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WHICH PIANC
SHOULD
I BUY?

It might sound like a dream scenario, but
choosing a piano can be overwhelming:
John Evans speaks to thr.ee concert

pianists to find out how they go about it

'f - considering buying a new piano. Ive bought a few
I pianos in my time and have worked up a range of
I ,.r,r,o help separate good from brd. So here I am in
I a showroom, surrounded by lots of new ones, ranging

I f.o- budg.i,rpright, to ,,rp..-.xpensive grands. I"ari
welcome to try as many as I like, says the sales person. I sit at
a likely looking instrument and play a few pieces to get some
initial impressions.

Showpieces over, I rattle offa few scales, each becoming
louder to hear how much dynamic variety the instrument can
supply. Next, I strike and hold down random notes, listening
to the length of their decay, an indicator of a pianot ability to
'sing'. I play some bass notes, listening for my favourite full-
bodied sound; some mid-range ones, listening for a pleasing
tonal colour and consistency ofsound; and treble ones for
a singing, bell-like tone (well, as bell-like as you can expect
from a modest upright piano).

I then play a selection of notes very sofry to test the pianot
ability to generate a sound with the merest touch and then
others very loudly, checking for the sound becoming thin
and metallic or even 'bending'. Others I play rapidly to check
the instrumentt mechanical responses and consistenry of
action. I also confirm to myself that the keys arent too light
- the enemy of tonal control - and that they are capable of

translating varying weights of touch into corresponding levels
of sound. Turning to the pedals, I check that when pressing
the sustain pedal, the dampers lift offand return quietly and
simultaneously.

And then I do the same on a few more pianos because you
cant beat back-to-back testing when evaluating instruments.
As I know only too well, however, having chosen what you
believe is the instrument of your dreams, you can never be
certain how it will sound when you eventually get it home.

Whispers and negotiatio*s
At the end of the erercise I nasn't sure I'd found my ideal
piano. As I left the shou,room I began to wonder how
professional pianists asked, perhaps, to advise on a new piano
for a venue - or confionted ri.ith an unfamiliar instrument
on which they musr perform or record, establish its
capabilities and shorlcomings under much greater pressure.

I could leave and nnd mv perfect piano another day.
Not so the profession.ri concert pianist rvho must make do
with what they are Si'en to plav on the day, or, if they're
lucky, choose from ma.''be,r couple of instruments. How

:

a

I
U
a

ir Il

t

76. Pianist 131



{ rrll pet?F8ar ]le.{\.{\oLI sr 'plrorrs er{I'slal strJo tu: : ,..

aql st 'sareBllsa^urJourpno:,ie11 rrqr ouerd rerlrurejun uE -L-l

trads? tsr5 erlt tBrlt 'uagl 'esrrd;ns ou sp auor ppoqs r]
,'tI tsnfpE o] prsnjal laqr pue pessrusrp se.& lurrldruor

ftu 'l,teaq oot Jg sp.{\ uonf? asoq,u, ouerd e qrr,la. petuasa:d
ueq,&\ 'uors?ftro auo uo lnq suoul? ouerd rraqr jo tqgrJ-u ar{r
tnogt sJJrnlfeJnueuJ r{tr.&\ stuJrrlaar8rsrp luttu per{ a^pq I,

,.aropr"q rr aryur lq,t
'rlnr5[Ip os sr ouerd eqr 3urdr14,, 'parldar eq tr tnoqr pa{s?
se.r\ eq ueq.^a pu? uorrce tq3r1 l.ra.L e prq dr.uurarg Ieuosred

s,ztr.&\oroH regr 'g8nogr 'or?rd.B rur 1 lrrar8 arr nol Sur,rarlaq
ot elqeJeuln^ ruo sr^pel uoufe ue tq8rl oor 'Je^a,^ oH 'punos

.rnol atra;: ol tq8ra,^ aeu u?r{t raqrr.r qr8uans Sursn ur8aq
nol 't:acuor ? Jo ssorts aqt ur 'ueq,!r llpnadsa tsruerd e
alddirc uec l1 'Suuaals re^\od tnoqtr,{\ rzc r Sul,trrp a111

sr uonre,(reaq srr qtr,n ourrd pue-r8 urapou e Surleld
'aldrurxa roC, 'pres aq ,'tsaq ar{t roj sft.up tou tng -{rrpnb

pue u8rsap rreqt ur uonnlo^er a8nq r euo8rapun a,req
souerd, 'adrr8 rsaSSrg srq sr rq8ra.u le1 a,lissa:xa 'ot peurnl

