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FORWARD 

This book is the result of some thirty years’ experience teaching students of all ages “how 

to play the piano.” As is so often the case, I have learned at least as much from the 

process as the students themselves. Anyone who has taken piano lessons can probably 

affirm that it is not always a pleasure. For most of us, it has been a mixed experience, of 

both pleasure and pain, and often we remember the latter as well as the former. Both 

students and teachers alike will recognize the phrases, “I always make a mistake there.” 

“I can’t understand why I can’t play it for you--I could at home,” “I’ll never learn this,” 

and others. Phrases such as these are often the rule rather than the exception and, I 

contend, reflect the result of a few basic errors in procedure--and not of personal 

weakness or lacking ability. 

The principles of this book, some not new, have not been consistently applied in the area 

of learning to play the piano. Stated briefly: 

1. You learn what you do. 

2. The mind is like an expansive tape recorder, which can both record and playback. 

3. Rhythm--timing, the lengths of notes--should only be learned after learning the notes, 

fingerings, and articulations. 

4. Awareness and understanding should precede action in the learning phase. 

The understanding and application of these principles, as elaborated in the following 

chapters, will clear away the clouds of confusion, conflict, and doubt in learning to play 

the piano. Moreover the student will undergo a personal change in the form of heightened 

self respect and worth. He will approach music positively in the confident awareness that 

his efforts will be repaid with success. His love for music will grow and he will grow, 

positioned comfortably on the path to “healthy” piano. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

The teacher and himself, and the other...teaching 

The numbering, and consequent placement of this chapter in the book is the result of 

considerable thought. A good teacher is a fulfilled and satisfied person. A person who 

makes a difference in the lives of his students 

YOUR RELATION TO YOURSELF 

Every teacher must sooner or later confront the same burning issue: Am I worthy? When 

he can answer “yes’ with conviction and integrity, he will be able to exude the confidence 

and authority that every student hopes to find in his teacher. We need but review our own 

personal stories to find the teachers whom we have valued the most. Characteristic of that 

group for me has been an almost “given conviction of self worth, 

The greatest threat to our addressing this issue has been imparted to us along the way 

from our parents and later our schooling. I refer to the ever-so-respectable implied 

continuum of success and excellence we have participated in by virtue of our 

membership in our particular society. We tend to focus inward, and on ourselves, in order 

to see if we measure up, if we are an “A” student or a “B” student, if we have a PhD or 

only a Masters, and so on. The process consists in reality of an ongoing and constant 

process of judging oneself, of classifying, labeling, and thereafter, of feeling more or less 

adequate, according to the current assessment. 

Consequently, we are unsatisfied with this or that about ourselves, With me for many 

years it was “trills.” I was always thrilled by the lovely trills I heard on records or in live 

performances by piano greats. I felt mine were too slow, encumbered, and un-

spontaneous. I worked on this “weakness,” this unacceptable part of myself. Should I 

someday wish to become a concertizing pianist, would I have solved my trill problem, or 

would I have to play pieces that didn’t involve trills? I resolved to improve and to--God 

help me--conquer this flaw in my musical makeup. I desired to become adequate, OK, in 

terms of a perceived standard of excellence. I was not good enough. 

At some point some of us will confront the implications of such a life-stance, and make 

an existential move away from it. We will change our focus from “How adequate am I?” 

to “What is best to do now?” accepting as given, “I am adequate.” At that point we will 

be truly free to experience the joys of the world outside ourselves: we will not be 

occupied with the buildup and defense of our self image. We will have made peace, and 

can reap the spoils. 

Among the spoils we find the joy of helping another person achieve something 

meaningful to him. The thrill of being there when a fellow human discovers something 

new about himself. The pleasure of interacting with persons of all ages, and under four 

eyes. 

YOUR RELATION TO THE STUDENT... 

This sort of stance is a psychologically healthy and productive one, and, when the student 
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perceives it in your relationship he will be at ease with you. Such a stance is focused on 

the task at hand, is focused outward, and has a sense of objectivity about it. The student 

will not feel responsibility for proving his worth, and will instead join you in confronting 

the task. 

View the student as precious. Learn to love your students as you would love an adopted 

child. Care about their doing well in this new situation. Let them know that you care. Get 

excited when they have a small victory. Console them and encourage them when the 

victory eludes their attempts. If you can maintain a loving environment, the student will 

work not only for the sake of his musical desires, but also because he loves to hear your 

praise. And he will thrive. 

Remember to use the student’s name when you praise. And also when you encourage 

him. For me this seemed difficult and artificial at first. It was a “teaching technique” and 

I didn’t feel good about it. But within several months I found myself really relating to the 

students in a new, more direct way. I felt a healthy respect for my students’ identities 

growing within me. Just this one simple change in relating created a near revolution in 

my studio. 

This said, let us turn to two often sensitive areas in the relation between the teacher and 

the student--or his parents: money and time. 

THE NITTY GRITTY 

The student gives his money, his practice time (x hours weekly), and his commitment to 

try. In exchange, I will take over responsibility for the results. I will take responsibility 

for the errors the student makes, the end result we achieve, for the technique and success 

of the student musically. I promise to be truthful with the student and to guide his talent. I 

often tell the student this at the first lesson, and remind him that it is an exchange--if he 

fails on his side of the bargain, then I will be unable to carry out my side. 

MONEY 

I try to be clear and definite about what I do, and don’t, require from the student. As 

regards payment, absences, procedure--all these must be taken for granted and dealt with 

objectively and as business. Payment by mail can keep this matter out of the studio. 

Likewise, policy and procedure can be treated in a written handout, gone through at the 

first lesson, and hopefully never discussed again. 

TIME SPENT 

The subject of practice time, on the other hand, may need to be addressed now and again. 

On the one hand, one sometimes needs an idea of the time spent on a passage in order to 

judge if previous methods are working. Students can be hard to pin down as to how much 

time they have spent, but I forge ahead until I have an idea--in minutes per day. With 

younger students it is well to have the parents’ information on this matter.  

On the other hand, for his daily practice I assume integrity on the part of the student. 

Confrontations on the subject should be rare, and then with utter honesty and seriousness. 
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Remarks during the lesson regarding time spent on any one area should be made matter-

of-factly: “You should definitely spend more time working on this.” 

STUDENT’S COMMITMENT 

It may be necessary at some time to speak seriously with a student about his intentions in 

our relationship--what he hopes to get out of it and if his efforts jive with this. Some 

people have a habit of fooling themselves. They convince themselves that they must go to 

piano but aren’t willing to back their decision up with effort and commitment, If we can’t 

reach a workable compromise. I suggest that the student drops lessons. 

CONCLUSION 

My aim is always to stand with the student and not opposite him. This can be tricky 

sometimes, for of course the student himself can choose an opposing stance. Four or five 

lessons are generally enough to establish basic rapport, though with some it can drag on 

for months. I have learned to be patient on this front, and to avoid confronting the issue 

when tempted. When the student senses my honest desires for him to succeed, matters 

move quickly. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Lesson Mood… Communicating… A Wave of Positivism… 

I believe that the most important thing to achieve at the lesson is a “wave of positivism.” 

There are three or four experiences I remember from my 19 or so years as a piano 

student. Characteristic for these “pearls” of experience, was the element of success, 

happiness, extreme teacher satisfaction, what I now call “positivism.” I’ll bet that also 

you, the reader, can count on one hand such piano-lesson highlights during your time as a 

student. 

Consider the uniqueness of the situation itself: two people in a room alone. Each part is 

only able to interact with one “other.” A session with a psychotherapist would be a 

comparable alternative for most people. 

There are also a few points the two situations have in common. We teachers all 

experience the much too typical “student’s first lesson,” where one is often accosted with 

a barrage of comments from the student about himself: “I can never figure out that sort of 

rhythm,” “I don’t have a good little finger,” and so on. Especially at the first lesson, the 

student as it were, presents himself for “help,” not unlike at the doctor’s or 

psychologist’s. 

I have found it wise not to confront directly these statements early on. (A good reply isto 

say, “Those are MY problems now, don’t worry, we’ll work on it.”) The student whether 

a beginner or repeat, feels most often vulnerable, nervous, and may even have planned a 

defense for that which he considers his weak points. I think it is best, with all due haste, 

to reach a point where the student feels he is safe--or better yet, a situation where the 

student feels he is good. This is more easily done with beginning students, who have not 

formed negative opinions about their musical talents. (See Chapter 10 on negativism) 

The methods of achieving this “state of mind” in the student can vary. Sometimes I get it 

started in my opening talk with the student. Even better is to root it in real experience. 

For example, when I have heard the student play for me, I insist on finding some aspect 

to comment positively on: “Your sound made me feel warm,” “I’m impressed with your 

sense of rhythm.” or even, “I can really see you enjoy playing that!” The student will 

thrive on and relish the compliments I give him--if they are honest. More importantly, he 

will open up and be ready to be taught: he will have a positive feeling about himself in 

this situation. I follow up the first compliment with another, at least two every lesson. 

Pointing out the student’s strong points is the first step in establishing a wave of 

positivism between the student and me. 

The teacher should, when possible, make his constructive remarks after praise or a 

compliment. Then he should make only a single critical comment the first many times he 

responds to the student’s playing. This means he must have clear priorities about what he 

wants the student to acquire first. He will probably choose to make remarks about one of 

the following: fingering, sound. administering of the beat, wrong notes, dynamics, form, 

posture, or treatment of errors. Having made only a single request, when the teacher asks 

 

7. 



the student to play again, success is more likely. Go for small challenges and you will 

receive many victories. When the student gets used to victories, he will achieve almost 

nothing else, and the wave of positivism will be more and more established. Likewise, in 

the first months with the new student, accept lower degrees of finishedness, in order to 

move on to the next piece. This gives the student a feeling of accomplishment, as well as 

a sense of forward movement--both of which add to the positive momentum. 

Ask regularly for the student’s response to what he is working with--both as a piece of 

music, and as an assignment. Ask how he likes this or that chord, if he thinks it’s hard to 

play that measure, what his favorite part of the piece is. Check periodically to make sure 

he is still with you: “Do you understand what I’m getting at?” “Shall I run through that 

one more time?” Have the invincible attitude that you and the student are on an 

unstoppable train ride to success, and that you both are enjoying the ride together. 

CHANNELS OF PERCEPTION 

The way you formulate your comments and requests is now known to play an important 

role in human communication. Recent psychology confirms the fact that people tend to 

perceive primarily in one of three ways: visually, aurally, or sensually. For example one 

person might express himself, “It looks to me like a difficult job.” A second would 

instead say, “It sounds like a difficult job.” And a third might say, “I feel that job would 

be difficult.” Determining which method is a person’s main channel of relating requires 

alertness to his way of expressing himself. (Other methods include reading certain eye 

movements in response to a question.) The implications of such knowledge are good 

news for any devoted teacher. First, one should become sensitive to each student’s way of 

expressing himself. Then try formulating responses and suggestions verbally using 

language related to the student’s “channel.” If you play a student’s passage, direct his 

attention first in a way which enlists his strong channel: “ Watch how I do this.” “Listen 

to the line.” “Try to feel the way the music moves.” 

“Moreover, when asking the student to play in a certain way, relate first to his main 

channel: “Feel the music flowing out of your fingers.” “Listen to the top line as you 

play.” “See the music moving out into the room.” 

Later try consciously to direct responses to the student’s secondary channels. Stimulating 

these will bring more of the student’s awareness into the situation. Communication will 

become more thorough, more all-encompassing, more effective and more rewarding. 

“John, we both know how beautifully you can play this when you watch your hands and 

play the phrase. This time, close your eyes and notice the sound as the melody reaches 

the top note.” 

A demonstration like this can be “ear-opening” for the person. 

TAKE IT HOME WITH YOU 

The studio situation is unfortunately only a fraction of the time where the student’s 

behavior and methods can be guided and controlled. The remaining 85% of the time the 
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student will be on his own with only his memory, his notes, and his habits. Therefore it is 

wise to begin planning for the home situation already at the lesson, Comments such as, 

“When you practice this at home, remember to ...,” If this gives you trouble at home, 

then…,” will help in maintaining the same awareness at home that you are establishing at 

the lesson. Refer many times to the home practice situation, and be sure to clearly 

describe how you want the student to practice. Use part of the lesson as a trial run-

through: “Pretend you are at home practicing on your own piano--imagine your own 

bench, and lighting--and show me how you would go about working on this passage...” 

TALKING TO YOURSELF, POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS 

Additionally, and equally important, there will be no one to offer encouragement in his 

home practice situation. The wave of positivism from the lesson can quickly become only 

a vague remembrance, and effectively walled off from the cold reality of being at home 

alone with his assignments. In order to maintain that positive attitude and approach to the 

whole matter, the student will have to take over the job of complimenting himself (!). 

Already at the lesson, and in my hand-outs, I get the student started in the process. After 

even small victories, I encourage the student to say such things as, “What a good boy am 

I!”  “I’m a musical genius!” ”Good job. buddy,” and so on. At first many students will 

feel self-conscious and stupid in making these remarks, but it soon becomes a pleasing 

relief from intense concentration, and before long we are both laughing and having fun 

with these tidbits of positive reinforcement. In reality, that which is said out loud comes 

back into our brain through our EARS. Words said, and words heard, have more effect 

than thoughts. They are potent tools for changing behavior, 

Books have been written about the power of positive affirmations for bringing about 

changes in attitudes, self concepts, behavior, and even health. I have through several 

varied experiences gotten started using such, and am convinced of the worth of positive 

verbalizing as another tool in our kit for effective learning of music. 

I recommend strongly establishing a habit of “talking to yourself” in your practice 

routine. Begin with such practical things as reciting the finger numbers or note names as 

you play. Add to these verbal compliments for things done right, and verbal 

encouragement and challenges, to generally keep an upbeat and spirited attitude alive. 

OTHER VERBALIZATIONS 

The use of the speech center as an aid to learning non-speech behavior--playing the 

piano--has been widely overlooked as a teaching tool. One unique use is in directing our 

own behavior. By simply requiring a descriptive statement of intent before each 

movement, one can insure a correct carrying-out of an otherwise tricky passage: “I will 

lift only my R 3rd finger. * I will now depress C with my R 3rd finger. * I will now lift 

my entire RH fingers simultaneously while flexing my wrist.  Such a running discourse 

interspersed with each movement (*) almost guarantees accurate learning of physical 

coordination. 

Still other verbalizations include rhythmic vocalization, rote drills, statements of 

rejection, and will be covered in later chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Perspective for learning: The recording studio… Storage bin & 

template… Successful attempts 

THE INNER WORKINGS 

Since the brain is the center of our attention regarding learning process. it would behoove 

us to understand its “rules of operation” and to act in accordance with them. Its functions 

are similar, with a few important differences, to that of a computerized recording studio. 

OPERATOR — You are the operator, and have control of the entire studio. You decide 

what will be recorded, at what speed the whole process will take place, how carefully you 

will feed the information to the recorder, when you will reinforce or reject recordings 

verbally, and more... 

RECORD — In this mode, the information fed to the brain is recorded with regard to the 

order in which it occurs, and the way in which it occurs. The length in time of the 

information segments (notes) is for some reason, not, or only weakly recorded in this 

mode. The recording process stops when you remove your hands and relax, waiting a few 

seconds before playing again. Stopping (and starting) the RECORD mode can also be 

brought under verbal and mental control. 

