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Playing an instrument can be defined as The Art of Doing Nothing if we consider that 

there must be an implicit ease and “naturalness” in the performance of any piece of 

music, may it be the easiest or the most difficult to play.  

Upon recalling my first piano lesson, I remember my teacher saying that playing the 

piano should be done in a very natural way: «You have to put your hands on the 

keyboard in a relaxed position and feel all the muscles in your hands, in your arms and 

your shoulders so light as though you were playing in water, weightlessly.»  At the 

time, this sounded as easy and simple as nothing. However, playing is an art and, as 

such, it implies a knowledge of skilful techniques which are not commonly inborn. So, 

the real hard work turns up when the task of studying the piano becomes a professional 

matter and requires constant practice to render the interpretation of a musical 

composition most natural and closest to the original intent born in the composer’s mind. 

Paradoxically, then, one is prone to ask: what is the use of practicing for hours and 

hours when the result is just to be “natural” at the end? 

 

Throughout the years of musical training, playing in a natural way ought to become a 

regular task. The musician should deliberately learn to play with naturalness as though 

the act of performing were an instinctive and unconscious reaction. The problem may 

stand in the capacity of maintaining naturalness when technical difficulties arise and 

disturb this naturalness. While playing, the musician has to cope simultaneously with 

different stimuli coming from mental and external requests that prompt his immediate 

(instinctive/unconscious) reaction at producing the right musical sound-effects. If we 

analyse what actually happens when playing the piano, the musician has to be 

concentrated on the musical idea and keep control of his breathing and of his muscles 

while his arms and fingers move on the instrument for the right touch, and at the same 

time he must keep his emotional state, or nervousness, under control as well. 
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In the history of music there have been very talented and virtuoso musicians with a 

natural way of playing inborn. They seem to play as by instinct without any technical 

problems. Their performing appears like an instantaneous activity born on the spur of 

the moment with no necessary coercive studying behind. 

Focussing mainly on keyboard instruments, one immediately recalls J.S. Bach, who was 

capable at improvising on the keyboard with extreme facility, as well as Mozart, Liszt, 

and Chopin, who had a natural phenomenal ease at performing any of the most 

complicated virtuoso passages. Mozart used to say that the pianist has to play lightly 

and naturally, with a calm hand, in a manner so smooth as to give the impression that 

even virtuoso passages seem to sleigh on oil. A quite similar observation had been 

reported by Alfred Cortot when he wrote about what the public said at the end of 

Chopin’s performances on congratulating him: “Like water!” – referring naturally to 

Chopin’s wonderful sound effect which seemed to run freely as water.
1 

The astonishing 

fact is that Chopin never had piano lessons, neither when he was a child nor during his 

study at the Warsaw Conservatory. Even when Chopin had wanted to take lessons from 

Kalkbrenner in Paris, in the end he decided to keep fast to his own technique which he 

declared it to be “ma manière personnelle d’envisager le jeu du clavier”. 
2
 

Since only few musicians are said to be born geniuses, every other musician has his 

own talent which has to be drawn out and developed. Any “common” musician will 

then have to take his own time and strive to reach the best performance by using what 

techniques are most appropriate for the piece in hand and, very often, the personal 

approaches handed down by great musicians can be of some help at resolving technical 

difficulties over the keyboard. Concerning the techniques over the keyboard, the basic 

principles mostly come to us from J.S. Bach’s teachings. His vast literature for 

beginners, which was once applied essentially to the harpsichord, is used nowadays as 

the fundamental basis to learn and improve finger articulation and proper position.  

As this analysis is going to be mainly about technical approaches to the art of playing 

the piano, it is interesting to notice, now and then, how piano techniques have 

developed alongside with some mechanical innovations applied onto the instrument to 

help composers and performers. 

_____________________________ 
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At the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the first fortepiano (the direct 

precursor of the piano) was invented by the Italian Bartolomeo Cristofori, new technical 

and dynamical possibilities were given to piano composers. In 1771, Americus Backers 

set the escapement mechanism into the instrument, whereby a trigger releases the 

hammer so that it would automatically fall back into place even when the key is kept 

pressed down, inventing the so-called “English action” to whose first development John 

Broadwood and Robert Stodart also contributed. 

