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MY MUSIC NOTATION STORY 
 
by Maree Steinway* 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 

ith the passing of great musicians and friends such as Errol Buddle, 
Janet Seidel and Winston Sterling all in the space of one year, I am 
feeling such grief but also such gratitude that we all shared so many 

years together, and I had the privilege of being their friend as well as music 
colleague. Personally it’s been a devastating loss of dear ones who actually 
understood what makes me tick. I have been reflecting on the beautiful musical 
moments, the fun and funny times and on how extremely fortunate that through 
the kindness and support of all my musician friends I have been able to work in 
the career I would have still chosen first, even if I had full eyesight and unlimited 
choice. 
 

 
 
_______________________________________________________ 

*Since her early days at Homai College, a school for the blind in New Zealand, Maree 
Steinway has combined her natural abilities with serious study of a wide variety of 
musical endeavours, including classical piano, braille music systems, music history, 
orchestral, choral and pop music ensembles. She arrived in Sydney in 1982 on a 
holiday but quickly found herself working six nights a week. Five years on she bought a 
house in Paddington where she still lives today. She met the saxophonist Errol Buddle 
in 2000 and was his partner until Errol died on February 22, 2018. 
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I used to think that you diligently go about learning all you can, let your music 
speak for itself and let your peers be the judge of your performance. 
 
Recently I’ve realized,  in this changing world, I would say to any blind music 
student considering a career in music, hard as it is you gotta clearly tell your story 
about what you’ve achieved in the past, and what you want to achieve in the 
future. Also, how you’re gonna go about it. If you don’t, the only story on you will 
be in a simplistic case file in some welfare organization, and you might cringe if 
you knew the sad and hopeless interpretation they made of your potential. 
 
I want to tell a long story about my experience with music notation. So, if you 
only do social media grabs and two-bar loops you’ll be tuned out already. This 
will last for about the duration of a 64-bar Cole Porter tune. 
 
During the 60s in New Zealand I was just one of many blind kids at Homai 
College who could vamp out a tune from an early age. Also there was the 
influence of a big Polynesian culture which enabled us, when we were having our 
sing-alongs, to just naturally fall into beautiful in-tune harmonies. I still miss that 
fun so much. 
 
For most of us our ears were much more efficient than our ability to read Braille 
music notation, which was kind of challenging and took up a lot of paper. 
 
I remember one morning having a teenage rebellion “wanna quit school” melt-
down . Just by happenstance the pianist Julian Lee, who had attended that same 
institution , Homai College, as a lad, had been invited to give a school assembly  
 

 
 
Julian Lee at the piano: a pep talk to the students at Homai about the 
importance of Braille music notation and getting a solid music education… 
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pep talk to the students about the importance of Braille music notation and 
getting a solid music education. In his case this had led to his having a successful 
career in America where he was eventually discovered by Frank Sinatra and he 
went on to arrange for Nat King Cole and many other greats. I guess I owe it to 
Julian Lee for turning my head around and encouraging me not to quit after all. 
 
I attended Manurewa High School and when I sat my first public exam in music it 
was necessary for me to dictate my work to an amanuensis who would put pencil 
to manuscript for me. I was accredited University Entrance but back in the 70s it 
was still too daunting for me to find an amanuensis and the Braille transcription 
services I would need to undertake the Bachelor of Music degree that I had 
intended to do. 
 
I resigned myself to thinking it was unrealistic to ever think that I would be able 
to notate a composition or full-scale arrangement by then. So instead I went off 
playing piano and singing in a restaurant trio where I began my lifetime journey 
of becoming familiar with the standards of the Great American Songbook and 
learning Latin styles. Then next you would be working in nightclubs where you 
would become familiar with the various funk styles, Top 40 hits, and lugging the 
music of floorshow artists who would come through every night. 
 
Next thing you’d be offered a residency playing the jazz repertoire. Auckland was 
crazy like that. You had to be across everything, have a fit ear, good memory 
retention and know how to play a number of different kinds of music. 
 

 
 
NZ saxophonist Craig Walters:  he and the bassist John Mackie taught Maree 
how to write jazz notation because she wanted to transcribe the solos of the 
great masters of improvisation… 
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I did a lot of gigs in Auckland city for five years then more of the same when I 
came to live in Sydney in 1982. In all that time my focus was on internalizing 
repertoire and learning more playing styles. Meanwhile my Braille music reading 
had become redundant. 
 
Once in Australia I was sharing a house in Sydney near what was then known as 
the Alexander Mackie Art Institute with some Berklee jazz students from Boston, 
and two New Zealand musicians, the bassist John Mackie and saxophonist Craig 
Walters. John and Craig taught me how to write jazz notation because I wanted 
to transcribe the solos of the great masters of improvisation,  as did the Con 
students and established professional players who were coming by our house to 
test their improvisational skills. 
 
So I found a purpose for using my Braille Music after all! 
 
