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Introduction	
 
It is the point of this essay to re-examine some of what occasionally seem to be 

misconceptions of piano playing.  The first topic is legato.  Legato is often taught to a student as 

a technique symbolized by a curved line indicating to play the notes in a smooth and connected 

manner.  In the first part, I will address how legato at the piano is primarily an aural effect, and 

examine what this means to us as pianists since we cannot actually execute a legato on our 

instrument, at least not in the literal sense of the word.  The second topic is fingering.  While 

these two topics may seem in some ways unrelated, it is my intent to illustrate their relationship 

as two aspects of piano playing that influence each other directly and can sometimes cause 

pedagogical confusion. 
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Part I.  Re-Evaluating Legato at the Piano 

What Is Legato and How Does It Relate to the Keyboard? 

 As pianists, we are often taught that legato playing is based on the execution of 

consecutive tones that overlap seamlessly.  This conventional legato, or physical legato, requires 

one or more fingers to sustain a key until another finger (or fingers) creates sound by depressing 

the next key.  The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines legato as, “a manner that is smooth and 

connected (as between successive tones)-used especially as a direction in music.”1  Based on this 

definition, the nature of the piano as a percussive instrument works against the possibility of 

legato.  In his book, The Technique of Piano Playing, József Gát defined legato as being 

“Obtained when a vibrating body produces tones of different pitches without interruption.  Thus 

a perfect legato can be achieved only by singing, where the changes of the pitches are created by 

the differences of tension of the vocal chords.  This is why the legato of every instrument 

imitates singing.”2 

 The purpose of this document is not to discuss the limitations of the piano, but rather it is 

to explore how the nature of the instrument can be used as a guide for pianists to understand that 

musical legato does not always require physical legato. As Gát points out, we are “imitating” 

something.  Boris Berman reiterated this idea in his book, Notes from the Pianist’s Bench, when 

he wrote, “What one does is infinitely less important than the sound that emerges from the 

instrument.  Thus, for instance, it is not always necessary to play physically legato to create the 

legato sound.  In fact, efforts to connect notes physically may make the melodic line less smooth 

than by playing it non-legato (naturally, with the help of pedaling.)”3  The markings in the score 

                                                            

1Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2012. Retrieved from http://www.merriam-webster.com 
2Gát.  The Technique of Piano Playing.  p.67, 1980.  
3Berman.  Notes from the Pianist’s Bench.  p.16, 2000. 
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ultimately represent the composer’s desired effect or tone of the phrase rather than how one 

produces that tone.  It is my hope that through further exploration I will continue to find ways to 

keep myself and other pianists from being martyrs unnecessarily to the musical markings.  This 

means to play in such a way that the body determines the solutions to situations presented in the 

music, so that one will find a solution that works physically while still having the composer’s 

intentions in mind. 

 Much of my research for this topic is based on pedagogical textbooks for keyboard 

playing.  Although legato is the topic for this document, the research for this document also 

focused on information relating to various approaches to the production of beautiful tone.  While 

this essay centers largely on melodic legato, good tone production was frequently mentioned 

synonymously with cantabile playing.  A few authors that were especially useful in my research 

were Abby Whiteside, Tobias Matthay, and József Gát.  Although each approached legato and 

tone production a bit differently, these and other writers provided extremely useful information.  

Much of my time was spent sorting through the information and finding common threads.  In 

addition to books, pedagogical DVD’s were also extremely useful in my research, especially the 

Virtuosity in a Box series, which presents the Dorothy Taubman approach to keyboard playing. 

As a closing point to this section, I would like to acknowledge that legato is a general 

term that encompasses many specific types of musical effects.  Romantic composers such as 

Franz Liszt and Frédéric Chopin exploited the dynamic range of the modern piano, which was 

coming of age in the romantic period.  They utilized its newfound capabilities in order to create 

more singing melodies.  While material presented in this essay will be directly related to this 

cantabile style, it should not be limited to the Romantic repertoire. 
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The Basics of Legato 

 One way to examine the basics of legato is to observe some of the pitfalls of the 

instrument itself, which can cause disruptions in legato lines.  Given the percussive nature of the 

piano, it is often necessary to play consecutive notes without bringing attention to the beginning 

or ending of each tone within the phrase.  As Jószef Gát described it in his book The Technique 

of Piano Playing, “In order to attain a legato effect, the new tone must be, as it were, ‘smuggled’ 

into the melody without drawing attention to it.”4  Gát goes on to state the factors that tend to 

draw attention to the sound of a new tone and, therefore, hinder phrases from sounding legato.  

These factors include: 

 1) Gaps between notes:  If the pianist chooses not to connect the notes physically, the 

pedal is a necessary aid to make the legato effect. 

 2) Noises:  This primarily refers to the “key noise caused by the finger stroke and the 

noise arising from the impact between the wood of the key and the key-bed.  The more noise-free 

our playing, the more successful our legato will be.”5  The technique of using arm weight to 

create tone production plays an important role in this aspect of legato (see section on Tone 

Production, Listening to Our Bodies). 

 3) Sudden dynamic changes:  In order to maintain a legato line, the dynamic shading 

must be produced in a way that the volume of successive notes is blended musically.  Luigi 

Bonpensiere noted in his book New Pathways to Piano Technique, “Thus, tonal relationships are 

more meaningful at the piano not through key connection but through gradation in the energy 

used at the moment of tone production.  But, to a large extent, both critics and lay listeners 

                                                            

4Gát, p.68. 
5Gát, p.68. 
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believe that it is key connection which produces their feeling of legato playing, when in reality 

they are reacting almost entirely to the manner in which the dynamics are used.”6 

 4) Inaccuracy of dynamic content:  “The commencing of the new tone is made 

conspicuous (and thus disturbing for the legato effect) if the volume of the sounded tone differs 

from that expected by us on the basis of the musical emotional content.”7  This factor addresses 

the idea that a legato line should guide the listener’s ear through the phrase musically.  If a note 

or notes sound out of place dynamically, this can interrupt the legato effect by drawing the 

listener’s ear to the conspicuous sounds. 

 5) Poor tone production:  This last factor is one which is added to Jószef Gát’s list 

because this paper is dealing specifically with cantabile legato mainly of the Romantic period.  

However, I believe the ideas in this essay are pertinent to the effectiveness of other types of 

legato, as well.  A weak tone that does not allow for full expression will inevitably be less 

successful in producing legato melodies than a legato with a full sound.  This can be compared to 

two types of singers.  The first sings without proper breath support, resulting in a sound that is 

thin and lacks richness of tone.  The second singer breathes from the diaphragm and supports the 

melodic line with ample tone.  The breath allows for the tone and direction of sound to be carried 

through the phrase.  As with singers, good tone production is essential for pianists to sustain 

cantabile phrases convincingly. 

Tone Production 

 Since tone production is a key element in producing the legato effect successfully, I will 

address many elements of it in this essay.  As a side note to this portion of the text, let me 

                                                            

6Bonpensiere.  New Pathways to Piano Technique.  p.184, 1953. 
7Gát, p.68. 
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interject that tone production addresses many facets of technique.  It would be impossible to 

cover all of these facets in a paper of this size, so I will concentrate on the parts I feel to be most 

significant to this topic.  I must also acknowledge that there are various effective approaches to 

technique.  The approach I employ in this document is based on my own research and playing 

experience. 

 From a physics standpoint, the only control the pianist has in determining how a note will 

sound is the speed and depth at which the key is depressed and consequently released.  Some of 

the questions that come into play are: how does one generate energy and momentum, what are 

the primary muscles used in generating this energy, and so on.  A constant in the answers to 

these questions is that the body should be used in such a manner that feels natural and 

comfortable.  The pedagogical dilemma within this rather simple idea is that no two pianists are 

created alike and piano playing that “feels good” will not mean the same to everyone or be 

discovered through an identical process of learning.  However, the end goal must be the same.  In 

watching video or live performances of great pianists, one can observe what is meant by one’s 

body being ‘in tune’ with the instrument from the fingertips, to the arms, and throughout the 

entire body. 

