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Pop ballads offer the beginner pianist a way to produce instantly satisfying 

music right in the early stages of learning. They can be counted among the simplest of 
musical styles and yet they will always offer up new things to learn. They work with 
the most fundamental components of harmony, melody and rhythm and as such can 
be a great stepping-stone to work with more complex music later on. 

 
Here we will explore the basics of playing in the style, which can then be 

applied to ballads of your choice. 
 
Basics of working with scales 

The vast majority of pop ballads use either a major or a minor scale (most often 
major) from tonal harmony to offer a resource of pitches that can be combined to 
create the melody and harmony of the ballad. 

 
A good knowledge of scales is essential for playing ballads. It will allow you to 

realise the chord symbols that musicians working in the style generally read from and 
gradually attune your ear to recognise the recurring elements of harmony and melody 
in the music that will allow you to compose, improvise and play by ear within the 
style. 

 
We will start with a major scale in the key of C. 

 
 
Think of this as a sound ‘world’ in which to move about in and explore during 

the ballad before returning home at the end. It has a bright, upbeat character. Many 
ballads use the major key as it reflects the generally optimistic message of the genre. 
Even those ballads with lyrics that deal with themes such as breakups generally have 
an overarching positive message of reconciliation and forward looking. Music using 
this scale as the principal resource for its melody and harmony is said to be set in the 
key of C major. A piece in the key of C major will always feel a pull to return to C 
once the music is set in motion in terms of both melody and harmony. 

 
The scale has been numbered with each notes’ position in the scale. 
 
Play the scale slowly with your RH whilst repeating a C low in the bass with 

your LH for each RH note. Listen to the particular consonance or dissonance that each 
note creates set against the C in the bass. 

 
A note that creates a strong dissonance against the key note can be thought of as 

being ‘far away’ from home. It will need to undertake a journey through several other 
notes in order to return home. A note that has a weak dissonance or a consonance 
against the key note can be thought of as close to home or even having already arrived 
home. Being unaware of this can lead to music that sounds erratic or uncertain. 
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Try improvising a melody in the style of a pop ballad using the notes of the C 
major scale. You could sing the lyrics of your favourite ballad in your head to provide 
the rhythm and invent a new melody for it. Start on pitch 1, 3, or 5 of the scale, use all 
other notes of the scale during the course of your melody but aim to avoid landing too 
obviously on pitch 1 until the very last note when you should end resolutely on C to 
bring the melody ‘home’. 

 
Do this to a metronome, play along to a recording of your favourite ballad or 

have your teacher accompany you. For now don’t worry too much about unplanned 
dissonances, just concentrate on playing strongly melodically – sing through your 
instrument. 

 
Suggestions for play-along tracks: <insert example ballads> 
 

Create great sounding harmony 
The majority of harmony in pop ballads works with just three notes per chord – 

known as a triad. 
 
There are seven distinct triads available for use in the major scale that we 

covered in the previous section, built on the seven pitches in the scale. 
 
To form a triad, we first choose a note from the scale to form the root (bass 

note) of the chord. We will first choose note 1 from the scale – C. Play this (middle 
C) with your RH thumb. We now work up the scale in alternate steps to find notes 3 
and 5 from the scale that will form the other two notes of the triad. Play all three notes 
together with fingers 1, 3, 5 and you have chord 1 (played as a triad) in the key of C 
major. 

 
Play C in the bass with your LH together with this chord and listen to the warm, 

rich sound this produces. Notice how the lower you play various octaves of C in your 
LH, the more resonant the sound the piano produces is. 

 
Now play the next note in the scale of C major (D) with your RH thumb and use 

the same method to form chord 2 in C major. Add the root note low in the bass and 
notice that the sound has a different, more sombre character to that of chord 1. This is 
due to the gap between the notes played by your thumb and third finger. How many 
semi-tones are between these two fingers? Now move your hand back to chord 1 and 
compare the number of semi-tones between the same two fingers. 

