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Is it really so tricky to play the piano softly? What are these “perils"?

Left to our own devices, if exhorted to “play it softer this time!” and not given any technical guidance,
we will tend to simply pull back physically, play “less”

Playing “less,” i.e. holding back and retreating from the keys, doesnt feel good (causes tension in neck
and shoulders, etc.)

When we retreat, we use less of the body and our energy stops flowing. This causes us to lose control
of notes. Some notes will blurt out, others will (maddeningly!) not speak at all.

Playing “less” means lack of support of each finger; thus fingering patterns can become confused and
shaky, even if they've been practiced a lot.

Self-consciousness in students (“was that soft enough?”). If the answer is NO, guilt sets in.

A lot of (too much?) emphasis is often placed on “dynamic contrast” by the judges in student festivals.
(“Very nice, dear, now if you could JUST make even more dynamic contrast!”) It's such an easy
comment for judges to fall back on.

Playing “less” leads to colorless pianissimo tone. But why should soft sounds be colorless?

When we're nervous on stage, the little notes (if we've always practiced them lightly) will be the first to
go. They simply weren't learned robustly enough. But we may end up blaming ourselves, or our
nerves, instead of rethinking our approach to playing soft dynamics.

Because playing “less” is frustrating, unreliable, and doesn't feel or sound very good, it can cause the
fun to go out of playing. This is far too high a price to pay for “dynamic contrast.”

What factors contribute to the problem?

Manipulating, micromanaging and holding back — all these can lead to physical tension

Fighting gravity (hovering over the keys) is very tiring

Every piano is different (so if our piano technique is incomplete, there’s no telling what — if anything —
will come out)

How can we approach pianissimos in a healthy way, and achieve even more dynamic control? What

principles can we apply?

First, "Make Friends with the Notes” — i.e. regardless of the dynamic, practice everything big, relaxed,
natural and healthy, as loud as you like, with enjoyment. Until it all feels great. After this, almost
anything is possible and easy (including the softest and subtlest pianissimos).

“Technique = Making a Physical Commitment to Every Note” — Leopold Mittman

Keep a clear separation between Process and Product; in other words, it's OK to practice without
musicality by choice; in fact, this is a practicing “superpower.”
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Other helpful concepts:

Dynamics are all “relative” anyway (How soft is soft? Think of projecting in a hall)

Quality of tone should not be sacrificed; it speaks volumes, and IS the music

Trust that your body can do great things in ways your mind may not be able to grasp. Just make the
body comfortable and free — and let it surprise you! This is one of the great joys of performing

Implications for teaching:

Don't ask for dynamics in the early stages of learning. Have students play everything at the same
dynamic at first (bring in the piece “under construction”). Only introduce dynamics after thorough,
comfortable technique has been established in each hand — and then do the quiet dynamics no more
than half the time in practice.
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