
Why Un sospiro? 
Your inclusion of Liszt’s Un sospiro in issue 93 
prompts a number of questions in my mind. 
� is is a virtuoso piece, requiring a consummate 
technique. Anyone who can play it can play 
almost anything in the piano repertoire. Anyone 
who can play it will almost certainly already have 
the score in their library. 

So why include it in Pianist? � e implication 
would seem to be that those of us with less than 
consummate techniques might like to ‘have a go’ at 
it, but what would the purpose or value of this be? 
Why would anyone take pleasure or satisfaction from 
performing badly pieces that are too hard for them, 
rather than performing pieces that are within their 
technical capability to a good standard? And why 
would you encourage them to do so?

I would much rather perform a piece that 
I can master technically in order to be able to 
create a meaningful interpretation than ‘busk’ 
my way through something that is far too hard 
and consequently sounds either a mess or 
meaningless, at half speed or with ‘simpli� ed’ 
rhythms. What do you and other readers think?

Anyone who, like me, loves Liszt but often 
� nds him too di�  cult (as in the case of Un Sospiro 
and the third Liebestraum, which you published a 
while ago) might like to know that he himself 
made a simplifed arrangement of his marvellous 
Legend: St Francis Walking on the Water, which is 
within the reach of anyone at around Grade 8.

Joseph Laredo, London, UK

In his book ‘Play it Again’, the former Guardian 
editor Alan Rusbridger described learning Chopin’s 
First Ballade in a single year (and then performing it), 
even though he knew it was way beyond his playing 
abilities. Everyone has the right to learn what they 
want, and to push the boundaries, just as Rusbridger 
did. Most of our readers tell us they don’t wish to 
perform in public. We think that telling a pianist 
not to learn a piece of music because it’s beyond their 
capabilities is like telling a novice painter to give up 
painting water lilies because they’ll never be as good 
as Claude Monet. However, it's worth taking note of 
the advice, given by Mark Tanner in his Mindfulness 
article on page 16, that you should not overreach your 
ambitions. What do other readers think? 

Loving Un sospiro!
I wanted to let you know how much I love 
issue 93. I have over 20 issues of Pianist and this 
issue is by far my favourite for both articles and 
sheet music. What caught my eye immediately 
was the inclusion of Liszt’s Un sospiro. I am an 
intermediate/advanced student and have worked 
on this piece for the past year. What I liked best 
was the � ngering you included. � is is a piece 
I will never be able to to play in public, but 
that doesn’t matter to me. I � nd myself playing 
it often for just myself. It’s addictive and 
challenging. Keep including wonderful pieces 
like this in future issues.  

Sally Olson, Chicago, USA

Narrower 
keyboards for 
larger hands
� ank you for publishing 
John Evans’ article, ‘� e 
Upper Hand’, in issue 
93, which highlights an 
important topic of 
interest to all pianists. 

Research shows that 
the ‘one-size-� ts-all’ 
piano keyboard does 
not suit all hands. � e current keyboard was 
designed to suit European male virtuosos of 
the late 19th century. During the 20th century, 
the changing gender and ethnic mix of pianists 
has meant that for most, their hand span is not 
well matched to this keyboard. � e link between 
inadequate hand span and the pain and injury 
a� ecting many pianists is well established in 
the performing arts health literature. Equally 
important is the enhanced quality of a pianist’s 
performance, particularly for advanced repertoire, 
when the piano keyboard � ts the hand.

A pianist’s hand span depends on three 
characteristics: hand width, � nger length and 
� exibility. Hence, short � ngers can be o� set 
by having a broad hand and good � exibility; 
or narrow, bony hands with good � exibility 
and long � ngers can result in quite a wide span. 
While plaster casts of pianists’ hands might 
illustrate obvious visual characteristics such as 
shape and � nger length, they cannot provide 
an accurate indication of � exibility or reach. 

� e data collected in our study (referred to 
in John Evans’ article) of the hand spans of 473 
pianists con� rms the results of previous studies, 
showing that hand spans among adults vary 
enormously. In our study, thumb to � fth � nger 
spans ranged from 6.4 inches (smallest female) 
to 10.8 inches (largest male), more than the 
width of four white piano keys. � e average span 
of adult males is one inch greater than that 
of adult females, slightly more than the width 
of one white piano key. 

Steinbuhler DS® keyboards (www.steinbuhler.com) 
are gaining popularity, particularly in North 
America. � ese narrower keyboards e� ectively 
give pianists ‘larger hands’. Personal reactions 
from these pianists are consistent in describing 
the relief from pain and injury as well as enhanced 
personal enjoyment, thus allowing them to reach 
their technical and artistic potential. Our analysis 
indicates that about 24% of men and 87% of 
women would bene� t from playing a keyboard 
with narrower keys. For a summary of the relevant 
literature on hand size and piano playing, 
please visit www.smallpianokeyboards.org.