 
The larger gap of four semitones between these two notes in chord 1 creates the 

brighter sound, and a chord with this interval between it’s root and third is known as a 
major chord. The gap of three semitones in chord 2 creates a more sombre sound and 
is known as a minor chord. The scale of C major is going to produce triads with a 
mixture of major and minor tonalities. 

 
Go through the scale playing triads in the right hand with each note in turn as 

the root, doubling the root low in the LH. By the sound alone, try to recognise which 
are major chords and which are minor. Check by counting the semitones between 
your 1st and 3rd finger. 
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Here are the seven triads in the key of C major. 

 
As is standard practice, the major chords have been labelled with upper-case 

Roman Numerals and the minor chords with lower-case. 
 
Chord vii has a different sound to any of the others. Play any of the other chords 

and count the semi-tones between your 1st and 5th fingers. Now play chord vii and do 
the same thing. Chord vii is still a minor chord as it has three semi-tones between its 
tonic and 3rd, but there is a smaller interval between its tonic and 5th than any of the 
other chords in the key. This means it cannot be used in the same way as the other 
minor chords in the key, it sounds somehow more ‘taunt’ than the other chords. We 
will exclude this chord for now from our explorations and return to it later. 
 
The major chords in the key of C major 

The three major chords from the key of C major are: I – C major, IV – F major 
and V – G major.  

 
In chord symbol notation, major chord symbols are shortened to just the letter 

name of the chord as a capital letter. Eg. F = F major chord. 
 
Since the roots of these three chords are relatively close to the key note C in 

terms of consonance/dissonance, they can be used freely in any order without fear of 
sounding erratic. 

 
Many well-known pop ballads can be played with these three chords alone. 
 
Practice playing them as semibreves in varying orders to a metronome, still 

playing the triad in the RH and doubling the root low in the bass. Place your LH fifth 
finger on C – this gives you easy access to F and G without moving your hand. 

 
(Important) note about the use of the range of the piano 

Try jumping your RH up or down an octave. Notice how chords higher up in the 
piano have less resonance and those lower down have increasing more. Use of the 
range of the piano will depend on context within the music. Sometimes a high RH 
chord could have just the sparkle you are after, or a low one could give a rich accent 
to the part of the music that looks for it. 

 
Generally speaking, the region of the piano that provides the warmest, richest 

RH voicings is from (very) approximately Bb one octave below middle C to C above 
middle C (including respectively the lowest and highest note in the chord). Below this 
region, chords begin to sound too muddy and above it they lose their warmth. Save 
them for special effects during the music. 

 
A song using just the major chords of the key 

Try playing the chorus of ‘Fix you’ by Coldplay in this way – chord symbols 
given below. 
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Chord I is avoided until the very final bar. This means the whole chorus has a 

feeling of anticipating a resolution, such that when it finally occurs, it feels 
particularly satisfying. 
 
Adding rhythm to the style 

The chords used in the previous section sound great, but lack the flow and 
gentle pulse that a ballad requires. 

 
The simplest way of adding a sense of pulse to the music we’ve just played is to 

play the RH chords as repeating crotchets whilst the LH sustains the root. 
 
Try playing ‘Fix you’ in this way. 

 
 

Try playing reading the chord symbols rather than the notation if you can. 
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The sustain pedal 
The sustain pedal (right) pedal is an essential part of ballad piano playing. 

Without it the piano sounds far too dry for the style. 
 
A basic rule for using the pedal in the style would be that every time the chord 

changes, you should change the pedal. In general follow your ear – you will know if 
you’re listening if the sound is becoming too muddy and needs ‘refreshing’. 
Sometimes this is needed every bar, every 2 bars (rarely), every 2 beats or every beat. 
Occasionally you may even need to change on the half beat. 

 
Work hard with your teacher on changing the pedal cleanly. There is nothing 

worse than a pianist who creates a mushy sound with sound bleeding between each 
chord change due to bad pedalling. 