By the end of the same century, Muzio Clementi was astonishing the London public 

with his Sonatas which had a new strong orchestral sound certainly due to his personal 

use of chords, octaves, double thirds, and tremolos, but also facilitated by the 

particularly innovative features of the piano which helped him to produce the desired 

strong sound effect. The instrument he used had the new English mechanics, different 

from the harpsichord of the time and from the softer German mechanics of the Viennese 

instrument also used by Mozart. Accordingly, Clementi must have needed a lot of 

strength in his arm muscles. Moreover, it is known that he  was extremely careful in 

preparing his performances because, as he explained, practicing has to be a long daily 

training similar to the hard training required in gymnastics
3
, contrarily to what

 
Mozart 

believed since playing was for him an immediate action which needed hardly any 

practicing or studying
4
.  

A new aid, patented as Royal Chiroplast, was devised by Johann Baptist Logier, in 

1814, for musicians, especially for amateurs, to practice on the keyboard with a correct 

position of hands and fingers. It consisted of a board on which the pianist placed his 

arms so that he could give the right position to his fingers. This device was later 

improved and fittingly called Hand-Guide by Kalkbrenner in 1830.  

But, while some took time inventing such strange mechanisms, musicians, like Dussek, 

Clementi, Cramer, Hummel, Moscheles, Czerny, tried to create and develop new 

methods and techniques for practicing on the piano which would have a scientific basis 

and be universally accepted as were the other scientific developments of the century. 

Their findings, however, did not have all the expected results because, ultimately, each 

composer formulated his own method according to his own way of playing the 

instrument. Nonetheless, some of their methods are still considered good advices and 

remain useful till our days, such as those regarding the position of the hands, the daily  

 _________________________ 
              3

 Rattalino P., Storia del Pianoforte, 1982, Il Saggiatore, Milano, p. 20  

            
4
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hours of practicing and the articulation of the fingers; although for someone, articulation 

was supposed to be “natural” (i.e. by pressing the keys weightlessly), while for others, it 

was to be “very accentuated” (i.e. by pressing heavily). Hummel and Mocheles, for 

instance, promoted the “natural” way of articulating and attributed more importance to 

variations in the touch.  

Carl Czerny, Beethoven’s pupil, pursued his research mostly on the technical problems 

that students were faced with and, hence, produced a vast quantity of didactic works. As 

a good training practice he preferred the new form of his time, the Etude, better than the 

arid formula exercises. In his Etudes, Czerny introduced the principle of repetition 

which was fundamental in the nineteenth century as it is now, although with some 

changes. In each Etude, he built up a series of passages which tackled specific technical 

problems without ever interfering with musicality because these exercises were meant 

to be enjoyable too. However, these Etudes were accounted for having their own limits: 

firstly because Czerny remained attached to the techniques of the time without daring to 

experiment new ones like Chopin and Liszt did and, then, because his Etudes were 

considered too mechanical to be performed.  

In the mean time, another support to piano playing was devised by means of the so- 

called “double” escapement system.  It was introduced when Sebastian Erard’s firm 

(1821) added to the “English action” a new system of levers by which the hammer 

would rest in an intermediary position, slightly below the string before falling back to 

its resting position when the key is released. Henceforth, the double escapement system 

has been considered to be most important for the touch in that it gives the possibility to 

run faster and with more agility over the keys. The execution of trills, tremolos, scales 

and thirds, as well as the repetition of the same note actually become much easier and 

swifter  than ever before.  

