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INTRODUCTION

Music Is the Heart Language
I say this to every room I walk into, and I have never once had to
walk it back: music is the heart language. The universal language of
the human race.

I don't mean that as a nice thing to put on a poster. I mean it the way you mean a fact you have
tested. Over the last five years I have taught music to hundreds of people — students, working
artists, adults starting over at forty, kids who could barely reach the pedals. People who spoke
my language and plenty who didn't. And the part that never stopped surprising me is how little
the language barrier actually mattered once we got to the instruments.

You can't explain a groove in a language somebody doesn't speak. But you can play it, and they'll
play it back. I've watched a room of people with four first names for the same note land on the
same downbeat and start laughing, because they all felt the same thing at the same time and
nobody had to translate it. That's not a metaphor. That's just what happened, over and over, until
I stopped being surprised by it and started building around it.

Learn the right way, then do whatever you want
That's the other thing I say constantly, and it's the whole philosophy of this book. Learn the right
way — and then do whatever you want to.

Those two halves need each other. Skip the first half and you get someone who's been playing
five years and still can't tell you why the chorus lifts, so they can't do it on purpose. Skip the
second half and you get a technician who can analyze everything and hasn't made anything
anyone wants to hear. Neither one is free.

Rules first, freedom second: The rules aren't there to hold you down. They're there so that when
you break one, you break it on purpose — and everyone can hear that you meant it.

So this book teaches the right way without apologizing for it. Real theory. Real signal flow. Real
charts you'd actually get handed at a session. And then it gets out of your way. I'm not trying to
make you sound like me. I'm trying to give you enough command of the craft that what comes
out sounds like you, on purpose, and holds up in a room full of working musicians.
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The five elements
All of music is five things. Rhythm, melody, harmony, form, and timbre. That's it. Everything in
this book is one of those five, or it's how they fit together. The easiest way I've found to explain
it is to picture a chart in front of you.

Rhythm moves you horizontally — it's what carries you along the song. Melody flows vertically
along that line, up and down. Harmony jumps in and out at the melody points, filling in
underneath. Form is how you move forward with all of those pieces — form and arrangement are
the same thing, just two words for deciding what happens next. And timbre is how those pieces
uniquely sound.

The one that isn't on the page: Four of the five you can write down. Timbre you can't. Same note,
same rhythm, same chord — played on a voice or a guitar or a synth, it's a different song. Timbre
changes nothing on paper and everything in the room.

Keep those five in your head as you go. When something isn't working, it's almost always one of
them, and naming which one turns "this doesn't feel right" into a problem you can actually fix.

One more thing about timbre, because it changes how you should practice. You can pick up
rhythm, melody, harmony and form by playing other people's songs — they're all sitting right
there on the record to be lifted. Timbre you can't. In a cover, every timbre decision was already
made by someone else, and your job is to reproduce it. Your own sound only shows up when
you're the one deciding: writing, learning something new badly, trying things that don't work,
practicing until your hands do something that isn't a copy. Covers will make you tight and
reliable. They will never tell you what you sound like.
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Where this came from
Alongside the teaching, the last five years have put me in rooms I didn't expect — helping pioneer
and steer where music technology is going, working on research, and sitting in on global
initiatives with people from all over the world. Different countries, different traditions, wildly
different ideas about what music even is. Equal temperament is a choice, not a law of nature, and
you learn that fast when you're in a room with someone whose tradition never made that choice.

What's in here is what I actually teach, in the order I actually teach it, written the way I'd say it to
you sitting behind a console. This booklet is Part 1 on its own — Music Theory Foundations —
pulled out of the wider Complete Course so you can go straight at it without buying the whole
set. Twelve modules, and every one of them assumes you're smart and you're here to work.

How to practice this book
Every module ends the same way: three checks that prove you understood it, then a practice
tracker. The tracker has four rows, and they are four different kinds of work on purpose. Most
people practice one kind and call it practicing.

TECHNIQUE is the physical move, slow, with no tempo pressure — what your hands or breath or
ears actually do. DRILL is that same move against a number: a count, a tempo, a number of
passes. CREATE is where you make something of your own out of it, and it is not optional. GOAL
is how you know you're done — one result somebody else could check.

Why four rows: Drill alone gets you accurate and bored. Creating alone gets you excited and
sloppy. Technique with no goal goes on forever. Run all four and a week of practice actually moves
you instead of just filling time.