 This dilemma is compounded by the fact that pianists do not have the same luxury as 

other musicians who perform only on their own instruments.  It is necessary to adapt to the piano 

you are playing on at the moment.  Just as a golfer will have to adapt to the feel of a new club or 

a tennis player will have to learn to utilize a new racket in the most productive way, the pianist 

must discover, through listening and feeling, how to play a specific instrument.  This is important 

because the speed, depth, and resistance of the keys between pianos can be very different. 
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 As I pointed out earlier, noise can get in the way of successful legato.  Either depressing 

the key at a rate of speed that is too fast or applying pressure beyond the contact of the key bed 

can create a sound that can interrupt both the quality of a single tone as well as the intended 

legato of an entire phrase.  Tobias Matthay wrote in his book, Pianoforte Tone Production, “It is 

of no use ‘aiming’ at the key, we must aim with it”.8  He also noted, “We must learn to time the 

muscular act both to commence and to cease at the right moment.  We must learn to gauge the 

intensity of the muscular act in obedience to the needs of the key, before, during, and after its 

descent.”9  So with these elements in mind, here are a few proposed essentials of healthy tone 

production. 

 Natural, arching fingers will promote full control of key speed and allow the pianist to 

use the amount of power desired.  Another aspect that can allow for enhanced beauty of sound is 

freedom in the wrists and elbows.  Freedom in these joints will allow arm weight to travel to the 

key.  Stiffness in either one of these joints will inhibit the momentum created by the top of the 

arm.  Abby Whiteside wrote in her book, Indispensables of Piano Playing, “The physical activity 

which sets up a phrase-wise procedure has its inception in the top arm.”10  One may think that 

the initial contact between the finger and the key is the inception of each tone.  This cannot be 

the case, however, as the hammer strikes the strings at a very specific point during key 

depression.  For this reason, the beginning of any movement that results in the hammer striking 

the strings is actually where the sound is conceived and should be executed with the same 

amount of purpose as the actual depression of the key. 

                                                            

8Matthay.  Pianoforte Tone Production.  p.49, 1903. 
9Matthay.  p.xvii. 
10Whiteside.  Indispensables of Piano Playing.  p.9, 1961. 
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 Therefore, to play with the rich full sonority that any pianist is capable of, one must first 

initiate the action in the arm by lifting the arm, allowing the weight of the upper arm to begin the 

initial descent.  Weight transfers through the arm with the help of the elbow joint and allows the 

forearm to fall naturally.  A relaxed wrist is also necessary as it guides the hand and desired 

finger or fingers to become part of the lever in the mechanism of the instrument which activates 

the hammer to strike the strings.  The relaxed wrist is important not only for freedom in vertical 

pivoting, but also lateral and circular pivoting, as well.  The upper arm produces a large amount 

of basic weight that is vital in projecting the sound of a lush melody, but it cannot be used 

effectively while it is in this unrefined form.  The shoulder and elbow allow the hand to fall 

towards the keyboard where the weight becomes more focused as it travels through the arm and 

wrist and into the finger. 

 This process can also aid in a slower key depression that is necessary in cantabile 

playing.  Matthay wrote, “Meanwhile, the fact remains that the greater the weight we thus have 

at our disposal to release against the key, the fuller and larger can be the tone.”11  The fuller and 

larger tone Matthay wrote about is necessary for the cantabile effect, which is the result of the 

use of arm weight and slow key depression.  This is because it gives the pianist plenty of energy 

to reach the key bed through a slow, controlled motion.  If the finger or wrist creates the only 

source of momentum, control will be compromised at some point during key descent if one 

wishes to play into the key bed.  This compromise is usually speeding up the descent of the key.  

While fast key speed is important in other types of playing, such as quick, brilliant passages; 

slow, weighted key depression is required for warm melodic playing.   

                                                            

11Matthay.  p.267. 
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 What one does once the key bed has been reached is also very important in tone 

production.  Abby Whiteside wrote of this topic, “A precise delivery of energy, aiming to release 

the power just before the key bed resistance is reached, will diminish the thud against the key 

bed.  Being unaware of this level for focusing energy for tone allows one to jam against the key 

bed with great force.”12  I like to think of this release, as Abby Whiteside refers to it in the 

previous quote, as the point where the momentum stops being produced downward, and instead 

one balances the finger or fingers on the keys with the weight of the arm still intact. 

 Relaxing into the keys is problematic because it implies that one’s muscles should let go 

of the momentum generated from the movement of the key depression.  The Merriam Webster 

Dictionary defines relaxation as “to make lax or loose.”13  Abby Whiteside responds to this 

definition by asking, “Can you win a quarter-mile dash by being lax or loose?  Is a cat lax or 

loose when it is being chased up a tree by a dog?”14  The metaphor that comes to mind for me is 

that of a tennis player who is waiting to return a serve.  The player crouches in an athletic stance 

and sways back and forth waiting for the moment to reengage his body for a strong return.  The 

swaying motion of the receiving player is relaxed, but the body is also ready for motion. 

 With this analogy in mind, I will elaborate on what happens after the key has been 

depressed.  As noted previously, the finger will sustain the weight used in the playing of the note 

or notes by balancing on the keyboard.  The finger acts like the feet of the athlete, giving stability 

and a point of controlled release to the next key depression.  The wrist and elbow maintain the 

freedom of movement similarly to the legs and upper body of the tennis player.  Energy is no 

longer geared towards the descent of that specific key; it is transferred to this holding pattern 

                                                            

12Whiteside.  p.19. 
13Webster.  2012. 
14Whiteside.  p.54. 
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until the need arises for another key depression.  “Wallowing” is the word I like to use to 

describe this holding pattern, and this is also the way Dr. Westney often describes the movement.  

The amount of wallowing will obviously depend on how soon the next note will need to be 

played.  Wallowing can be defined as the result and/or preparation expressed in the horizontal or 

circular movement of the wrists and elbows.  If one plays using physical legato in consecutive 

notes, then there will be very little or no preparation from note to note.  Momentum from the 

initial descent will, in this case, carry through the phrase of notes.  Each composition of phrase 

will determine the amount of relaxation or wallowing between notes, if there is any at all. 

Musical Legato 

 Before looking at examples within piano repertoire, I will go over what is meant by 

musical legato.  For the purpose of this essay, I will compare “musical legato” to “physical 

legato” (which is not to say that physical legato cannot be done musically).  Physical legato is the 

type of legato which is most frequently used as an introduction for young pianists; however, as 

repertoire becomes more challenging, physical legato is not always the best solution and is 

sometimes not even possible to execute.  In these cases, one must give the effect of legato 

without actually physically connecting the notes.  This is what I am calling musical legato.  After 

all, the quality of a legato phrase is based on the auditory result, not in the way the line is 

physical played.  

 As Berman noted earlier, attempting to execute a literal physical legato can actually 

inhibit the musical legato.  A major reason for this is that one may find oneself in awkward 

positions trying to physically connect each note within a slur.  If this happens, the pianist’s 

technique is affected, possibly diminishing his/her ability to produce tone with relaxed 

preparation and adequate release.  Therefore, a key ingredient to playing a successful musical 
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legato is actually being able to maintain good technique throughout the phrase, even if this asks 

the player to abandon a literal legato.  As the concept of “proper technique” can be a rather 

personal matter, the following examples utilize the technique previously discussed that is based 

upon my research and playing experience.  

 The repertoire addressed in this first section on legato is a set of three Rachmaninoff 

preludes from his Opus 23.  In my opinion, they are excellent examples for this topic because 

they are full of multi-textured writing with singing melodies that are often difficult or sometimes 

impossible to execute solely by applying physical legato.  The issue for the pianist is then when 

to let go of the notes and accomplish legato through the application of the pedal. 