1 rsruerd treruof puofJs aqt Xourpnor,{t11 ruarsng .rog
?r saop {uor3:e} ,tseg

.'11 alEeJ3
ot eru ot dn s,fr asrpar I 'tr Jo^rlep or SurlSSnrfs sr ouErd

eqrJr lng auol Sur8urs e elol I, 'punor8 apef, ot paredard sr
oqs eru plot rr{s }urod prf,nrf, srql uo uele tng auor Sur8urs

E sl e{II saoP oJaluotr J IEtLA ('tuelsrsuocur PrrE ua^oun sr

lErll uonf,B ue e{ll lrIoP oslE J 'aru spJoxs 1r Ionuol erp roJ
uo[re lleer{ e raSard I 'uonf,E ue rg311 oot oIII }uop I, 'oo]

'spueruep pre,rn-roSrg8reJls aruos e Er{ seop eqs 'ra-ta.u.o11 ,'nol
ol auroo ot tr apensrad ttuarunnsur eqt lno xeof, ot e Erl no1

'tuere5lp os sr rlreg, 'aldoed aTI Suraq se souerd seqrJrsap
eqs '.rfeJ uI 'tuarunrlsur ue qtr/$, asnuordruoc or 8urqr.u.
sr oretuotr J srsaSSns porreno8au, turet arltJo esn raH

,'a,rtssncled Pue uaPoo,^^' Suruocaq
euol aql plo^? ot ul3leslu urer 01 a,reg 1 souerd euros qlr,{\

os pue punos a8rq B e eq I, 'tuarunrtsur aqr or anbruqcat
reg rdepe ol eAEr{ rq8lu eqs pres oraluory 'rurod reqr u6

tur ur sasrruordruoc Burreru sdeqrad o";l[T,irt Tfif uorteno8au3o puq E olur og ot e^Erl 1 'ouerd peq E pug
IJI 'saIII tstueld E teql( flasrce.rd apr,rord uec 1pq lrarra
rou pue elsel Ieslsnu ot u1(op saurof, ]r 'flererurrp rnq

'tuellecxa ere &1d I slueurnnsur ar{t Jo lueru lerp g8noua

rEr lslue!d zl

ateuntJoJ ur(I, 'tset egr ssed souerd ile tou 'l1gerr,r.ou1
'EtEuos lzsrl aql

pue e>IJnzeur urdoq3 e se qcns sacard :prtuatod a,rrssardxa
pur cnueulp str peler IIII\ terp sacard Surleld se ile,^a sE

Sutst,r.ordrur 'sdoqc pcrsnur srr sagord eqs qcrgr'r Surrnp
arur] snorcard E s(ll 'tJaruof, E eJoJaq tl qtl \ euop sJnor{

3o aldnoc e slsanber oratuotr J 'aSrlgo uec ouerd e rar{teqa
tno pu5 ot pue lse 3rg e s,reqr stueurnrlsul atuos rod

,'oot tedsrqrvr lng JEoJ ot elqe ag or spaeu ouerd
ar{I 'Aourueruqieg pue ttazory 'elduexe ro3 .fq frsnru ur

allgelueo pue orurssrueld roj paau arltJo ere^ e fra,t Sulruocag
ur,I tng - punor$1ceg ltu s.r1 - re,&1d a,l.rssncrad e alrnb

uJ,I 'os[V'uoneur8etur &u ur reeq I punos aqt eteeJo pue
gcnor lur ur ef,uenu .{-ra,ra ol tf,EaJ ol elge eq tsnur lI, 'parldar

oqs ,'elqrxag aq ot 'a8uegc or &rcedec arp a Erl tsnur ]I,
irarl PaIsE I

'pug ot Surdoq aqs sr tErLN'8urle1d aq p,aqs ouerd aqr glr.Lr
perulenbce rauag ra8 orgo Surgsep sed\ ar{s uonesJaluof,