The four PASS columns are the repetition. Work the same four rows across four sittings on four
different days, and date them. Four short honest passes beat one long one, every time. If a row is
still blank on pass four, that's the row to go look at.

One more thing before you start. The next page is a short, practical note on how this booklet fits
into the wider Complete Course, plus one piece of housekeeping about what "reading music"
means in here. Both are worth two minutes.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOKLET

Start here
Music Theory Foundations is one of ten standalone tracks in The Complete Course — five parts
on the craft, five on the instruments. This one runs twelve modules, in order, each ending with
the same four-row tracker as everywhere else in the book: TECHNIQUE, DRILL, CREATE, GOAL.
Start at Module 1.1 and go straight through.
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By the end of Part 1 you can read any chord chart, name what every number is doing, and hear
why the next chord wants to be the next chord. You stop guessing at keys.

The other four parts, the five instrument tracks, and the bundled Foundations, Instruments, and
Complete editions are all sold separately — nothing here depends on them, so if this is the only
piece you need, this is the only piece you need.

One booklet, twelve modules: Nothing else in The Complete Course is required to finish this one.
Run the four rows every module, date each pass, and you're done in twelve honest sittings.

What this book means by reading music
One thing you should know before you spend a year on this book.

This book teaches the Nashville Number System and chord charts. That is what reading means in
here. Every time you see the words sight-read on these pages, and you will see them a lot, I mean
sight-reading a chord chart — numbers, bar lines, a key written at the top, the whole song on one
page.

It does not teach staff notation. There is no clef in this book, no notehead, no ledger line, and no
tablature anywhere in it. That is a decision, not an oversight.

Here is the reason. This is a book for people who play with other people — a band, a session, a
Sunday service, a stage where the key changed forty minutes ago because the singer woke up
with a cold. In those rooms what gets handed to you is a chart, and the number system is the
fastest tool anyone has built for it. A 1-5-6m-4 is the same four chords in every key, so
transposing costs you nothing. Staff notation is a better tool for a different job: fixed parts, a lot
of players, one written thing everybody reproduces exactly. I teach the one my students actually
get handed.

Two consequences, said plainly. First, some figures in here print notes on a staff, because a staff
is sometimes the clearest picture of a distance or a scale. Treat those as diagrams. Nothing in this
book asks you to decode one, and where a module tells you to write something down or notate
it, a chart, letter names, or numbers on a page all count. Second, if you get to page 400 and still
cannot read a staff, nothing has gone wrong with you. You were never taught it here.

If you do need staff reading, get a second book, and get a real one. If you teach a concert band,
an orchestra, or a choir singing from printed parts, this book will not carry your reading
curriculum — pair it with the graded method series your program already uses and let this one do
the theory, the ear work, and the practice apparatus. If you are a player headed for a
conservatory audition, a pit, or a scoring session, get a graded sight-singing text and a teacher
who reads. It is a separate skill with its own drills. It is worth having. It is just not what is in here.
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ONE MORE THING

You do not have to be talented to be good at this. You have to be consistent, and you have to be
honest about what you can't do yet. I genuinely believe most people quit right before the part
where it gets fun. If that's you, pick your route off the last few pages, start where it puts you, and
don't skip the practice trackers. They're the part that actually changes your playing.

Tyler Grieve
Kailua-Kona, Hawaiʻi
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The grammar underneath everything else in this book

This part is the grammar the rest of the book leans on. Pitch and intervals, scales, key signatures,
chords, harmony, rhythm, modes, ear training, form, modulation, and reading a real chart under
pressure — twelve modules, same shape every time: a 3-level Theory track (Foundation, Application,
Mastery), a 3-level Practice track, and a figure that actually shows you the idea instead of just
describing it. None of this is trivia. It's the stuff that makes everything downstream — the songwriting,
the arranging, the live playing — make sense instead of feeling like a pile of unrelated tricks.

How to read the outcomes: Every module in this part opens with three numbered learning outcomes.
The number tells you exactly where you are — 1.1.F1 means Part 1, Module 1, Foundation level, first
outcome — and the bracket on the end tells you which item in that module's PROVE YOU HAVE IT
box, and which lane of the practice tracker, is the evidence that you actually have it. Reading the
module is not finishing it. Producing that evidence is.