Rachmaninoff Prelude Op. 23 No. 4 in D Major 

 

 
Figure 1. Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 4 in D Major, Op. 23 
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The melody in this opening passage is straightforward and can in fact be played with physical 

finger connection.  The music is marked sempre cantabile within a mezzo forte dynamic; 

therefore, a full tone is essential if the melody is to stand out well over the accompaniment.  

While the right hand melody is relatively simple on its own, it is made more complicated by the 

accompaniment, which includes notes above the melody and crosses back and forth frequently.  

There are choices the pianist must make in terms of playing this accompaniment solely with the 

left hand or including the right hand; but either way, the right hand, which carries much or all of 

the melody, must be capable of producing a robust timbre that is sustained until the next melody 

note.  Since I feel I can keep a good hand position while playing both parts, I have chosen to 

make a physical legato for most of this opening section; however, one can make a compelling 

argument for applying a musical legato even to this opening melody.  If one chooses to play with 

a physical legato, it is important for the right hand to make slight adjustments left or right, up or 

down, in order to accommodate space for the left hand to play the accompaniment notes.  Using 

the wallowing technique discussed earlier will help maintain appropriate weight to the key and 

also allow for this type of movement.  

Measures eleven through eighteen mark the end of the opening section and represent the 

first place in the piece where a physical legato is not consistently possible.   
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Figure 2.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 4 in D Major, Op. 23, mm. 11-18 
 
 

The chords in measure sixteen will most likely be played with the fifth finger for the top 

notes, therefore physical legato is impossible.  In this case, ample cantabile as well as excellent 

voicing is necessary as the chords in measures sixteen and seventeen embody the end of the 

phrase of the first large section and must sing convincingly through an effectively blended 

dynamic contour from chord to chord.  The next section, beginning at measure nineteen, repeats 

the opening melody with slight alterations and the addition of a secondary melody in the right 

hand.   

 
Figure 3.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 4 in D Major, Op. 23, mm. 19-22 
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With this added figuration, physical legato is not an option and it is then necessary for the 

pianist to alternate using the thumb and other non-adjacent fingers for the melody.  Although the 

phrasing is now marked in one-measure units, thinking of the long-phrase structure of the 

opening melody of the piece can offer a way to move the phrase ahead while executing it in 

shorter technical fragments.  Doing so will be quite noticeable in terms of playing gestures.  For 

example, the first chord in measure 19 can be completed with an upward gesture and followed by 

a downward gesture which encompasses the triplet eighth notes as well as the next melody note 

of E (m. 19) to be played with the thumb.  The end of the measure will be finished with an 

upward motion and be followed by a downward motion to play the chord in measure 20.  That 

chord will then be released with an upward motion and the process will be repeated. 

Measure thirty-seven is an example of a section where pianists, especially those with 

large hands, may be tempted to make a physical legato more than is actually necessary.  

Figure 4.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 4 in D Major, Op. 23, mm. 35-42 
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I initially worked on this double-note passage trying to make a physical legato, which 

caused three things to happen.  First, as a result of having to twist my right hand into awkward 

positions, I lost my ability to create a rich melodic sound.  Second, my body felt uncomfortable, 

which should usually be a sure sign that there needs to be a better solution.  Lastly, when I 

connected the first two points, I realized I was setting myself up for cumbersome practice 

repetitions, which may result in injury.  When I began to incorporate multiple gestures within 

each phrase, I found that I could ironically create longer sweeping lines with a more pleasing 

sonority.  Simply put, the enjoyment of playing the music came back to me.  Moreover, the result 

felt remarkably comfortable.  In summary, while I used the markings as a guide as to the 

composer’s intentions, I executed them in a way that did not compromise my body.  

Rachmaninoff Prelude Op. 23 No. 6 in E-flat Major 

Similar technical passages are found in this prelude, so rather than repeat the same types 

of technical ideas, I will address other aspects of creating successful musical legato lines. 

 
Figure 5.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 6 in E-flat Major, Op. 23 
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 This prelude is a good example of a long melody being helped by a well-played 

accompaniment.  By well-played, I mean that even though the accompaniment is marked 

pianissimo the tone is still full, simply at a lesser volume.  Why is this beneficial?  Firstly, the 

accompaniment must support the melody both rhythmically and harmonically.  Secondly, the 

energy of one hand is also transferred or influenced by the energy of the other hand.  

Underplaying the left hand in this piece can make one’s job more difficult when trying to create 

a sweeping legato melody.  Lastly, Rachmaninoff wrote the accompaniment in such a way that 

makes it possible for the pianist to play a physical legato most of the time.  This is a case where 

physical legato can in fact be helpful, since it gives the pianist more freedom to use the pedal 

mostly to accommodate the right hand melody, written as it is mostly in chords. 

 Unfortunately, while a well-played left hand will help to some degree, it will not ensure a 

musical legato in the right hand.  When first learning this piece, I tried to stay true to the score 

and connect the top notes of the right hand.  According to what I had always been taught, these 

types of phrase markings are to be played with a physical legato whenever possible.  

Consequently, I began my quest to play the right hand octaves using physical legato while trying 

to voice the top notes prominently.  This act was possible in most cases, but I was not able to 

achieve the ringing tone I wanted.  I came to the conclusion that I was unable to sing the tune out 

beautifully because I was not able to use my mechanism in the same way that I do when I allow 

myself to disconnect notes while using comfortable motions.  Another major reason I ran into 

this wall was because of my undying adherence to the score’s dynamic marking of pianissimo.  

My logic was that I did not need to apply very much arm weight therefore good positioning 

could be sacrificed for the sake of a physical legato.  My moment of discovery came when I gave 

in and realized that no matter the volume of the dynamic, I still need to play in a way that my 
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body enjoys.  Without that constant, the legato line will suffer.  I allowed myself to play these 

passages using the technical ideals that I discussed earlier and found that I now had a much 

bigger palette to paint with.  As a result, the keyboard opened up and I could, as explained in the 

previous prelude, enjoy playing the piece again and communicate this enjoyment to an audience. 

Rachmaninoff Prelude Op. 23 No. 7 in C Minor 

 
Figure 6.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 7 in C Minor, Op. 23 

 

This prelude allows us to explore how ideas of musical legato can also apply to pieces 

with fast tempos. 

There are places in this prelude that include melodic slurs in situations where it is not 

possible to play a physical legato, such as the section beginning at measure seventeen. 
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Figure 7.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 7 in C Minor, Op. 23, mm. 15-20 
 

The right hand is to play the top octave, but then needs to assist in playing the sixteenth notes as 

the left hand must drop down and play the lower octaves.  Although this passage is quicker than 

the ones observed so far, the same ideas of legato and tone production can be applied here, as 

well.  

 Due to the fast tempo, it may be tempting for pianists to throw their arms at the octaves 

throughout this section rather shallowly and not really sink their weight into the keyboard; but 

the phrasing and time it takes to play these octaves by employing the weight of the arm should 

determine the tempo, rather than the octaves trying to keep up with the scurrying sixteenth notes.  

Robust sonority in the octaves is essential to keep a connected melodic line, which can be 

achieved through relatively slow key depression by means of arm weight.  If the pianist uses 

only the muscles of the forearm to force the octaves without the weight of the upper arm, then a 

harsh and less-controlled sound is more likely to occur, diminishing the chance of a legato effect.   
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The theory is that this approach will hopefully result in playing that may seem fast to the 

audience, but not to the performer. 

 There are also melodic passages in this piece that are not marked with phrase markings in 

the melodic voice, but where the same concepts will lend themselves to greater musical flow.   

Figure 8.  Rachmaninoff, Prelude No. 7 in C Minor, Op. 23, mm. 33-38 
 

In the phrase beginning on beat three in measure thirty-three, the melody will most likely 

be played by a weak finger in the left hand.  Here again, the creation of ample tone, starting with 

the weight of the upper arm, combined with the concepts of a good legato can make a beautifully 

shaped phrase possible.  