In autumn 1830, Chopin began experimenting a new technique with his Etudes op.10 

and op.25. His search for novelty sprung from his effort to attain a variety of timbres 

which he realized by positioning the hands differently than the way the classics had 

done before. While the classics wanted the wrist to be held a little lower so that the 

fingers were bent over the keyboard to produce the percussion of the keys in a vertical 

direction (naturally curved), Chopin changed the starting position of the five fingers, 

wanting them stretched out in order to produce a variety of touches. He suggested  

teaching finger articulation by starting with the thumb on E and the fifth on B touching 

the white keys, while the three long fingers (the second, third and fourth) touch the 
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black keys – F# - G# - A#. He also recommended to begin the scales exercises with the 

B major scale instead of C, with a flat articulation of the fingers and the wrist held on a 

higher level position.  In fact, performing the Etude op.10 n.1 requires an articulation of 

fingers not too curved on the keyboard so that right hand moves transversally on the 

keys by a wavy lateral movement of the wrist. Again, in Etude op.10 n.2 the middle 

finger, the fourth and the fifth play the chromatic scale by touching the keys in a 

transversal way, while the thumb and the index play simultaneously some bi-chords. All 

these changes were meant to help achieve a swifter touch that would not sound nervous, 

or rude, but be lively and elegant at the same time.  

During the first half of the nineteenth century, virtuosos, like Paganini and Liszt, were 

becoming the principal figures of public concerts which, from then on, became known 

as récitals. The diabolic aspect of Paganini had appealed to Liszt so much as to lead him 

onto searching for all the technical possibilities the piano could afford, making him 

reach beyond extreme limits over the keyboard. Liszt’s technique was undoubtedly 

startling in its being so deeply acrobatic. Here is a description made by François Fétis:  

 

«Liszt ….is the only pianist who has no fixed position …his body is restless  

and constantly  moving all sides. » 
5
 

 

Liszt’s theatrical manner of performing might be considered as an early form of 

showmanship, paradoxically to what playing is meant to be by the Art of Doing 

Nothing. His personal style, however, should be mostly understood as the outcome of 

his new technique. For this reason, Liszt’s novelty must be considered a contribution to 

the piano playing techniques on account of his prompting to use the whole weight of the 

hand with an elastic movement of the wrist. Only by adopting such technique, can the 

pianist play successfully those complicated passages as fast octaves, repeated notes, 

jumps, and glissandos which are typical features of Liszt’s compositions. A detailed 

description on the technique regarding the movement of the wrist was very well 

reported by Madame Boissier who had gathered, from the lessons given by Liszt to her 

daughter, a lot of information concerning Liszt’s technical ideas which otherwise would 

have been lost 
6
.   

 

_____________________ 

5  
Rattalino P., Storia del Pianoforte, 1982, il Saggiatore, Milano, pg. 181

   

6 
Boissier Butini Caroline, Liszt pédagogue, 1832, from the Italian translation Liszt maestro di piano by    

  A. Rastelli, Sellerio editore 1997, Palermo.
  
 



 

  

6 

Madame Boissier stated that, in order to obtain elasticity in one’s wrist, Liszt had 

suggested her daughter to practice by playing every single note with a downfall 

movement of the wrist over the keys and a deadweight hand. Speed and agility in the 

octaves and in the chords could be reached only by practicing daily for many hours, 

repeating the same octave or the same chord and moving only the wrist and not the arm. 

As to scales and fast passages, a natural movement of the fingers was considered as 

necessary as stretching the fingers out instead of curbing them downward - a request 

which altogether lead to abandoning definitely the classical position.
 

At the end of nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, important 

developments were undergoing in Russia as regards both instrumental performance and 

pedagogical practice. There too, the Romantic pedagogic tradition (from Chopin to 

Liszt) had its great influence upon piano teaching like in Europe. As it is well known, 

Anton Rubinstein, German by birth, first structured the Conservatoire of Petersburg in 

the manner of the German Piano School. Although “The Russian Piano School” does 

not exist as such, there is a whole generation of great Russian pianists who contributed 

significantly to the development of some piano techniques. Among those who are 

considered important in the making of the great Russian piano tradition we can recall: 

Scriabin, Safonov’s pupil; Rachmaninov, Siloti’s pupil; Blumenfeld, whose pupils were 

Horowitz and Neuhaus; and Alexander Goldnweisser, whose disciples have been 

Kabalvsky, Ginsburg, Tatiana Nikolyaeva, Bashkirov. The Russian piano school has 

been continuing its tradition from generation to generation, from teacher to student 

around the world. Broadly speaking, its principal characteristic is teaching how to play 

with gravity and yet with relaxation. In their attempt to solve technical problems, 

students are made to focus their hearing and fantasy on such “sound values” that help 

them recognize their own manual disorder over the keyboard. Here, the very first thing a 

musician seems to need is wilfulness and relaxation which can be considered as 

intellectual and emotional approaches to improve one’s playing. 