1.1 — Pitch, Intervals, and the Grammar of Music
RHYTHM MELODY HARMONY FORM TIMBRE

Learning Outcomes — Module 1.1
— 1.1.F1 By the end of this module you can play a named interval up from three different roots and

name its size and quality out loud. [Evidence: PROVE check 1 · tracker lane TECHNIQUE]

— 1.1.A1 By the end of this module you can identify the size and quality of ten intervals played to
you, with at most one miss. [Evidence: PROVE check 2 · tracker lane DRILL]

— 1.1.M1 By the end of this module you can notate the shape of an unfamiliar four-bar melody by
ear before you check it against the recording. [Evidence: PROVE check 3 · tracker lane GOAL]

Theory
Level 1 — Foundation
Pitch is how high or low a note sounds. Underneath that is frequency — how many times a sound wave
vibrates per second. More vibrations, higher pitch. Fewer, lower pitch. That's the whole physics lesson.
But raw frequency by itself is basically useless for making music — it's a smooth, endless slide, like a
slide whistle with no stopping points. Every pitched instrument you've ever picked up takes that
infinite slide and chops it into fixed, repeatable steps. That chopping is the actual invention. It's what
makes music something you can play twice, teach to someone else, and write down — instead of a
sound you stumbled into once and can't find again.
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Half Steps and Whole Steps
The smallest step on a standard instrument is called a half step. On a piano, it's the distance from one
key to the very next key — black keys count too. On a guitar, it's one fret to the next fret. No skipping
notes. Put two half steps together and you get a whole step. That's it. Half steps and whole steps are
the alphabet this whole book is built from.

— A half step is the smallest distance between two notes on a standard instrument. It's one key to the
very next key on a piano, or one fret to the next fret on a guitar.

— A whole step is two half steps stacked together.

— Every scale, chord, and interval you will ever play is really just a pattern of half steps and whole
steps. Nothing more mysterious is happening underneath.

Why Twelve Notes and Not Some Other Number
Here's something most people never stop to ask: why does an octave sound like "the same note, just
higher"? An octave is the interval where a frequency exactly doubles — say, 440 vibrations per second
up to 880. Almost every culture on Earth hears it this way. That part isn't a music-theory rule. It's just
how ears and physics agree with each other. Here's the one human decision involved: Western music
split that doubling into twelve equal half steps. That full set of twelve pitches is called the chromatic
scale. Once you reach the twelfth half step, the pattern repeats an octave higher. Other musical
traditions split the same doubling in different ways. Twelve just happens to give you the richest set of
pleasant, useful combinations for building scales and chords. That's probably why it's the one that
stuck around.

Often attributed to Claude Debussy: "Music is the arithmetic of sounds as optics is the geometry of
light."

Naming an Interval: Size Plus Quality
An interval is the distance between two notes. To name an interval correctly, you always need two
labels working together: size and quality. Size is the number — a 2nd, a 3rd, a 5th, an octave —
counting every scale step in between, including the first and last. Quality describes the actual
character of that distance: major, minor, perfect, augmented, or diminished. You need both labels.
Leave one out, and you haven't really said anything useful yet.
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Saying "a third" by itself doesn't tell you if it's a major third or a minor third. Those two thirds sound
genuinely different — one brighter, one darker — even though people call both of them "a third" in
casual talk. This mixup trips people up a lot once they reach Module 1.4. There, that one difference is
the whole reason a major chord and a minor chord don't sound alike.
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If/Then: If an interval's size is a unison, a 4th, a 5th, or an octave, it belongs to the "perfect" family.
Perfect intervals don't flip between major and minor the way 2nds, 3rds, 6ths, and 7ths do. Instead,
they sit on an especially stable, simple frequency relationship. That's exactly why they never get called
"major" or "minor."

Level 2 — Application

Building Any Interval From Any Root
Building an interval means counting the right number of half steps up from a root, your starting note.
This works the same way no matter which note you start on. Once you've memorized the half-step
count for a given interval, you don't have to relearn it for every possible starting pitch. It becomes a
movable shape you can build from anywhere. That's the first real payoff of thinking in half steps
instead of memorizing note names one key at a time.