In summary, legato is an aural effect, not always a physical reality, and should be 

accomplished by means of healthy piano playing.  In order to reach one’s potential as a pianist, 

one must be in sync with one’s own body.  Self-awareness and self-consideration in piano 

playing will not only reduce the risk of injury, it will also allow us to use our bodies with the 

most efficient technique.  While physical legato can be a wonderful solution to producing 
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singing melodies, musical legato may also be appropriate in many cases in order to maintain 

good technique and rich melodic timbre.  This is not only important for performers to 

understand, but also for teachers.  Students are too often under the misconception that a slur 

indicates the execution through a physical legato at all costs and that an inability to do this would 

be a failure to live up to the composer’s intentions.  While physical legato is an appropriate 

introduction to playing legato, it is my hope that teachers will also encourage students to 

investigate other methods of achieving the legato effect.  This guilt-free approach to music 

making will continue to allow students, as well as professional pianists, to enjoy playing the 

piano by finding body-minded solutions to situations presented in the score.  
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Part II.  Piano Fingering:  Are the Rules Sometimes Meant to be Broken? 

Healthy Piano Playing 

 One aspect of the idea of healthy playing that I have been espousing throughout this 

essay is the natural position of the hand.  At the first piano lessons, teachers often tell their 

students that the correct hand position to play the piano is the shape of the hand when it is at rest.  

Maintaining this natural, rounded shape throughout the phrase is important for effective playing.  

Alan Fraser spoke of this in his video, The Craft of Piano Playing, by saying, “Keep the structure 

of the hand.  You will probably have problems in places where you lose structure.”15  One way 

of freeing up the fingers within a legato phrase is to use the pedal when it is appropriate.  

Seymour Bernstein stated the importance of integrating the pedal in his book, With Your Own 

Two Hands, stating, “When attempting physically to connect octaves and chords, strain or 

discomfort may prevent you from controlling these (dynamic) contours; if one tone deviates 

from your dynamic scheme, it will ruin the legato line in spite of your connecting the notes with 

your fingers.  Freeing your hands from a finger legato, however, enables you to control the exact 

dynamic of each note-thus creating a true legato effect.  In other words, for the same comfort, 

disconnect with your hands and connect with your foot.”16 

 In addition to maintaining a natural hand position, we should always be aware of how we 

are using the rest of our bodies.  Playing the piano is a highly integrated act and fingering can 

only be sensibly discussed in the context of what the rest of the body is doing.  Good fingering is 

one that enables us to deliver good tone with minimal effort and the forearms and upper arms 

play an important role in this.  Abby Whiteside described this idea in her book, Indispensables of 

Piano Playing, by writing, “Never lose sight of the fact that playing the piano involves two very 

                                                            

15Fraser.  The Craft of Piano Playing (DVD).  1980. 
16Bernstein.  With Your Own Two Hands.  p.144, 1981. 
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definite operations:  application of power to the key (vertical action) and progression along the 

keyboard (horizontal action).”17  Tobias Matthay wrote more specifically about the vertical 

action in this quote from his essay, The Act of Touch in All Its Diversity, “The true object in well 

lifting a limb is not to enable one to hit harder, but that we may reach and move the key with 

more ease and freedom; and so that the individual fingers may be better discriminated in finger 

passages.”18  These authors are describing the essential coordination of the vertical and the 

horizontal, the arm gesture and the fingers.  I will explore the connection between our choices of 

fingering and our ability to produce playing that is pleasing both to our ears and to our bodies.  

The “Rules” of Fingering 

 Many traditionally taught fingering concepts, such as keeping the number of hand 

changes or lifts within a phrase to a minimum are important to follow as a guideline.  However, I 

have the impression that some editors and pedagogical methods treat these concepts more as 

strict rules that one should avoid breaking at all costs.  I will show examples of editors who, for 

the sake of not lifting the hand within in a phrase, ask for fingerings that can result in awkward 

hand stretches.  Many of these rules do indeed have value and are crucial for any pianist to 

understand in order to choose effective fingerings; however, it does not necessarily follow that 

one can never lift his or her hand inside a phrase in order to achieve a more comfortable position.  

Moreover, it is interesting to observe how some pedagogical methods seem to pick and choose 

which rules to emphasize and which ones to somewhat ignore in their approach to phrasing and 

fingering. 

                                                            

17Whiteside.  p.9. 
18Matthay.  p.xxvi. 
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 A helpful list of fingering concepts can be found in the article “An Ergonomic Model for 

Keyboard Fingering for Melodic Fragments”.19  It is based on research done by musicologists, 

psychologists, and a Juilliard piano faculty member.  In the article, the authors attempt to predict 

the likely fingering of several passages of music when they are executed by a number of pianists.  

The predicted fingering of each passage corresponds with a number of rules, each of which is 

given a certain level of difficulty.  For instance, breaking the “hand-change rule” is issued a 

difficulty of 2 and occurs when the fingering requires the pianist to change hand positions within 

the passage.  Breaking the “3-4-5” rule is issued a difficulty of 1 and occurs when the fingers 3-

4-5 are used consecutively.  These difficulty ratings are added up at the end of the passage and 

the fingering with the fewest points is the predicted fingering to be used by the participating 

pianists.  The outcome of the study, while interesting, is not directly relevant to this paper.  What 

does interest me are the rules themselves.  For the purpose of this essay, I do not include all of 

the rules from the study.  I chose the rules which are the most basic and relevant to the musical 

examples found later in the essay.  They are as follows: 

 1) The Stretch Rule: avoid stretching the fingers further than the relaxed span.  While this 

is clearly identified as a difficulty, many editors of piano music apparently think that stretching 

the hand and forcing it to take awkward positions is less harmful for a phrase than lifting and 

having more than one hand position within the phrase—we have learned this from the fingerings 

they recommend.  To me, this is a questionable priority.  Awkward stretching of the hand to 

make a finger legato may cause the pianist to lose tone, which in turn weakens the legato effect.  

Stretching the hand, especially over a long period of time, also increases the possibility of injury.  

                                                            

19 Clarke, Desain, Parncutt, Raekallio, & Sloboda.  An Ergonomic Model for Keyboard Fingering for Melodic 
Fragments.  pp.9-18, 1997.  
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I will show examples later where editors needlessly promote stretching when, through the use of 

the pedal, a change in hand position would be a far more successful solution.  

 2) Position-Change-Count Rule:  keep the number of hand position changes to a 

minimum.  This rule favors fingerings in which the number of changes of hand positions is 

minimized, and fingerings in which relatively long sequences of notes are played within a single 

hand position.  Here again, many pedagogical methods and piano music editors seem to take the 

standpoint that changing the hand position within a phrase is a last resort and should be 

performed only when all other options are out of the question.  

 3) Three-Four-Five Rule:  avoid using the fingers three, four, and five consecutively.  

This rule often seems to be ignored in many pedagogical methods, for the simple reason that 

much of the repertoire is written completely in home positions and is based on pentascales.  Due 

to the fact that the hand mostly stays in one place, fingers three, four, and five are used 

frequently.  This may become problematic, however when a student attempts to transition into 

concert repertoire and is not used to finding the most efficient fingering.  When the music 

demands more physical playing, the student is not used to identifying and using his or her 

strengths.  Instead, the pedagogical repertoire has taught only horizontal playing, with minimal 

lifting of the arm and without utilizing the strong part of the hand and the stronger fingers.  The 

idea that fingers three, four, and five are often an unreliable pattern, is not acknowledged in the 

repertoire of some methods.  Unfortunately, this oversight can sometimes be observed in some 

editorial fingerings, as well. 

 4) Thumb-On-Black Rule:  avoid using the thumb on a black key.  This is another 

concept that editors seem to like to follow.  Awkward fingerings are often chosen simply for the 

sake of avoiding placing the thumb on a black key.  However, the thumb on a black key may in 
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fact set up a perfectly comfortable hand position in many instances, resulting in a fine legato 

phrase. 

While this is only a partial list of the article’s “rules”, it lays the groundwork for the 

remaining three sections, the first of which examines pedagogical methods and their influence on 

fingering.  