 
On an acoustic piano, sympathetic resonance between the strings inside the 

piano means that the longer you hold the pedal, the more additional resonance builds 
up across all the strings. This means that even when the chord does not change for a 
bar or longer it may be appropriate to change the pedal every 2 beats to avoid too 
much resonance building up. Let taste be your guide. 

 
For ‘Fix you’ you could choose either to pedal every bar or every 2 beats. Or a 

mixture between the two. 
 
Additional LH rhythms 

The left hand can be used rhythmically to provide further buoyancy to the style. 
Here are some rhythmic patterns commonly used by bass players in ballad 

styles: 

 
 
Try playing each one with the LH to the changes of ‘Fix you’. If that is 

comfortable try adding the RH playing continuous crotchet chords. 
 
Some of these give the feeling of pushing the flow of the music onwards; others 

have the effect of relaxing/centring it. 
 
For a visual aid, here is bass pattern 5 played in conjunction with continuous 

RH crotchet chords. 
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Once this is comfortable try playing a mixture of different patterns, according to 

what you feel the music wants at that moment. Initially you may need to pre-
determine which pattern you will play on which bar. Eventually you will be able to do 
it spontaneously, and partly sub-consciously. This element of variation between 
performances and spontaneity is what gives live music its unique excitement. 

 
Invent some of your own bass rhythmic patterns – there are many possibilities. 

 
You can try playing the following ballads like this: 

• Hey Jude by the Beatles 
 
The minor chords of the key 

With the 3 major chords you can play the majority of pop ballads perfectly 
musically. However learning to use the minor chords of the key gives you a 
completely different colour and three more chords to choose from to add variety to 
your music. 

 
Play the three minor chords in the key of C major. These are chords ii (D 

minor), iii (E minor) and vi (A minor). 
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Here is the chorus to ‘Set fire to the rain’ – written by Adele and Fraser T 

Smith, using the three major chords from the key of C major, and two of the minor 
chords. 

 
 
Try playing it through initially with just one chord per bar. Then apply the 

techniques from the previous section to create a complete accompaniment. 
 
Of the three minor chords there is one missing – chord iii (E minor). Whilst the 

three major chords can be used very freely in any order, the minor chords need to be 
used with a little more care. Chord iii in particular is a specific colour and will not 
work with all songs. 
 
Making the harmony smoother 

The way we have been using chords on the piano so far is simple to remember 
and makes locating each chord easy but it produces rather jerky music. Play through 
‘Set fire to the rain’ (above) again and notice how the jumps that the hand makes 
produces equivalent bumps in the sound as you change chord. It would be better to 
find a different way of organising the chords on the keyboard to reduce the jumps that 
you make between chords. 

 
Play a C major chord. The notes are C, E and G in that order from bottom to 

top. This is called root position meaning that the root (name) of the chord – C is at the 
bottom of the chord. 

 
How about instead using E as the bottom of the chord and reorganising the other 

two notes above this. With your thumb on E, play G with your second finger and C 
with your fifth finger. This is still a chord of C, you have simply just reorganised the 
order of the pitches on the keyboard. 

 
Now put your thumb on G and find C with your third finger and E with your 

fifth finger. This is a third way of playing the chord of C. 
 
The result of realising a chord symbol by choosing pitches from the scale it 

suggests is called a voicing. The action of changing the order of these pitches as they 
are set out on the keyboard is called inversion. 
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You have just found three voicings for a chord of C – the three inversions of the 

triad of the chord of C major. 
 
There are actually dozens, possibly hundreds of voicings possible for a C chord 

symbol, these are just three that are among the most commonly used. 
 
Since these voicings can be played in any octave, you now have a way to realise 

the chord of C major in any part of the piano. 
 
Try starting from the very bottom of the piano with a C major triad in root 

position and working your way up the length of the piano with inversions of the 
chord. Notice the point at which the chord enters the range with the most warmth on 
the piano and as it goes beyond this point and into the lighter, higher part of the piano. 
This voicing is going to be of most use in an accompaniment part when all three notes 
are in the range from the C below middle C to G above middle C on the piano. 