In the RECORD mode, you as the OPERATOR will be busy interpreting the written 

notes, coordinating movements and articulations with fingers and other body parts, and 

also carrying out the operation of the studio. You will be in a state of high mental 

challenge and physical activity, and should maintain awareness. 

STORAGE — This recording is then given a magnetic label which both identifies it, and 

empowers it as a candidate for future PLAYBACK. It is then dumped in a BIN where it 

will be joined by later attempts with the same label. If the second record instance proves 

identical to the first, it will, upon STORAGE melt into the first, creating a gradually 

accruing template. If, on the other hand, the second record instance is not identical--

different note, finger, etc.--when it melts into the first there will occur alternate 

possibilities at the junctures in the recording where it differs. The template’s integrity will 

be weakened in proportion to the occurrences of differing record instances. 

PLAYBACK—This occurs by decision of you, the OPERATOR and in the way in which 

you decide. You can, for example, play the chosen segment with little participation from 

the OPERATOR. Then the played template will come to include alternate possibilities in 

proportion to their earlier occurrences. 

Or you can play the segment under control, where you the OPERATOR influence the 

process, slowing or pausing to insure correct choices where mistakes seem imminent. 

PLAYBACKS of either sort are record instances as well, and enter the bin to exert their 

influence, for better or for worse. 

It is in these respects, then, that our mind’s recording studio differs from actual ones: 
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1. The RECORD mode is always the PLAYBACK-RECORD mode, EXCEPT on the 

first instance. 

2. Whatever happens on PLAYBACK becomes yet another record instance for the bin. 

3. A general template for the passage is established in the bin, with “risk” areas in 

proportion to the number and nature of all that has entered the bin. This template is taken 

in use for all PLAYBACK-RECORD attempts after the first. 

At any time and during any mode, the accumulated averages in the STORAGE bin decide 

the template. 

A SAMPLE TEMPLATE: 

Consider the following passage from our national anthem: 

 

A single record instance might be visually represented in the following way: 

 

Here, each symbol represents the “note-finger-articulation” message for each of the first 

six notes (“O—oh say can you see…”)  The same information can also be represented in 

the following way:  

 

Errors of order or way of playing--notes, fingering, & articulation--at any point in the 

above 6 steps. would give a slightly different result compared to the first: 
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Here, the third symbol has been replaced by a new symbol. representing for example a 

“C” played staccato instead of legato! (Or with the wrong finger. Or as a “D.”) 

 

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN? 

If we are to function in harmony with the above principles, the implications are 

numerous. What about those early attempts learning a piece, where we stumble through it 

just to hear the tune? Or when we are trying to ‘feel it out’ for good fingerings? These too 

must then be record instances, and influence the contents of the bin! And what about 

those typical early ‘stumble’ errors, where we ‘run into’ a note we didn’t want? Or the 

occasional times where we mess up all over the place because we like to hear the tune 

faster? Or the time I had that itch, and goofed because I tried to scratch it with my elbow? 

Must we really avoid mistakes? 

The answer is yes and no. 

Some thought will reveal that it is especially the early record instances we should 

prioritize. Because of the fact that the template is already taken in use on the second 

record-play attempt, correct early attempts play a bigger role in influencing the bin 

contents than correct later attempts. A right first attempt makes probable the same result 

on the second attempt, and these two taken together make even more probable the same 

result on the third attempt! 

Later on, when the bin contains hundreds of attempts. the same series of ‘right attempts’ 

would have less effect in the development of the template. But the progression is gradual, 

so fairly early attempts will also wield important influence on template development. 

That is, if we are willing to pay the price, we can fiddle around a little bit with the new 

piece, and still save the day by getting serious with attempts three or four. At the end of 

this chapter are two scenarios of various right/wrong attempts, showing the probabilities 

at work along the way. 

FACTORS INFLUENCING SUCCESSFUL ATTEMPTS 

The whole matter is really quite simple. The brain needs a certain amount of time to carry 

out various tasks prior to the actual depressing of a piano key. It must decipher the 

musical notation, assign the indicated finger, coordinate movement or maintenance of 

body position. send the nerve impulses to the right muscles to bring about the sound. 

Additionally it must keep track of its place in the written music, keep a spatially oriented 

awareness of the location of the keys, coordinating glances now and then, listen to the 

resulting sound critically, and make mental notes along the way. If the brain doesn’t have 

. 
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adequate time to finish this process before the note is to be played. then an error is likely. 

TIMING - The primary threat to our success early on will be the temptation to play 

rhythmically This usually happens in one of two ways With beginning students it is we 

the teachers, who invariably prompt the student to go for the timing too early in the 

learning process. This immediately superimposes a framework of pressure around all the 

student is trying to do--now the right finger on the right note in the right way must also be 

at the right time and for the right length of time 

DESIRE TO HEAR THE TUNE - The other situation is with more experienced 

students who on their own go for the rhythms too early--from the very beginning, if they 

recognize the tune! In this case, the attitude of the player is a bit reckless--barreling 

along. enjoying the music. Applying the brakes is seldom achieved in time and the result 

is never a worthy candidate for the storage bin (where it has just been placed!) An 

additional problem is the occurrence of “corrected errors,” a particularly insidious threat 

to the composure and sanity of all unwitting players. These we shall discuss shortly. 

DELUSIONS OF GRANDEUR - Many of us have the attitude that, somehow, through 

sheer force of our will, we can play it right next time through, maybe if we take it a bit 

faster... This attitude seems often to be related to those ticklish passages whose perfecting 

mysteriously eludes us. But we carry on a little battle, repeating the passage over and 

over, getting at most, half (50%) successes. Becoming more intent doesn’t always include 

awareness and good methods. 

MOMENTUM - This is PULSE POWER used at the wrong time. It seems to be a fact of 

life that a regular pulse inspires a sympathetic “locking in” of a part of us. If we are the 

initiator of the pulse--by our act of playing--then we are lulled into a state of momentum. 

difficult to quickly exit, for such irritating things as avoiding errors. As we shall explore 

in the chapter on PULSE POWER, this state of momentum is the main channel of impact 

on our being. We must take care to be aware when we play with a regular pulse. We must 

develop the ability to stop instantly, and without arousing muscle tightness--which also 

gets recorded!. Note that this regular pulse is the goal of PHASE TWO, and that the 

factor of MOMENTUM becomes first a serious concern at that time. 

CORRECTING ERRORS - This particular phenomenon, which probably finds its roots 

in fine family values throughout the civilized world, is a particularly insidious danger to 

establishment of healthy bin contents. We all know the experience: wrong note, and 

before you know it you’ve played the right one after it--a kind of gesture to ease our 

conscience, an example of our correct intentions. An honorable act! Teaching our kids to 

correct their errors, or to pay for them, has been standard upbringing in my circle of 

acquaintances. 

Let us look a bit more closely at the situation. We can use an example with five symbols.. 

Suppose we intend to learn the following: 
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But suppose instead we actually play the following: 

 

The second instance is identical to the first except for two differences: the ‘M” and the 

“R.” Here. ‘M’ represents “mistake” and “R” represents “reward.” The player has played 

correctly two notes. made a mistake, followed it with the correct note, gotten a reward, 

and gone on to play correctly the rest of the passage. Remember, the mistake can be a 

wrong finger, articulation, or note. And the reward is…the good feeling the student gets 

when he does correct his error. 

Of course the problem with this picture is that the reward is being given for a behavior 

we do not want, namely: two correct things, a wrong thing the correct thing, and two 

more correct things.  

What we do want is the five things in their proper, unadulterated order. We will look into 

the treatment of mistakes that have happened in the next chapter, APPLYING THE 

PERSPECTIVE. 

I do not doubt that much of the confusion and difficulty associated with mistakes that 

“just keep happening” is due to our well-intentioned “correcting of errors.” Let it be said 

distinctly and once and for all: do not “correct” errors.  

My belief is that reward element in the process carries great import. Even if we didn’t 

feel good after our correction, the record attempt was a “wrong,” and would have entered 

the bin. The solution should be to achieve increased awareness. We must learn to stop, if 

not before, at least, after errors. Adding the correct note does not create a correct record 

attempt. My experience is that an incomplete record attempt does not exert much 

influence compared to complete attempts. (I doubt even that such incomplete attempts are 

filed in the same bin.)  Verbalization of rejection or nullification of the attempt are 

appropriate. 

STILL OTHER FACTORS 

Such things as sticky keys, a different piano. different room acoustics, different lighting, 

a listener, an itch--all these things can directly influence our composure, concentration, 

and our attaining successful record (or playback) attempts. It is well if we as teachers are 

aware of this in the situation. The student is, in the teacher’s studio, likely to experience 

all of these (even if the sticky keys are due to his penchant for bubble gum!) We can help 

him to accept the situation by admitting all of these irritating distractions, and by 

consoling him.  

I often tell about a performance where I was so distracted by the lighting on the stage that 

I was dazzled by the black & white keys! My mind wandered as I played and I began to 

marvel that I could actually distinguish among all these narrow, ivory-clad levers. With 

difficulty I directed my attention back to the piece flowing from my fingers, closed my  
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eyes a while, and tried not to consider that topic again throughout the rest of my 

performance. My playback attempt had nearly been thwarted by external stimuli--and my 

playful fantasizing. 

SEVERAL SCENARIOS 

As promised, we shall now take a closer look at the question, “Are early attempts more 

significant than later attempts?” Lets compare two hypothetical situations: 10 attempts at 

learning a two-measure passage, for example. Suppose each situation has 6 correct (+) 

and 4 incorrect (-) attempts, but in different orders. Both start the same, with a correct 

first attempt, but differ on the second attempt. Thereafter attempts will alternate - + if 

possible. Thus our two situations can be represented: 

E X 1: + + - + - + - + - + 

E X 2: + - - + - + - + + + 

Our focus will examine the question, “What outcome--correct or incorrect--is likely on 

the next attempt?” For example if we’ve had one right and one wrong attempt. the 

chances are equal for the third attempt (0%). This we represent in the OUTCOME 

column as + or - percentage--the difference between the currently accumulated right and 

wrong attempts. Thus our chances going in to the fourth attempt of EX 2 are -33+%, 

since 66+% of the pool is -, and 33% is +. We shall be pleased when there is a positive 

figure in this column, since chances favor a correct next attempt. Likewise, a negative 

figure indicates a probable negative (—) outcome for the following attempt. (Of course in 

our analysis, this attempt is predetermined for the sake of comparing the two cases.)  

The BIN column shows the current contents of the bin as the number of + attempts. In 

our examples, the final (10th) BIN will reflect our pre-chosen 6 + and 4 -. 

The TYPE column shows the current attempt’s outcome: - or +:  

 

OBSERVATIONS 
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It is most striking to note the differences in the OUTCOME columns, which indicate 

probability of success on the ensuing attempt. Especially in CASE 1, where our 

hypothetical subject wisely accrued a .second correct attempt right after the first, do we 

constitute what appears to be a run of good luck: every outcome is +. The probabilities of 

CASE 2 show equal numbers (3 each) of + and – expectations, and produce a relatively 

low total of 63%. 

The lesson, it would seem, is that two success attempts before an unsuccessful one, will 

load the dice in your favor. Here are two more series, starting + - + +, and - + + -. 

 

Again the importance of a correct first attempt seems obvious for the general outcome. 

Let us now examine a less optimistic scenario--one where, of the first 10 attempts, 6 are 

incorrect, and 4 are correct.. Moreover let us assume that our student was so “unlucky” as 

to make his first attempt an incorrect one. Our series: CASE 5: - + - + - + - + - - . CASE 

6:- - - + - + - + - +. 
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The scenario painted by these chosen cases is a dreary one indeed. We can see plainly  

that if we are ineffective, especially early on, then we will be facing discouraging odds 

from then on. The good news is that we don’t have to accept any one of these scenarios; 

when we realize that each of our attempts indeed influences our chances for the next 

attempt, it becomes really quite easy to be careful on the first several attempts. Then our 

scenario can be similar to the following: + + + (What will your odds for the fifth attempt 

be if you make an incorrect attempt for the fourth?) 

CONCLUSION 

This completes our look at this “bin theory” of learning. I find that it explains well the 

happenings in my studio, and in my own preparation of works for performance. Since 

these realizations, I have changed my style of teaching. I now put more emphasis, for 

example, in finding material for young students with usable written fingerings. And of 

course I do all I can to help my student get a correct first attempt while he is at the studio-

-and without a rhythmic context. I remind my students constantly to “take your time,” or 

to “take the time you need to .... I am much more aware of pressure the student seems to 

be feeling, both from me and from other sources. I am consciously more patient. in order 

for the student not to feel pressure from my side. I am more patient when I myself work 

on pieces as well. 

Let us now examine one way to apply this perspective to our real-life teaching and 

playing situations--the two-phase approach to learning music at the piano. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Applying The Perspective: Phase 1… Phase 2… 

 

PRELIMINARIES 

Let us now examine one way to apply this perspective to our real-life teaching and 

playing situations--the two-phase approach to learning music at the piano.  Ideally, before 

we make our first record attempt--that is, before we even attempt to play through the 

piece just to “get an idea of it,”--we should have decided and notated almost all 

information which has to do with the way we will play. Sufficient fingering should be 

penciled in on the music for us to “figure out” any un-fingered notes. Likewise, most 

decisions about phrasing and articulation, lifting and length of legato lines--should also 

be clear from the written page. Choice of hands, of course, and other tactical instructions 

should noted if they are not obvious from the music. 

Certain aspects of our manner of playing however need not decided at this point. Accents 

& dynamics (including crescendi & diminuendi), pedaling, tempo, final choice of the 

exact movement-syndrome (“backup” body position, angles of leaning, body 

movements)--for some reason these factors of our behavior seem to be learned equally 

effectively after a secure template has been established. 

Interestingly, work with tempo and dynamics seems not to be assimilated in the same 

manner as work with notes/fingering/articulation.  Learning concerning these parameters 

may actually be stored less permanently in a “control memory bank,” have little to do 

with the actual template, and can therefore be easily varied from performance to 

performance. 

Some published music comes complete with adequate notation as regards fingering. 

phrasing. and articulation. If this is the case, practice can begin immediately on PHASE 

1. If not, one should go about making these decisions. In order to avoid recording your 

experimentation, work on smaller bites than the phrases you will later be using for record 

attempts. When you have worked out a fingering-phrasing-articulation strategy for an 

entire phrase. and written it with pencil on your music, you have the option of entering 

PHASE 1, or of going on to determine more fingerings and articulations. Usually I flip 

back and forth between the two processes--decisions, and PHASE 1 practicing. See the 

chapter on PENCIL PRELIMINARIES for tips and principles regarding determining 

fingerings and phrasing. 

(With very young, or beginning students I settle for the fingering alone. A five or six year 

old will usually do best if we wait weeks or months before approaching the concepts of 

phrasing and conscious lifting. The articulation of staccato will be a logical first 

experience with consciously lifting away form the keyboard. For a student of this age I 

usually require no more than correct notes and fingering.) 

Let us now have a look at the guidelines for PHASE 1. 

 

18. 



 
Let us examine each of the 5 steps of PHASE 1. 

1. PLAY — Attempt to be definite in your touch. Hesitant actions will also be recorded, 

but an assertive style is more effective. Your concentration should be on three things: 

Accurately realizing the page, not letting yourself get locked into a regular pulse. and 

keeping in touch with your degree of certainty about the next action. Theses are three 

distinctly different functions of the brain, so this state of awareness will be unusual for 

most. It will not take long however, before all three will become a responsible and 

habitual way of operating. 