Pedagogical Piano Methods 

 The purpose of this section is to look at fingering more closely as a practical component 

of legato at various levels of piano playing.  From an early stage in piano training, a student 

learns what the markings on the score symbolize.  For instance, a curved line that surrounds 

multiple pitches indicates a legato.  Pedagogical methods will often write in fingerings in order 

to keep a student loyal to the slur, even if the phrase is a very long one.  However, in my 

experience as a teacher of young children I have noticed that different pedagogical methods 

follow some rules in a helpful way, while ignoring other rules or adhering to them 

inappropriately. 

 The approach one learns at an early stage is crucial to one’s overall success as a pianist.  

A beginner may excel in the first stages of development, but this in no way ensures a smooth 

transition into more advanced stages of repertoire.  Lack of freedom and inefficient playing can 

be overlooked in the preliminary stages of study, as most of the hurdles early on consist mainly 

of mental processes like memorization and understanding the concepts on the page such as 

reading notes, note values, etc.  The physical nature of piano playing simply is not as evident at 

the beginner level.  However, as the repertoire becomes more involved, piano playing becomes 

inherently more physical.  The pianist is required to be more adept at problem solving of a 

physical nature in order to play the music well.  In simple terms, this just means playing any 
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passage with the greatest amount of ease and efficiency.  However, pedagogical methods are not 

always helpful in this regard.  Many American methods fall into the category of explaining the 

symbols on the page very well, but often do not prepare the student for a smooth transition into 

concert repertoire.  The Russian School of Piano Playing, on the other hand, trains the student 

early on to embrace physicality, to get comfortable moving around the keyboard, and to get a 

vivid feeling of vertical, as well as horizontal playing. 

 For my overview of American piano methods, I examined six of the most popular 

methods:  Alfred, Bastien, Faber & Faber, Hal Leonard, Music for Little Mozarts, and The 

Music Tree.  I also looked at the Adult Piano Courses of Faber & Faber and Alfred, which use 

the same approach as their children’s method courses; the only real difference is that they move 

through the material more quickly. 

 In general, the biggest flaw that I noticed with the American piano methods was the 

extended use of the “home key” approach.  While I do not believe it is a bad idea for a beginner 

to learn to play music by orienting themselves in the Middle C position (right and left thumbs 

sharing Middle C) or C position (five-finger position with C as the lowest note), there can be a 

danger in keeping a student’s hands in one spot for a long span of their early training.  With the 

exception of a preliminary introduction to the piano by playing groups of black notes in different 

registers on the piano, many of the methods I looked at kept the student rooted to the home keys 

for every piece throughout the entire first volumes.  For instance, Music for Little Mozarts keeps 

the student in Middle C position for almost the entire first two books.  The second book 

eventually introduces C position and not until book four do we venture over to G position.  The 

only time the hands move out of their starting positions is the occasional instance where an 8va 

is placed in the score.  The Alfred and Hal Leonard series share the same approach.  While these 
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two methods do introduce a few more hand positions such as Middle B and Middle D, the 

overemphasized use of the home key approach is still problematic. 

 The most relevant consequence of this is that a student may become too comfortable 

within the home keys.  Moving their hands away from the familiar position may feel too foreign 

and cause stress to the student.  A student does not get used to moving around the keyboard 

nearly early enough to be prepared for the demands of concert repertoire.  I have seen students 

get so acclimated to the home key orientation that when the method introduces a very small 

stretch outside of home position, for instance the right hand in C position is asked to play an A 

with the pinkie, the student over-prepares for this big event by keeping an outstretched pinkie 

through the whole piece.  It seems reasonable to students that they must have each finger ready 

in advance to play every note throughout the piece, because that is exactly the habit being 

instilled by such methods.  The third lesson book in the Hal Leonard series contains an example 

of just such a piece (page 9). 

 
Figure 9.  Example from Hal Leonard Series Lesson Book 3 – Shortbread Boogie 
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The understanding should be for the student to stretch to the new note and then play the 

remaining notes (in the passage) with a normal hand position (only stretching when necessary 

and then reverting to a natural hand position).  However, this is not how they tend to play it.  

Additionally, in this example the music requires the student to make this stretch while using the 

fourth and fifth fingers after (or during) the stretch and this only adds to its feeling of weak, 

stretchy discomfort in a young hand. 

 In terms of legato, the slur is described in each of the methods by stating that the notes 

under it should be played legato or smoothly connected.  None of the methods mention anything 

about lifting or gesturing.  While the concept of gesturing may be difficult to address to a 

beginner, keeping the hands in one position is an anti-gesture experience; it encourages the 

student to play without “horizontal” or “vertical” movement, as described by Abby Whiteside.  

Piano playing in these methods becomes mostly a finger exercise, without the incorporation of 

the rest of the body.  It seems to me that to not teach a piano student to lift and refresh their 

energy in order to carry through the next phrase successfully is like not teaching an amateur 

singer how to breathe properly.  A proper and effective breath will allow the singer to produce a 

beautiful tone that sustains throughout the phrase.  Staying in the same position often becomes 

very safe for beginners in these methods and it can lead to problems down the road when the 

repertoire asks for more risk taking and bolder gestures.  

 Another problem with the home key approach is that it does not allow the student to take 

advantage of the strong fingers.  The pieces are often based on pentascales and frequently use the 

fourth and fifth fingers in exposed situations.  Of course, it is often necessary to strengthen the 

weaker fingers, especially four and five, through finger exercises, but a large part of piano 

playing consists of figuring out the best solution to play a passage.  Much of the repertoire in the 
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American methods I examined does not offer the student the opportunity to play with a full tone 

by utilizing the strong part of the hand.  A good example of this is seen in Alfred’s Complete 

Levels 2 & 3 Lesson Book on page 68. 

 
Figure 10.  Example from Alfred’s Basic Library Levels 2 & 3 – Raisins and Almonds 

 
 
Due to its reliance on the outer fingers, the right-hand melody can feel weak and unreliable to 

many students who play it.  By contrast, we will later examine some examples of pedagogical 

repertoire that does focus on the strong fingers, most notably in the Russian Piano Method.   

 My last major concern with the American methods is the use of relatively long phrases, 

which can be problematic for a beginner.  The second lesson book in the Hal Leonard series 

shows an example of a phrase that is two lines long (page 25). 
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Figure 11.  Example from Hal Leonard Series Lesson Book 2 –Allegro, mm. 1-8

 

This type of lengthy phrase does not lend itself well to both horizontal and vertical playing.  As 

Matthay’s earlier quote stated, the vertical motion of lifting a limb allows one to “reach and 

move the key with more ease and freedom.”  Without frequent lifting or new phrases, the music 

may lack a sense of forward motion, especially for a beginner.  Also, a long phrase may be 

difficult for a beginning student to hear as one single thought.  Short phrases would allow a 

beginning student to utilize vertical motions at the beginnings and ends of phrases while hearing 

them in their totality more easily.  

  As a final thought on the American methods, I would like to note that in my opinion, 

Faber & Faber’s approach is the most successful.  Although the method does introduce C and 

Middle C positions, the pieces involve the hands moving outside of the five-finger pattern with 

less of an emphasis on the home key idea.  There are a few long slurs, but for the most part, the 

phrasing is short.  This concept is consistent in both the standard Faber & Faber lesson books as 

well as the Faber & Faber lesson books for the young beginner.  However, even though I believe 
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this was the most effective American method I examined, I do not think that Faber’s way of 

dealing with phrasing is quite as effective as the Russian method’s. 

 The Russian School of Piano Playing method seems to set the student up for the greatest 

success for transitioning into concert repertoire.  The method is comprised mainly of various 

Russian and Soviet “distinguished teachers and composers” such as Dmitry Kabalevsky.  This is 

in contrast to many American methods, which are typically written by one or two piano 

pedagogues.  I believe that the concepts in early repertoire should be geared towards the same 

concepts that are required to play concert repertoire.  Therefore, writers of pedagogical repertoire 

should ideally be established concert pianists and musicians.  Since many American methods are 

written by pedagogues who may not be known for their level of piano prowess, there is 

sometimes a snag experienced by students who have followed these methods when transitioning 

into the concert repertoire. 