 As Prof. Neuhaus said:  

 

<< Music lives within us, in our brain, in our consciousness >>
7
. 

 

The pianist’s technical growth will not depend merely on the number of times the  

scales and  passages  are  repeated  but  also,  and above all,  on  the manner in which he  

________________________ 

7 
Alexeyeva T., Russian; a Piano; the Legend, from the website: http://pianoeu.com/russianpiano.html.
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         practices, i.e. “quality more than quantity”. All the technical movements are not to be 

seen as mere mechanical actions but as consequential automatic derivations of the 

pianist’s mind. This has also been claimed by others who will be mentioned here below. 

It is then reasonable to agree with those who believe that the best approach to playing 

becomes optimal when you allot a well-balanced rational use of energy. 

The benefit of the anatomic-physiological piano school, which suggested “weight 

playing” and relaxation, was first mentioned in 1880 by Tobias Matthay, a teacher at the 

Royal Academy of Music in London: 

 

«If we want to acquire the feeling of the finger being the elongation of the arm,  the first prerequisite is 

the most delicate changing of the resistance (weight effect) »
8
. 

 

The above mentioned approach, called “pressure action”, implies that the arms should 

be moving freely over the keyboard and, together with the body, they should  keep a 

passive role to obtain the desired delicate and sensitive touch. This technique had a 

significant development over the past half century when the movement of the fingers 

alone (articulation) was not considered enough for a good sound quality. The movement 

of the fingers was to be coordinated with the movement of the wrist and the forearm in 

order to produce a full open sound without tension. It is well considering how many 

doctors, nowadays, have specialized in the treatment of the different forms of tendinitis 

and other pains in the hands which have arisen from bad position of the hands or bad 

use of the muscles while playing the piano.  

In the twentieth century, new possibilities of movement were applied to the “weight 

playing” approach, such as rotation of the wrist and prehension (grasp) of the fingertips. 

The American Dorothy Taubman introduced the concept of rotation by which the 

fingers would lay deeply into the keys without any cramping or pain. She founded the 

“Taubman Institute of Piano” with the specific aim of researching and studying 

problems from musical injuries. She was convinced that tendinitis and carpal tunnel 

syndrome can be avoided if musicians learn to play the piano with coordinate 

movements of all the muscles, avoiding unnecessary movements of arms and hands. In 

her opinion the rhythm, the sonority, the phrasing and the colours, all come directly 

from a coordination of the entire body. If this coordination is underestimated, the right 

technical end result will never be acquired.  

_______________________________ 

 

 
8 
Huang H., On teaching piano technique, from the website:  http://pianoeducation.org/pnotecha.html. 

Huang
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Claudio Arrau, a great pianist and an excellent teacher, was much in agreement with the 

principle of relaxation and the natural weight approach. Here is what has been reported 

by Joseph Horowitz in his Conversations with Arrau (1982): 

 

 

« never let the pupils use the fingers alone. I always ask them to use the whole arm with the fingers…Free 

falling of the entire weight of the arm should be the most natural thing…The shoulders  should be entirely 

relaxed and used»
9
 . 

 

 

Arrau claimed also that the right movements of the body have to be learned and 

assimilated and when, in the end, these movements become automatic, the performance 

will be most efficient because music is then revealed as being a part of oneself.  

Furthermore, practicing was defined by Arrau as a laboratory work, and Aquiles Delle 

Vigne, a pupil of Arrau’s and my own teacher at Rotterdam Conservatoire, regards a 

similar approach in his teachings. Movements are not to be seen as mere mechanical 

events, but rather as the outcome of efforts made deliberately and consciously in order 

to grapple with the appropriate technique. During his piano masterclasses, students are 

asked to analyse and give plausible explanations to their technical difficulties. This 

method implies a conscious approach by which the mind holds an unquestionable role 

and Delle Vigne explains how the mind and the body are connected when performing. 