The fact that we need differing amounts of “brain-time” to be ready for the differing 

situations along the way fits very nicely with not having to play rhythmically--where one 

has a given amount of “brain-time.” A good exercise to get in touch with just how much 

brain-time you need, is to verbalize each action before you carry it out. For example. if 

we use our honorable, if unique. “Oh say can you see,” (PP 12-13), the scenario would be 

as follows: 

 

In this example. brain-time will no doubt be almost equal for each coordination. If 

however the hand must at the same time sustain another voice, the verbalization takes 

longer time: 
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Let me hasten to remind you that the procedure I have just described, with its detailed 

descriptive verbalization of every action, is presented to make you aware of the 

information you need to program into your brain, in order to make an efficient recording.  

I do not recommend this degree of verbalizing by any means for everyday PHASE 1 

practice. 

Now and then, however, one meets a passage that seems to “defy” getting learned, and 

this method can lend order and accuracy to learning such frustrating situations.  

Especially polyphonic music, with its independent various voices, will contain passages 

which are apt candidates for this “step-verbalization,”. We are, after all, only interested in 

getting correct record attempts: we don’t care about speed, rhythm, or fluency. 

Remember to reward each successful record attempt with a compliment: “Excellently 

done, my boy!” “Good work, Jim!” “I’m a musical genius!” The tagging of a success 

attempt in this way increases your awareness of it, and adds to its impact on the accruing 

template. 

2. PAUSE - This is the new ability to be developed: to learn to stop when in doubt. 

neutralizing all muscle movements, without freezing or tightening up. Tightening will no 

doubt be the initial reaction somewhere in the body, but with patience, this too can be 

avoided. If you tighten, simply take a little extra time to relax at that point--we have no 

deadline. Learn to recognize your internal feelings that signal a probable approaching 

error: vague disorientation, the desire to play on anyway. Before long the whole process 

will be quite natural. 

3. PLAY - When you can verbalize the next action(s), then you are aware enough to 

continue. But beware--the next note or two may also seem foreign, and are prime 

candidates for error. And don’t push your luck: stop at your predetermined “bite” end 

point, and reward yourself. 

4. STOP - If you play a wrong finger, note, or articulation, then stop immediately--before 

you suddenly “correct” it! Utter a verbal rejection, “I reject that solution,” and start over 

from the last lift. Sometimes, the last lift will not be the beginning of the passage bite you 

are working with. You may, of course, also start from your chosen beginning point for 

that passage. In longer bites, it helps maintain concentration if one practices the minimum 

“sub-bite” necessary. Any condition where both hands are simultaneously away from the 

key surfaces qualifies as a “lift,” and is a possible beginning point for the next record 

action. 

To start recording in the middle of a legato line would create an entirely different 

solution than we desire: a note in the line (the first we “drop in” on) would be approached 

from above the keys  instead of legato, from the previous tone in the line. Allowing such 

an attempt to enter the storage bin would weaken the template. 

Whether an interrupted record attempt enters the storage bin at all, is doubtful. Since its 

length and also its contents are different from the intended attempt, it probably is filed in 

a bin of its own, one which we never get around to using. In any case, one should have a 

good conscience after having interrupted an error-laden attempt and rejecting it. 

 

20. 



5. CONTINUE IN THIS MANNER - Repeat the passage, complete with pauses, and 

stops/restarts if necessary, until it begins to flow, without extra hesitation time. Some will 

need to consciously forge through areas where hesitation has been used. There may well 

be muscle tensions present at these points which need eliminating. The tempo will 

gradually take shape as you become familiar with previously unfamiliar areas. When you 

sense that you are ready to attempt a slow metronome speed, go on to PHASE 2. 

An interesting discovery I have made since using the phase approach is that some young 

students, left to their own means without training in rhythm and note values, naturally 

pause when they are uncertain, continuing when they realize what to do! Can it be that 

we. well-meaning pedagogues retard the learning process for our students by requiring 

them to play rhythmically too early?! 

The following are the guidelines for PHASE 2 of learning a passage: 

 

PHASE 2 is similar to PHASE 1 with a few important differences. 

1. PLAY - Choose a slow metronome speed. somewhat slower than the slowest speed 

you used at any point in PHASE 1, and play, attempting to play correct rhythms and 

regular pulse. Don’t choose anything like a brisk tempo, no matter how brave you are 

feeling. Patience is still the key word, and it shall soon be richly rewarded. 

2. PAUSE - Again be awake for uncertainty or doubt, stopping before you play a wrong 

note, finger or articulation. At this point it will also be wise to stop if you notice 

unnecessary muscular tension, probably at the places you before have needed to stop. 

3. PLAY on when you realize what to do, or when the unnecessary tension has relaxed. 

4. STOP again after any errors, restarting after the last lift. 

5. CONTINUE, increasing the metronome speed a notch, or possibly two, after a 

successful attempt. If you then notice a general feeling of uneasiness, return to the 

previous speed for a time or two. If your attempt included any pauses or errors, then 

decrease the metronome speed a notch or two. This should make a correct attempt 

possible; if not, decrease again, continuing until you reach a speed where a correct 

attempt is possible. It is in this step, that the student may lose courage. Probably on the 
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first attempt to play with metronome, the initial tempo will be chosen much too high; if 

the piece can’t function at quarter note = 40, one may need to sub-divide the click beat, 

equating quarter at 40 to eighth at 80, proceeding hence downward from 80 for tempo 

choices. 

GENERAL TIPS 

Train the student in individual aspects of the method. For example, get him used to 

stopping abruptly. by doing run-throughs where you, the teacher, say “stop.” Get him 

used to not tensing up at the same time. Train playing “un-rhythmically” by keying his 

every move to your “now” signal. Ask him to play his scale un-rhythmically. Train also 

separately playing more slowly. 

Adapt the system to your own needs. I had a 5 year old student with whom, for the first 4 

months, I only used phase one. I didn’t explain or even mention points 1 through 5, just 

got him to work that way from the beginning.  For such fresh ears to music, the joy of the 

sounds is more than exciting enough to make up for the absence of correct rhythms.  

Motivation is much more important than perfection at beginning stages, anyway. 

Use only PHASE 1 if you like. Once the proper template has been established, many will 

be able to achieve an acceptable degree of rhythmic fluency without the metronome and 

all that PHASE 2 entails. 

But with serious students it will be wise to train both phases. If the student has never 

attempted playing with the metronome before, it would be wise to train such playing, best 

on scales, or some invented exercise which does not involve note-reading at the same 

time. Once you are “on the metronome,” achieving successful attempts, it becomes 

extremely satisfying to move forward a notch at a time. Works brought to fruition in this 

notch-at-a-time manner have an extremely “safe” feeling, are highly accurate, and inspire 

creativity in musical expression. 

Now for a closer look at the preliminaries. Get out your pencil… 
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CHAPTER 5 

PENCIL PRELIMINARIES: PHRASING, FINGERING, 

ARTICULATION, INSTRUCTIONS 

The first steps in working on a new number, as the first steps in taking a vacation, have to 

do with planning the route. If one points the car in the general direction of, say, the 

mountains, one may or may not actually reach the destination. It is, however, highly 

probable that one will “waste” a lot of time underway retracing steps on roads that proved 

to be dead ends, or which led to other destinations, The wise family will take some time 

with a map and make decisions before beginning the journey. Then they will drive 

directly to their goal. 

Likewise, the wise teacher will train his students to temper their excitement about the 

destination long enough to make decisions about the route. These decisions have to do 

with fingering and articulation. The area of articulation includes phrasing, (legato. 

release), staccatos and other releases. and how the tone will be produced (which tool or 

tools). While some of these decisions are more easily made later, one must make definite, 

albeit temporary, decisions before spending much time working on the piece. 

In this connection, the use of pencil is indispensable. I require my students to always 

have a pencil--with eraser--at their practice piano. Early on, I hand the student a pencil to 

write in decisions reached during the lesson. I encourage them to write neatly and 

compactly in their markings on the page. I set an example in my own marks on their 

music, (To this day I treasure the manuscripts I studied with one teacher in particular,* 

and take pleasure in reading his concise comments and symbols.) 

PHRASING - For us, the phrase mark has two functions. Its musical function is to show 

the span of a single musical thought. Its practical function is to tell us how far we have to 

play in a connected fashion before we get to lift! Short “articulation phrases,” with as few 

as two notes will be treated similarly. It is this second function which is of utmost 

concern to us as we go about designing our fingering. 

I think it best to avoid the subject of phrasing with beginning students, until they have 

gotten success on other fronts. Even if they are introduced in “Book 1,” phrase marks 

may remain an abstract and doubtful subject. As soon as the student is ready one should 

involve him in deciding and experiencing phrase lengths. I prefer singing aloud the trial 

phrase. noticing especially after which note one wants to breathe in, or to “catch a 

breath.” Typically, this end note of the phrase will be longer, and of lower pitch than its 

neighbors. Draw lightly the implied phrase mark, and continue from the beginning of the 

next phrase. The final phrase structure will most often reveal a pattern of phrases almost 

equal in length. Sometimes several different phrase lengths will be present, creating 

amongst themselves a design, not unlike similar designs in the phrases of poetry. 

Once the phrases have been drawn in it is a good idea to go back through the texture and 

find any places where the actual legato is broken—-as will be the case if there are 

repeated tones. In thick textures—-more advanced music--other situations can force a lift 

as well. I make small “check” marks at these places. which present opportunities for 
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moving to a new hand position. just as we do at the end of the phrase. These 

preliminaries accomplished, one can one can go about designing a plan for fingering 

 

REQUIREMENTS OF A GOOD FINGERING... 

Our fingering must make possible the carrying out of the musical information on the 

page. This information is of the following sorts: 

1. Pitches of notes. 

2. Rhythmic lengths of notes. 

3. Phrasing: which notes are to be grouped together, played legato (without lift). 

4. Articulation of notes: way of attacking or releasing notes, including 

accenting, staccato. iion-legato, & legato. 

5. Dynamics. 

6. Speed. 

Additionally our fingering should, in general, reflect the physically easiest solution. It 

should suit our playing capacities. feeling more comfortable than other choices. Mentally 

easy solutions can sometimes be appropriate, either to simplify a repeating pattern, or to 

add order to an otherwise confusing passage. More below on this. 

Deciding a fingering strategy can be a seemingly endless process. Often, one finds a neat 

solution, only to discover that another tempting one turns up the next day. after you’ve 

practiced the first one a while! The art is to find a reasonably good fingering reasonably 

quickly. And then to “stick to it” unless it proves not to work. (Sort of like choosing a 

wife?) Vacillating back and forth between 2 or 3 tempting solutions is obviously in 

conflict with effective learning, according to the principles we have discussed earlier. Be 

sure to play less than a typical practice bite as you go about trying fingering possibilities, 

in order to avoid storing recordings which will later not be used. 

In general, it is the right hand part that will require most experimentation in determining 

a fingering solution. It plays the speaking voice (melody) of most musical textures, and 

by nature will involve more variation in articulation, and greater length of legato lines. 

Left hand parts are often pattern-like, involve more simultaneous tones (and thus fewer 

possible choices).  Unless the left hand plays a melodic role, its fingering strategy can be 

accomplished more quickly.   

Fingering involves confronting an ever changing myriad of possibilities. Often, several 

alternatives will be possible. The following principles should serve as guidelines, and are 

meant to provoke thought as to general and typical situations. 

FINGERING GUIDELINES 

1. Use basic hand positions where possible. These include the standard 5-finger. one-to-a-

key position. where fingers 1-2-3-4-S cover a fifth on the keyboard; the extended-5-

finger position, where the thumb is temporarily grounded to a single tone, and the hand  
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expands to encompass more tones as necessary; the “octave” position, where 1-2-3-5 

cover the tones of a major chord; and the “7th” position, where 1-2-3-5 cover the tones of 

a major-seventh chord (if on white keys). A certain awareness of which of these positions 

one is presently using, adds order and security to passage playing. 

2. Use the long fingers (2-3-4) on black notes when possible, especially in monophonic 

lines. It is a lucky coincidence that the shape of our downwardly-turned hand fits the 

topography of the keys: Our thumb is lower and shorter, the white keys are lower and 

longer. Additionally, since we play on the side and partially on the nail of the thumb, it is 

not well suited to the black notes, which are narrower and more precarious because of 

their elevation. Fingers 2-3-4 are also attached to the hand in a way which makes them 

more secure on these raised black notes: these fingers have little lateral range, and are 

more easily “locked-in” on the blacks than the thumb or 5th finger. For much the same 

reasons, utilize black-white turnunders--3-1, 4-1, and occasionally 2-1--where possible. 

Turnunders white-white are always more difficult since they do not utilize the hand’s 

natural form. 

However when several notes are to be played simultaneously (chords, intervals) both 

fingers 1 and 5 become more secure on black notes, since their stability is increased in 

such “grip” situations. 

Movement at the piano takes place in three dimensions: in-out, side-side, and up-down. 

Try this experiment while seated at the piano. Move both hands (and as much of the arms 

as is natural) simultaneously and rapidly: in and out (horizontally), then out to the sides 

and back in (horizontally), and finally, up and down (vertically). Continue each repetitive 

movement for 5-10 seconds, and notice the response in the rest of your body. You will 

notice that in the first mode--in/out--waves of motion are set up in the rest of your body, 

all the way down to your knees and feet. Your stomach will be shaken up a bit, and you 

will feel clumsy as you carry out these motions. The other two directional dimensions 

will have little or no repercussions throughout the rest of your body. 

While still seated, try playing middle C with your thumb. Then C#. Notice that your 

elbow moves the same distance as your thumb--about two inches. Notice now how the 

hinges are arranged throughout our body. Consider the toes, the ankle, the knees, the hip 

joints and the waist, the shoulders, elbows, wrists, and finger joints. All these “axes” are 

placed as if from the side through the body. facilitating mostly movement in arcs which 

have a in-out and an up-down component. All these joints permit some side-side motion 

as well, but their design emphasizes (circular) motion around their main axis. 

Try playing a chromatic scale with only your thumb. Play as fast as you can negotiate the 

moves. Again you will notice the major component of in-out motion, and the 

awkwardness involved as well. 

This explains why many advocate playing successive octaves with the 4’th finger on the 

black notes instead of the 5th. The resulting difference in fluency and smoothness is of 

significant proportions, especially in rapid tempi. Moreover, when playing the white-note 

octave, careful placement of the thumb near the black note, will pay off as well, insuring 

minimal movement in the in/out direction. 
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Our conclusion therefore is that motion of the hands forward and backward (in-out)tends 

to set up self-amplifying waves, radiating back in the body through each successive set of 

hinges. Therefore we seek to minimize in-out motion in the act of playing--and in 

determination of our fingering strategy. 

3. Stretches should be placed in apt parts of the hand. Our physical construction 

predetermines that we can stretch further between 1-2 than we can between 2-3. In fact, 

experimentation will show that our “stretch capacity” between adjacent fingers 

diminishes gradually as we move from our thumb in the direction of our 4th finger (see 

also below). Even though this seems obvious, we still meet examples like the following, 

where the largest stretch of the arpeggio is placed in the worst possible location--at the 

turnunder! 

  

The “apt” place to locate the large interval in the hand would be between, of course, 1-2. 

No doubt the concern was to design a mentally easy solution--one starting with the thumb 

on C: 1-2-3-1. A physically much more playable solution would be 2-4-1-2, or even 4-1-

2-4. Here the placement of the P4 interval is indicated in bold. 