 
Let’s work on ‘Set fire to the rain’ using these voicings. 
 
The first chord is Am. Play it in root position with the RH and with the root 

doubled low in the LH. The next chord is C. Which pitches are shared by both Am 
and C? The answer is C and E. Keep your 3rd and 5th fingers on these and look for the 
remaining note of the chord of C in your thumb – a G. Play C low in your LH to give 
the chord its root. 

 
You have now formed the chord of C in second inversion with your RH. 

Practice moving from the C to the Am and listen the added smoothness this gives.  
 

 
 

Go through the rest of the progression in this way, at each chord change 
choosing the closest inversion of the next chord. 
 

Think of three people singing the harmony, with each person taking a note of 
the chord. The first person would take the note at the top of each chord, the second 
person the note from the middle and the third person the note at the bottom. The gaps 
they have to sing between each pair of notes forms what’s known as voice leading.  
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Good voice leading is where each singer (imaginary or real) only has to sing an 
interval of a tone or less between any two notes, except for select moments to avoid 
the chords going too low or high, or for special effect. 

 
There are many possible routes through the harmony, here is one option that 

maintains smooth voice leading. 

 
 

In bar 5, the closest inversion would have been a 1st inversion of Dm. 2nd 
inversion has been chosen instead to avoid the harmony travelling too low later on. 
When choosing voice leading like this, the harmony often tends to travel downwards, 
so making a jump will be necessary sometimes. This is not usually a bad thing – 
changing the range creates a slight variation to the texture and refreshes the sound, 
providing it is done within the context of other harmony with smooth voice leading. 
As a general rule, making a jump between voices will work nicely every four bars. 
But let your ear be your principle guide as to when to make a jump. 

 
Trying playing the voicings you’ve just discovered using the rhythmic ideas 

from the previous section. You now have a complete, smooth sounding 
accompaniment for the chorus to ‘Set fire to the rain’. 
 
Animating the RH 

Playing the chords as crotchets in the RH works nicely to state the pulse of the 
music, but it can get rather repetitive if overused. 

 
Here, we are going to work on some ideas for varying the RH and creating more 

of a flow to the music. 
 
Take a chord of C in 2nd inversion in your RH. We have many ways we could 

split this chord up and play it across a 4 beat bar. Here are some common examples. 

 
Try looping each one for four bars and add the LH doing either two minims or a 

dotted rhythm on the root of the chord. 
 
If you think of this chord as having a bottom, middle and top note, you can play 

these patterns on any three note chord using the three notes in the same pattern. 
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Try playing the chorus of ‘Set fire to the rain’ using each of these patterns in 
turn. Afterwards try consciously mixing them, choosing for example to do pattern 7 
on bar 1, pattern 3 on bar 2 etc. 

 
Gradually you’ll become freer when using these. You’ll be able to sense what it 

needed without thinking about it too much and you’ll come up with new patterns of 
your own spontaneously. 

 
Here’s a complete verse of the song “Everything I Do (I Do It For You)”. Try 

using your newfound skills on this. 

 
 
Vamping up the bass – Slash chords 

Until now we have always played the root in our left hand to provide the bass 
line. Choosing another note from the chord for the bass can steer the harmony in a 
different direction. 

 
Play a C major triad with your RH and repeat it with first C (the root), then E 

(the third) and then G (the fifth) low in your LH. What is the effect? 
 
Playing a note other than the root in the LH destabilizes the chord so it does not 

feel settled. It’s a great way of keeping the harmony feeling like its moving forward 
or just to provide an alternate sound for a chord and to create a more interesting bass 
line. 

