the first place?--a less frequently addressed and more basic issue. This article will review the history and importance of braille music notation, attempt to address these questions, and make recommendations for revitalising the use of this universal music notation.

History of Braille Music

When students in developed countries were educated in schools for the blind in the 20th century, braille music was often taught as a compulsory subject. Even in schools where it was not required, it was a subject that students wanted to study if they wanted to be in the “in crowd”. Being “in the know” with braille music conferred some status. In this era, braille music scores were regularly published. One college for the blind specialised in training practical musicians, equipping them to work in the sighted world. 

Whilst there is still a network of braillists who lend music scores to one another, it is largely populated by former students of the specialist schools. Now that most braille-reading students are educated in mainstream schools, fewer of them are familiar with braille music, and the community of music braillists is shrinking. Indeed, there are Qualified Teachers of the Visually Impaired, let alone pupils who are blind, who know nothing of braille music. In the UK, a student in an inclusive school who uses braille music is likely to be the only one.

Advantages and disadvantages of braille music

While braille music is the closest approximation of printed stave notation, there are some major differences. 

▪ 
Practice and learning. Practice is not the same for sighted musicians and those who are blind. A sighted learner’s repetition is gradually refining accuracy to the score, comparing the sound to the viewed notation. A user of braille music notation needs to memorise a passage completely before beginning to practice; any misreadings must be carefully unlearnt. 

▪ 
Lack of sight-reading potential. Another difference lies in immediacy and then speed of learning. A sighted pupil plays or sings a piece of stave notation immediately. (UK orchestras are still renowned for “sight reading” accuracy). Almost all braille scores need to be read carefully and then memorised before performance (exceptions being singers without lyrics and some brass players). However, the braillist’s slower learning process becomes an advantage in the thoroughness of preparation and the ability to recall the score long after the sighted reader has forgotten it. 

▪ 
More coding. Louis Braille, himself a musician, produced much of the current braille music code. It is more precise than stave notation in some areas but contains more “grammar” owing to the need to express all features of a graphic system within the 63 permutations of six dots and a blank cell.

▪ 
Not yet universal. Braille music notation was always designed to be “internationally accepted”. However, despite several international conferences, there is no internationally agreed complete code.

▪ 
Advantages over sound-based method of learning music. An audio recording is not an accessible version of stave notation. Recordings simply do not “freeze” the sounds in the same way as symbols on the page. When working in an orchestra, sheet music often appears just as it's time to begin working on it. It may be impossible to produce a recording early enough to allow the musican who is blind to listen to it before playing it with the rest of the musicians. Without fluency in braille music, a musician who is blind is unable to study independently by reading the score.

Recommendations for Encouraging the Use of Braille Music

▪ 
Improve internet presence. Although there may be a large number of online courses where one may learn braille music, there is no central website to find them. There is an online grammar book for the current version of the language: however this is not easy to navigate, nor totally accurate. There are various small, lively, online groups for braille music, but again no international centralised site for this international system. 

▪ 
Develop the role of braille libraries. Could the braille libraries become hubs for a more unified and concentrated approach to braille music? In addition to lending scores to those who are proficient users, could they provide online courses and support for learning braille music? Holding copies of the print version with the braille version would enable sighted teachers to foster musical literacy, encouraging their students, blind and sighted, to play together. Sighted musicians locate no-longer-copyrighted musical works in stave notation (a very considerable quantity of the standard repertoire) online, download, and print them. Why cannot braille-using musicians do the same?

▪ 
Develop a truly international code. Braille music experts throughout the world could meet virtually, perhaps convened through the EBU or WBU. These experts could revise the New International Manual, aiming at more unified practice. Priority should be given to the online version, with speedy production of versions in languages other than English. Availability of basic tutor books for various common instruments, in different literary languages, along with a good online dictionary, could encourage use by Braillists. Once international agreement upon the code is settled, there will be incentive for various commercial and philanthropic braille producers to create downloadable music transcriptions speedily, accurately, and at a cheap price. 

▪ 
Research the learning and teaching processes. There is a perception that braille music is difficult, although it's probably not more difficult than learning stave notation. Research into the process of acquiring and using music braille at all levels of expertise would expand our understanding of learning and teaching techniques. Such studies should include case studies from musicians who are blind, and may lend new insight into allied issues such as memorisation. 

▪ 
Make the standard repertoire available. Having key musical scores downloadable as braille music, would save duplication of hardcopy. The commentaries on how to use the scores should be included. Quicker learning could be fostered by transcribing some parts of the score in a simplified version. Online accessibility would also address the waiting-period problem—a braille music user currently sometimes waits many months for a score. 

Conclusion

Stave notation is an internationally agreed-upon symbol system for music. Although constantly evolving, a competent user can share music with another competent person in any part of the world. The technology exists to allow users of braille music to enjoy the same universal language communication. Surely the need for an international approach to the conservation of braille music is the best way ahead. What better place to start than with beginners? 

The views expressed here are those of the author and do not represent RNIB policy.
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