  The approach of the Russian School is one of practical hand positioning and fingering 

choices, which take the physiological strengths and weaknesses of the hands into account.  

Keeping the hands free from being locked into one position through intelligent fingering and 

economical gesturing will allow students to feel comfortable and encourage good tone.  So from 

early in their studies, the students are encouraged to play with rich sound, a characteristic often 

associated with the Russian style of piano playing.  The preface of the Russian method book 

notes, “Lastly, if anything needs to be added to the authors’ own forward it is merely to state that 

they would expect the pupil to produce a confident and robust sound and to observe minutely the 

musical directions and indications.”20  I will examine some specific examples from the method 

that bear out this statement.  

                                                            

20Kisell, Natanson, Nikolaev, & Sretneskaya.  The Russian School of Piano Playing, 1978. 



Nadolski, Kevin   Listening to Our Bodies 

33 

 The first book of The Russian School of Piano Playing is said to take the student to the 

end of the first year of lessons.  At a very early stage, this method moves the hands around 

without much focus on home key positions.  “Study” on page 13 encourages just this sort of free 

movement and utilizes the strong, balanced part of the hands (3rd fingers).  This example makes 

use of rests to encourage the student’s arms to lift from the keys. 

 
Figure 12.  Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing–Study 

 

“Crane” on page 19 can be a piece to teach the student to not keep the hand in a stretched 

position.   

 
Figure 13. Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing–Crane 

 

The right hand has a leap of a fifth with the fifth and second fingers.  However, a half rest 

at the bar line breaks up the stretch.  A slur connecting the notes after the stretch can urge the 

student to think of the stretch as not a stretch at all, but rather as a new hand position.  The end of 

the slur occurs before the student is asked to return a fifth up in m. 3, again reassuring the student 

there is no need to stretch the hand, but simply to move it.  This skill is reinforced throughout the 
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piece.  Ideally, it will give the student the idea of comfortable playing within a natural hand 

position without feeling uncomfortable, and without the possibility of causing injury due to 

keeping a hand stretched out for a long period of time. 

Not only does the repertoire promote moving to different hand positions within each 

piece, it also addresses the concept of horizontal and vertical playing.  A text within the book 

reads, “Where there are two legato notes the first one is played with a flowing downward 

movement and a ‘sinking’ of the finger into the key, and the second with a rising movement of 

the arm at the point where the two notes overlap, the hand ‘steps’ from one finger to the other.  A 

similarly flowing movement should be employed in some slurred passages, and in whole 

phrases.”21 

The two pieces named “Study” on page 21 are great examples of using the strong part of 

the hand in short, two-note phrases that require slight hand position changes.  The pieces also 

lend themselves very well to the execution of a two-note slur (see quote above). 

 
Figure 14.  Examples From The Russian School of Piano Playing – Study 43 & Study 44 

                                                            

21Kisell, Natanson, Nikolaev, & Sretneskaya.  p. 19. 
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Even as the repertoire begins to become slightly more complicated, it still allows for the 

use of strong fingers while encouraging vertical movements.  In the “Ukrainian Folk Song,” on 

page 27, the alternation of left hand and right hand notes and rests from measure to measure can 

also be used to introduce the concept of transferring energy from one hand to the other. 

 
Figure. 15.  Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing – Ukrainian Folk Song 

 

“My Little Cow” on page 32 is a piece where the right hand in the entire first line could 

be fingered in a home key position without moving the hand.  However, the composer chose to 

use fingers that would produce a stronger tone with more control (4-3-2-1-4-3-2-1). 
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Figure 16.  Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing – My Little Cow 

 

 “Our Land,” written by Kabalevsky, is another example of this method’s contrast from 

the American methods’ home-key approach because of its focus on the strong part of the hand 

and strong fingers. 

 
Figure 17.  Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing – Our Land 
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The last example I will discuss in this method is named “Lullaby,” on page 35.  The piece 

consists of repeated notes within a slur played with different fingers.   

 
Figure 18.  Example From The Russian School of Piano Playing – Lullaby 

 
 

This piece is an example of how the Russian School not only discourages the home key 

dependence, but it also lends the student the opportunity to have multiple hand positions within a 

phrase which is an invaluable tool in the playing of concert repertoire.  I believe these examples 

show that The Russian School of Piano Playing does an excellent job in setting up the student for 

a successful transition into more difficult repertoire.  Many of the concepts that are being 

instilled are necessary for more advanced levels of piano playing, such as the ability to change 

hand positions and move up and down the keyboard adventurously. 

Tobias Matthay wrote of the troubles of poorly trained students, “How pressing the need 

is, becomes only too painfully evident, when one has to teach those who have already formed 

wrong muscular habits, and when one is compelled to witness the ineffectual struggles….who, 

were they not handicapped by faulty habits could give free vent to the powers of perception and 
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imagination evidently latent in them!”22  It is our duty as piano teachers to guide students toward 

their potential and not hinder their progress.  If this is achieved, then we can eventually fully 

explore with them what Matthay is talking about when he refers to students having the ability of 

free vent to the powers of perception and imagination of the composer’s music. 

Composer Fingerings 

 As pianists we give life to the notes on the page, which were written by someone else.  It 

is our job to take another’s idea or concept and make it meaningful.  The musical score contains 

many clues to guide us along this journey.  While the score contains pitches and sound quality, it 

can include composer’s fingerings as well. When they are present, they can also be very helpful.  

The fingerings may give technical recommendations on how to play a passage, or they may give 

insight into the intended musical effect. 

 For the topic of composer fingerings, I refer to an article based on the interviews of seven 

professional pianists discussing the subject of fingering.23  One of the categories the pianists are 

asked to discuss individually is composer fingerings and their significance.  As one pianist 

pointed out, “The fingering and hand distribution can either be understood as a set of instructions 

for action with ensuing musical consequences; or they can be understood as a way of indicating a 

desired effect and allow the performer to decide how to best achieve that effect.”  Another 

pianist commented, “It is quite possible for a fingering to be more valuable for communicating 

an interpretation than for providing the best means to realize that interpretation; a performer 

might perfectly reasonably take note of Beethoven’s suggested interpretation in mind.  (One 

might say that the performer who understands Beethoven’s fingerings has no need to adopt them, 

                                                            

22Matthay.  p.xi. 
23Clarke, Parncutt, Raekallio, & Sloboda.  Talking Fingers.  pp.95/100, 1997. 
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while the performer who does not understand them, there is no point in adopting them.)”  An 

excellent example of music relating to this last comment is found in one of Beethoven’s most 

famous piano sonatas. 

Here is an excerpt from the third movement of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata opus 81a, also 

known as Les Adieux.   

 
Figure 19.  Beethoven, Piano Sonata, Opus 81a, mvt. III, mm. 60-6624 

 

The second theme in the final movement contains a melody in an inner-voice in the left hand.  

Beethoven marked the upper two notes of the left hand in each measure to be played with the 

thumb, which produces a far different tone than any of the other fingers.  Before going into 

further detail about this example, it is noteworthy to mention that Beethoven wrote in fingerings 

very sparingly, especially in his piano sonatas.  Based on the rarity of his indications, one may 

deduce that Beethoven is going for a special sound quality within this melody.  It is possible, and 

may even be a better solution from a physical standpoint, to use fingers one and two to play these 

                                                            

24Beethoven Sonatas.  Peters Urtext ed. Vol. 2. 
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notes, but only if the pianist strives for the intended musical effect suggested from Beethoven’s 

fingering.  In the return of this theme in the recapitulation, Beethoven does not give fingering. 

Instead the editor begins by suggesting the use of the second and first fingers.  It would seem 

appropriate here for the editor to also suggest the use of the thumb on both of the upper notes as 

was recommended by Beethoven in the exposition, but the editor decides not to do so.  

Another example where Beethoven’s fingering may come in handy is found near the end 

of his Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 2, No. 3.   