— Major 2nd = 2 half steps

— Major 3rd = 4 half steps

— Perfect 4th = 5 half steps

— Perfect 5th = 7 half steps

— Major 6th = 9 half steps

— Major 7th = 11 half steps

— Octave = 12 half steps

A minor interval is one half step smaller than its major version — a minor 3rd is 3 half steps, and a
minor 7th is 10. An augmented interval is one half step larger than the perfect or major version, and a
diminished interval is one half step smaller than the perfect or minor version — so an augmented 2nd is
3 half steps, one more than a major 2nd, and a diminished 7th is 9, one less than a minor 7th. Two
more to hold on to: a minor 2nd is 1 half step, a minor 6th is 8, and 6 half steps is the tritone, which is
an augmented 4th when it wants to open outward and a diminished 5th when it wants to close inward.
That last one is why spelling matters as much as counting. Once you have this half-step map, any
interval from any root becomes a counting exercise. It's not a guessing game, and it's not a
lookup-table hunt. Just count.

A Common Mixup Worth Naming Early
New players often assume "a third" automatically means a major third, since that's the one that shows
up first in most beginner material. It doesn't. A minor third is just as much "a third" — same size,
different quality. Mixing up the two is the most common interval mistake I see, especially once
someone starts building chords by ear instead of reading them off a page. Get in the habit of naming
both parts every time. Say them out loud if you have to, until it becomes automatic.
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Recognizing Intervals by Ear
Recognizing intervals by ear gets a lot easier with a reference point. The most reliable method is tying
each interval to the opening two notes of a song you already know by heart. "Here Comes the Bride"
opens with a recognizable leap — an ascending perfect 4th. "Somewhere Over the Rainbow" opens
with an even bigger leap — a full octave. Build your own list like this, one clear example song per
interval. Make sure you're not using two different songs for the same interval. This turns an abstract
distance into something you can recall by feel, instead of doing math in your head under pressure.

Cause and Effect: Sing or hum the interval first, before you check it on an instrument. This builds real
ear-training gains. If you check the instrument first and sing second, your voice just copies what you
already know is correct. That trains your hand, not your ear. Singing first feels slower. It's also the only
way that actually works.

Level 3 — Mastery

Compound Intervals
A compound interval is simply an interval larger than an octave. A 9th is an octave plus a 2nd, an 11th
is an octave plus a 4th, and a 13th is an octave plus a 6th. In practice, a compound interval carries the
same basic color as its simple version. It's just stretched further apart. These show up constantly in
extended chords (Module 1.5). A 9th, 11th, or 13th is really just the same 2nd, 4th, or 6th you already
know, sitting an octave higher than you're used to hearing it.

Enharmonic Spelling
Enharmonic spelling means the same physical pitch can have two different names, depending on
context. G♯ and A♭ are the exact same key on a piano, but they mean different things depending on the
key signature and harmonic function around them. Spelling a note correctly for its context isn't just
being picky. It's what makes a chord chart or a piece of notation communicate the right harmonic
information, not just the right pitch. Get this wrong on a chart, and a reader technically plays the right
note but misunderstands what it's actually doing.

Interval Inversion Logic
Interval inversion means flipping an interval by moving its bottom note up an octave. This turns it into
its complementary interval. It's a fast, reliable way to figure out an interval you haven't memorized,
starting from one you already know by heart. It follows a fixed, repeatable process:

1. Note the interval's size number (for example, a 3rd).

2. Subtract that size number from 9 to get the inverted interval's size number (9 − 3 = 6, so a 3rd
inverts to a 6th). This works inside an octave — reduce a compound interval first, so a 9th becomes
a 2nd, then subtract.

3. Flip the quality using this fixed rule. Major becomes minor, and minor becomes major. Perfect stays
perfect. Augmented becomes diminished, and diminished becomes augmented.



MUSIC THEORY FOUNDATIONS

17THE COMPLETE COURSE

If/Then: If you already know a major 3rd, then you already know its inversion is a minor 6th. You don't
need to work out a minor 6th from scratch — just apply the inversion rule to what you already know.

Why This Is Worth Knowing Cold
None of this is trivia for its own sake. Ear training (Module 1.9) depends on fast interval recognition.
Charting a real song under time pressure (Module 1.12) depends on it just as much, because you won't
have time to work out an interval from scratch when the band is already counting off the next tune.
The half-step map you build in this module is something every later module quietly assumes you
already have.

From The Music Reformation: "Every frequency has a shape. The sound you make doesn't just leave
the room — it physically organizes whatever's in it. That is not a metaphor." — Tyler Grieve, The Music
Reformation, Chapter 2 ("In the Beginning, There Was Sound")

If You Learned This By Ear First: If you learned music by ear — YouTube, church band, whatever — you
already know what a perfect 5th sounds like. You just know it as 'that one riff interval' or 'the note
before the drop,' not as '7 half steps.' That doesn't put you behind. It just means you learned things in a
different order. Putting a name on a sound you already hear is a much shorter step than learning to
hear a sound you've never heard. Don't let the vocabulary make you feel like you're starting from zero.