 

Use of 3
rd

 finger in place of 4
th

 may be better for some hands.  

(Interestingly, the usual LH fingering for the same arpeggio does make use of the wise 

placement: 1-4-2-1.) 

Deciding between which fingers to place the stretch in a passage is dependent on many 

factors. With your hand palm down on the table, note visually the small variations in 

distance between the various fingers. Note that there is one area of the hand with least 

natural spread: between 3-4. Palm still down, suddenly extend all fingers simultaneously, 

and note that the same location (3—4) still has the smallest spread. Herein lies one of the 

clues to fitting the hand to the passage: when possible, avoid stretching more than a 2nd 

between 3-4. The following example demonstrates both sides of this question: 
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One way to judge a fingering solution is to observe the hand visually as you play. Stop 

randomly here and there, and examine the stretches that are being made at precisely that 

moment. If they do not honor the natural proportions of the hand, be sure other 

possibilities are not to be preferred. 

To take another, and very common situation, where the visual check can be helpful, 

consider the fingering of certain positions of major or minor chords. Playing the 

following solution will “feel” best to many, less experienced pianists. probably because 

the 3rd finger is easier to direct and guide than the 4th: 

 

Play the above solution--also in “block” fashion--observing the distribution of spacing in 

the hand Then do the same for the following solution: 

 

Most less-experienced pianists will prefer the first of these two solutions. However, often 

the second solution will serve better in the long run. The explanation has to do with 

degree of control over the 4th finger. This finger seems to be our least “aware.” Attempts 

to move it result in movement of both its neighbors. and its independent use seems 

somehow less controllable than all the other fingers. However, with a bit of practice, 

many will find the 4
th

 preferable.  This is the finger that Robert Schumann attempted to 

“improve” by exercising with a homemade mechanical device. He did not succeed, and 

went on to compose with increased enthusiasm. 

This is perhaps a good time to give a word of advice regarding attempting to improve 

strength, stretches, or coordination by applying force from without: don’t. More on this 

later in the chapter on exercises. 

Sometimes stretching is not the answer. In the following passage from the “Bridal 

March” by Mendelssohn, one might assume the following fingering to be a likely 

candidate: 

 

What at first glance would appear to be a series of inevitable uncomfortable stretches, in 

a fast tempo, and FF dynamic, can be solved by enlisting the forearm’s capacity for a  
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quick move of the hand: 

 

The success of such a solution is based on several interesting conditions. How many of us 

realize that sometimes we can move & play faster than we can stretch & play? The first 

solution above has the hand in a somewhat tense muscular condition at the critical 

moment--when we need to play 4-5 on C-E. This makes the precision and timing of the 

C-E clumsy and uncertain. This phenomenon is aggravated later, when we attempt to 

play 2-4-5 on C-E-G. The second solution, being based on two separate hand positions 

(in each instance), includes none of this muscular tension. However, it involves a 

lightning-fast movement--from 5 to 1-3. This is possible, since the “fulcrum” of our 

sideways movement is found at the shoulder.  A very small turn at the shoulder results in 

a very fast movement of the fingertips. some 2 feet distant. 

Try the following experiment at the piano. Play from C up a 9th to D using the thumb and 

4th finger (stretch & play). Start with the hand relaxed, resting on the keys near C. 

Afterwards, try playing the same notes, but this time use the thumb for both notes (move 

& play). Which can you do faster!? This little trick might just win you a few drinks at the 

hotel bar during the MENC convention. Actually, you can, with a little practice, play 

from the lowest C to the highest C on the piano faster, and probably more accurately, 

than using the stretch method on the 9
th

. 

Another reason “move & play” is a success in Mendelssohn example, is that our 

“departure” (from the 5th on C) will be from a weakly accented tone. That is. there will 

be little weight in the forearm, at the time it needs to move to the new position. 

Moreover, the “arrival” at the new location--C-E--will be on beat 3, (beat 1, in the second 

instance), a strongly accented beat. This fits very nicely with the physics of the situation: 

at the moment we need to move, there is little weight in the arm, and at the moment we 

need to arrive, we don’t much need to put on the brakes, since those tones (C-E, later C-

E-G) will benefit from an accent anyway! 

Let us now consider the action of moving and conditions which prompt this solution to 

fingering. 

4. Moving may be considered if legato touch is not required. The opposite of stretching is 

moving. Unless the “stretch” involves a tone already under the fingers a move may be 

faster or more effective. That is, if playing the next tone requires expanding the hand, and 

connecting is not desired, moving to that tone is a possibility. Even if legato is necessary, 

a move, covered by a dab of pedal, will sometimes be wise. 

Moving means relocating the hand, and involves a motion originating from the elbow,  
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shoulder, waist, body, or a combination of these. In the hand, distance is encompassed by 

movement from the finger joints and the wrist. Since the distance from these “fulcrums” 

is a matter of only a few inches, such expansion and extension results in a movement at 

the fingertips which is slower than movement initiated further back in the body. Moving. 

however, carries with it several consequences which should be mentioned. 

Generally one should not move if another move larger than the interval of a 2nd is called 

for on the following note. As a rule it is good to remain in the new location for at least 

two notes; relaxing the muscles in less time usually takes years to learn. The faster the 

tempo, and the greater the distance, the more care we should show in our decision. Play 

parts of the passage PHASE ONE style, with relaxed hesitations, in order to actually 

carry out the coordinations involved. Consider the final desired tempo, and if your 

success will be probable. 

If a move encompasses a great distance, or is to be made quickly, an arrival accent is 

probable. Ideally, the “arrival tone” should also involve, as in the example above, a 

“heavy” beat. At the very minimum, one should be aware of the arrival accent tendency, 

and decide with this in mind. The shorter the distance of the move, the less accent will 

result. Consider the following passage from Mozart’s sonata, K333: 

 

In this example. we have chosen five very short moves in the RH--one after each 

articulation slur. The first four moves are to a note on a numerical beat--not an “and.” 

That is, each of these “landings” will be on a note that will benefit from an accent. 

Likewise, each move will be from a note that is only lightly accented. These are ideal 

situations, and a musical result is almost guaranteed from using this fingering. At most, 

one will need to remind himself to play light and short on the “and” beats. 

The fifth move is frau a strong beat (3). Ia a weak beat (and). To play this effectively will 

require considerably more attention. The thumb may here very well receive too much 

accent, because of the move. An alternate solution (instead of 1-2-3-4) might be 3-4-1-4, 

totally eliminating the move, and the risk of accent, but requiring more to-do. 

A more detailed way to analyze the logistics of a passage can be demonstrated by the 

following example from the same sonata: 
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Here the RH lifts are at the arrow, after the next Bb, after the following articulation slurs, 

and between the next three notes. The area around the arrow can be carried out in two 

ways. Either the hand can (1): 

 

Or it can (2): 

 

These various actions are of varying degrees of ease. R (remain relaxed) can be 

considered as effortless (+). 

E (expand, stretch) on the other hand, requires considerable effort, especially since we 

are expanding from 1-5 while sustaining the thumb (--). LM (lift & move) and LP (lift & 

play) are both normal easy coordinations (o). A distant LM (o-), however, requires more 

physical and mental effort than a shorter LM. 5B  (5th on a black key) requires some 

effort (-). 2L (two lifts in rapid succession) requires considerable effort (--). 

If we use these criteria to judge the ease of the passage, our first solution rates a: --, and 

our second, a: -----.  Let us apply the same criteria to the following solution: 

 

This solution would rate a: - according to the same criteria: 

a. Remain relaxed in position on the low Bb. ® +  

b. Lift and move to the 3
rd

 on the high Bb. (LM) o 

c. Lift and play the 3
rd

. (LP) o (2L) –                                                                                                       
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A solution with a negative rating is not necessarily weak: the double lift is of course 

inevitable in all our solutions, since the tone Bb is repeated. Our ratings represent a sort 

of combined index--of the problems inherent in the passage, and also of our solution to 

them. Therefore it is the difference between our ratings that is significant. 

This example dictates a move after the low Bb. If a choice is possible. make moves after 

such longer tones. Thus one has time to reduce playing weight to a minimum, facilitating 

a comfortable and coordinated departure. 

The use of 3-2-1 on the repeated Ab tones shows a typical approach to repeated tones 

which might be commented upon here. The change of fingers on repeated tones can serve 

two functions. In extremely fast tempi and (or) where there are many repeated notes in a 

row, changing fingers can insure a fresh attack, where a single finger might tire or block. 

Another reason to use changing fingers is to maintain a fresh consciousness of 

articulation for each attack. It does, however, require a well developed awareness to 

coordinate dynamics with three different fingers. To use the arm instead of fingers is an 

obvious solution to shaping the dynamics, (thus using a single “tool” rather than three)--If 

the tempo is not too fast. Most players will probably opt for that solution here. 

The use of changing fingers for repeated notes is however probably overdone by well-

meaning editors in much of the marketed music today. The “complex” probably caught 

on with the music of Scarlatti, where it is an absolutely essential technique. Slower tempi, 

on the other hand, in no way require such a technique, and its appearance in many 

beginners’ series only makes things more complicated for our precious students. If a 

single finger has the time to relax and react, then using it again is better than changing. 

Having just been used, the finger has already been assigned our awareness. We have a 

good idea of what to expect upon using it again, and success will be probable. 

Repeated notes offer the opportunity to make a “pragmatic” move, to free up more 

fingers for a coming passage, for example, or to attain a new location. That is, anytime a 

note is repeated. a move to a new position might be advantageous. In the following 

example from Chopin’s Fm Nocturne the change of location occurs nicely after the long 

Ab: 

 

The location changes in bar one & three of Handel’s Passacaille--also after longer notes--

conveniently avoid awkward fingering alternatives (use lower fingering): 
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5. Consider “scrunch” solutions to attain more range when moving is not appropriate. By 

scrunching the hand, understand a compacting towards the middle, skipping one or more 

fingers. Notice how scrunch solutions permit a continuous fingering over a span of 

several bars (eight in all). in the following passage from Mozart’s Sonata in A, K. 331: 

 

Here, the scrunches include various degrees of compacting the hand: 1-5. 1-3, 3-1. & 4-2. 

In this solution scrunches have saved us for innumerable turnovers and also thumb black 

note combinations. A scrunch is physically usually easier than a turnover, which involves 

a larger movement of the hand. 

6. Other range-extending solutions may solve special situations. Finger-trades--changing 

fingers on a depressed note--provide yet another way to achieve greater range. Most 

combinations are possible, with 4-3 and 3-4 being most challenging. since the fingers are 

close to the same length. Changes to the thumb are relatively easy. and provide a “whole 

hand” of new fingers to continue with. The following from Schumann’s “Glueckes 

Genug” includes two trades involving the 5th finger: 

 

 

Finger-trading is a delicate maneuver, and is usually best accomplished by an immediate 

change as soon as the note is depressed. Generally finger-trading should only be used 

when the earlier principles don’t yield a solution. Such is most often the case in  
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polyphonic and contrapuntal textures, where one hand is called upon to play two 

independent parts without lifting. 

Trick fingerings--for want of a better classification--are also important in the above 

fingering solution. Locate (at the arrows) the crossings: 5 under 4. 4 over 5. and 5 under 

4. Such creative solutions are often dependent on having achieved a rhythmic and 

coordinated flow. A convenient black note can make trick fingerings more playable. 

Reverse-turnover fingerings (5-4. 5-3). where a finger is crossed over 5 to a black key, 

extend range by one or two notes. In Chopin’s Bm Prelude, a comfortable solution to the 

last LH melody notes involves 5-4: 

 

 

7. Avoid concentrated use of neighboring fingers. Try to maintain a comfortable mix of 3 

or more fingers. Especially in faster tempi a slight confusion can set in if the same or 

neighboring fingers are used over and over. Consider the following passage from 

Beethoven’s Gm Sonata, Op. 14#1: 

 

8. A dab of pedal can aid in solving numerous fingering and legato problems. In 

Schumann’s Traumeri, a dab permits connecting between the repeated “F’s” (at “B”). 

Dabs are also handy for covering moves. The RH 5th (at “A”) can be sustained to full 

value (without blur!) and the following phrase’s legato honored, by covering the move 

with a short pedal. (See grey fingering at arrows.) 
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9. A mentally easy fingering is occasionally to be preferred over a physically easy 

fingering. The most common situation will be sequences, where a passage of several 

beats is repeated. usually displaced a 2nd each time. Although this brings about varying 

topography--differing black/white combinations--with each occurrence, a single fingering 

simplifies comprehending the situation and often produces a more secure result. Witness 

the following from Chopin’s Opus 10 #4: 

 

In like fashion, chromatically descending/ascending similar, chords or patterns—even 

though topographically differing--can be more facilely negotiated if an identical fingering 

is used for each, as in the Bach Em Partita: 

 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

The argument that one should choose a particular fingering solution because “it will train 

the fourth and fifth fingers,” seems weak. If one focuses always on the musical goal at 

hand, choosing the best means to achieve that, the fourth and fifth fingers--and the others 

too, will grow to meet the challenge. Channel such good intentions into an apt exercise 

and compliment the student’s initiative. 

The use of pencil for decisions should become a natural part of the student’s approach to 

practicing. Assignments can be given to “finger” eight bars of the new piece, without 

practicing it. Undesired fingerings in published editions should be blackened out neatly, 

so that one can not distinguish the previous number. The internal confusion that arises at 

a sub-conscious level when one sees one thing and does another will weaken the security 

of that point on our accruing template. Countless times I have traced my problems with 

particular passages to my failure to blot out an earlier fingering that I had decided not to 

use. The repair job completed. I was able to quickly remove the insecurity. “Play what 

you write. or else write what you play,” is a good catch-phrase to repeat often. 

Along these lines, a recurring situation for all of us concerns whether to change a 

fingering that the student has been practicing. It is sometimes wise to retain a less good 

fingering, avoiding the delay, and possible frustration associated with learning a new, if 

better, fingering. The matter simply involves “catching up” with old fingering’s bin 

contents. Or to be more precise, “passing” its total. If the old fingering has only been  
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practiced 10 times, then changing it should be within the powers of most students. These 

guidelines for planning a fingering solution do not, of course, cover all that needs to be 

said and learned. Each is intended to prompt thinking in general terms first, thereafter 

focusing on the specific situation. Most examples used have been chosen from a middle 

level of difficulty, typical of the repertoire of an undergraduate piano major. One must 

however see beyond these particular choices, to the easier repertoire of our younger 

students. My goal is for the student to comprehend the method, more than the immediate 

situation at hand. With this in mind, a hand-out covering fingering guidelines is a 

practical solution. This, one can consult as various points turn up in the music of the 

student. The student has it in his notebook to refer to, and also to associate with musical 

passages he has learned. 

The material considered in the following chapter. TOOLS OF THE TRADE, has a 

natural and close relationship to the decisions of fingering. Becoming familiar with the 

potential, and also the limitations of our limbs, will make decisions about their use more 

understandable. 

SUMMARY: FINGERING GUIDELINES: 

1. Use basic hand positions where possible. 

2. 2-3-4 on black notes where possible. 