rno reue ']f,EJ uI 'o8ecrq3 ur anear{I srrrpH eqt te 7rczory
paturojred aqs aJoJag oB or srnorl rsn( qrr,tt 'suoneslaoldrur

pcrsself, rar{ roJ u.^aowl 'tsrurrd aqt qtl^( dn rq8nec 1
'oJaluotr J EIarrqES qry'r Suluufeq 'PIro.&\ ar{t ra o Ip

souerd uo Surprocar pue Suluro3rad or pasn stsruerd uaf,uof,
peqsrlgetsa eerql r{lvvr crdor aqr pessnrsrp 1 'rno puy oa

iuoI]EsrJErTrurej
pue uonralas oueld ot gceordde rreql ruo{ ureal ueo sptrour

ressel a/'r Surt{rlue ag ararp rq8pu pue eg lerp }snru t1nlglp

;;1*&l +

oJaluoN
elouqB9

,oo]
ledsrq,rn ]nq
reor o] olqP
e9 o1 sPoou
oueld eL{I,

.=h.

*={

irt
\



MAKERS

action is. A particular bugbear, he told me, is loose key pins
that can cause the keys to wobble, although overly tight and
rher can be roo resistant.

A piano has to be properly regulated but some pianists take
matters into their own hands. For example, Brendel would
delve into the instrument to make adjustments himself.
Michelangeli would travel with his own technician, a man
who could make a Ferrari out of a Lada.'
Having explored the weight of the keys and the quality of
the action, Hayroudinoff, Iike Montero, next subjects the
piano to a series ofcontrasting pieces calculated to expose
the instrument's technical and musical capabilities, as weil as

its resonance. They include Chopint Grande ualse brillante,
Ravel's Gaspard de la nuit and selected passages from
Rachmaninovt Piano Concerto No 3. Schubert is a good test
of a piano's singing qualiry he finds, and Scarlatti its clariry
and response.

As he plays, Hayroudinoffkeeps an ear out for the
piano's voicing - how the densiry of the hammer felts has
been adjusted to make the tone warmer or brighter - and
in particular, whether the technician has also voiced the
hammers in the una corda position when the action moves
sideways slightly, causing a different area of the hammer head
to strike the string.

He also listens to how long notes take to fade away.
'The rate of decay is important to me. On a good, middle
of the range Steinway, for example, the decay is impressively
long, creating a singing tone. This ability of a piano to
"sing" was very important to Horowitz and with his
technician he would go to any lengths to make the sound
Ionger. One of their "tricks" was to disturb the tuning a

little, a technique Horowitz found made the sound last
longer. I don't go that farl'

Other aspects of an unfamiliar piano that Hayroudinoff
explores are its tonal colours and abiliry to project different
timbres. 'The treble should be silvery and resonant and not
shrill or glassy. I recall playing a piano with a very bright top
end. There'd been no time to voice it so I had to use far less

weight in the performance.' Elsewhere in the piano's register,
he prefers a middle section that is mellow, singing and long-
toned and, lower dorvn, a bass that is por,verful without being
harsh or metallic.

The artist's voice
Concert pianist Beatrice Rana, my third pianist whose fine
recording of piano concertos by Robert and Clara Schumann
has just been released by \Tarner Classics, told me she is
equaliy keen to establish the quality of any piano she is about
to play for the first time, a desire borne of experience.

'I had entered the Van Cliburn in 2013 lshe won the
Silver Medal] and was given just 20 minutes to select one
piano out of four that I was to play, which was nothinglHow to evoluote o Piqno

ln summary, leading concer,t pionists

Gabrielo n nt"i,n'it'9' HoYroudinoff

;ilB.; trice Rona odvise that when

evoluatingor tesiing a piano you should:

. Put it through its paces with a range of'familiar pieces

. Check its performance at a variety "1 
dln"*l:t''

. Beware if you have to adapt foyr t3clt1i1,': to ''

. tl".k-.n" duration or decay of .individual 
notes

. ;;; for it having a singing qualitY

. iilLk.n" weighiand precision of t"-u.:::n

. Listen for pleasant Uassi mid-range and treble registers

. il;;" for a pleasant and consist""t::^:t^"

. Give yourself time una tty as many pianos as possible
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