Practice
Level 1 — Foundation
This drill builds the raw physical connection between hearing an interval and producing it — the
foundation everything else in ear training sits on.

1. Hold a sustained root note — a tuner drone, a held note on an instrument, or a recorded reference
tone.

2. Sing or play each interval type up from that root, one at a time, committing to a target pitch before
checking it.

3. Check your result against an instrument immediately after singing or playing it, and note how close
you actually landed.

4. Repeat across several sessions, keeping an honest log of which intervals feel secure and which still
feel shaky.

What done well looks like: Each interval sung or played with an actual intended target pitch, not a
vague guess, and checked afterward against an instrument. A specific, honest note of which intervals
felt secure and which felt shaky matters more here than a perfect score.
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Level 2 — Application
This drill moves interval recognition out of isolated drills and into real music, where intervals show up
embedded in melodies instead of played in a vacuum.

1. Gather several short clips featuring a clear interval leap — an opening phrase, a verse-to-chorus
jump.

2. Guess the interval's size and quality by ear before checking the actual notes.

3. Confirm the correct answer against sheet music, a chord chart, or an instrument.

4. Log your guesses versus the actual answers across at least 10 clips.

What done well looks like: A written log of your guesses versus the actual answers across at least 10
clips, with honest tracking of accuracy improving across multiple sessions, not just one lucky pass
through a handful of examples.

Level 3 — Mastery
This is the most advanced version of this skill: capturing a melody's actual shape by ear alone, with
nothing written down to check against until you've committed to an answer.

1. Pick a short melodic phrase from a real recording.

2. Instead of transcribing exact note names, write out the sequence of intervals between consecutive
notes — up a 3rd, down a 2nd — purely by ear.

3. Play the interval sequence back starting from any root you choose.

4. Confirm the result sounds correct and recognizable as the original melody's shape.

What done well looks like: An interval sequence that, when played back starting from any root,
reproduces a melody that sounds correct and recognizable — confirming your ear captured the actual
relationships between notes, not just an approximate shape.

No upstream dependencies — this is Part 1's opening module. It's the direct foundation for Module 1.2
(scale degrees are built from interval relationships) and Module 1.9 (Ear Training Fundamentals).

Quick Reference — Module 1.1: Pitch, Intervals, and the Grammar of Music
— A half step is the smallest distance between two notes (adjacent piano keys or frets); a whole step

equals two half steps.

— Naming an interval requires two labels: size (2nd, 3rd, 5th, octave, etc.) and quality (major, minor,
perfect, augmented, diminished).

— Perfect-family intervals (unison, 4th, 5th, octave) never become "major" or "minor" — only perfect,
augmented, or diminished.

— Half-step counts from the root: Major 2nd = 2, Major 3rd = 4, Perfect 4th = 5, Perfect 5th = 7,
Major 6th = 9, Major 7th = 11, Octave = 12; minor intervals are one half step smaller (minor 3rd =
3, minor 7th = 10).
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— Interval inversion, for intervals inside an octave: subtract the size number from 9 (a 3rd inverts to a
6th); major becomes minor and vice versa, perfect stays perfect, augmented/diminished swap.
Reduce a compound interval to its simple form first.

— A compound interval is any interval larger than an octave — e.g., a 9th is an octave + 2nd, a 13th is
an octave + 6th.

The Fifth Element · Timbre, and Why It Is Not on the Page
You just spent a module on pitch. Pitch is which note it is. Timbre is what it sounds like. Play A440 on a
piano, then on a trumpet, then sing it. Same pitch, and nobody would confuse the three. Timbre is the
reason, and it's the element that decides whether the other four ever reach a listener.

Why the Same Note Is Two Different Sounds
Here's the thing most people get wrong. They think a note is one frequency. It isn't. Play a low A on a
guitar and the string vibrates at 110 Hz, but also at 220, 330, 440, and on up the ladder, all at once, all
quieter than the bottom one. Those extra vibrations are harmonics. Your ear adds them together and
reports one note. The recipe is what tells you guitar instead of trumpet: which harmonics are loud,
which are missing, how fast each fades. A clarinet leaves out most of its even-numbered harmonics,
and that alone is why it sounds hollow and woody instead of bright.