3. Stretches should be placed in apt parts of the hand. 

4. Consider moving if legato is not required. 

5. Scrunch technique can extend hand’s range in either direction. 

6. Finger-trades extend hand’s range in either direction. 

7. Avoid overuse of neighboring fingers; insert a more distant finger now and then. 

8. A dab of pedal can influence a fingering choice, by allowing a move. 

9. A mentally easy fingering is sometimes to be preferred over a physically easy one. 

INSTRUCTIONS & OTHER MARKS 

Marking our music with pencil is much like signing a check: it makes the subject matter 

valid. Each mark represents a personal involvement in the situation, creating more 

awareness and understanding as we go about our business of achieving successful 

attempts. Therefore, let no troublesome or intricate passage remain on the page without 

some kind of helpful mark: check-marks to identify less-than-obvious lifts; curved arrows 

to indicate crossing over or under; circles around key fingers; curt comments regarding 

mood, execution. shaping. choice of tool--all these intensify our relationship to the job at 

hand, bringing about more awareness,  greater accuracy and faster learning. 

Usually make your marks in the white area outside the staff, not within the five lines. 

Work towards attaining a consistent style of placement and size. Typewriter erasure 

strips--the ones with a chalk-like backing--are helpful aids for blotting out unused 

information, and one can even write his new decision on top of the old. 

Employ distinct and neat marks, making sure they are large enough to be easily read, not  
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slowing down the player. Realize that attempting to write at an angle--as most music 

racks on pianos prompt--usually results in less-than-perfect results. I often make two 

passes at “personalizing” my music--writing quickly (and sloppily) the first time, only to 

erase and rewrite more concisely and neatly at a later date. It is wise to have a TV tray or 

other horizontal surface nearby for these more meticulous and legible pencil indications 

on your music. 

Reminders and corrections, useful along, the way--forgotten accidentals, wrong notes, 

wake-up symbols for approaching tricky situations—should be erased when they are no 

longer necessary If one is to trust the marks he makes on the page, then he must also 

remove those which no longer have a necessary message. Such good pencil habits result 

in a sort of “congruency” between what is seen and what is done, an important step 

toward a responsible attitude, and an effective approach to actually learning the music.  

Besides, it gives such a feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction to erase a mark for a 

situation one has conquered! 

Let us now examine the relationship between speed and power, and how the parts of our 

body can be used in a healthy way—the tools of our trade… 
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CHAPTER 6 

TOOLS OF THE TRADE -- POSTURE AT THE PIANO 

THEORY OF PRODUCING SOUND 

The basic premise behind this chapter is that the highly developed human mechanism 

will take care of the production of sounds just fine--if only we will let it Really all we 

need to do is:  

I. Have a clear idea of what we want  

2. Focus in the fingertips  

3. Be aware of the strengths of each tool and keep them in good training 

The situation is really not all that different from pushing a doorbell button, writing with a 

fountain pen, or snatching a child from the path of an oncoming vehicle. For example, 

one wants the child out of the car’s path. one leaps for the child, focusing intensely on 

him.  One does not, by the way, focus on any of the separate movements involved in 

running and leaping--one thinks only of one’s hands contacting the child’s body. 

In baseball we learn to focus on the “point where the ball meets the bat.” In shooting a 

basket, on the front rim. 

The human organism functions best when we focus our most immediate attention on the 

point of contact between us and the outside world. In the case of playing the piano, this 

point is flesh to ivory. Most of us will remember the awareness in our fingertips, for 

example, in playing the lyrical melodies of the Chopin Nocturnes. When I desire a 

beautiful sound coloring, I call forth “fingertip awareness.” 

Remembering now these two important principles, let us move on to consider the limbs 

of the body, the pianist’s tools of the trade. 

TOOLS OF THE TRADE 

The body is easily divided up into levers and fulcrums, each a usable tool ending in a 

hinge which attaches to a larger, base unit. Consider the case of the “hand” which is 

attached to the rest of the body at the “wrist.” To use only the hand, as in those cases 

where we try to get a one-year-old to wave back, we brace the rest of the body, and “flap” 

the hand from the wrist. Giving a left hand turn signal with the arm involves mostly 

opening the arm from the elbow while bracing the body from the elbow on back. Most 

actions, however involve a succession of various extensions in varying degrees, 

throughout the body, each movement temporarily backed up by a firm base, or more 

likely, a base which is firming more or firming less. 

Fortunately, we do not need to trouble our minds with other than the basics: our brain can 

handle the complexities if we keep out of the way. 

The tools then, starting at the point of contact with the outside world, are: 

1. (The end finger joint, hinging on the end knuckle) 

2. (The middle finger joint, hinging on the middle knuckle.) 
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3. The hand finger joint, hinging on the hand at the hand knuckle. 

4. The hand, hinging on the forearm at the wrist. 

5. The forearm, hinging on the upper arm at the elbow--extending or rotating. 

6. The upper arm, hinging on the upper body at the shoulder. 

7. (The upper body hinging on the lower body at the waist.) 

8. (The torso, rocking on the bench.) 

9. (The entire body, normally seated, hinging on the floor at the feet.) 

Thus we complete the circuit, again contacting the outside world. 

Several additional points should here be noted before we go on. The first two tools--the 

end and middle finger joint--never work alone, but rather provide “finishing touches” of 

minute motion, always functioning as a coordinated part of the entire finger. Likewise, 

the last three tools function rarely independently, providing instead:  

1. Varying “backup” positions. to accommodate the full range of the keyboard.  

2. Added power for select situations. 

SPEED AND POWER. 

A bit of consideration will reveal several interesting relationships. First, each successive 

joint or body part in the above scheme is a bit more massive, a bit heavier. Second, using 

the body (or body part) beyond a given hinge, we create the arc of a circle. For example. 

the hand as a unit (fingers extended) and turning on the wrist, will describe a circle of 

about 12” in diameter (mine). Thirdly, a bigger body part functioning as a single tool, 

will move more slowly, but will have more power than its neighboring body part. 

Interestingly, all possible movements involving the human body will be the result of the 

combined workings of body parts which can only produce arcs of circles. String players 

often  struggle with this principle as they try to produce a bow stroke at a right angle to 

the string--creating in effect a straight line. We pianists will touch on a similar challenge 

as we try to play in the extreme high or low register (for either hand.) If we don’t lean 

and adapt adequately with back-up body parts, then we feel strained in our wrist or finger 

joints: they can not create circles large enough to encompass the distances involved. 

If we consider using such a body in a situation demanding movements of varying 

quickness and intensity, we will do well to remember the following general principle: 

SMALLER TOOLS MOVE FASTER BUT HAVE LESS POWER. 

Let us now move on to explore the innate capacities of the various tools of the pianist’s 

trade. 

THE FINGERS — The fingers as a tool present a very interesting situation. Aside from 

being the least massive of the tools, and therefore able to “repeat” very quickly, the 

fingers are five in number, making possible delivery of many successive tones in a given 

period of time. (I can play 16th notes at 165 on the metronome.) The fingers “relieve”  
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each other comfortably and effortlessly. and we are all aware of feats of rapidity and 

brilliance attainable through a well developed “finger technique.” 

At the same time the fingers can be used as bearers of weight, instead of as initiators. 

This means that their collective capacity for speed is diminished. The trade-off 

nevertheless births the possibility of delivering a single intensity throughout a melodic 

line. This weight will be the amount delivered to the hand knuckle. By the action of 

muscles throughout the part of the body behind the hand knuckle, or simply by the action 

of “leaning” forward from the waist, one can deliver to the hand knuckle fine gradations 

of weight. The same sound result—-rich in nuance, yet unified in intensity-—is difficult 

to attain using the fingers solely as initiators. 

In reality the fingers are often employed both as initiators and as bearers, tending more 

towards the one or other extreme. Generally, the lighter, or faster, the passage at hand, the 

less bearer component involved in the coordination. When the fingers are set to simply 

accompany monophonically, as in a LH “Alberti bass” pattern from a classical sonata, 

they will be functioning almost totally as initiators. A passage where the RH functions in 

this manner is demonstrated in the following example from Ravel’s Sonatine: 

 

The following passage from the Chopin Bb minor Nocturne is a glimmering example of 

the rich and homogeneous sound one can attain using the fingers primarily as bearers of 

weight: 

 

The fingers combine well with the other tools, and are often relegated to quieter 

accompaniment roles while another tool--the. forearm or the upper arm--plays the melody 

in a louder intensity, as in the following example from Liszt’s Liebestraum: (Forearm 

notes are labeled “A”) 
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It goes almost without saying that the largest part of rapid passage work will be the job of 

the fingers acting as initiators. Almost all 16th note, and much 8th note melodic material 

of classic and baroque periods will sound most “correct” played in this manner. In 

romantic and later music, where tone coloring and quality begin to play a larger role, 

using the fingers as bearers becomes more a live option. 

Trained fingers are unbelievably versatile and agile, able to bend and curve, twist, stretch, 

and to move under and over each other. They can play from ppp to about f (without aid 

from further back in the body); they can play staccato or connect, or in between (non-

legato). They can work one at a time, in pairs, threes, indeed up to 5 at once, per hand, 

The phenomenal ability of the thumb to cross under any finger, or be crossed over by any 

finger makes playing most legato lines unlimited in range. 

Fingers are less appropriate tools in a few general types of situations. Block chords; 

repeated and non-legato harmonic intervals; legato harmonic intervals of a 5th and larger: 

all these are usually better handled by the hand or forearm. Leaps and crosses will almost 

automatically preclude use of fingers on the tone(s) arrived at, as will quick moves to 

nearby locations. Dynamic levels of ff or more will usually be more effectively attained 

by other means, though this may not always be possible. 

THE HAND - Attached at the wrist, the hand includes as well the combined weight of 

the fingers. Hand movement is almost by definition detached; its “retracting” movement 

automatically lifts all fingers from the keys. It cannot connect as can the cooperating five 

fingers. It is capable of repeating faster than either individual fingers or the arm, and has 

the innate advantage of being able to do so evenly and with consistent weight and tone. I 

can play four 16th notes at 100 on the metronome. A string of staccato single notes, or 

intervals, is one likely assignment for the hand. Consider the following passage: 

 

Try playing the passage, first using the hand, and then the fingers. Notice that the sound 

produced has more “body” and is louder when played with the hand.. Notice the feeling 

of “locked-in” rhythmic stability and precision that attends. If the wrist is held at the 

correct height, a touch approaching “non-legato” can be produced as well. 
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Movement of the hand casts about the fingers with considerable momentum, which 

means that some fingers will always have to be held “out of the way” while one or more 

fingers play the chosen notes. It happens we can easily protrude our outside fingers 1-5 

by slightly arching the hand, making an ideal firm base for playing octaves--or 5ths, 6ths, 

& 7ths, for that matter. With a little practice we can adequately hold almost any 

combination of fingers out of the way, permitting the playing of repeated chords, for 

example: 

 

Notice however the percussive sound inherent in this touch. Much of the effect is due to  

the “noise” of our fingertips landing on the key surfaces. The hand functions well 

followed, or preceded, by the arm, and finds a marvelous use in short-long” 

combinations, like the following from Chopin’s Polonaise in A: 

 

Other than the limits of speed, we should be aware of several other situations not 

“friendly” to the hand. A dynamic level of more than forte, sustained for more than a few 

seconds, will quickly tire the hand, or cause it to tense up. Rapid changes of 

“topography,” such as chromatically ascending 7th chords, forcing continual adjustment 

to new black and white combinations, are better handled by the forearm technique. In the 

following passage, also from the A Major Polonaise, the fortissimo level is not 

particularly limiting, since only two of the hand’s six attacks are 16th notes, and each 

measure begins with a forearm octave. The speed of this passage would tax the repetitive 

abilities of the forearm, but is child’s play for the hand: 
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One might guess that Debussy’s “alternating thirds” prelude (XI. 2nd Volume) would be 

a playground for the light hopping talents of the hand, but the close-quarters nature of the 

crossed hands usually precludes this technique. which requires “flapping room” of 

several inches. Here it is wiser to employ the forearm, which maintains a lower profile: 

 

 

THE FOREARM - This tool, attached at the elbow, includes the hand and the fingers in 

its weight, and hence moves more slowly than the hand. Strangely, only slightly more 

slowly. Using the forearm together with a firming of all the joints after the elbow——the 

wrist and all finger joints--creates a staccato touch, The sound produced will be more 

resonant than that of a hand staccato, but even and consistent, no matter which finger is 

employed. This firming requires little energy once it is learned. In the following from 

Chaminade’s Scarf Dance, forearm staccato can be employed both on the single-note 

staccatos, as well as the following 3-note chords, to give rhythmic and even sound: 

 

By allowing the wrist to flex or to “give” a bit, legato and non-legato touches can be 

produced. Indeed, with practice, a good pianist can even play 4-note chords in an almost 

perfect legato. 

My present maximum repeat-speed for the forearm (single notes, without tensing) is 

sixteenth-notes at 84, and this at a dynamic level of mp—mf. Playing octaves or chords, 

playing more loudly, or employing a wrist flex, will all reduce this speed. Because of its 

added weight compared to the fingers or the hand, the forearm is more apt to create an 

accent, especially if a wrist flex is not involved, and therefore better designed for forte 

passages, where this accent will seem less pronounced. 

The forearm also includes the unique ability to rotate, easily appreciated in repetitive 

passages such as the following, from Beethoven’s “Pathetique” Sonata, Op. 13. Here the 

LH octaves are playable with relatively little effort, and with “machine-gun-like” 

precision and excitement:  
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Such octave intervals are ideal for exploiting the rotation capacity of the forearm; lesser 

intervals become increasingly more difficult. Skipping a finger or two simplifies access 

to this talent, and, with practice, makes its use possible even in trills. Use 1-3 instead of 

1-2, or 2-4 instead of 2-3, and so forth. 

A less obvious application of rotation, is to add it to the more usual forearm fall, creating 

fast and sparkling effects, as in the Chopin Gm Ballade: 

 

Let us close our consideration of the forearm with one final example. showing a typical 

role optimally performed by this tool--a bass + chord LH accompaniment spanning an 

octave or more. Such accompaniments abound, with small variations, from the music of 

the Baroque on, reaching their heyday in the waltzes of Johann Strauss, and later in the 

style of ragtime. We may call them, for lack of a more poetic term, “boom-chuck” 

accompaniments. From The Blue Danube we can cite: 

 

Coupled with a small amount of positional rotation at the shoulder, the forearm is very 

gracefully adapted to such patterns. In waltz time, the second chord, if a repeat of the 

first. may also be produced by the hand. 

These examples have shown only a few applications of the forearm as a tool. Backed by 

pivoting at the shoulder, (upper arm movement), we have a tool well suited to situations 

involving movement back and forth across a distance, and equally adept attacking single 

notes, intervals, or chords, at levels from p to f. Interestingly, it combines well with the 

tool on either side of itself—-the hand, and the upper arm. 
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THE UPPER ARM - Pivoting at the shoulder in several directions, the upper arm is used 

to establish position along the keyboard (together with the upper body), as well as  

actively attacking the keys. It has the uncanny ability to depress the keys in three 

distinctly different manners: by moving forward, by moving to either side, and by 

moving backwards. These movements usually involve a force component from the 

forearm as well, or at least a flex at the elbow, as well as at the wrist. Its backwards 

movement is seldom. 

The tool of course includes the forearm, the hand, and the fingers, weighing, as nearly as 

I can estimate short of amputation, about 10 pounds on my body. Imagine (please) 

dropping a 10-lb weight on your keyboard, and you’ll get an idea of the force inherent in 

alone the weight of this tool.  In reality, its use involves potentially dozens of pounds of 

muscular force.  While it shines at providing power, anything like speedy repeats is, 

precisely therefore, out of the question.  My limit appears to be around 16th notes at 70. 