 
Figure 20.  Beethoven, Piano Sonata, Opus 2 No. 3, mvt. III, mm. 269-27425 

 

Beginning in measure 273, Beethoven changes direction from a descending pattern to an 

ascending pattern while also no longer indicating staccato.  One could ask whether or not he 

intends a change in articulation; however, Beethoven’s fingering can suggest keeping a separated 

articulation by his use of the repeated fifth finger in the upper notes.  As a pianist, I find 

grouping each large beat with one gesture while using fingers three, four, and five as the most 

efficient way to play this passage as long as I can create the separated effect Beethoven suggests 

with his fingering.  In that case, the fingering is a guide to an effect for which I use a more 

elegant physical solution, according to my own body.  In another edition of the Beethoven 

Sonatas, the editor, Artur Schnabel, writes “sempre staccato” as an editorial suggestion, but does 

                                                            

25Beethoven Sonatas.  Peters Urtext ed.  Vol. 1. 
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not let the pianist know the fingering in this passage is, in fact, Beethoven’s.26  This forecloses 

the uncertainty, but it also leaves out an interesting piece of information left to us by the 

composer himself.  

 
Figure 21.  Beethoven, Piano Sonata, Opus 2 No. 3, mm. 268-278 (Edizioni Curci) 

 

The preface of this edition simply states, “Fingerings and pedal indications are almost 

without exception by the editor (Artur Schnabel).”  While the editor’s suggestions as to the 

desired musical effect are helpful, I think it is necessary to let the pianist know that the musical 

effect of this passage is not only an editorial suggestion; it was suggested by the composer 

himself through the original fingering.  I believe that it is an oversight for editions not to include 

the composer’s fingerings when they are available.   

 Fingerings are information purposefully given to the pianist.  Once all of this information 

is understood, only then should the pianist feel free to interpret what is on the page.  A study 

cited by Richard Parncutt lends itself to the idea that while the fingerings are themselves 

important, they ought to be integrated and considered in a way that works for the pianist; even if 

                                                            

26Beethoven Complete Piano Sonatas.  Edizioni Curci.  Vol.1. 
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they depart from what Beethoven or another editor has offered.  The study included several 

pianists all playing the same Beethoven passage, each performing three different fingerings.  The 

first fingering was that of the performer, the second was the composer’s fingering, and the third 

was an editorial fingering.  Each performance was recorded and then played to independent 

listeners.   Upon hearing the audio recordings, the listeners consistently preferred the passages 

when played with the pianist’s own fingerings.  The second most preferred recordings among the 

listeners were the passages played using the composer’s fingerings.  The least preferred 

recordings were those played with editorial fingerings.27  While this may not apply to every 

composer, every performer is faced with decisions as to what musical effect he or she wants to 

achieve.  Beethoven happened to give specific information, while editors gave their own 

suggestions.  

  Fingerings are a very personal solution to situations presented in the music, and there are 

many factors that come into play when deciding on the best fingering for an individual.  As seen 

in Beethoven’s Opus 81a, incorporating the first and second fingers to play the second theme 

may be a better solution for a particular pianist, and this option is suggested often by editors as 

well.  However, editorial fingerings can occasionally lead the pianist astray, without a context of 

musical effect. Also, editorial fingerings can appear as a one-size-fits-all solution in a world of 

pianists who are not all one size.  

Editorial Fingerings 

 While I think editorial fingerings can be very helpful in finding technical and musical 

solutions to the score, I do think that we as pianists sometimes obey them too blindly.  As stated 

in the analysis of pedagogical methods, editorial fingerings can rely too heavily on or disregard 

                                                            

27Parncutt.  Modeling Piano Performance.  p.3, 1997. 
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the previously stated “rules” of piano fingering.  At times, they sacrifice what Alan Fraser 

referred to as “the structure of the hand.”  Janice Razaq, a recognized expert on the teachings of 

Tobias Matthay, reiterated this point when she said Matthay always looked for fingerings that 

would make passages less awkward.28  However, editorial fingerings sometimes go against 

comfortable, efficient playing in order to adhere to some of the piano fingering ‘rules’. 

 The first two editorial fingering examples to be discussed are found in Rachmaninoff’s 

Second Piano Concerto.   

The measures 119 and 120 of the first movement in the Schirmer edition show an 

example where the editor attempts to use finger legato for the final phrase in the left hand shown 

below. 

 
Figure 22.  Rachmaninoff, Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18, mm. 117-120 

(Schirmer Edition) 
 

The finger legato works well in this passage until measure 120 when the fingering asks for a very 

large stretch in the left hand in order to keep finger legato intact (A-G-middle C to be played 

with 5-2-1).  This requires a stretch of a seventh between the fifth and second fingers, a feat most 

                                                            

28Razaq.  (telephone interview, February, 2012). 
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likely comfortable for Rachmaninoff, but not for most pianists.  One will almost certainly lose 

structure and most likely tone to accommodate for the suggested finger legato.  

 Illustrated below is a proposed fingering that may help keep the structure of the hand and 

utilizes the pedal to sustain the legato effect.   

 
Figure 23.  Rachmaninoff, Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18, mm. 117-120, With 

Suggested Fingering 
 
 

A new hand position plays the fourth, fifth, and sixth eighth notes of measure 120 (G-A-G 

played with 1-5-1).  This will allow the left hand to play the lower three notes in a comfortable 

position and then move to a new hand position for the remaining notes beginning at middle C.  

This passage also brings to mind the concept of grouping and how grouping can help with 

memorization.  If one experiences, both physically and visually, groups within comfortable hand 

positions, than these chunks may be easier to memorize than longer spans of notes with fewer 

hand changes.  It is also possible that coordination between the hands would work more 

successfully due to the similar gesturing in contrary motion found in this example.  Moreover, 

music of this period and style can allow the performer to make use of generous amounts of pedal, 

which can assist in aurally creating longer lines, even with more frequent hand position changes.  

More relaxed tone, the result of more comfortable hand positions, can help smooth the legato 
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effect even more.  The editor has added fingerings quite sparingly, leading me to think that when 

a fingering is added, the editor believes it to be best and possibly the only way the pianist should 

technically play the passage.  While the editor has a fingering in mind, so does Rachmaninoff, 

and so should any pianist seeking to find a solution that fits his/her own hand. 

The other passage from the same concerto is also taken from the same movement of the 

Schirmer edition.  Measure 192 again shows the editor attempting to use finger legato to execute 

the phrase markings.   

Figure 24.  Rachmaninoff, Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18, mm. 189-192 
(Schirmer Edition) 

 

The editorial fingering not only creates a large stretch at the beginning and end of the first phrase 

at measure 192, it also creates an awkward hand shape with the second finger crossing over to 

play the F, followed by the second, third, and fifth fingers to stretch the other side of the hand in 

order to play the E-flat and A-flat.  For this piu vivo section, it is the first fingering the editor has 

written in, again suggesting its importance.  This passage demonstrates how editors sometimes 

break one fingering rule in order to not break other fingering rules, which they happen to find 

more important.  Stretching the hand is used in order to maintain a finger legato.  Changing hand 

positions is out of the question because it is possible to be avoided.  However, awkward hand 
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positions and loss of tone quality are likely with the suggested fingering.  Keeping the shape of 

the hand and producing, what the Russian School calls “a confident tone”, should be the 

determining factor of fingering.  A possible fingering that allows this includes two hand 

positions within this short phrase; the first being the first two notes played with five and one and 

the second hand position beginning with finger two on the first E-flat, followed by fingers one, 

two, and five. 