 
To further clarify some terminology that we have previously used, it is the 

lowest pitch being played at any one moment that dictates the inversion of a chord. 
Therefore, for example, if you are playing a C major chord in 1st inversion in your RH 
and you put a G in the bass with your LH, the chord is said to be in 2nd inversion, not 
1st. This is because the lowest note dictates the position of the chord within the 
function of the harmony. 
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Inversions like this are notated as slash chords in a chord chart. For example an 
Am chord in first inversion would be notated as Am/C. Think of it for now as the part 
before the slash being the chord you play with your RH and the part after the slash 
being the note you play with your LH. 

 
Try the same verse from ‘Everything I Do (I Do It For You)’ with some slash 

chords added, as below. 

 
The first slash chord G/C has a bass note that is not in the triad of the chord. 

This gives a dissonance between the chord and the bass note that creates a very 
colourful sound. 

 
The progressions in bars 9-12 contain slash chords that alter harmony that 

would otherwise be very repetitive. The Dm/F chord sounds almost like a completely 
different chord, simply due to a change in bass note from the Dm in the previous bar. 
The combination with the C/E chord creates a bass movement that moves up and 
down in step – making the bass line quite melodic. 

 
Finally, the slash chord in bar 13 forms a very common harmonic progression 

with the G and C chords that come after it. The G in the bass in the C/G stays static 
for the following bar also until dropping to the tonic for the last bar of the verse. This 
is known as a Ic-V-I progression in classical terminology and has the effect of 
preparing the return to the tonic – you can feel the music heading home when you 
reach this point. 
 
Exploring new territories – playing in different keys 

Until this point, we have used the scale of C major as our resource for all the 
melody and harmony – setting all of the music in the key of C major. There are of 
course 12 keys to master – so we have 11 remaining. 

 
This is really the step that will turn you into a musician able to play gigs in this 

style. Besides it being essential to play in different keys during a gig to provide 
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variety for your audience, singers in particular have a habit of calling songs in a 
different key to that which the song was originally written in to suit their vocal range. 
Therefore being able to comfortably play in any key will make you a useful player in 
any situation. 

 
This may sound like a tall order, but the secret to it is simply a particular 

approach to the way you think about learning and playing a song. This guide started 
by considering every note, and then every chord as a number within a scale. It is this 
way of thinking that will eventually allow you to play effortlessly in any key. 
 

C major made a logical starting point on the piano, as it includes only includes 
white keys. However, providing you know the scale of a key that you want to work in, 
it is no more difficult to play in any one key than another. 

 
 

F major – 1 flat 
All scales are a pattern of whole and half steps connecting a key note to the 

same note in the next octave. It is this unchanging pattern that gives a scale its unique 
colour that does not change, no matter which note you use as the key note. 

 
The pattern for a major scale is this: W W H W W W H 
 
Use this to work out the scale of F major. You will find you need to play one 

black note – a Bb to continue the pattern for a major scale. 
 
Number all the notes as you play the scale. Now play the seven triads within the 

key using each of the seven notes of the scale as the root note. 
 

 

 
 

You could try improvising some comping using first the major chords, then 
adding the minor chords one by one. Try initially always returning to a major chord 
after a minor, then listening to how minor chords sound when they are strung 
together. Here are the triads, with the major ones first followed by the minors. Three 
inversions are given for each, in the octave that provides the best compromise 
between warmth and clarity. You can use the chords in other octaves if it’s necessary 
to maintain good voice leading. 
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Let’s use these to play a tune we’ve already learnt in this new key. 
 
The chorus to ‘Set fire to the rain’ used the following chord progression, given 

in roman numerals. 
 

 
Try playing this in F major. Play the roots first only with your LH, then add 

triads in your RH in root position. Then you can work through the progression bar by 
bar, creating good voice leading by using inversions of the chords. Try using some of 
the rhythmic patterns we practiced in C major to lend flow and pulse to the music. 

 
Start on the first chord using a different inversion of the chord to that which you 

last used and repeat the process of finding good voice leading. The more routes you 
find and practice through the harmony, the freer you will become. 

 
Since this is the key that is used for the song on Adele’s album “21” you will 

now be able to play along to the chorus of the song with the recording. 