Rhonda Boyle, Robin Boyle, Erica Booker, 
Victoria, Australia
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Readers’
   Letters
Get in touch 
WRITE TO: The Editor, Pianist, 6 Warrington Crescent, London, W9 1EL, UK

OR EMAIL: editor@pianistmagazine.com

STAR LETTER wins a surprise CD. Letters may be edited.

Playing by ear
On the Letters page of issue 93, Derek Connolly says that he cannot play music without a score 
in front of him, and so he is unable to improvise. � is seems to be a common problem. I think 
that the ability to play by ear is the � rst step to being able to improvise, which can be achieved 
by everyone with a little work.  

So this is how I set about improving my ability to play by ear: Because I have been a subscriber to 
your excellent magazine from the � rst issue I have an amazing learning resource of scores with CDs. 
I put a cover CD on the player and listen to the � rst piece, probably only the � rst few phrases, and try 
to replicate it on the keyboard. � en I check with the music to see if I am correct. In other words I am 
listening � rst, reading the music second. � e pieces become harder as one moves through each CD/issue. 
I have been surprised to � nd that I am better at this than I expected, and my ear is de� nitely improving.

Ruth Hughes, Cumbria, UK

Congratulations on having found such an original way of improving your ability to play by ear! It must take 
some persevering too. A surprise CD is on its way to you. 

STAR LETTER
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Franz LISZT (1811-1886)
Un sospiro

ADVANCED

TRACK 11

The Three Concert Etudes S 144 are universally known by Italian titles that they 

only gained in a second edition, possibly not devised by Liszt himself. Un sospiro 

(A Sigh) is the last of them and is famous for its hand-crossing melody.

Playing tips: This concert etude will be a challenge to learn, even for the most 

advanced of pianists, but a rewarding one. The most challenging parts are the two 

extended cadenzas. Learn these two cadenzas first, building them up note by note 

and phrase by phrase. It’s a real crowd-pleaser though, so persevere! 

Pedal tips: Some markings are on the score. 

Read Lucy Parham’s step-by-step lesson on this piece on page 24. Parham 

performs this piece on the Pianist CD. 
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F
rom how wide they can stretch to how much they are insured for, the hands of the world’s greatest pianists are an endless source of fascination. And no wonder, for a pianist’s hands are so clearly on display, whizzing up and down the keyboard at nature-defying speeds. Indeed, having a good view of a pianist’s hands is an essential requirement for a lot of concertgoers, one that takes precedence even over a good acoustic.Why are we so interested in looking at the hands of great pianists? Perhaps we hope to � nd the key to their genius or, more likely, the reason we’ll never be as good. � e size of the hand, the length of the � ngers and how far they can stretch: these are the measures we use to identify a top pianist, as well as explain our own pianistic shortcomings.  What of the great pianists of the past? No problem: a cast of their hands will do. Like some holy relic, a cast talks to us from the grave. Better still, if it’s a replica, we can touch it, trace the � ngers as we seek clues to their sound and hand span, divining qualities long since lost.It’s curious how much value is placed on a pianist having large hands, when a wide span and broad, big-boned � ngers can actually be a hindrance at times. In any case, there are many ways a small 

hand can overcome technical obstacles: smart � ngering or rolling a chord among them. 
Charles Rosen, the pianist and writer, was convinced that whatever a pianist’s individual problems, hand size wasn’t one of them. ‘It must be stressed that there is no type of hand that is more suited to the piano than another,’ he wrote in the New York Review of Books. He cited the example of Robert Casadesus, regarded as one of France’s � nest pianists, who, he said, ‘had � ngers so thick he had trouble � tting them in between the black keys.’ Meanwhile, Josef Hofmann, whom Rosen especially admired, ‘had a hand so small that he could reach no more than the eight notes of an octave.’ No matter: Hofmann asked Steinway to build him a grand piano with narrower keys. (He also asked them to make a piano with a quicker action, resulting in the Steinway Accelerated Action. But that’s another story.)  

I N S I G H TI N S I G H T

THE UPPER HAND

Clearly Hofmann had no need of bigger hands but in the general public’s view, virtuosity and big hands are inseparable. In the league table of big hands, Rachmaninov and Liszt (who had very little ‘webbing’ between his � ngers) beat all comers with a span of 13. Rachmaninov was reputed to be able to play a chord comprising C, E � at, G, C and G. 
Meanwhile, a paper that was published by the Australian Piano Pedagogy Conference in December 2015 claims that ‘nearly 30 per cent of female pianists cannot play an octave with even minimum comfort, while a signi� cant majority of males can play an octave very comfortably, a ninth with minimal comfort and a tenth on the edge.’ 

Such � ndings would have been news to Dame Myra Hess who could easily stretch a ninth, the same as Daniel Barenboim.

Do the size and shape 
of pianists’ hands tell us anything about how they play? Would Rachmaninov, for one, have been as great without big hands? John Evans points a fi nger at the evidence 
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