 
Figure 25.  Rachmaninoff, Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18, mm. 189-192, With 

Suggested Fingering
  
 

The next two excerpts are taken from the Alfred edition of the Chopin ballades.  The first 

example is the opening “chorale” theme of the second ballade. 
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Figure 26.  Chopin, Ballade No. 2 in F Major, Op. 38 (Alfred Edition) 

 

The first phrase is just over two lines long.  The editor has chosen a fingering that will 

allow the pianist to play a finger legato throughout the entire phrase.  The fingering offered here 

is not a bad fingering, but I think that there are better options.  In order to be able to make this 

phrase sing, proper weight into the keys is necessary.  Keeping one’s fingers glued to the keys 

will not promote a full tone.  I find the finger substitutions in the first line especially 

cumbersome, as the pianist is just as able to use ample amounts of skillful, melodic pedaling. 

This would alleviate the pianist of the need for constant finger legato.  In this manner, the pianist 

could lift and refresh, or as Abby Whiteside called it “vertical” and “horizontal” playing, in order 

to make it through the phrase with plentiful amounts of tone. 

The next example is the opening of Chopin’s third ballade. 
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Figure 27.  Chopin, Ballade No. 3 in A-flat Major, Op. 47 (Alfred Edition) 

 
 

For the first short phrase, the editor has again provided a fingering that aims for a finger legato.  

However, the pianist may find that the right hand near the end of the first measure is a bit 

awkward.  The fifth beat of the measure (E-flat and A-flat) is played with the first and fifth 

fingers, and since this is only an interval of a fourth, the hand must contract.  This contraction 

will then be followed by a stretch of the third finger over the fifth finger to play the B-flat in beat 

six.  Both maneuvers will cause the player to lose the natural shape of the hand.  Instead of 

attempting to utilize only finger legato for this first phrase, I find it much more physically and 

musically rewarding to make two groupings in the first measure with the right hand.   

 
Figure 28.  Chopin, Ballade No. 3 in A-flat Major, Op. 47, With Suggested Fingering

 
 

The opening E-flat and F can be played with the second and third fingers, respectively.  At this 

point, the pianist can lift the right hand, with the use of skillful pedaling, and play the E-flat and 

G with the first and second fingers.  This will set up the rest of this phrase to be played repeating 
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the thumb on E-flat, while the A-flat, B-flat, and C are played with the third, fourth, and fifth 

fingers. 

 The last three examples are from editions of Mozart scores.  Sparkle and clarity are 

required in a great Mozart performance; therefore, a great performance of Mozart’s music 

requires great fingerings. 

 The first illustration is found in Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor K. 491.  For 

this example, both the Urtext Peters edition and the Shirmer edition propose the same fingering.  

Measure 210 includes an ascending scale in the right hand which both editions have ending with 

the third, fourth, and fifth fingers. 

 
Figure 29.  Mozart, Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor, K. 491, mm. 210-213 

 

Since the 3rd, 4th, and 5th fingers create such a weak pattern when played consecutively, it does 

not seem like the best solution.  There are times when using the weak part of the hand cannot be 

avoided and, therefore, is the only solution.  However, in this case there is a much better strategy.  

Finishing this scale with strong, reliable fingers and brilliance should be at the forefront of the 

musical expression.  A better fingering to execute this scale is illustrated below. 

 
Figure 30.  Mozart, Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor, K. 491, With Suggested Fingering 
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This example shows how editors can be hesitant to suggest an extra thumb crossing when it is 

not absolutely necessary.  It is obvious to me that ending a scale on three, four, and five can be 

problematic, especially when the pinkie finishes on a black key as seen here.  As it was noted in 

the pedagogical repertoire portion of this essay, just because one hand position can do the job, it 

does not mean that one hand position is the best solution.  Adding an extra thumb crossing or 

hand position in order to play the passage more comfortably is quite often a much better idea.  

The next Mozart example is from the Henle Urtext edition.  Measure 35 in the third 

movement of the Piano Sonata in E-flat major No. 4 K. 282 includes an ascending B-flat major 

scale.   

Figure 31.  Mozart, Piano Sonata No. 4 in E-flat Major, K. 282, mvt. III, mm. 31-39 
 

The scale begins on a B-flat and employs traditional fingering until the editor suggests 

contracting the hand, with the G recommended to be played with the third finger.  Playing the G 

with the third finger then sets up the fourth and fifth fingers to play A and B-flat.  The editor 

does this in order to have the hand in a position to play the next notes of the following measure.  

However, regardless of the fingering, it would seem to make more sense to take the measure 

following the B-flat scale with a new hand position and a new gesture.  This is a good instance 
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where technique and musicality are inseparable.  The figurations at measure 36, as Mozart 

suggested with the slurs, are a new idea, separate from the preceding B-flat scale.  The best 

fingering for the B-flat scale would be to play it with traditional fingering and finishing with the 

longer, fourth finger on the B-flat.   

 
Figure 32.  Mozart, Piano Sonata No. 4 in E-flat Major, K. 282, mvt. III, mm. 31-35, With 

Suggested Fingering 
 
 
Measure 36 would then include a new gesture for each beat in the right hand, either beginning 

with finger three or finger four. 

The last example is found in the Peters Urtext Edition of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 16 

K. 451 in D major.  

 
Figure 33.  Mozart, Piano Concerto No.16 in D Major, K. 451, mvt. III, mm. 303-305 

 
 
A D-major scale begins in the right hand in the last half of measure 303 and ends on the 

downbeat of measure 305.  The only altered note within this scale is a G-sharp near the end of 

the scale, which the editor recommends playing with the thumb.  I can only speculate as to the 

reasoning for this fingering.  Either the editor wishes to keep the traditional fingering of the D 
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major scale and does not view the thumb on a black key as a difficulty in this case, or maybe the 

editor believes that ending the scale with all five fingers in one hand position will provide the 

best result.  Whatever the reason may be, it is obvious that crossing the thumb under and 

changing the hand to a position more into the keys will probably be detrimental to the pianist.  

This passage illustrates a very important idea about fingering.  A good fingering can save the 

pianist a huge chunk of time, while a bad fingering can cause endless hours of frustration.  I 

would never be able to play this passage with the amount of clarity or brilliance necessary if I 

followed the recommended fingering, regardless of the number of hours I practiced the scale.  

However, if I change the fingering slightly to play the G-sharp with the fourth finger and finish 

the scale with the first, second, third, and fourth fingers, the passage feels good upon the first 

trial.   

 
Figure 34.  Mozart, Piano Concerto No. 16 in D Major, K. 451, mvt. III, mm. 304-305, With 

Suggested Fingering 
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Conclusion 

 In conclusion, I urge both pianists and pedagogues to consider the importance of being in 

tune with the feedback from the body.  Playing the piano should be an activity that feels 

rewarding in a physical sense and we should take this into consideration when choosing whether 

or not to follow the printed suggestions on the page.  It has been painfully evident, sometimes 

literally, when I watch students and aspiring concert pianists who do not achieve a constant flow 

in their playing because of faulty habits.  Unfortunately, these faulty habits are instilled very 

early in their study and are often never fully corrected.  It is my hope that this paper will 

encourage readers to reexamine not only the way we approach the markings on the score, but 

also to be sensitive to what we are teaching our students.  If we wish our students to have “free 

vent to the powers of perception and imagination evidently latent in them” as Matthay stated, 

then our pedagogical approach must be one of natural incorporation of the body.  The body is not 

made to be still in any position for an extended period of time; it desires movement.  If this is the 

case, why does much of our pedagogical repertoire not promote incorporating healthy and 

confident movement of the hands and arms from the first lessons?  A teacher who does decide to 

use a home-key approach method may also want to incorporate supplemental repertoire that 

allows the student to experience movement outside of one position.  Piano playing would be 

more physically rewarding and our students would experience a smoother transition into more 

challenging repertoire by incorporating a more intrinsically physical approach to piano playing.   

 This essay only focused on legato playing and fingering because I believe they are often 

the most misconstrued, however the concepts presented also encompass many other components 

of piano playing.  Regardless of the aspects presented, playing the piano should be a rewarding 

activity for the body and mind to enjoy.  Piano playing should be an action that speaks more 
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vividly about the performer than any words could do.  Nonetheless, one is only able to achieve 

this level of revelation if the performer is able to reach beyond the physical demands of the 

music by listening to what the body has to say. 
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