Over the years I have transcribed an awful lot of Bud Powell, Tommy Flanagan, 
Barry Harris, Wynton Kelly and Herbie Hancock. You can read those 
transcriptions if you want to trouble yourself by learning the Braille Music Code. 
It’s a good reference for the tricky passages but mostly I just play along with the 
recordings to try and follow in the masters’ footsteps. 
 
In the mid-80’s resident gigs were becoming fewer and bands now had to play in 
different venues every night. This was problematic for us because all our 
instruments and sound equipment would have to be transported for every 
engagement. 
 
I guess I’d be a liability helping with lugging in the band’s equipment and they 
wouldn’t let me drive the truck. So I thought I would compensate for my lack as a 
roadie by learning how to write arrangements for the trumpet and sax. 
 

 
 
The late Janet Seidel: Maree wrote the string arrangements for her Art of 
Lounge albums… 
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I owe a lot of thanks to my musician colleagues who so patiently undertook the 
arduous task of transferring to manuscript my follies that I would dictate from 
Braille. These would include small horn arrangements for live performances and 
later the string arrangements I wrote for Janet Seidel’s Art of Lounge albums. 
 
Hope for more ambitious arranging and independent writing came in 2003 when 
David Pinto and Bill McCann of the Pennsylvania based company Dancing Dots 
designed the first assistive computer technology for blind musicians. It’s called 
Sibelius Speaking: scripts designed to help blind musicians interact with the 
Sibelius Music Software which many of my musician colleagues regard as the 
superior software for notating music of publishing quality. 
 
Ray Charles sunk a lot of funding into the project when the Ray Charles Academy 
of Music was established before he died. 
 
That year I was rehearsing with a band in my lounge-room  and I flippantly 
expressed a wish that I could have Sibelius Software so that I could write out a 
lead line for the trumpet and tenor sax.  It was then that the trumpet player Bruce 
Johnson, known to many of us in the jazz community in Australia, said, “Leave it 
with me and I’ll see what I can do”.  
 

 
 
James Humberstone: he delivered a review copy of Sibelius Version II to 
Maree’s home in no time… 
 
This lead to an introduction to Mr James Humberstone who is known as a British 
composer of contemporary classical music and is also the head representative of 
Sibelius Music Software in Australia.  I owe much thanks to Bruce and James for 
actually making this long sought-after dream a tangible reality, because the 
Sibelius Company gave me a review copy of Sibelius Version II which James 
personally delivered to my home in no time. 



6 

 

 
After that I incurred financial costs updating all the adaptive components on my 
computer and purchasing the Sibelius Speaking scripts from Dancing Dots in 
America. Screen readers and assistive technology were eye-watering expenses 
when you ain’t earning much. I was very lucky to have lots of help from my good 
geeky friends to build the system because I had hardly any computer experience 
at all. Then I had the nervewracking task of configuring the scripts and getting 
them to run with the mainstream Sibelius program. 
 
It was a huge learning curve to familiarize myself with all the keystrokes and 
procedures that I would need to know, so I could write lead sheets, arrangements 
for four horns, and drum charts. Errol Buddle and Janet Seidel tirelessly spent 
time with me making sure that page layouts, fonts and signs would be set in a 
reliable and consistent position for times when no sighted proof-reader would be 
available to check scores. I wanted my notation to be fit for the International 
Rode Code and to be clearly understood by musicians of all standards of ability. 
 

 
 
Errol Buddle, here playing alto saxophone: he and Janet Seidel tirelessly spent 
time with Maree making sure that page layouts, fonts and signs would be set in 
a reliable and consistent position… 
 
There was nothing like the thrill of hearing my first original arrangements for a 
four-horn front line played by Errol’s peers when we did club dates and concerts. 
Years ago I had transcribed the Basie/Wardell Gray/Benny Goodman 
arrangement of One O’clock Jump which had lain dormant on some mouldy 
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Braille paper, so I keyed it into the computer and printed it out. It was finally 
given an airing onstage at John Speight’s Manly Jazz Festival, and it made me so 
damn happy to hear those guys make it sound so good. 
 
Last year the members of the South Side Swing Band were the first to have 
enough faith in me to invite me to take the piano chair and I particularly love 
playing the Sammy Nestico and Ed Wilson arrangements. It’s a new challenge 
playing fewer notes but it’s a great pleasure having the right notes land in the 
perfect place. Recently they allowed me to air my first big band arrangement and 
we did it again this week. 
 

 
 
John Speight (in cap) pictured onstage at the Manly Jazz Festival with 
trumpeter/bandleader John Hoffman, the band probably being the John 
Hoffman Big Band…PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
Hope I’ll always have music editing software because it’s a tremendous boost to 
getting more interesting live performances happening. 
 
Next thing for me is to learn my way around my recording software. That’s a lot 
to do when all I really wanna do is play music! 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 


