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                Braille Music Workshop - Feeling Good about Goodfeel
   By James Risdon, RNIB's Music Officer
   Louis Braille's bicentenary in 2009 gives us a great excuse, if one
   were needed, to celebrate his unique contribution to the lives and
   careers of blind musicians. Louis Braille, himself a musician,
   developed the Braille music code which, apart from a little refinement
   and much extension, has remained largely unaltered to this day, and
   continues to be a vital tool of the trade for a small but significant
   number of musicians worldwide. The means of writing and distributing
   Braille music, on the other hand has changed considerably since the
   1830s. In recent years, much progress and choice has been made thanks
   to technology and a few developers who share Louis Braille's ingenuity
   and vision.
   Aptly, our year of Braille music events started with a workshop to
   look at one of the software packages which allows blind musicians to
   create Braille scores and also high quality stave notation scores, a
   level of independence unimaginable just twenty, let alone two hundred,
   years ago. We were very fortunate that Bill McCann, founder and
   president of Dancing Dots, the producers of the Goodfeel software, was
   able to lead the day, en route from the Braille celebrations in France
   back home to the USA.
   17 delegates attended the workshop, all braillists or people
   supporting braillists. They included music teachers, professional and
   amateur musicians, music students and professionals from local
   authorities and music conservatoires. All the musicians said they
   currently make use of existing Braille music transcription agencies
   (most often from RNIB) in order to get hold of some or all of the
   music they need to learn. Being dependent on an external body to
   produce your music can be costly, and the added time involved means
   that blind musicians have to plan well in advance any music they wish
   to learn, a potential barrier to leisure and professional
   opportunities. With these kinds of difficulties in getting Braille
   music from commercial or voluntary organisations, it was no surprise
   that a workshop on producing Braille music independently was fully
   subscribed.
   The day started with an overview of Goodfeel by Bill McCann, himself
   an experienced musician and Braille music reader. He explained the
   possibilities both for musicians wishing to obtain Braille scores from
   either hard copy or electronic print scores, and also for blind
   composers or music students who produce both Braille and print scores
   of their own music or harmony exercises. He showed how a page of print
   music could be scanned into a computer. This scan was edited in the
   Lime notation package with the help of Lime Aloud (a set of JAWS
   scripts which not only describe the musical symbols, but display the
   line of Braille on screen and on a Braille display). This meant that
   within a matter of minutes, a piece of print music could be heard as a
   midi sound file, read in Braille and interrogated in speech by a blind
   user, giving truly multimedia access. The final stage of the process,
   and the one which got the biggest "wow " was to turn the page of print
   music into Braille which could be sent directly to a Braille embosser.
   For composers and students, Bill demonstrated how a new score could be
   created in the Lime notation package, using both a midi keyboard and
   the computer keyboard to input music, and play back what he had
   written.
   The afternoon provided an opportunity for delegates to put the
   software through its paces with the help of some expert users, Peter
   Bosher of Soundlinks, who gives training in Goodfeel, and James
   Hitchins of Trinity College of Music, where Goodfeel is used regularly
   to produce materials for students and for Trinity Guildhall
   examinations. Delegates split into groups, some concentrating on
   composing their own pieces, and some working on the scores prepared
   for the day which included a Chopin piano Etude and the opening of the
   slow movement of Tchaikovsky's Fourth Symphony. It was a hive of
   activity, and could have been any music department at any school or
   university, apart from the ten screen readers whose synthetic chatter
   punctuated the electronic and acoustic fragments of music. It was
   suitably 21st century for a computer lab at Goldsmiths, London
   University, which was our home for the day.
   Each delegate took away a disc with demonstrations and the prepared
   scores in various stages of editing, so they could experiment using
   their own familiar computers and music set ups.
   For Sally Clay, a freelance musician and development officer for a
   music training charity, the benefits of the technology were
   immediately apparent:
   "The workshop time was invaluable to me. After hearing about the
   product in the presentation, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on the
   kit. It was fantastic to see music appearing out of nowhere. Music
   which I could read for myself and produce in Braille or print without
   laborious hours of dictation and constant running back and forth
   between a sighted person, my Brailler and a piano."
   As is so often the case, music provided the common language as blind
   and sighted, mouse and keyboard, speech and screen users worked
   alongside each other in harmony. The defining moment of the day was
   the answer given by Toby Ott, a music student at Goldsmiths University
   when he described how he went about the process of composing his short
   piece and writing it down. His answer was concerned not with the
   problem of dictation or using software, but with his musical and
   compositional ideas. Here was software designed for blind users, not
   adapted for blind use.
   The day finished with a performance of two short pieces, the first
   composed in Lime using both a computer keyboard and a MIDI keyboard,
   importantly with print notation that could have been used by any
   sighted musician. We then had a four-part Chorale by J.S. Bach, sung
   "at sight" from Braille produced within an hour, a most exciting and
   liberating musical experience. This was captured for ever on the
   microphones of In Touch who covered the event for BBC Radio 4.
   We are grateful to the following organisations for making the day
   possible:
   Goldsmiths University for allowing us to take over their computer
   room, install software and generally make a lot of noise, all free of
   charge,
   Sight and Sound Technology for providing licences of JAWS for the day,
   again without charge,
   Bill McCann of Dancing Dots for diverting via London on his way back
   to the USA and for giving some musicians in the UK the opportunity to
   get their first taste of independent Braille transcription.
   This is the first of several events planned for 2009 by the RNIB Music
   Advisory Service focussing on Braille music. We hope to run another
   Goodfeel workshop later in the year. There is a Braille Bonanza day
   for school aged students learning and using Braille music on 8 April
   2009 at RNIB Judd Street, London.
   You can keep up-to-date by visiting our website at
   www.rnib.org.uk/music, or by contacting us by email to [email protected]
   or by telephone on 020 7391 2273
   January 2009
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