Playing may be understood as a rational phenomenon born in one’s mind, deliberately 

learned at first and, then, automatically elaborated during a performance when 

unconsciously one has to keep control over muscles, memory, concentration, mood, and 

feelings to render the musical piece at best and play in a natural way.  

It is fitting to report what Arrau declared about teaching on himself. His early approach 

to the piano had been completely intuitive, he said; he used to run across the keyboard 

like a cat.
10

 Only later did he use to play, at first, in front of a mirror and, then, even in 

front of a camera, to become conscious of his own technique. 

 

 

 

 

_________________________ 
9 
Horowitz J., Conversations with Arrau (1982),Italian translation by E. Napoli, A. Mondatori Editore,  

   Milano 1984, pg. 103. 
10

 Ibid., pg. 101. 
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He discovered that an equilibrium between energy and relaxation could not be due to 

casualty.
11

 For this reason, he suggested to place fingers, wrist, elbows and shoulders, 

each time, at different angulations and levels, regulating levers and joints according to 

the sonorities and the speed required. The body of the pianist should be flexible like that 

of a puppet, continued Arrau, because the natural relaxation of the body is necessary to 

avoid tension; while, having tension in the arms, shoulders and fingers simply constrain 

one’s expression and agility
12

. 

Also in accordance with Arrau, Delle Vigne thinks that one’s approach over the keys 

depends on the sound you want to produce and on the speed of the passage. For 

instance, in the fast passages like Chopin’s Etudes op.10 n.4 and n.5, you need less 

articulation and the fingers have to move as close to the keyboard as possible to avoid 

all unnecessary movements. On the other hand, cantabile requires that the fingers be 

placed in a flat position, using not the tip of the fingers but the whole pulp, with a 

pressure coming from a wide movement of the arms and wrists. All these and other 

secrets behind a good touch over the keyboard is the substance of Delle Vigne’s book 
13 

which also contains a series of expedients on how to tackle Chopin’s Etudes.  

After having, so far, drawn attention to what is relevant in piano playing approaches, 

what has come out as basically important is avoiding any unnecessary movements to 

maintain a balance between the spending of energy and the request of relaxation. This 

principle of economy in the mind as expressed in the movements of fingers, hands,  

arms and  body when playing  is also at the basis of  Willem Tanke’s concern over 

teaching techniques. As organist and music teacher at Rotterdam Conservatoire, he has 

devised a series of exercises, he called The Art of Doing Nothing, which aims at 

improving mental and physical conditions of students by creating a good balance 

between performing, improvising and composing.
14

 The idea sprung to his mind 

through reading some comments made by  contemporaries of J. S. Bach on observing 

him playing the organ so extraordinarily well, in the most natural position, without 

hardly moving hands and feet.  

          

 _____________________ 

11
 Ibid., pg. 101. 

12
 Ibid., pg. 102. 

13 
Delle Vigne A., Viaggio nell’ intimo di un pianista, 2006, Florestani Edizioni, Bari.  

14 
Tanke W., New Ways of Improvisation in Western Classical Music, ITC Sangeet Research Academy 

Seminar on Improvisation in Music, 2006.  
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How appropriately will a similar approach, applied onto playing the organ, find 

approval in piano playing since the many suggestions reported here have dealt mainly 

with learning to play in a natural way through a well-balanced technique. 

Summing up, it is suitable to recall that even the most talented pianists who play by 

instinct need to gain consciousness of their technique as a professional necessity for 

themselves and for the benefit of those to whom their knowledge is handed down. 

Accordingly, considering the vast and interesting piano technical tradition there is 

nowadays, pianists need not to look very far to find the most proper technique for the 

piece in hand and they can even become eclectic or turn out to be original. They may 

choose from methods or techniques suggested and apply them to make their 

performance a natural way of playing, remembering that striving to render “natural” 

one’s performance means abiding by those techniques that are appropriate to and 

respectful of both the composer’s style and  the character of the piece.  

Paradoxically as it may seem, all this and more will be the musician’s hard task by this 

Art of Doing Nothing. Rightly too, the considerable piano technical tradition is alleged 

to offer to today’s learner well thought-out techniques without precluding, however, any 

upcoming novelty in the mysterious possibilities of the sound of music.   
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