Achieving awareness of the action of this tool can be accomplished in the following way. 

Seated at the grand piano, clench your fists and push the (open) key lid to its limit (about 

a quarter inch). This is the forward action of the upper arm. Notice that you are 

simultaneously pushing your upper body away--in a backward direction--with the focus 

of energy in the shoulders  

Now try playing a C triad fff in the upper register with the RH. At the same time allow 

your entire body to swing towards the left, reacting naturally to the force applied in the 

opposite direction. This is (one) sideways action of the upper arm. Notice also that the 

elbow opens slightly in both of these actions, indicating a certain amount of forearm 

involvement.  In most playing situations, such “give” in the upper body would be rare. 

In the following example from the closing climactic measures of the same Chopin 

Ballade, the upper arm is used in both its sideways application of force, and, as the 

octaves near the middle register of the piano (our example), in its forwards application. 

 

Because of the accelerando, it may be wise to switch to pure forearm octaves near the end 

of the passage. Addition of pedal--or longer pedals, if you’re already using pedal--may be 

necessary to compensate for the fall in volume at the point of change. In order to achieve 

the necessary length and body to the sound. the entire arm should rise in waves with each 

attack, this coupled with flex at the wrist. 

Because of the several joints between the upper arm and the fingertips, primarily the 

elbow and the wrist, a “near-legato” touch becomes possible. once one has learned timing 

the “give” in these joints. A bit earlier in the same ballade we find the following chords in 
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the melody, to be played ff and as legato as possible. A perfect assignment for the upper 

arm: 

 

We find a more surprising use of the upper arm in the Ab Chopin Etude. Here, amidst the 

plethora of rolling 16th note triplets, the first of every six has been singled out by Chopin 

and written bigger--indicating the main melody. A touch of upper arm to each gives the 

desired change in weight and volume, and makes the piece eminently more playable than 

if the same accent is attempted with the fingers. 

 

 

 

A similar situation exists in the “Moonlight” Sonata of Beethoven, where the murmuring 

background is accomplished by the fingers, while the upper arm gives richness and 

resonance to the singing melody: 

 

As we have seen, the upper arm can combine well with other tools, as long as the speed 

of its employment is not too great. Its dynamic range is great, ranging from something 

like p, to a strong ff. 

The second function of the upper arm, mentioned above, is to establish position for the 

smaller tools. Together with movement from the upper body, leaning R or L on the 
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bench, the upper arm can bring the elbow more than 2 feet to the side, making possible 

better control in the extreme registers of the piano. Once in this “opened” position, 

however, its use as a tool is somewhat diminished and inhibited. 

THE UPPER BODY. THE TORSO. THE ENTIRE BODY - The main function of 

these tools is the establishment of position for the smaller tools. Leaning left or right, 

starting with the hands in playing position over the keys, brings about a movement of 

more than four feet, enough to position the other tools at any point along the keyboard. 

Note that this movement involves a bracing support from the feet upwards, employing 

leg, hip, and back muscles, in order not to topple or loose balance. Factors important for 

the optimal use of these muscles will be discussed shortly (Other Observations). 

The active use of force from these tools is as inarticulate as it is massive . Motion 

possible from the first two is best described as “leaning.” That is to say. the upper body. 

or the middle and upper body, can add its weight, through leaning forward, to any tool 

beyond it—-the upper arm, the forearm, the hand, or the fingers. 

POSTURE AT THE PIANO  

A topic often avoided and vaguely understood in connection with playing the piano is: 

how do we sit at the instrument, and how do we move efficiently in the act of playing? 

I propose that a single little-realized, and nevertheless profound, basic principle should 

govern these decisions: If practical, a joint should function at or near the middle of its 

range.   

This becomes easy to understand when we consider the following.  Each joint in our 

playing mechanism—from our toes to our fingertips—is a sort of hinge.  And associated 

with the joint are two sets of muscles—the flexors, which “close” the hinge (decrease the 

angle), and the extensors, which open the hinge (increase the angle).   

Let us take the elbow as an example.  Bring your fist to your chin.  Now the angle formed 

by your upper arm and forearm is minimal (but not zero degrees).  The muscles you used 

to carry out this movement are primarily the biceps, and are flexors of the elbow.  To 

open  the elbow, we use the extensor muscles for this joint, primarily the triceps.  This 

movement you can create by straightening your arm so it is parallel with the floor.   

The tool attached to the elbow (the forearm), receives both its strength and its control 

from these flexors and extensors, which will be continually making micro adjustments to 

bring this about.  Maximum strength and control will be when the joint is midway 

between open and closed.  This you can test on your own, by pushing with the back of 

your hand away from your chin (against a helper, for example), and then doing a similar 

action with the back of your hand, but with the elbow open in various degrees.  Likewise 

greatest control will be available in this midway position. 

An analogy, although not exactly accurate, will make this more clear.  Consider a door on 

its hinges. Let us attach a rubber band to the handle.  Assume I stand with my right 

shoulder to the door hinge, perpendicular to the door, with the rubber band in my left 

hand.  Imagine the force I can exert on the door through the rubber band when the door is 

closed, but not latched.  (Diagram 1a) With a little luck I can slowly begin to open the 
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door.  Imagine then the force I exert when the door reaches a point half way open.  Now 

door is in the middle of its range, and I have greater control over its opening.  (Diagram 

1b.) 

                                                  

In our analogy, the door corresponds to the tool (forearm), and the rubber band 

corresponds to the muscle (biceps).  To be more complete, our analogy would require a 

second person and rubber band to exert force in the opposite direction. 

If we consider the range of the elbow to be about 170 degrees, then the middle of the 

ideal range would be around 85 degrees, a little more open than a right angle.  Achieving 

this optimum angle may require leaning more forward from the waist in certain 

situations, especially in the extreme ranges of the keyboard.   

Experiment with your other ‘tools’ to find their total range, and then what would be their 

middle area.  The best posture at the piano will be that which makes functioning in these 

optimal areas possible most often. 

An interesting side note: I was always told by my first teacher to play with my fingers as 

if they were ‘claws.’  A little experimentation will reveal that this advice was right on the 

mark since it places the three joints of the fingers in the middle of their respective ranges! 

To return to our subject, posture at the piano, I include below a method for achieving 

what I contend is a healthy seated posture at the piano: 
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In this posture, the following should be the case: 

Your fingers will be ‘claw’ formed, and slightly tensed. 

Your wrists will be straight, and firm. 

Your shoulders will be relaxed and not locked. 

Your pelvis will be straight and not relaxed. 

You will feel awake, in balance, and in control. 

Your concentration will be focused in your fingertips, sense of touch.  

Your elbows will hang a bit in front of, and out from, your upper body. 

Your body’s weight will be noticeable in both feet, your hips, and (slightly) in 

your fingertips.  

You will, with difficulty, be able to stand up without moving your upper body 

forward. 

Feel free to reproduce the above table and following points for use with your students. 

OTHER OBSERVATIONS 

A few other remarks are appropriate here to illuminate points which may not have 

occurred to you before.   

The wrist, when at the middle of its range, will be almost straight, angled only slightly 

downward.   

The somewhat common habit of slumping effectively limits both the rotational 

functionality of the thoracic vertebra, as well as leaning under control (see below), and 

must be avoided.  A healthy position involves a natural curvature of the spine, and the 

pianist seated primarily on his sit bones. Since the middle of range of the waist joint 

(which really involves mostly a forward movement of the pelvis on the heads of the 

femur bones) will require a slightly leaning forward angle, this spinal orientation 

becomes even more important.  Likewise, the head will have more freedom when these 

factors are honored.   

SECURE BASE OF OPERATIONS  

By positioning the R foot near the sustain pedal, and the left foot well back, even on the 

ball of the foot and slightly under the piano bench, one creates in effect a tripod, a very 

stable ‘base of operations’ for the upper body.  From this position, you will be able to 

lean your torso adequately, both left, right, forward and back, without losing balance, and 

permitting playing the even highest notes of the piano with the left hand and the lowest 

notes of the piano with the right hand!  Thus we have control of the entire playing 

surface without sliding or otherwise repositioning on the bench.   

This leaning is important any time we play with our R thumb and octave or more below 

middle D, and our left thumb an octave or more above middle D. What is critical in these 

situations is actually the angle of the elbow being maintained in the middle of its range. 
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  The further outside these limits (higher or lower) one needs to play, the more one must 

lean to that side, and also forward.   The simultaneous forward leaning keeps both elbow 

angles from being to large.   

We must also be aware that it is with the muscles of the legs and feet that we control this 

leaning of our torso.  I recommend experimenting with the leaning scenario above, and 

noticing the participation of these lower limbs, as well as the amount of force applied to 

the opposite foot on the floor when leaning a given direction. 

Finally, we must realize that movement is healthy.  Even if unnecessary, it is wise to keep 

the upper body in slight swaying motion, side to side, front and back, or stirring.  Any 

muscle held in a given position will in time fatigue, and eventually cramp.  Another 

advantage to this continual motion is for our spatial awareness.  We have a more accurate 

perception (probably subconscious) of the location of the keys of the piano, as well as our 

corresponding location on the page in front of us, when we vary our own position. 

I am including below a handy chart which you may wish to copy for your own use.  
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CHAPTER 7 

EXERCISES FOR STRENGTH AND CONTROL 

In my opinion, most of our time at the piano should be spent working on the business of 

music itself: preliminaries, decisions, programming (learning, creating a dependable 

template), and performing--actually ‘playing back” what we have learned, for the 

enjoyment of ourselves and others. Concurrent with this performing phase, we probably 

enjoy exploring musical possibilities--a new approach to this or that section. 

experimenting with different ways to make it musical and satisfying. What role does the 

subject of exercises play in this picture? 

I’m not much for exercises which involve note-reading. Until one is ready for the Chopin 

Etudes, I prefer to spend time with exercises which challenge our more basic physical 

and mental facilities: strength. control, repeat-speed and independence. 

Without the written page in front of our eyes, we can better achieve a natural relationship 

to the instrument and to our own bodies. The whole business of deciphering, 

programming, creating a template. and eliminating errors involves a large part of our 

consciousness and therefore leaves less “surplus” for really feeling out the piano or the 

music, for establishing a real contact with keys, a oneness with the piano. 

The following exercises can be comprehended in short order, leaving the eyes free to 

follow the action underway. and the mind free to direct it. The first is the best all-round 

training exercise I know, one I made up myself. It improves both strength and control, 

and is surprisingly simple in essence. 

THE DOUBLE-NOTE STACCATO (DNS) - By the act of repeating we go right to the 

heart of the matter of control--the sending of a message twice from brain to fingertips.  

This technique builds strength as well, since one must use the same muscle(s) twice in a 

very short time. The “double-note staccato” is a process which can be applied to almost 

any musical context.  Applied to a scale, it can be represented as follows: 

 

The process is intended to involve only the fingers, although it could conceivably be 

applied to the larger tools. However, the hand and arm, etc. get a good deal of exercise in 

everyday playing, so I use the technique only with the fingers. The fingers should impact 

the keys as small hammers, with a clear and regular relaxation between each little blow, 

Group the notes in fours, with a heavier accent at the beginning of each group. By thus 

prioritizing the strong first note of each group one gains immediately a rough control of 

each group. This attained, one can direct his attention to “evening out” the precision of  
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the 3 other notes of the group. These should feel like “bounces” after the main impact. 

Work with a metronome, clicking (usually) every fourth note. In the beginning, the speed 

should be low enough to permit easy control of both the accents and the attacks. 40 on the 

metronome is usually doable. For younger students, or for variety, set the metronome at 

80 (or below), clicking every second note instead. 

Once one is used to this new way of playing, begin increasing speed. a step at a time on 

the metronome. Seek out what your present limit is for a comfortable performance of, 

say, four octaves, four times up and down, non-stop. You should eventually work until 

you attain a tired, warm, feeling in the finger muscles, located just beyond the elbow on 

the upper and lower side of the forearm. This could be anywhere from 5 to 15 minutes of 

practice. By thus challenging the endurance and strength of these muscles, we send a 

message to the brain to something like: “Work awaiting--muscles tiring--please arrange 

for necessary growth and improvement to insure ease and success.” 

I find greatest success by alternating a day of intense DNS work with a day void of this 

type of practice. It is extremely satisfying to surpass previous days’ limits by a notch or 

so on the metronome. 

Beware of one common trap--linking the last note of one pair with the first of the next. 

This defeats the purpose of the entire exercise, and can be hard to detect in your own 

playing, as well as your students’: 

 

The DNS process, applied to an arpeggio, would look like this: 

 

A great exercise for a quick warm-up involves the DNS applied to a “broken” diminished 

seventh chord: 
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Use your imagination to tailor applications of the DNS process to difficulties you 

encounter in your pieces. 

ROTE CHROMATIC BLOCK CHORD DRILL - The purpose of this exercise is more 

mental than physical. It demands little of the muscles but more of the mind. It improves 

“position awareness,” a feeling for where the notes are with regard to the fingers. Choose 

a combination of set fingers, a chord type, and play staccato up and down the chromatic 

scale. 

 

Within a short time most can learn this “knack” with surprising accuracy. Younger 

students might start with the interval of a perfect fifth, adding later the middle note. Be 

sure to crisply let go of the previous notes, attempting to move the entire hand towards 

the new location, NOT one finger at a time. Try also other, less transparent combinations, 

eg: CFG. Successfully playing this exercise instills a strong sense of confidence in the 

pianist. 

LIFT TWO - The following drill trains the “message sending” capacity of the brain. The 

notation of the exercise is misleading in its complexity: the matter is simply to trill with 

two adjacent fingers while holding the other three fingers down. 

 

It is exceedingly tricky, one or another finger always wanting to let go of its duty at the 

wrong time. Practice it slowly and intently, with as much awareness as you can summon 

up. Maintain the depressed three fingers motionless. Keep a slight curve in each of the 

three finger joints, and good coordination will likely--eventually--result. It may be 

helpful to describe your movements out loud (verbally), eg: “1,4, & 5 holding, trill 2 & 

3.” 
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CHAPTER 8 

RHYTHMIC VOCALIZATION 

Probably the most troublesome area for the average student will be the playing of 

rhythms correctly from the written music. Most teachers will confront the topic of 

understanding rhythm in one way or another. I evade the issue for a while, in order to 

build a rapport. and also to establish a number of successes in other areas.   

It is my opinion that attempting to play correct rhythms, to “keep the beat,” to “get the 

timing,” is our insidious enemy in the process of creating a correct template of notes, 

fingerings and tactics for the what, where and the how of playing the piece at hand.  The 

when of our playing is best superimposed on a finished pattern of  programmed (learned) 

notes, fingerings, and articulations.  In other words, postpone the business of  playing 

correct rhythmically. 

In fact, much of my teaching (“Phase 1”) is aimed at preventing the student from trying 

to lock into a steady pulse, or to play correct rhythms, especially on pieces which he has 

heard before.  This, as earlier discussed, in order to avoid the mistakes that invariably 

accompany such attempts.    

I realize that this stance is at divergence with that of most of the present day pedagogic in 

the area of piano instruction.  Yet it is one of the main points of this writing. 

********* 

I prefer to approach the subject of understanding rhythms separately, disassociated from 

the work on any specific musical piece.  In fact, I begin without involving the hands or 

fingers—only the voice.   (I recommend that you, the reader, participate in the following 

steps.) 