—  Fundamental: the pitch you name. The bottom of the stack, and the only part that shows up on a
chart.

—  Harmonics: the quieter pitches stacked above it. Their balance is the instrument's fingerprint.

—  Formants: fixed resonant peaks belonging to the body, not the note. A violin's wooden box, a
trumpet's bell, your own throat and mouth.

Formants explain something you can already do. You can recognize your mother's voice saying a word
you've never heard her say. Her throat and mouth boost the same frequency ranges no matter what
pitch she's on, so her voice sounds like her voice across her whole range. Same for a cello. Play low,
play high, the box is still the box.

Envelope: The Shape of a Sound Over Time
Timbre isn't only ingredients. It's shape. Every sound has a life: it starts, it drops, it holds, it stops. Four
words cover it, and you'll hear them constantly once you start recording.

—  Attack: how long the sound takes to reach full volume. A plucked string is nearly instant. A bowed
string can take half a second.

—  Decay: the fall from that first peak down to whatever level the sound settles at.

—  Sustain: the level it holds while you keep holding the note. An organ sustains forever. A piano
never really does.

—  Release: what happens after you let go. A hand off a piano key with the pedal down is a long
release. A palm on a snare head is a short one.

Attack does more work than you'd expect. Record a piano note, then cut off the first fifty milliseconds,
just the hammer and the thump before the tone arrives. Most listeners can no longer tell you it's a
piano. The part you'd call the note turns out to be the generic part. The click, the breath, the pick
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noise: that's the identifying information. Your ear does forensics on the first blink of a sound.

Cause and Effect: Because your ear identifies an instrument mostly by its attack, an edit that clips the
front off a note causes the instrument to lose its identity even though the pitch and sustain are
untouched. Leaving the attack intact causes the same note to read correctly, with nothing else
changed.

Ear-Trained vs. Chart-Trained: If you learned music by copying records instead of reading them, you
already have strong timbre instincts. You picked a tone because it sounded like the song, not because
anybody told you the harmonic content matched. That's the hard half, and you did it first. This is just
vocabulary for what your ears already sort.

CLEARING IT UP

Interval size and quality are separate
People hear 'a third' as one thing, so they cannot explain why two notes three letter-names apart
sometimes sound bright and sometimes sound sad.
Size counts letter names. Quality counts half steps. C up to E and C up to E♭ are both thirds —
same size, different quality. It is like saying a place is two blocks away: true, but it does not tell
you whether the walk is uphill. You need both labels or you do not actually know the interval.
PROVE YOU HAVE IT
1  Play C to E, then C to E♭. Same size, different quality.
2  Sing a 5th up from three random notes, then check.
3  Count the half steps in a major 6th with no instrument.
Watch for this: Saying 'a third' and meaning a major third — catch it by forcing yourself to say the
quality out loud every single time.

PRACTICE TRACKER PASS 1 PASS 2 PASS 3 PASS 4

TECHNIQUE Hold a drone on C, then sing each interval up before you
check it.

DRILL Count half steps up from three roots for major 3rd (4), perfect
5th (7), major 7th (11).

CREATE Write an eight-note phrase using only perfect 4ths, perfect
5ths and one minor 6th.

GOAL You name size and quality on ten played intervals with at most
one miss.

DATE
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Why Covers Can't Teach You This
Here's the part that took me years to say out loud. You cannot discover your own timbre by playing
other people's music. It isn't a practice problem or a gear problem — it's structural. When you play a
cover, every timbre decision has already been made. Someone else picked the instrument, the voicing,
the register, the amp, the mic, the room. Your job in that moment is to reproduce their choices well.
Do it long enough and you get very good at sounding like other people and no closer to knowing what
you sound like.

Timbre only shows up when you're the one deciding. Writing something from nothing. Learning a thing
badly and pushing through it. Trying a sound that doesn't work and hearing why. Practicing until your
hands do something that isn't a copy of anyone. That's the whole list. Four of the five elements you
can absorb by playing along with records — rhythm, melody, harmony, form are all right there to be
lifted. Timbre is the one you have to go make.

If you only ever play covers: You will still get good. You'll get tight, you'll get reliable, you'll get hired.
But the question "what do I actually sound like" stays unanswered, because nothing in a cover ever
asks it. Write one bad song a week and it starts answering itself.


