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FAMILY TREE

A Method Becomes “Popular”
BY MARIENNE USZLER

Piano methods were needed in the early years of the 20th cen-
tury. Having a piano in the parlor was a mark of distinction.
As Arthur Loesser recounts in Men, Women, and Pianos, there

“was a prodigious rise in the density of piano distribution.” On
every working day in 1910, for example, “1,200 persons bought a
new piano.” That also increased the number of “piano dabblers.”

It is not surprising, then, that learning to play the piano became
a domestic pastime, especially for girls and women. For them, learn-
ing to play did not mean aspiring to anything grandiose. They were
content to perform popular songs and “salon” pieces. They had to
learn to read music, but they weren’t very interested in technique or
great piano literature. Being able to accompany the family sing-
along or dash off a pretty tune would do nicely, thank you.

Methods to acquire these modest skills multiplied like rab-
bits, as did the army of (mostly incompetent) teachers who gave
piano lessons for “pin money.” I’ve never been able to locate the
exact source of that expression, but it may be more than a curi-
ous coincidence that in the last decades of the 19th century and
the earliest decade of the 20th, small pianos and sewing
machines were sold in the same stores, to the same customers.
They were both household commodities.

One of the most successful of these methods (it eventually sold
over 10 million copies) was written by John M. Williams, a pianist
and teacher who lived a very long life, from 1884 to 1974. Williams
had obviously found a winning formula that appealed to the stu-
dents playing all those parlor pianos. It first appeared in 1925.
Williams stressed that it was a preparatory, not a first-grade, book.

A look at the Very First Piano Book gives ample evidence that
Williams knew something about good teaching, but was also
able to present piano instruction in language that meshed with
the interests of female players.

The opening posture-at-the-piano page is addressed “To
Mothers” and includes photographs of a little girl with her Mary
Jane-shod feet properly placed on a box rather than wound
around the piano stool. All references are female: “her lesson,”
“when she looks at the music,” “her expression.”

By current pedagogical practices, analogies used to teach the
clefs and Middle C are embarrassing. “Mr. Bass Clef” and “Mrs.
Treble Clef” each have extensive families, but they also have “their”
child, Middle C (rocking in a cradle), who is the “great favorite.” 

Williams makes some important points in the early pages,
once again addressed “to teachers and mothers.”

� The aim of all educational training should be self-activity
� A child learns by doing, not by telling
� From the known to the unknown is a good maxim
That said, Williams then proceeds to do the opposite. 
The entire grand staff is presented at the outset. A detach-

able staff notation chart is included in the book designed so that
when placed against the fallboard, each key would correlate with
its staff look and name. The student is to place this chart behind
the black keys “daily as long as necessary.”  

This is a straightforward Middle C reading and playing
approach. Notes develop outward from Middle C, and the read-
ing range in the entire book extends from F below Middle C
(used once) to B above Middle C. 

The reading range advances quickly. At the end, the location
of the five Cs is diagrammed (Middle C, the Line Twins, the
Space Twins), but there is no music to correlate with these notes. 

Rhythmic note values or rests are never explained. Eighth
notes are used on page 30 and several pieces thereafter. Since all
the pieces have words and most are from nursery rhymes (like
Polly Put the Kettle On, Diddle-Diddle Dumpling, Lazy Mary),
rhythms were presumably learned by singing the words. 

In its fast pacing, minimal explanations, and lack of rein-
forcing material, it is like other methods of the time. What set
this method apart—and must have accounted for its popularity
(many books followed and were revised into the ’60s)—was its
mass-market appeal. Williams knew his audience … and he cer-
tainly paved the way for John Thompson. ❙❙❙