I begin by asking the student to repeat the following vocalization pattern aloud, after me: 

1 & 2 & 3 & 4 & 

Then I ask him to whisper it: 

 

I then explain that this pattern consists of 8 things.  Without further explanation, we 

continue with variations on the same pattern, in an echo mode, the student echoing what I 

say exactly; first me, then the student: 

1 3 

I continue with other combinations of aloud/whispered patterns, eg:  

1  2  3  4 

& & & & 

1 & 2 &  
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And so on, each time making sure the student repeats after me accurately.  After 

achieving success on this verbal exercise—which is invariably a fun time of 

communication and eye contact between me and the student—we turn to the 

Theory of Things 

 

 

I then present the following rhythmic pattern, and ask the student to tell me how many 

things each note will be allotted:  

 

Thereafter I request him to write the thing background over the example, being sure to 

allot the proper number of things to each note: 

 

Then I ask him to draw circles around things which mark the onset of a note (here in 

bold): 

 

Finally, I instruct him to, while looking at the given rhythm, say the pattern, voicing 

aloud where things are circled (notes are attacked), and whispering where things are not 

circled (where notes hold, or where there are rests).  I do this with him, following along 

with my pencil point on the example.  We repeat the reading several times, attempting to 

maintain an even tempo of the 8 things. 

At this point the student (and you the reader) will become aware of the pattern which 

your voice (not your whisper) has produced: this is the rhythm of the notes, which has 

emerged, and without confusion or difficulty!  I have named this procedure Rhythmic 

Vocalization.  (See summary chart on the last page of this chapter). 

********* 
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When the student is familiar enough with the syllables, and the procedure, I give him a 

sheet of rhythms from which I draw assignments for each lesson (see Glossary). It is 

intentionally that I have addressed only the ears and voice of my student until now. 

I then hand out, and we go through “THE THEORY OF THINGS” as shown on the 

below. This page the student receives for his notebook, with the first page of practice 

rhythms on the back. 

The first six weeks or so deal only with the eighth-note subdivision level. We work in 

segments of up to 16 bars, vocalizing a lot together. Sometimes I drop out, fading in 

again if the student becomes uncertain. Here I am always watchful of tempo--which must 

be within easy reach of the student’s developing capabilities. We work mostly with the 

metronome, changing tempi often--a notch or two up at a time. One interesting game, is 

for me to start a measure after the student. This is quite demanding for us both, since I 

must also keep an eye on his rhythm for correctness. (This is a bit easier if I start on the 

line below his on the rhythm sheet.) Occasional comical sound patterns result in our “duet 

of utterances,” and a good time is usually had by all! Since success is assured at all times-

—through choice of tempo--and since fun is a big part of the procedure, working with 

RHYTHMIC VOCALIZATION yields definite momentum to the wave of positivism in 

our growing instructional sequence.  Likewise, our relationship benefits from the two-

man game atmosphere: I am apparently standing with  the student, instead of opposite 

him.  All the while, the usually threatening and mysterious business of dealing with 

rhythms is circumvented, and replaced by a fun and productive effort by the student and 

teacher. 

APPLYING THE METHOD: ADDING THE HANDS... 

After good control of the rhythms on the first sheet is achieved, I jot down a rhythm and 

have the student vocalize it. Then I ask him to tap the vocalized syllables (while 

vocalizing) on the key lid with a single finger. On success, we open the key lid and he 

taps on middle C the same rhythm, still vocalizing.   

Thereafter, I jot down the same rhythm again, this time in the form of a melodic phrase--

preferably from a known tune. I write the fingering in and have the student play the 

passage--still vocalizing. This time, he may make any playing errors which occur, but 

mut keep vocalizing correctly. (Very important)  Usually he plays accurately on the first 

or second attempt--in effect, sight reading!  If not, we try again immediately, but more 

slowly and with louder vocalizing from the student. It happens that if the student can 

focus enough on his speech center--vocalizing more loudly than playing--then the other 

parts of the brain seem to function on “auto-pilot!” Be watchful to check that the student 

doesn’t fade out on vocalizing when the going gets rough. 

A bit of amazement usually accompanies this demonstration, when the student realizes he 

has just played correctly! His concentration will have been on vocalizing, and not reading 

music. Train occasionally this ability in the student to vocalize the rhythm of the melody 

as he plays--first RH alone, and later both. 

Be sure to apply the RHYTHMIC VOCALIZATION method when the student 

misinterprets a rhythm in a piece. Persistent spontaneous use of the technique, as  
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situations arise, will give the student a useful tool for conquering future rhythmic 

uncertainties. If the learning of this technique can be kept fun and spirited, then the vague 

mysteries of rhythmic notation will never become a problem for the student. 

FURTHER SUBDIVISION... 

In order to rhythmicize triplets and sixteenth notes, more syllables are needed.  The 

following schemes function well: 

TRIPLETS (quarters or eighths): 

1 la lee 2 la lee 3 la lee 4 Ia lee 

SIXTEENTHS: 

1 ta & ta 2 ta & ta 3 ta & ta 4 ta & ta 

In like manner, these syllables will be spoken or whispered according to the pattern of 

“attacks” in the passage at hand. Thus, an example including all of these note 

subdivisions might be vocalized as follows: 

1  2 la lee 3  ta 4  ta | 1 &  3  la  lee | 1 ta & ta 

Their musical counterpart follows:

 

The introduction of these new levels of complexity should be taken up perhaps months 

later as a lesson topic, or at least after total mastery of the eighth note subdivision.  The 

games seem to get more comical, especially with the humorous “la- lee-” sonorism. “Ta,” 

with its percussive initial sound helps prevent tongue-twisting, and prompts more pointed 

rhythmic awareness. 

THE HIERARCHY OF ACCENTS... 

The second or third lesson working with rhythmic vocalization should introduce the 

hierarchy of accents--that is, 1st and 3rd beat, somewhat accented; 2nd and 4th, less so; 

“and” beats, still less. With triplets, accent the first. One should also attempt to achieve 

an uninhibited, flowing voice, “lunging” a bit into beats 1 and 3, (unless whispered). If 

the student is holding back on volume, encourage him by any creative means. 

The accenting of anticipations and syncopations takes on new meaning when experienced 

with the voice.  If RHYTHMIC VOCALIZATION is trained in depth, with attention to 

the weight of the beats, one attains a much more nuanced, and physical relationship to 

rhythm. 

And no wonder. Our voice, and speech center in general, have developed to high levels 

of accuracy, a process begun shortly after leaving the womb!  Compared to coordination 

in our limbs, and especially in our fingers, our speech capabilities are far more 

developed. Through vocal expression we can experience what we may be totally missing  
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if we are only realizing music through our hands. 

We have already discussed several ways verbalization (positive affirmations, 

compliments) can be used as an aid to effective learning. Here, however, we are dealing 

with the feel of the beat, as articulated with the voice.  Once this “feel” (in the voice) is 

internalized, it will more easily come to expression in the ends of the fingers. As this 

becomes more natural, I believe the pianist can approach the expressive nuances which 

are more immediately available to vocalists, and also wind players. 

Some musicians seem to be born with this sense of rhythmic-accent hierarchy. For others, 

one way to develop it is to sing or hum as we play. Doing that imparts to the fingers what 

the voice seems innately to know. 

Jazz musicians--the ones without horns in their mouth--often sing along with their 

playing.  Erroll Garner, Keith Jarrett, even Glenn Gould, are only a few of the greats who 

find meaning, and joy, in vocalizing and playing simultaneously. 

Perhaps we teachers realize this inside, when we insist on singing along with the 

student’s melody there where we want to hear crescendos, accents, movement, or 

whatever. But rather get your student to sing the line, and his playing of it will imitate 

that. It is the student’s own voice that will have most impact upon his behavior—-not the 

teacher’s... 

METHOD FOR TRANSCRIBING RHYTHMS 

When RHYTHMIC VOCALIZATION has been mastered--and this is only a matter of 

time--one is left not only with a practical tool, but also with a new and confident 

perspective of the rhythmic realm.  

An equally useful technique, is to turn the entire process around.  Given a melodic 

phrase, superimpose the pattern of things, adjusting your vocalization so that the “aloud” 

syllables jive with the occurrence of the notes present.  Thereafter, write down what you 

are saying out loud--the rhythm of the starts of the notes! Left is to decide what are rests 

and what are “holds,” in order to write the proper note lengths. 

Here is a step by step procedure: 

1.  Have someone play 2-bar phrase. 

2.  Learn to sing it precisely on the syllable “da.” 

3.  This accomplished, begin a cycle alternating 2 bars of whisper vocalization (

etc.) with 2 bars of the phrase on “da.” Slow the tempo down gradually to 

prepare for the following step. 

4.  As you are able, change whisper vocalization to aloud vocalization (with the 

proper syllable) at points which correspond to the “da’s.” 

5.  When accuracy is achieved, write down what you have been saying. 

  6.  Figure out the holds/rests, and write the rhythm. 

It is recommended that this technique only be presented to those students who need to 

train transcription--music majors or really interested students. Learning the method  
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develops control, patience and discipline. 
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CHAPTER 9 

PULSE POWER: STARS AND PLANETS… 

Courses in astronomy and science have impressed upon me the order and precision which 

abounds in the world around us.  The regularity of the orbiting time for a planet around 

the sun, the regularity of rotation of a celestial object, or on the other end of the spectrum, 

the regularity of what is happening within the atom.  Wherever we look in the universe, 

we stumble across regularity—what we musicians call meter, swing, and rhythm. 

If we should choose a single form to represent the heavens and the atoms, that form 

would be something like a circle (possibly an ellipse). 

Nature seems to do things in the simplest and most economical way.  Saving energy 

where she can.  In the battle of cost-effectiveness raging in our universe, it’s a balance 

between the forces of rotating objects and the forces of moving objects.  At some point 

the gravity of a rotating object (sun) will balance the momentum of a moving object 

(planet) through the skies, a working compromise will be achieved, and a circle (orbit) 

will appear.   

Likewise the human animal is also subject to the laws of regularity, is also limited in 

motion by the circle principle. 

The runner is most effectively using his energy when he runs in a regular series of steps.  

“Rhythmically, “ we like to say.  Same for the rowers of  Roman ships, the carpenter with 

his hammer, the dribbler and his basketball, the bicyclist, the painter, etc.  And for the 

pianist and the movements he must make.   

And when the pianist plays “rhythmically,” magic happens.  First the pianist experiences 

a physical inner harmony as he plays: all body limbs are now describing compatible and 

cooperative arcs of circles, working optimally and under continuous watchfulness of the 

human brain in control of the situation.  Second, anyone within listening distance will 

also received a healthy dose of a similar inner harmony.  The accompanying pleasure 

seems to free energy from within the persons involved—pianist and listeners.  The pianist 

uses this energy in many ways, all of which seem to amplify the process underway.  The 

listener reacts to it by smiling, tapping his feet, singing along, swaying, or dancing—and 

internally, with emotions, images, or memories..   

An interesting related effect is the power of a regular beat on a crowd.  I remember 

distinctly a night at a Rock Club in Aarhus, Denmark.  The dance floor was densely 

packed with bodies in motion.  On stage were 3 musicians, two controlling sequencers 

and a drum machine, tied electronically into the same rhythmic pulsing.  The third played 

a “real” instrument.  I first observed the crowd from the steps coming down into the 

room, and the sight from above was striking.  It was a cauldron of bubbling humanity, a 

uniform bobbing of bodies, and none was bumping into another.  The pulse was 

scientifically precise.  I was reminded of some machine, with gears which meshed 

silently together, all functioning in a perfectly coordinated way with each other.  Imagine 

my surprise when I discovered I was able to move all the way through the dancing crowd 

(and to the bar)—and effortlessly!  My trick was to move to the music.  And that was  
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everybody’s trick.  To this day I have not seen a more perfect example of mankind 

working together—and under extremely crowded conditions! 

Other common situations also involve this unifying power.  It is reflected in the 

congruent, simultaneous motion of bodily limbs we observe in the players of a marching 

band—or military parade.  I remember also the hypnotizing “clack-rumble-clack-clack” 

of the train on trips I took as a young boy.  Either I couldn’t resist tapping along with my 

fingers, or I was lulled into a sort of trance-like relaxation.. And it is now known that 

playing the tempo of the mother’s heart-beat, even on a metronome, calms the restless 

infant.  

So, the rhythmic pulse can both free up energy from within, and it can also impose its 

incorporating power, to create order from randomness.  Duke Ellington said it more 

poetically, “It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got that swing!” 

MEANING FOR THE MUSICIAN 

As a musician then we are presented with a bit of a paradox.  On the one hand, we know 

that assimilation of the notes, fingerings, and articulations is most effective when the 

pianist works outside the rhythmic realm, taking each coordination in turn and without 

error.  On the other hand, performance—playback—of the learned material will be most 

effective (easy, satisfying, musically moving) when the pianist works within the rhythmic 

realm, playing with a metronomically precise regularity.   

The paradox is, however, only apparent, and we must draw the obvious conclusion:  The 

pianist must treat each piece in two distinctly opposite manners: first attempting to avoid  

a regular rhythm, learning each coordination as he is able, and thereafter attempting to 

attain a regular rhythm in performance, creating a satisfying musical experience.   

It was this realization I think, which led to the concept I call PHASES (See Chapter 4).  

Learning  music must obey a different set of ground rules than playing music.  If we, in 

the learning phase, (PHASE 1) unwittingly lock into the power of the pulse, then 

accidents abound, and learning becomes frustrating, undependable, and time-consuming, 

fraught with accidents and interruptions.  Similarly, if we, in the performing phase, 

(PHASE 2) fail to choose a realistic and proper tempo, one which allows riding the power 

of an even pulse, then playing, enjoying, and sharing the joys of music do not reach their 

magical potential. 

It is as if our functioning goes into “overdrive” when we are playing effectively-learned 

material in PHASE 2.  The recording to be played back, since it contains no doubtful 

junctures, can be run with a minimum of supervision from the OPERATOR, ho instead is 

freed to add creative touches to the particular performance—dynamics, shading, and 

spontaneous variations.      

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The transition from controlled playing (PHASE 1 = learning, programming) to rhythmic 

playing (PHASE 2 = performing, playback) is difficult for many.  If an adequate template 

has not been prepared, the player will, even in PHASE 2, be attempting to administer 

even timing.  Playing in PHASE 2 reaches a high level of ease and effectiveness only 
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when the “leap of faith” is made from administering  to trusting.  This “leap” is 

influenced by several factors. 

First, the adequacy of the template.  If learning has been effective, and successes have 

accumulated, unusable record-attempts having been held to a small minority, then the 

time is probably right for playing under pulse power.  I refer you again to Chapter 4, and 

the method for use of the metronome to gauge advancement.   

Second, adequate physical condition, or technique. One’s access to playing under pulse 

power will become more encompassing, the more his technique can deliver regularity 

with precision.  Thus, it is wise to train purely “physical” exercises to maintain dexterity, 

control, and what we might call “limber fingers.”  By this I mean exercises which do not 

involve the entire “see-interpret-decide-carry out” syndrome, but rather lay emphasis on 

the last link in the series, “carrying out.”  That is, aiming at and striking notes, without 

the notation before our eyes.    (See Chapter 7 on exercises.) 

Third, the student’s general self-image, courage, and personal mental health.  A student 

with negative ideas about himself will continue to feel insecure, even when all other 

ground work has been adequate.  He will find it difficult to let go and trust his PHASE 1 

preparation. 

Fourth, other random factors.  The irritating humidity on the key surface, sticky keys, 

unusual lighting on the piano at hand, a bench too low, a pain in one’s body, a nearby 

hovering mosquito, kids in the other room, and so on.  Factors like these can distract and 

inhibit the act of trusting.   

Our job as guide entails helping the transition to trust.  We can decide when the template 

is adequately prepared, we can work consistently on building the student’s positive self-

image, we can be understanding when he complains about the piano, and we can 

encourage.   

I find a parallel with the roller coaster experience.  If we judge the structure solid, the 

cars safe enough, and its record of accidents in the past good, then we may decide to 

trust, and we buy the ticket.  Otherwise, we may decide against trust, staying on the 

ground, and miss both the ride and the thrills. 

WHEN NOT TO USE PULSE POWER 

Almost all music can—and I contend, should—involve the “magical” element of pulse 

power.  There are however a few situations where an ongoing, even pulse is not 

appropriate. 

Slowing down, and speeding up—ritardando and accelerando—by definition involve a 

pulse whose regularity is changing.  Certain improvisatory movements, especially in 

compositions from the Baroque, are based around a free, spontaneous, and changing flow 

of rhythm or pulse.  Cadenzas—though often written out—serve the purpose of providing 

a few moments of unbridled bravura and emotion in concerti—especially communicative 

because of the lack of continuous pulse.  Or rather, because of the juxtaposing  of 

segments of irregular pulse, with ones where the pulse is even.  That is, it is in relation to 

a steady pulse, that the  phenomena of ritardando and accelerando are imbued with 
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meaning.  Likewise the rubato of free sections—fantasias, capriccios, interludes, and the 

like—seems to make these passages personal and intimate, (possibly because we become 

suddenly aware of the performer as a separate human entity.)  The whole subject borders 

on a basic understanding of how we actually experience the flow of time, and has 

fascinating implications we will do well to consider more closely. 

I remember as an undergraduate music student, puzzling over my teacher’s invocations to 

avoid retarding so often.  I felt I was making the music interesting and emotional, yet my 

teacher called it “choppy.”  My confusion on this issue continued for many years, and 

other teachers admonished me similarly.  Today I am the teacher, and advising my own 

students on the same matter.  But I now believe I understand why music suffers from too 

many tempo changes. 

Think of an in-town driving experience.  If the stop lights are not timed, we become 

frustrated and exhausted from reaching the speed limit, driving smoothly for a short 

distance, and suddenly having to apply the brakes at the sight of a yellow light ahead.  

Boredom and irritation set in since we can’t seem to relax and enjoy the trip or scenery.  

We have to adjust and readjust to changing conditions.  Each of these conditions requires 

a fresh awareness from us, and is an experience on its own.  And the reason we appreciate 

freeway driving, is that we can without interruption let our minds dwell on their own 

thoughts, or the surroundings, with minimal attention to operating the vehicle.  The trip 

becomes a single experience,  instead of a series of shorter, interrupted experiences. 

As I played my sonata movement, taking pleasure in slowing down and speeding up at 

the end of each 8-bar period, I was like a teenager with a sports car, more interested in the 

thrills and response of my vehicle than in the trip or scenery.  My poor teacher, who was 

there expecting a single and integrated experience, tired of the interruptions, longing for a 

single, integrated experience, and tried, almost in vain, to get me to deliver such a 

performance.  I acquiesced, but without much understanding.   

********* 

The ground rules of our musical journeys seem to be something like this:  As long as we 

keep a steady and even beat, a single simple experience will develop, and the listener will 

be undisturbed in his immersion in the situation.  He will be free to register melodic, 

harmonic, rhythmic, dynamic, and other musical messages, integrating them into a single 

musical happening.   

Should, on the other hand, the tempo speed up, or slow down, the listener is slightly 

awakened, and alerted to a possible approaching significant event.  Simultaneously 

whatever is significant in the music at that moment—melody, harmony, dynamics—will 

be experienced more intensely.  

If this is followed by a stop, his alertness is heightened even more, and the body begins to 

prepare for possible action (clapping, leaving the hall).  If the stop is only temporary, the 

effect will be to accentuate one’s awareness, creating emphasis and perhaps poignancy in 

the experience.  The end of the exposition section in a sonata for example, might be 

appropriately emphasized by a slight ritard and rest with a fermata.  If the development 

section follows without too much delay, we recognize it as part of the same main 
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experience, and yet as a separate part.  Our simple experience has, so to speak, become a 

compound experience, one with two important parts. 

When the beat ceases, after the last chord has been struck, this happening enters the 

memory as one experience, and can be reflected upon and savored as such. 

TIME 

Time, and administering of time, is thus a uniquely powerful element in the hands of the 

composer, conductor, or musician.  (And, perhaps, to a lesser degree, for actors, poets, 

and dancers).  Through this parameter the musician communicates messages that can not 

be sent via music’s other elements—melody, harmony, rhythm, timbre, and dynamics.  

Changes within the realm of timing are the punctuation marks in the grammar of music.  

Small rests, within the framework of a continuous beat, mark the beginnings of what 

would correspond to sentences in a novel (music: phrase);  longer rests, paragraphs 

(music: a period, or section).  Large pauses, usually followed by a new tempo, mark the 

beginnings of new chapters  (music: a movement).   

I point out these things in order to emphasize the importance of a regular pulse to the 

performer.  Remember to employ tempo fluctuations sparingly, or the unity of the larger 

experience will suffer.  If we honor these conditions, and plan our playing (not learning!) 

in accordance with them, we will be able to infuse contrast, interest, drama, and 

“meaning” into the music we make. 

********* 

 Remember as well, that the effects of pulse power have implications beyond the musical 

experience itself.  The creation of that experience will flow more naturally, comfortably, 

and magically from your body if you honor the amazing truth we are here 

acknowledging.  Your nervous system and the muscles it activates will function in a more 

optimal fashion, and your physical energy expenditure will be many times less.   

A few additional points should be mentioned here.    

In practicing it will be wise to occasionally play the entire movement from start to finish 

with a metronomically correct succession of beats: that is, without ritards, speeding up, or 

pauses.  In such practicing, one will need to play through his errors; that is, allow 

mistakes to stand without stopping up.  Having done this a time or two the pianist will 

begin to perceived the piece in a new way: as a single entity, instead of the separated 

segments which are so appropriate for early practicing.  Moreover a valuable side benefit 

accrues: one’s confidence in completing the piece advances immeasurably.  One becomes 

able to see the end point of his labors, however imperfect the performance is at present.  

This experience usually provides new courage and enthusiasm in the pianist.  

Young or less experienced pianists will probably, as did I, find it difficult to prioritize the 

larger experience, preferring the more immediate and exciting emotional highs which 

accompany the “schmaltzy” tempo variations.  It is perhaps best to consciously choose, 

and mark in pencil, the measures where ritards and the like are to be used, focusing the 

student’s attention in preparing and enjoying these, while maintaining strict tempo in the 

remainder of the piece.     
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With these thoughts as a background, it becomes easier to understand the vicarious pain 

we as listeners experience when a soloist stumbles in his performance.  “Stumble” errors 

are those which force the performer to stop up, interrupting the flow of time in the piece.  

Their detrimental effect on the listener’s composure (and the performer’s as well) is 

magnified since they are sudden and unplanned.  For a brief  (hopefully) instant, the 

musical happening is arrested, and the immediate future is uncertain.  Many of us will 

immediately identify with the quandary of the performer, and our insides will churn.  The 

more quickly he recovers, the more able we will be to regain our immersion in the 

ongoing musical experience.   
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CHAPTER 10 

UNDERSTANDING NEGATIVISM 

One of the strangest, and most prevalent, attitudes I have met—and in students from two 

continents—is the stance of negativism.  I have puzzled for years over just why students, 

especially at the first lesson, make statements of warning, explanation, confession, 

justification, etc. about their weaknesses, handicaps, or lacks:  “I have a poor sense of 

rhythm.” “I have a bad reach.” “I’m bad at playing hands together.” “My left hand is 

weak.” “My ring finger doesn’t work well.”  These and other similar remarks occur in 

many students I have dealt with.  Moreover, they tend to recur in the same student over 

and over.  At our first meeting, the student seems eager to get these facts on the table, 

even before the “problem” has shown itself.   (Occasionally one meets a student who 

never makes such statements about himself!) 

The following points seem to characterize the nature of this ‘negative stance’ 

phenomenon:   

1.  The weakness or problem alluded to is deemed to be actual, a fact about 

himself, by the student. 

2.  Each student seems to have his own degree of negativity, which is constant.  

Negative “facts” about the student’s “nature” are released at a pace which seems 

unique for that particular student. 

3.  Students who make negative statements about themselves or their problems, 

never make positive statements about themselves, never mention things they are 

“good at.” 

4.  The actual problem or weakness alluded to is often present, though seldom in 

the degree perceived by the student.  

WHY MAKE STATEMENTS ABOUT WEAKNESSES? 

I myself recall meeting up at the lesson, prepared with comments planned from a vague 

dissatisfaction with myself, or from a challenge in some or another musical situation.  By 

a strange logic I thought I would feel better about my weakness if I declared it.  (And I 

did feel better…) 

I was also motivated by the desire to please my teacher, and sensing that I might fail at 

this, I had my reasons ready.  I sense too with the “confessions” of my students, certain 

discomfort and dissatisfaction, and also an urgency to tell forth.   

Perhaps some of these situations come from wanting to be truthful.  Our society smiles on 

the ethic of truthfulness, and parents teach it to their children.  Note here however, that 

we have not admitted to the actual truth, if there is any, of the verbal expressions uttered 

by the student.   

And we know that in the private lesson context, the focus of attention is likely felt by the 

student, as being on him.  After all, there are just two of us, and a hidden “pecking order” 

may already be assumed by the student.  Perhaps it comforts his self-respect to have good  
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reasons for why he can’t do this or that well.   

WHATEVER… 

Enough musing about reasons.  More important is the fact that the moment it is spoken, it 

is also heard. Yes, by me the teacher.  But more importantly, by the student himself. 

Herein lies the lurking danger.  When a person re-registers his spoken words as incoming 

information—hears what he himself has just said—these words impact with more 

consequence than when they were just a thought.  The words spoken originate in one area 

of the brain, and when heard, are also registered in another area of the brain.   

Even more insidious in this sequence is the fact that one feels better, having voiced his 

belief.  I believe that this feeling of relief, with its mildly pleasurable edge, functions as a 

reward, thus positively reinforcing the act of verbalizing, and perhaps also the behavior 

alluded to.  Furthermore I contend that the statement’s new weight is enough to alter the 

student’s self concept—his belief about how he is and what he can do.   

Repeat instances of the negative statement, I have observed, occur almost every time the 

student meets a situation dealing with that particular “weakness.”   I am convinced we are 

thus dealing with a vicious, and destructive, circle. 

WHAT TO DO 

The teacher should realize that there are really two problems—one psychological, and 

one physical.  We should confront both: if the left hand is described as “clumsy,” give the 

student a LH exercise to work with, or, if in a specific area of a piece, construct an 

exercise from that part.  But begin also the process of extinguishing the student’s habitual 

use of negative descriptions of himself, no matter how much truth they may contain.  I 

tell many of my students directly that I don’t want them to say anything negative about 

themselves, or their abilities regarding piano, at the lesson, and also not at home.  They 

are free to think what they like—just don’t say it out loud.   

I teach my students to reformulate their negative outbursts into positively oriented 

affirmations.  Instead of “My RH is always uneven (possibly true) in that scale passage,” 

I substitute for the student: “My RH is continually becoming more even in scale 

passages.”   No matter that we may seem to be lying: time will show that our statement 

was actually close to the truth: My RH did turn out to bge getting more and more even in 

scale passages.  For, “I can’t keep a decent beat,” one can substitute, “I am constantly 

becoming more precise with keeping the beat.” 

Psychology teaches that negative words must be avoided in our reformulations. Avoid for 

example: ‘never,’ ‘not,’ ‘won’t,’ ‘don’t,’ ‘difficult,’ ‘less,’ ‘avoid,’ ‘remove,’ ‘eliminate,’ 

‘stop,’ and the like.  Try to have your affirmation tell about something you will do, not 

something you won’t do.  Best is a short (at most,10-12 words) sentence, formulated in 

active voice, “I am etc. etc.”  Or, “My _____ is constantly becoming more accurate.”  Try 

to get at the wish prompting your original negative statement.  If possible, use some of 

the same words. 

Write the reformulation you choose on the student’s assignment sheet, and have him say 

the sentence 2 or 3 times a day.  Or more if he likes.  The best times, we are told, are just  
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upon awakening, and just before falling asleep, where our brain wave frequency is slower 

(“Alpha” level). 

We must not become impatient for these improvements to show themselves, although in 

some cases results are almost immediate.  If you as the encouraging and watchful teacher 

again and again reformulate, and ask the student to repeat the reformulation,  before long 

you may notice that the mood of the lesson becomes more positive, more optimistic.   

My students get used to my regular outbursts, “Repeat after me, ‘I am getting better and 

better at _________.’ Sometimes 5 or 6 times in a lesson.  Eventually I ask the student 

himself to create a short positive reformulation for one of his own negative statements.   

Aside from the fact that these affirmations really do have a way of becoming realized, the 

business of reformulating the negative to positive gives a real sense of relief—the relief 

one was trying to attain by saying the negative in the first place.  Moreover a positive 

affirmation is an excellent way to consciously focus the mind—a mental spotlight, if you 

will.   

AREAS OF SUCCESS 

From the beginning the teacher should be on the look-out for the sorts of things the 

student is “good” at.  With one of my high schools students, this area is scales.  In pieces, 

he struggles with the (for him) complicated visual process of reading the notes and 

placing his fingers.  Rhythms and articulations require more concentration than he is able 

to give at this point in his development.  Sports are his big interest.  Somehow I got him 

started on scale routines early and complimented his evenness.  This promptly improved 

even more the next lesson, and he was proud to receive yet another compliment.  Now he 

reminds me if I seem to be forgetting his scales.   

But perhaps more important than his success area—scales—is the kernel of confidence 

now growing within him.  As you might imagine, his success concept is spreading to 

other areas of his technique and musicality, and other sorts of victories have been 

forthcoming.   

I am reminded of a comment by one of my teachers—in grad school—Jonathan Sack, a 

prominent Israeli pianist.  I was working on Chopin’s Ballade in Gm.  Almost in passing 

one day, Jonathan mentioned he didn’t see why I shouldn’t be able to play this as well as 

Rubenstein.  From that moment on, my self-concept was lifted immeasurably, and my 

playing followed quickly after, on the same path.  That moment is etched in my memory, 

and I have tried to provide similar moments for my students. 

OTHER EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS 

GENERAL:  

“Each day in every way I am getting better and better.”   

“I am relaxed, at ease and in control.” 

MORE SPECIFIC: 

“My eyes easily follow the written page.”  (For difficulty keeping your place on 
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the page.) 

“I play with adequate and appropriate muscle tension.” (For improving instances 

of unnecessary or habitual tension or tightness.) 

“I am becoming more and more aware of dynamic markings.”  

“I am becoming more and more accurate in my timing.” 

“I sit with balance and readiness at the piano.” (Habitual poor posture.) 

“I speak positively about myself and my abilities.”   

“I develop good practice habits at the piano.” 
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